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TOMB
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AS RYAN FLINT craned to see past the crush of archaeologists and workmen crammed into the narrow tunnel, he could barely breathe for excitement.


It wasn’t every day you got to look inside a chamber that had not been entered by a single soul for more than three thousand years.


At least, not by a living soul.


For this was the final resting place of Pharaoh Smenkhkare.


The tomb, hewn deep into a remote crevasse in the limestone cliffs of the Valley of the Kings, had been discovered only a few months earlier. Stone by stone, rock by rock, the rubble had been cleared from the ancient complex of burial chambers.


So far there’d been no sign of the magnificent treasures that would surely have been buried with the pharaoh.


But everyone was certain that in this chamber they would finally hit the jackpot.


And now Dr Pete McNeil was about to slide back the huge boulder that blocked the entrance.


Spotlights flooded the scene with glaring white light, as though they were on a film set. Ryan tried to ignore the sweat sticking his T-shirt to his back. Here, deep inside the cliff, the tunnel was hotter than the Sahara in a heat wave. The rattling fan rigged up in the corner barely stirred the stewed air.


He felt a nudge in his side and looked down to see his mother bouncing up and down to get a better view, waving her voice recorder in the air, her short blonde hair hedgehog-spiked by dust and sweat.


‘This is history in the making,’ Mum whispered, grinning like a kid about to see Father Christmas coming down the chimney. ‘It’ll be the biggest discovery since the tomb of Tutankhamun. Bigger, even,’ she added, ‘if we find the Benben Stone!’ She lowered her voice a few notches and sort of breathed the words Benben Stone.


Ryan had noticed that everyone did that.


Yes, he thought. It’s all about the Benben!


He’d hardly heard about anything else since Mum had landed the job of reporting on the story. Every day he’d come home from school to their end-of-terrace house in Manchester to find her sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop, a pile of library books and a pot of coffee. The Benben, she told him, was one of the most important relics of all time, up there with the Ark of the Covenant and the Holy Grail. According to Ancient Egyptian myths, it was the Stone of Creation, a mysterious pyramid-shaped mound that had emerged from the primordial ocean at the dawn of time.


It was so sacred that the pyramids were built in its image.


But the Benben Stone had been lost from history thousands of years ago. Some said it was smuggled to a secret location in France by the Knights Templar, others that the Queen of Sheba’s son took it to Ethiopia. There was even a theory that aliens had transported it to a far-off galaxy.


Many had searched, but it had never been found.


Until now, it seemed!


A single roll of papyrus had been discovered, tucked inside Smenkhkare’s coffin. It claimed that the long-lost Benben Stone had lain hidden right here in this very tomb for thousands of years.


All at once, the boulder teetered and rolled to one side with a sound of rock grating over rock. Everyone jostled and surged forwards. Professor Lydia McNeil, the excavation leader, turned round and held up a hand to the team. ‘Steady! We need to record everything exactly as we find it . . .’ She gestured to a barrel-shaped man who was juggling an oversized camera and flashlights. ‘No one is to touch anything until Max has taken all the photographs we need.’


The local Egyptian diggers had all backed away, as if unwilling to witness what lay inside, and had been swallowed up by the black shadows beyond the reach of the spotlights. Ryan found himself near the front of the group, so close to the entrance that he could feel the stale, clammy air exuding from the chamber like the breath of a sleeping animal.


Despite the heat in the tunnel, a feverish chill made the hairs on his arms stand on end. Legend had it that the Benben Stone possessed certain powers. It could grant eternal life and the knowledge of secret magic. It could also be deployed as a terrible weapon, mightier than any nuclear bomb, toppling mountains and triggering earthquakes, floods and volcanic eruptions.


Ryan had even read stories on the internet that Hitler and the Nazis had searched for the Benben during World War Two, eager to harness its destructive force against their enemies. No wonder this excavation is all so hush-hush, he thought. Security guards were posted outside the tomb and down in the valley. Adolf Hitler might be long gone, but there were plenty of others out there who would stop at nothing to get their hands on an object of such mythical power . . .


One of the spotlights flickered off and then on again.


‘Er, aren’t we meant to recite special rituals to protect us from all the curses that guard the stone?’ Ryan muttered nervously to nobody in particular.


‘My parents do know what they’re doing!’


Ryan looked down. The voice came from the McNeils’ teenage daughter, who was kneeling near his feet, busily scraping fragments of rock away from the entrance with a trowel.


Ryan wasn’t so sure. Hadn’t any of these people heard about the death and misfortune that had befallen Howard Carter and his team after they’d opened Tutankhamun’s tomb? The Mummy’s Curse, it had been called. And that was without a mountain-toppling weapons-grade artefact in the mix. Surely there are more than enough earthquakes and weapons of mass destruction in the world already, he thought. Maybe we should leave the Benben Stone in peace. Wedge that boulder back in place and walk away . . .


Before he could stop himself, Ryan lunged forward, propelled by a sudden urge to grab Professor McNeil and pull her back from the chamber.


He was blocked by the bulky figure of Dr Rachel Meadows, one of the senior archaeologists. ‘Watch your step!’ she said sharply, gripping Ryan by the elbow. Then she smiled and patted his arm. ‘Do be careful, dear. It can be very uneven underfoot in these tunnels.’


As he was swept along into the chamber, Ryan reached up and felt for the tiny St Christopher pendant that hung from a chain under his T-shirt.


He didn’t realize he’d squeezed his eyes closed until he forced them open.


Blinking in the dim light, he saw shadowy wall paintings shrouded by a thick layer of dust. He saw a rubble-strewn floor and a low ceiling that had been washed a beautiful midnight blue and studded with gold five-pointed stars.


But there were no magnificent treasures.


No mystical stone.


The chamber was empty.
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OFFERING
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RYAN LEFT THE others in the tunnel to argue over their next move and trudged back up the passageway to the main burial chamber.


He took a bottle of water from the icebox and perched on the edge of the sarcophagus in the centre of the room. He probably wouldn’t have sat on it if Pharaoh Smenkhkare had still been inside – it would have felt disrespectful somehow – but the mummy had been removed and shipped off to Cairo for scientific tests.


Ryan took a deep breath. The air was a little fresher up here. The crowded tunnel had been smellier than the school changing room after rugby practice. There was some natural light too. Sunlight sliced in through the entrance and splashed a long diamond shape across the stone floor.


Picking up his pencil and sketchbook, Ryan turned to the copy of the wall painting he’d been working on earlier. The scene, which covered most of the north wall, showed Pharaoh Smenkhkare kneeling, making an offering to Osiris, Lord of the Underworld. Jackal-headed Anubis rested a hand on Smenkhkare’s shoulder, while falcon-headed Horus, and Hathor – with her headdress of cow horns – looked on from either side. The colours sang out as if they’d been painted yesterday; bright white, brick red, coal black and sky blue against the pale ochre background.


But it was the object on Smenkhkare’s offering tray that really commanded attention: a gleaming black pyramid, its peak gilded with gold, and beams of golden light radiating from it in all directions. It was an image of the Benben Stone, of course.


Ryan dragged his eyes away and tried to focus on drawing Anubis’s long pointed ears, but they kept going wrong. They were starting to look more like devil’s horns.


He groaned and rubbed out the troublesome ears again.


He felt a bit embarrassed about getting so spooked down in the tunnel. He hoped nobody had noticed. It was just my imagination playing tricks, he told himself. That’s what happens when you hang around in old tombs all day. Or maybe it was jetlag. He and Mum had only flown out to Egypt to join the dig two days ago, and his brain still hadn’t quite caught up with his body.


After all, he told himself, the Benben was only a stone.


A black, triangular stone.


In fact, if you ignored the rays of light shooting out of it, it looked as if Smenkhkare were offering Osiris a giant triangle of dark chocolate Toblerone, with a scrap of its foil wrapper still sticking to the top. The Lord of the Underworld was eyeing it suspiciously. Ryan flicked to a new page and quickly sketched a comic-book version of the scene, adding captions. Not for me, thanks, Smenkers, old chap! Osiris was saying. I’m allergic to chocolate. Ryan was so absorbed in adding a speech bubble for Anubis (This way to the afterlife, Sir. Have you made a reservation?) that he jumped when he heard voices behind him. The team were coming up from the tunnel, plucking at their sticky shirts and wiping their foreheads with the backs of their arms.


Dr Rachel Meadows sank her wide khaki-trousered bottom into a folding chair and blew her springy brown curls off her face with a handheld fan. ‘I just don’t get it,’ she sighed into the whir of the blades. ‘I thought you said the stone would be in the third chamber along the passage.’


Professor McNeil ground the heels of her hands into her temples, smearing streaks of dust over her dark skin like war paint.


‘We’ll find it, love,’ Pete McNeil said, patting his wife’s shoulder.


Dr Meadows smiled at them both. ‘Yes, Pete’s right. Of course we will.’


Ryan stopped listening as he noticed the McNeils’ daughter sit down cross-legged on the floor and lean against the side of the sarcophagus.


It was, he thought, difficult not to notice Cleo McNeil. Although it wasn’t for her fashion sense! She was sporting a shapeless green T-shirt that looked like it belonged to her dad (Glasgow University Table Tennis Team, 1992), a pair of beige hiking shorts with zip-off legs and an old leather belt with a bum bag containing her own personal trowel.


Who, he wondered, has their own personal trowel?


But somehow she still managed to look stunning. Her glossy black hair was tied in a loose plait that reached almost to the hem of her T-shirt. Her fringe fell across wide-set green eyes. Ryan could almost hear his friends at school: She’s way out of your league, mate!


They’d be right, of course. If she ditched the bum bag, stood sideways and wore a long white dress – and possibly a set of cow horns on her head – Cleo could have stepped straight out of the wall painting: the reincarnation of the goddess Hathor. Not that she was doing anything very goddess-y right now. She was scowling at a bundle of photocopied papers by the light of her head torch, muttering to herself like someone you’d move to avoid if they sat down next to you on a bus.


‘Hey, Mum!’ she called. ‘Dad! I think I know . . .’


But Lydia McNeil was still locked in a debate with Rachel Meadows, and Pete McNeil was trying to calm Max, the photographer, who was complaining about the spotlights, which were all starting to flicker alarmingly.


‘I can’t work like this!’ Max grumbled in a gruff Yorkshire accent. ‘Is this a dig or a disco?’


Ryan slid down from the sarcophagus. ‘What’s the problem?’ he asked.


Cleo glanced up at him with a doubtful look. They’d only spoken once before but Ryan could tell she’d already filed him under Hopeless Halfwit. It wasn’t really his fault. When they’d met at the welcome dinner the McNeils had organized at their apartment, and she’d introduced herself as Cleopatra, he’d naturally assumed she was joking. ‘Good one!’ he’d laughed. ‘And I’m Tutankhamun!’


She’d stared at him with those ridiculously green eyes.


‘You know? Cleopatra, Queen of the Nile, had a thing with Julius Caesar? I’m King Tut . . . the boy pharaoh . . .’ Ryan had ploughed on, even though he knew that the second you started explaining a joke you might as well tattoo L for Loser on your forehead and go home.


She hadn’t even blinked.


Ryan had suddenly clapped his hand over his mouth. ‘Oh, no! Don’t tell me your name really is Cleopatra?’


‘Cleo for short,’ she’d said stiffly, before turning away to discuss the finer points of Ancient Egyptian funerary texts with someone who wasn’t a total idiot.


And she was staring at him again now, blinding him with her head torch.


Ryan reached out to switch it off but he missed and jabbed her between the eyes instead.


Cleo flinched, but finally she spoke.


‘I think I know where the Benben Stone is hidden,’ she said.
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CONFESSION
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CLEO SUSPECTED THAT the tall, gangly boy with the disorganized sand-coloured hair was making fun of her again.


All she knew about him was that he was the son of Julie Flint. Julie was the only journalist allowed on the dig, because she was working for the Danny Farr Foundation which was funding the project. On the one occasion they’d met, he’d laughed at her name. And now he’d nearly taken her eye out. But if she didn’t get someone to listen to her theory she was going to explode.


‘We’ve been looking for the Benben Stone in the wrong place,’ she said.


The boy raked his floppy fringe off his forehead and twitched one eyebrow. ‘How do you make that out?’ He looked as if he were about to burst out laughing at her again.


I should have kept quiet, Cleo thought. He might actually be psychologically unstable. But she’d started now . . .


‘Do you know what the Smenkhkare Confession is?’ she asked.


‘Du-uh!’ the boy groaned, rolling his eyes, even though, as far as Cleo could see, it was a perfectly reasonable question. ‘Of course!’ he said. ‘It’s why we’re all here. Here, in this tomb, I mean, not like why we’re all here on the planet and what’s the meaning of life and stuff.’ He grinned, as if expecting her to say something, but Cleo didn’t know what he was talking about so she just waited. ‘It’s the papyrus document that was found in the sarcophagus,’ the boy said eventually. ‘The one where Smenkhkare ’fesses up to stealing the Benben Stone.’


Cleo nodded. At last the boy was making some sense! ‘That’s right. Smenkhkare admitted that he stole the Benben Stone from the Mansion of the Phoenix in the Great Sun Temple of Heliopolis and installed it in his tomb as an offering to Osiris. He hoped it would gain him passage to the afterlife. He must have needed something extremely impressive to make up for the fact that he had committed, in the words of his Confession, a double abomination.’


The boy frowned. ‘A double abomination?’


‘It means a terrible crime,’ Cleo explained.


‘I know what abomination means!’ the boy laughed. ‘But what on earth did Old Smenkers do that was so bad?’


Old Smenkers? Cleo thought. It was hardly the way to talk about a pharaoh, but she let it go. ‘We don’t know. The Confession doesn’t give any details. It just says this double abomination was so terrible that it would never be spoken of in the Two Lands. That means Upper and Lower Egypt,’ she added.


‘So it’s a mystery,’ the boy said.


‘Everything about Smenkhkare is a mystery,’ Cleo agreed. ‘We think he reigned for a short time just before Tutankhamun came to power but that’s not certain. One theory even says he was Queen Nefertiti in disguise. That reminds me,’ she interrupted herself. ‘What is your name? I’m guessing it’s not really Tutankhamun?’


The boy shrugged and pulled a face. ‘Yeah, sorry, that was my lame attempt at a joke. I’m Ryan.’


Cleo held out her hand. Ryan stared at it as if he’d never come across this form of social greeting before, before giving it an over-hearty shake.


‘Anyway, that’s why this tomb is so important,’ Cleo said, getting back to the point. ‘As well as the Benben Stone and the other grave goods we should find here, we hope for all sorts of clues about Smenkhkare’s life. Then we can fill in a missing chapter of history.’


‘The Abominable Pharaoh and his Secret Life of Crime,’ Ryan said. ‘Wow! That would make quite a headline.’ He grinned. ‘And you’re the one who discovered the tomb in the first place, aren’t you? Mum told me the story: how you nosedived in through the roof and landed on this thing.’ He slapped his palms on the sarcophagus they were leaning against. ‘Solid granite. That must’ve hurt a bit.’


Cleo winced at the memory. ‘More than a bit, actually!’


‘I heard you broke your ankle?’


‘It wasn’t a break,’ Cleo corrected. ‘It was a complex bimalleolar fracture. Plus significant ligament damage, obviously.’


‘Obviously!’ Ryan repeated. For some reason he seemed to think this was funny. ‘This may be a silly question,’ he said, ‘but how come you were wandering around in the Valley of the Kings by yourself in the first place?’


It was, Cleo thought, a perfectly logical question. ‘I’d been helping Mum and Dad excavate a small mortuary temple in the valley. I went out for a walk along the ridge to get some air and I ended up going farther than I meant to . . .’


‘You mean you got lost?’


‘Of course not!’ Cleo protested, although she had strayed a little way from the path and got her bearings slightly muddled. Her voice tailed off as she remembered how the earth had given way beneath her feet. Eyes screwed tight, hands clamped over her head, she’d hurtled headlong down a landslide of loose rock, rolling and tumbling until, at last, her feet slammed into a hard surface . . .


‘And you crash-landed right into this tomb?’ the boy prompted.


Cleo nodded. ‘I didn’t know where I was at first. I couldn’t see through the clouds of dust. My ankle was in agony. I tried to sit up. Some rubble fell away from the stone block I was lying on and suddenly I was looking at two cartouches carved into the surface. That’s when I knew it was no ordinary stone block!’ Cleo stood up, reached across the smooth dark granite of the sarcophagus lid and traced the sequences of hieroglyphs enclosed within their oval frames with her finger. ‘I knew straight away, of course, that the mummy inside this sarcophagus had to be a pharaoh!’


‘How?’ Ryan asked scrambling to his feet.


‘These oval cartouches were only used to frame the names of royalty,’ Cleo explained. She pointed to the top one. ‘This is the throne name. The sedge and the bee symbols mean King of Upper and Lower Egypt. The lower one, with the duck and the sun symbols, is the birth name: Smenkhkare-Djeserkheperu.’


Cleo repeated the names under her breath, reliving the incredible moment she’d first set eyes on them. The pain in her ankle had vanished; the excitement had been stronger than any anaesthetic. She’d always dreamed of making a Highly Significant Discovery – and they didn’t get any more significant than this!


Ryan waved a hand in front of her face. ‘Hello! Earth calling Cleo!’


Cleo snapped back to the present. ‘After I was rescued we opened the sarcophagus. The mummified body was clutching a scroll of papyrus . . .’


‘The Confession!’ Ryan whistled. ‘That’s so cool!’


Cleo pulled a printout from her folder and opened it, using the sarcophagus as a table. ‘This is a photograph of the original.’ The unfurled papyrus looked like a large strip of bark, the fibres dark brown with age and ragged along one edge. She ran her eyes over the neat, close-packed lines of hieroglyphs. ‘I’ve been going through this again and . . .’


‘Whoa!’ Ryan laughed, throwing up his hands as if a runaway horse had just charged into the tomb. ‘Let me just stop you there. You mean you can read hieroglyphics?’


‘You mean you can’t?’


‘Er, no-o!’ Ryan laughed. ‘I must have been off school that day!’


‘It’d take more than a day to . . .’ Cleo began. Then she realized that Ryan was joking. Now she thought about it, they probably didn’t study ancient writing systems in ordinary schools. Not that she’d ever been to school herself. She’d always travelled the world with her parents, and they were her teachers too. If an extra subject took her interest – like Russian philosophy or nanotechnology – there were always online university courses she could sign up for. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I spend a lot of time around Egyptologists. I suppose we’re not exactly . . .’


‘Normal?’ Ryan interrupted with a grin.


‘I was going to say typical.’ Cleo glanced across at her mum, who was pacing up and down talking to herself, mostly in Ancient Egyptian, and her dad, who was dangling from a stepladder trying to fix the spotlight, his red hair glowing like copper wire under its faltering beam, while at the same time happily discussing infectious skin diseases in mummies with his graduate student, Alex Shawcross.


Maybe Ryan has a point, Cleo thought. But she had to correct him on one thing. ‘It’s hieroglyphs, not hieroglyphics,’ she explained. ‘Hieroglyphic is the adjective, not the noun.’


Ryan slapped himself on the forehead. ‘Of course! I feel such a fool!’


Cleo smiled, pleased to have been of help.


‘So,’ Ryan said, offering her his bottle of water, ‘where do you think Old Smenkers really hid this magic stone then?’


Cleo untied her old cotton scarf, tipped water onto it and dabbed the back of her neck. ‘We all thought that the Benben Stone would be in the third chamber because Smenkhkare says it resides in the third house on the journey to the realm of Osiris. The realm of Osiris was the Underworld, of course, which the Egyptians believed to be in the west, where the sun sets.’


Ryan nodded. ‘And the main passage runs due west . . .’


‘Which means the Benben should be in the third “house” along it.’ Cleo pointed to a symbol on the papyrus. It was composed of three small lines. ‘This is the sign for third. But if you look carefully, there’s a crease mark that could be obscuring another faint line . . .’


‘Using my razor-sharp powers of deduction,’ Ryan cut in, leaning over her shoulder and squinting at the symbol, ‘if three little lines means third, then four little lines must mean fourth?’


‘Exactly!’ Talking to Ryan hadn’t been such a bad idea after all, Cleo thought. He was a good listener. And she was starting to realize that he wasn’t really laughing at her all the time; his mouth just naturally turned up at one corner as if he’d thought of something amusing. ‘So that’s my theory,’ she said. ‘I think Smenkhkare’s telling us the Benben is in the fourth chamber along.’


‘Just one teeny-tiny problem,’ Ryan said, pinching a centimetre of air between his thumb and forefinger. ‘The passageway comes to a dead end right after that third chamber. It’s solid rock.’


‘A-ha! What if it’s a false wall?’ Cleo’s words came out much louder than she’d intended, but she was so excited to be getting to the crux of her theory at last that she couldn’t help it. ‘It could have been built to fool tomb robbers.’


Ryan nodded slowly. ‘That makes sense!’


Cleo beamed at him. ‘It does, doesn’t it?’ But her excitement suddenly evaporated. It was one thing to convince a newcomer like Ryan, but how was she going to get anyone else to take her idea seriously? ‘The trouble is,’ she sighed, ‘my parents are certain the passage stops in a dead end because that’s what it shows on the builder’s plan for Nakhti’s tomb . . .’


‘Hang on!’ Ryan laughed, holding his head in his hands. ‘I was keeping up when it was just a case of counting to four. But you’ve lost me now. Who’s Nakhti?’


Cleo shook out her scarf and knotted it back around her neck as she began to explain. ‘This tomb was recycled. It wasn’t originally built for Smenkhkare.’ She ran her fingers over the cartouches on the sarcophagus again. ‘You can see the damage where the name of the original owner has been hacked away and Smenkhkare’s names have been carved over the top.’


Cleo passed Ryan another sheet of paper from her folder. ‘This is a copy of the plan for the tomb of a high official called Nakhti. It was found on an ostracon – a flat shard of limestone – in a tomb-builders’ workshop not far from here. It’s in the British Museum in London now. When Mum saw it, she was convinced that it was the plan for this tomb. The dates were right and the layout matched – a main burial chamber and a steep passage heading west with three small chambers off to the side. Then a dead end.’ Cleo tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and looked up at Ryan. ‘But what if this isn’t Nakhti’s tomb and it wasn’t built to this plan . . .’


‘In that case there could be a fourth chamber . . .’ Suddenly Ryan broke off. He stabbed his finger at the heading on the tomb plan.


‘Do those hieroglyphs say Nakhti?’


Cleo nodded. ‘Yes. It means Strong One.’


‘That’s not all it means,’ Ryan said. ‘It also means your theory’s right. This definitely wasn’t Nakhti’s tomb.’
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DEAD END
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‘HOW COULD YOU possibly know this isn’t Nakhti’s tomb?’ Cleo demanded, her dark eyebrows bunching up as if she suspected this might be another joke she didn’t get.


But Ryan wasn’t joking this time. ‘From this,’ he said, pointing up at the offering scene on the wall. ‘I’ve been staring at it most of the morning.’ He picked up his sketchbook from the sarcophagus and held it out to show Cleo.


She flipped over the pages. ‘Did you do these?’ she asked. ‘They’re brilliant!’


Ryan was so surprised at the compliment he almost blushed. Cleo didn’t strike him as the kind of girl who gave them out free with boxes of cereal. She was smiling at him too – another rare sight! But when she did smile, her face was suddenly hijacked by an astonishingly wide grin that showed a gap in her front teeth and transformed her from regal goddess to ordinary-if-stunningly-beautiful girl.


Well, almost ordinary!


But the heart-warming moment didn’t last long. Cleo had already turned the page and was glowering at his comic-book sketch complete with speech bubbles. ‘Not for me, thanks, Smenkers, old chap! I’m allergic to chocolate,’ she read out loud. She frowned again. ‘That obviously can’t be what Osiris is saying. Chocolate wasn’t even known outside South America before the fifteenth century AD. You’re thousands of years out!’


‘Oh, is that a fact?’ Ryan asked innocently, as if he’d really believed that the Ancient Egyptians went around scoffing Cadbury’s Creme Eggs and Mars Bars. He took his sketchbook back. ‘The point is,’ he said, ‘the original painting has been altered. The Benben Stone has been painted over the top of a pile of fruit and meat on that offering tray. And that cobra on Smenkhkare’s forehead has been added later too; the pigments are a slightly different shade.’


Cleo nodded. ‘The cobra is called the uraeus. It’s a symbol of royalty. It’s been added to make the original owner look like a pharaoh, but that doesn’t prove it wasn’t Nakhti.’


‘No, but this does.’ Ryan pointed up at the two cartouches above the pharaoh’s head. ‘The original name has been painted out and Smenkhkare’s written over it just like on the sarcophagus. But they’ve not made a very good job of it. You can still see the old lettering through the paint.’ He paused to enjoy the look of surprise on Cleo’s face. ‘I’ve no idea what it says but it’s not the same as the name on your tomb plan.’


‘Let me see!’ Cleo stretched up on tiptoe but it was no use. The cartouches were way above her head.


Ryan grinned. Since his fifteenth birthday his body had embarked on a record-breaking growth spurt. Being almost six foot tall all of a sudden was weird. He saw a lot of dandruff and bald patches these days, and low doorways were a constant hazard, but it did have its advantages. ‘Piggy back?’ he offered, scooping Cleo up before she had time to say no.


‘You’re right!’ she gasped somewhere near his left ear. ‘This says Nakhtmin not Nakhti. I can’t believe no one noticed this before.’


‘Who’s Nakhtmin?’ Ryan groaned, bracing himself for another lecture on Ancient Egyptian tomb building.


‘Never heard of him!’ Cleo laughed. ‘But it doesn’t matter. If it’s not Nakhti’s tomb, we’re definitely working off the wrong plan, which means my theory could be right – there could be a fourth chamber beyond that wall! I’ve got to show this to Mum and Dad.’


Ryan wheeled round. Most of the team were gathered at the other end of the chamber but the McNeils, it appeared, had gone outside with some of the workmen to sort out the problem with the generator that powered the spotlights.


‘They could be ages,’ Cleo groaned. ‘We’ll have to wait . . .’


Ryan had a better idea. ‘Why don’t we just check out that dead end ourselves?’


Cleo shook her head. ‘I have to discuss it with Mum and Dad first . . .’


Ryan laughed. ‘We’re only going to look at a wall. Surely you don’t need parental permission for that?’


‘It’s not because they’re my parents,’ Cleo said. ‘It’s because they’re the excavation leaders. Everyone has to clear their activities on the site with them. There are certain procedures and protocols that archaeologists follow, you know. It’s not all just running around and grabbing treasure like in those Indiana Jones movies!’


Ryan shrugged, bouncing Cleo up and down in the process. ‘Suit yourself!’


There was a pause as they both gazed at the Nakhtmin cartouches. ‘Oh, well, never mind!’ Ryan said at last. ‘We can always just wait until tomorrow. Good thing we’re not that bothered about investigating your brilliant theory . . .’


Cleo made a sort of strangled noise. ‘It’s no good! I can’t wait! I’m sure a quick look won’t hurt.’


Ryan grinned. Maybe Cleopatra McNeil wasn’t quite as uptight as she made out! He felt a tap on his shoulder. ‘Just one thing,’ Cleo said. ‘Can you put me down now?’


As he stooped to let Cleo slide to the ground Ryan suddenly hesitated, remembering his near-freak-out in the tunnel. What was he doing helping Cleo to find the Benben? Hadn’t he decided it would be better if the dangerous stone stayed lost and out of trouble? But Cleo was already heading off down the tunnel. He couldn’t back out now; she’d definitely write him off as a total no-hoper! And anyway, she was right – surely a quick look at a wall couldn’t hurt . . .
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Ryan and Cleo stood side by side staring at the wall at the end of the tunnel.


The spotlights hanging from the ceiling cast long shadow-puppet shadows across the ancient stonework. It must once have been covered in painted scenes. Now only a few flaking patches of coloured plaster remained. It looked, Ryan thought, like a map of an unknown world, with pink and green marbled islands floating in an ochre sea of limestone. He glanced over at Cleo who was crouching down, directing her head torch into the corner. She was running her fingers over the stone and poking and prodding at it. ‘I thought we were just looking,’ he said.


Cleo carried on without turning round.


Well, in that case . . . Ryan thought.


He began knocking on the wall, and listening to the sound, the way he’d seen people do on TV when they were searching for secret passages. Nothing happened – unless you counted skinning his knuckles. ‘Maybe it really is a dead end,’ he said at last.


Cleo sighed. ‘It can’t be . . .’


Her words were cut off by an electrical fizzle and a pop, followed by total darkness and the bitter smell of burned wire.


‘Spotlight must have fused,’ Ryan muttered. ‘Hang on.’ He fished his torch out of his jeans pocket, clicked it on and turned it towards Cleo.


But Cleo wasn’t there.


Even the light of her head torch had vanished.


Ryan felt his way along the wall. As he reached the spot where Cleo had been standing, his hand suddenly slid off the solid stone and met nothing but air.


A small doorway had opened up in the stone.


Cleo’s theory was right. The wall wasn’t a dead end!


Ryan ducked through the gap. His heart pounding against his ribcage, he swept his torch shakily from side to side, looking for Cleo. He seemed to have entered a long passageway. He was about to take another step when he staggered backwards, his legs suddenly as weak as pâpier maché. Strange figures were lunging at him out of the darkness, part-human, part-animal: serpents, crocodiles, vultures, baboons, unknown things with horns and tails . . .


I knew disturbing the Benben Stone wasn’t a good idea!


Then he heard Cleo scream for help.


What have they done with her? Ryan forced himself to peer into the gloom, and laughed out loud with relief. The freakish figures weren’t real! It was just the torch beam moving over the wall paintings that’d made them come to life and appear to leap out at him.


This is some serious jetlag! he thought as he took another step.


‘No! Stop!’ Cleo yelled.


Ryan’s heart almost jumped out of his mouth again.


Cleo’s voice was coming from somewhere near his feet.


He looked down at the ground. Or, rather, where the ground should have been. A large square hole extended almost the full width of the passage. His torch beam picked out arms and legs and a face with wide, terrified green eyes. Cleo was wedged only about a metre down. She must have toppled in backwards and somehow managed to brace her hands and feet against the sides of the shaft to arrest her fall.


‘I thought you were about to pitch in on top of me,’ Cleo gulped, ‘and then we’d both end up at the bottom of this pit.’


Ryan inched back from the hole. ‘It’s OK,’ he said, doing his best to sound in control. ‘Just don’t move.’


‘I wasn’t planning to!’ Cleo snapped.


‘I’ll go for help.’


‘No! Don’t go!’ Raw panic pulsed through Cleo’s voice. ‘I’m starting to slip.’


Ryan knelt and peered over the edge. He couldn’t see the bottom but maybe the hole was just for show and wasn’t really all that deep. He felt around for a loose stone and dropped it over the side. It plummeted past Cleo’s left foot and disappeared. There was a bone-chillingly long silence before a dull thud sounded from the depths.


‘Two and a half seconds,’ Cleo said in a tiny voice. ‘That’s thirty metres.’


Ryan wished he’d left the stone where it was.


‘Not accounting for the time it takes for the sound to travel back up from the bottom, obviously,’ Cleo added.


‘Yeah, obviously!’ Ryan muttered sarcastically. Mathematical precision wasn’t exactly their number-one problem right now.


‘I’m not sure . . . I can hold on . . . much longer,’ Cleo panted.
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CURSES
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RYAN KNEW HE had to act fast.


He crawled round the ledge that surrounded the hole, then dropped to his knees and positioned his torch on the ground so that it shone down into the void. Then he lay flat on his stomach and wormed forward until his head and shoulders were hanging over the edge. He wiped his palms down the sides of his T-shirt and reached down towards Cleo’s hand. Her fingers were splayed out on the rock, her knuckles white with strain. He took a deep breath and clenched his teeth.


Not letting himself think about what would happen if he got this wrong, Ryan clamped his hand around Cleo’s wrist, moving so fast she didn’t have time to react and lose her fragile hold.


Yes! He’d got her!


Ryan puffed out his cheeks with relief. ‘OK?’ he asked.


‘OK,’ Cleo whispered. But suddenly her legs slumped downwards. ‘My feet are slipping!’ she screamed.


Ryan snatched at Cleo’s left wrist, just as her feet slid down the wall. His shoulders wrenched in their sockets as he took all her weight. ‘I’ve got you,’ he muttered through clenched teeth to the top of her head. Cleo was hanging straight down now, with only Ryan’s grip on her wrists between her and thirty metres of gravity.


Ryan tried to pull Cleo up. His muscles screamed for mercy. There was no way he could lift her all the way out at this angle. He tried a different approach: lowering her a little, then jerking her upwards, letting go of her wrist with his right hand and sliding his hand down to her elbow. He repeated the process with his left hand. At last Cleo was able to clasp his forearms, doubling the strength of the hold.


‘I should be able to swing my legs up and get my feet braced on the wall again now,’ she gasped. ‘Are you ready?’


This must be how it feels to be a trapeze artist, Ryan thought. The only difference was that circuses provided safety nets . . . ‘Ready,’ he said, tensing to take the strain again.


Cleo arched her back and kicked out, pushing off from the wall with one foot then the other, as if running up it in a crazy parkour move. Ryan heaved with every gram of strength he had left. Just when he thought they’d lost it, he forced himself to let go with one hand, grabbed Cleo under the armpit and flipped her round to face him so she could get her elbows over the edge of the hole. With a flurry of frantic scrambling and hauling, she was over the side at last. They both flopped down on the cold stone, gulping for air like a pair of landed fish.


‘Are you all right?’ Ryan gasped at last.


Cleo sat up. She flexed her feet and stretched her arms. ‘Bruised coccyx, grazed elbows, minor contusions to the knees,’ she listed, like a paramedic reporting a patient’s injuries. ‘I thought you’d dislocated my shoulder but it seems to have re-engaged.’ She looked back at the false wall, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘I must have released a hidden catch of some kind. The door just sprang open and I fell through. I was turning back to call you when I lost my footing and stumbled backwards into the hole.’ She removed her head torch, which had broken during the fall, and wound the strap around her fingers for a few moments. ‘Thanks for getting me out of there.’


‘Don’t mention it,’ Ryan said, although his heart was still galloping. ‘All in a day’s work.’


Cleo smiled. ‘No, I mean it. You were great. Much better than I . . .’ She broke off and pressed her lips together.


‘. . . better than you thought I’d be?’ Ryan said, finishing the sentence for her. He grinned. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence!’ He held out a hand and pulled Cleo to her feet. ‘We’ll soon get back up top. Hang on to me if you’re feeling wobbly.’


But Cleo shrugged his hand away. ‘We can’t stop now! This is brilliant. The false wall, the secret door, the deadfall . . .’


‘Deadfall?’ Ryan asked.


Cleo nodded. ‘Some tombs had a ceremonial well, but this hole has to be a booby trap. Why else would it be placed right behind the wall where you can’t see it until it’s too late?’ Her green eyes sparkled in Ryan’s torch beam. ‘I knew my theory was right! There’s definitely something worth protecting down here.’


She scrambled to her feet, grabbed Ryan’s torch and headed off down the passage. ‘These wall paintings are superb, aren’t they?’ she said over her shoulder. ‘They’re scenes from the Book of Amduat. They show the sun god Ra’s journey through the Underworld during the twelve hours of the night . . .’


Ryan followed. He didn’t have much choice since Cleo had taken his torch. And she was clearly a girl on a mission. A girl with a theory, in fact! But he checked very carefully before every step. He’d watched enough action films to know all about booby traps: spikes shooting up from the ground, vats of boiling oil, avalanches of flesh-eating beetles . . .


Cleo stopped so suddenly he barrelled into her.


‘Curses!’ she cried.


‘Sorry, but if you will stop without any warning . . .’


‘It’s not that! I meant there are curses written here.’ Cleo directed the torch at the wall. ‘Actually,’ she said, ‘the correct term is threat formulae, not curses.’


She ran her finger along lines of hieroglyphs, the paint faded to the rusty brown of dried blood. ‘He who dares violate the resting place of the sacred stone shall have no heir,’ she translated. ‘His name shall be forgotten in the Two Lands. Ra shall smite him. He shall be devoured by the lion, the crocodile, the serpent, the scorpion and the hippopotamus.’ She looked up and smiled. ‘Oh, yes, this is all perfect!’


Ryan leaned down for a closer look. The writing was surrounded by a horde of ferocious-looking beasts. He eyed the gnashing teeth and tearing claws and dripping fangs. For once he was lost for words. What could you say to a girl whose idea of perfect was being devoured by an assortment of wild animals?


‘We must be close to the fourth chamber,’ Cleo breathed. ‘Keep looking.’


Ryan wasn’t really sure what he was looking for, or even if he wanted to find it, but he tried to be helpful by running his hand over the wall. Almost immediately his fingertips caught on a groove in the stone, inside the gaping jaws of a fat crocodile with a malicious gleam in its eye. He curled his fingers and tugged. The stone gave a little. He laughed in amazement. ‘I think there’s some kind of sunken handle here!’


But Cleo snatched his hand away. ‘We can’t just open it!’ Ryan couldn’t believe he’d almost made such a stupid mistake. ‘No, of course not!’ he said, shrinking back from the wall. ‘It’s probably booby-trapped.’


Cleo peered down as if expecting another hole to open up under her feet. Then she looked along the wall and up at the roof of the passage. ‘Yes, that’s possible, but I can’t see anything.’


‘And,’ Ryan went on, still a little nervous, ‘don’t we need to say a load of spells to ward off all those dire curses?’


Cleo rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not worried about the curses. They’re just irrational beliefs with no basis in a scientific framework of cause and effect . . .’


Ryan wished he could be so sure. The curses gave him the major creeps. But he didn’t want to look irrational. ‘So what’s the problem then?’


‘We can’t just go barging into an unopened chamber. Like I said, there are procedures and protocols. It’s all got to be recorded properly.’ Cleo hesitated, tugging at her bottom lip with her teeth. ‘Actually, we’ve already broken loads of rules by coming through the wall . . . I think I got a bit carried away.’


Ryan grinned. ‘Yeah, and falling down holes without requesting permission in advance is definitely not correct procedure.’


‘Cleo? Ryan? Are you two down there?’


They both whipped around at the sound of Professor McNeil’s voice echoing down the tunnel. It was followed by footsteps and more voices.


‘We’re down here!’ Cleo yelled back. ‘Watch out for the deadfall!’


Ryan hadn’t meant to squeeze the hidden handle, but Professor McNeil’s shout had made him jump and grip the wall. He stared in wonder as a jagged crack formed in the rock, zigzagging through the throng of painted beasts. Slowly, it began to creak open.


Without a word, Cleo shone the torch through the widening gap.


A tower-shaped plinth, richly decorated with bands of blue and red and gold, stood in the centre of the chamber. As if in a trance, Ryan stepped inside. Slowly, he raised his eyes to the jewel-encrusted platform on the top of the plinth. Despite his fears, he couldn’t wait to see the mystical Benben Stone . . .


He heard Rachel Meadows’ voice booming outside in the tunnel. ‘Have you found something?’


But Ryan could only shake his head in dismay.


It was Cleo who spoke first. ‘It’s gone!’ she murmured.
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SECRETS
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CLEO CLIMBED THE steps from Smenkhkare’s tomb.


Shading her eyes against the midday sun, she stood and gazed out over the parched limestone crags and valleys below, glowing bronze and gold beneath a sky of deepest blue.


The Valley of the Kings – the great Necropolis, or City of the Dead, where generations of New Kingdom pharaohs lay buried – was one of her favourite places in the world. The rock was honeycombed with tombs – the Houses of Millions of Years, as the Ancient Egyptians had called them – bursting with timeless secrets waiting to be discovered. But today the stark landscape felt as hostile as the scorched surface of a planet that orbited too close to the sun to support human life.


Today the City of the Dead was refusing to give up its secrets.


Cleo sighed. She’d been so sure the Benben Stone would be in the fourth chamber, and the jewelled platform had clearly been designed to hold a sacred relic – yet it had been empty.
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