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			Prologue

			The Islands of Thera

			1627 BC

			‘We shouldn’t be here,’ said Kora nervously.

			Lunos gave his companion a mocking look. The heavyset youth was useful as a strong pack mule, but his cowardice was becoming tiresome. Once they returned to the mainland, it might be time to strike out alone again.

			But for now, there would still be a lot to carry. ‘Second thoughts, my boy?’ he said. ‘A little late for that.’ He surveyed their sun-baked surroundings. The isle of Kameni sat in the centre of the ring-like Theran archipelago, the blue Aegean shimmering beyond the distant cliffs. Higher up was the town of Intiri, squat buildings clinging to the gnarled slopes.

			And it was completely deserted.

			Kameni’s highest peak was a fire mountain, home to the gods beneath the earth – and a few days earlier they had made their presence felt, shaking the islands as they spat out smoke and ash. Such occurrences were not rare, but this eruption had been particularly fierce, waves pounding the surrounding shores. The leaders of Akrotiri, Iathis and other Theran cities had taken it as a bad omen and ordered an evacuation. Everyone had fled . . .

			Leaving their homes ripe for the picking.

			Lunos reasoned that the closer a place was to the fire mountain, the more likely its fearful inhabitants were to have left valuables behind. And nowhere was closer than Intiri. Another earthquake the previous day had almost changed his mind, but though smoke was still rising from the mountaintop, the gods were, for now, minding their own business.

			It did not take long to reach the town. Lunos stopped in the shade of an olive tree and looked around. Nobody was in sight, no smoke rising from kilns or ovens. ‘I think everyone’s gone.’

			They approached a small house. The two men exchanged wary looks, then entered. ‘I don’t think we’ll find anything worth much here,’ said Kora, disappointed, as he took in the simple wooden plates on a low table.

			‘Maybe not, but I was right that they’d leave in a hurry, wasn’t I?’ Lunos countered. ‘They didn’t even finish their food.’ Flies were making the most of an abandoned meal.

			A quick search turned up nothing of value beyond a necklace. ‘Might get a couple of coins for it,’ said the older man, clicking his fingers for Kora to open a sack. ‘Not much, but money is money.’

			They emerged back into the morning sun. The fire mountain rose behind the town: it was not tall, but the pillar of smoke from its peak made it much more imposing. Lunos tried to judge if the dark plume had thickened. It seemed unchanged. Reassured, he was about to move on when . . .

			Kora saw it too. ‘What’s that?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Lunos squinted. The unexpected sight was near the top of the mountain’s highest foothill. A point of reflected light, the sun glinting off metal . . .

			‘There isn’t a temple up there, is there?’

			‘There isn’t anything that close to the mountain.’

			‘Maybe the gods left it. Maybe it is one of the gods!’

			‘Only if the gods are made of gold.’ Whatever it was, thought Lunos, the colour was unmistakable. It was bigger than a man – much bigger. It would be worth a fortune! ‘Come on, we need to see.’

			He set off, but Kora hesitated. ‘The mountain, Lunos! If we get too close . . .’

			‘We’re already too close, boy,’ Lunos pointed out. ‘If it starts spitting out fire and ash, we won’t outrun it anywhere on this island. Trust me, though. There are always earthquakes before that happens, and there hasn’t been once since yesterday. We’re safe.’

			Conflicted, Kora scurried after him.

			The trek took longer than Lunos had expected. The harsh rocky landscape was dusted in recently fallen ash, and debris spilled by landslides slowed their progress still further. ‘Gods’ balls,’ he muttered as he slipped.

			Kora cringed. ‘Don’t say things like that! Not here.’

			‘If the gods were going to strike me down, they would have done it years ago.’ Lunos scrabbled to the top of a small ridge.

			They were not far below the hilltop, giving a clear view of the mysterious object lying amidst rubble. Lunos still had no idea what it actually was, though. A slightly squashed sphere, made of metal – and big, almost the size of the plundered house. It wasn’t pure gold, however, the tint too red. A shame – so much gold would have made him the richest man in the Minoan Empire!

			Kora pointed. ‘It must have come from there.’

			Higher up was a ragged hole in the hilltop. There was no ash on the sphere itself, so the landslip had exposed it after the fire mountain’s most recent outburst. ‘Must have been buried,’ Lunos said.

			‘Who buried it?’

			‘I don’t know.’ He had never seen any smith or sculptor make anything so large. Maybe it really was of the gods . . .

			Despite his concerns, he went to it, spitting on his fingers to wipe the metal. ‘It is gold,’ he said with rising excitement. It might not be pure, but any impurities could be separated when it was melted down. ‘There must be tons of it! Tons of gold – and it’s mine! Ours,’ he hastily corrected as Kora moved past him.

			The younger man wasn’t listening, though. ‘Lunos, look! There’s a door!’

			Lunos followed and saw that his companion was right. The sphere was hollow. He bustled to reach the door first. The foot-thick curved slab of gold was buckled, almost wrenched off its hinges when the fall smashed it open.

			A flickering glow lit the interior. But it wasn’t a fire. The light was a strange, unearthly cyan. ‘What is that?’ he said, moving closer.

			Kora put a hand on his arm. ‘I don’t think you should go in there.’

			Lunos regarded him sternly. ‘You telling me what to do now, boy?’

			‘Look at it! This is the gods’ work, I tell you. Or . . . the Old Ones.’

			‘The Old Ones are just a story,’ Lunos replied. Gods he could understand, but he had little time for the local legend of a great and powerful ancient empire that had vanished without trace. If they were so great and powerful, why weren’t they still around? The Minoan Empire certainly wasn’t going to disappear and be forgotten.

			Kora was not convinced. ‘Then it must be the gods. And we’re so close to their home!’ He shot a worried look at the peak. ‘Please, let’s just go, while we still can.’

			‘If the gods had made it, it’d take more than a landslide to break it.’ Lunos thumped a balled fist against the mangled door. ‘Men made this. Which means men can take it. Men like us. Or like me,’ he added, with meaning.

			Kora’s anguish as he struggled to choose between riches and survival was plain. ‘Are you sure it wasn’t made by the gods?’

			‘Of course I’m sure. And I’m sure about something else: nobody knows it was here. It was buried, for who knows how long? We’re the first people to find it. So whatever’s inside belongs to the two of us. We’ll be rich, my boy. Rich!’

			Avarice finally overcame fear. ‘All right,’ Kora said. ‘But you’d better be right.’

			‘I’m always right,’ said Lunos smugly. He turned back to the doorway.

			The sphere had come to rest at an angle, the floor inside sloping steeply away from him. Whatever was casting the light was against its lowest edge. He climbed cautiously over the threshold. The chamber he entered was circular, strange angular writing on the walls between crystalline pillars. A shiver crept up his spine. The room somehow felt unimaginably ancient. Maybe there was something to the tales of the Old Ones after all . . .

			At its centre was an altar, a column of dark purple stone. Its top was hollow, forming a basin. More text was inscribed around it. He peered into it, but the bowl was empty.

			He could now see the source of the light, though. On the floor was something extraordinary. A jewel, or crystal, but larger than any he had ever seen, about the length of his fore-arm. In shape, it resembled a double-ended spearhead. It glowed white from within, with brilliant flashes of blue and purple and red. The basin in the altar’s top was the right size to contain it.

			‘What is it?’ Kora whispered, awe and fear in his voice.

			‘I don’t know. A diamond?’ Lunos moved closer, one hand holding the altar for support. He flinched at a vibration through his fingers. An earthquake? No – this was too constant, unchanging.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Nothing,’ he hurriedly replied, letting go. He held out his hand. The strange fire inside the jewel was not giving out any heat. Warily, he touched it.

			The spearhead was the cause of the vibration, the crystal trembling. He squinted into the pulsating points of light. They were whirling around the gemstone’s very heart . . .

			‘What is it?’ the youth repeated.

			‘It’s ours,’ said Lunos, giving Kora a grin. ‘That’s what it is – ours! Look at it, boy! A diamond from the gods!’

			‘But you said men built this place.’

			‘Men who are long dead. It’s a vault, where they hid their greatest treasure. But it’s not hidden any more.’ He took hold of the jewel with both hands.

			Kora recoiled. ‘Are you sure we should do that?’

			‘Yes, I’m sure,’ Lunos snapped, increasingly irritated by his companion’s fearful whining. ‘Come on then! Either help me or get out of the way.’

			‘What are you going to do with it?’ asked Kora.

			‘Take it back to the boat, of course. When everyone returns to Thera, I’ll find a buyer.’ He climbed back out through the opening. ‘I know a jewel-cutter in Triakas who can turn it into smaller stones. If they all shine like this one, we can name our price. Kings and queens will want them!’

			‘But if you break it, the gods will be angry!’

			‘The gods are always angry. Now, are you going to carry this?’

			Kora reluctantly took the spearhead. ‘It’s like . . . there are little earthquakes inside it.’

			‘As long as they stay inside it, we won’t have anything to worry about.’ Lunos regarded the sphere. ‘We’ll come back later. We might be able to get this door loose. Then we’ll have gold as well as diamonds!’

			He began to retrace his steps downhill towards Intiri. Kora followed, holding the gemstone at arm’s length.

			Lunos’s daydreams of his impending fortune were cut short after a few minutes when the younger man called out. ‘The diamond! It’s – something’s happening!’

			Lunos turned impatiently . . . to see Kora was right. Even under the glaring sun, the lights were visibly brighter than before – and more violent, seething inside their crystalline prison.

			‘It’s shaking more,’ Kora added. ‘And it’s making a noise – listen!’

			Over the rustle of wind, Lunos heard a deep rumble, like endless thunder. But this was not far in the distance. It was coming from the gem.

			‘I think,’ he said hesitantly, ‘we should put it back. Yes, you should put it back.’

			‘You took it out!’ Kora protested. ‘You put it back!’ The flashes from the spearhead grew brighter still, forcing him to look away. ‘Oh gods! It’s shaking, it – it feels like something’s kicking inside it!’

			The thunder grew louder, peals pounding in time with each new burst of light. Kora’s resolve finally broke and he threw the jewel to the ground. Lunos gasped, terrified that it would shatter, but it stayed intact.

			Yet the noise did not stop, nor did the searing pulses of light. Both men ran, Kora quickly outpacing the older thief. ‘No, wait!’ Lunos cried, afraid now that his erstwhile partner would reach the boat first and leave him behind. ‘You shit, you whoreson! Stop!’

			The crack of a thunderbolt split the air behind him. He glanced back in fear . . .

			Another flash, so intense that the Minoan’s eyes seared in their sockets – then he, Kora, the golden sphere and the island of Kameni ceased to exist.

			An explosion utterly annihilated everything within two miles, a fireball a thousand times brighter than the sun flashing the sea into steam. The volcano’s peak was blown away . . .

			Unleashing a still more powerful force.

			Deep beneath Kameni was a vast magma chamber, the isle merely the visible tip of a much bigger massif beneath the sea. The sudden release of pressure as its cap was ripped open triggered a colossal volcanic eruption. Ash and toxic smoke and lava blasted skywards, waves over a hundred metres high pounding the island chain and obliterating all traces of human settlement along the inner coastline.

			Even greater waves raced outwards from the ring’s far side, sweeping north through the Aegean to hammer the shores of Greece and Turkey, and south across the Mediterranean to swamp the mouth of the Nile. But it was the island of Crete, home to the Minoan civilisation, that was doomed to suffer the most damage. The entire northern coast was drowned by a tsunami, a wall of water destroying everything for miles inland.

			Those who survived the deluge suffered a slower but no less terrible fate. The sheer amount of airborne ash blotted out the sun for days and affected temperatures worldwide for years afterwards, winters that were normally hard turning lethal. The remaining Minoans lived on, absorbed into other civilisations as refugees, but as a powerful seagoing empire, their time was over.

			The evacuation of the Theran islands meant there was nobody to serve as witness. Without anyone to hand down the story, the eruption passed into myth with surprising swiftness. A record of flooding in Egypt, tales of earthquakes in Greece, accounts of failed crops from as far away as China would be all that remained. Even those few settlements on Thera that survived the tidal waves were buried by falling ash, reduced to silent, empty time capsules that would remain lost for millennia.

			Forgotten . . . like the strange vault buried on the hill, and its deadly secret.

			And the knowledge that it was not the only one.
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			The Mediterranean Sea

			Present Day

			‘That,’ said Eddie Chase, ‘is a bloody big boat.’

			His wife, Nina Wilde, gazed from the descending helicopter’s window. ‘You are absolutely not kidding.’

			What lay before them was less a vessel, more a floating city. The cruise liner Atlantia was a great white-and-gold block of steel and glass, dwarfing the other ships Nina had seen during their flight from Malaga in southern Spain.

			Their daughter, Macy, pressed her face excitedly against her own window. ‘Wow, Mom! It’s massive! Are we really going to land on it?’

			‘Bit of a wasted journey if we aren’t,’ said Eddie. He got an eye roll in return; even at seven years old, Macy was well used to the bald Englishman’s drily sarcastic sense of humour.

			The remaining passenger was Nina’s grandmother, Olivia Garde. ‘The helipad looks rather small. I hope that’s just because the ship is so big.’

			‘Don’t worry, Mrs Garde,’ said the pilot. ‘We do these landings all the time – I flew another VIP in earlier today, actually. And the pad’s more than big enough for this bird.’

			He hovered the Airbus H155 above the ship’s bow, lowering the landing gear and easing it on to the helipad. Macy squealed as it bumped to a stop. Crewmen hurried over, ducking beneath the whirling rotor blades to secure steel cables to the aircraft. The lines were quickly ratcheted tight, locking the helicopter firmly in place.

			Nina looked across at the superstructure’s sloping front. More people waited in a doorway. ‘Looks like we’ve got a reception committee.’

			‘I would certainly hope so,’ said Olivia. ‘You are the guest of honour, after all.’

			‘They’re probably only here for Nina,’ Eddie retorted. ‘The rest of us have to go in through steerage. Still, at least we’ll be able to do some dancing.’

			The red-haired New Yorker wagged a finger at her husband. ‘Remember what we said about Titanic jokes?’

			‘What, “don’t tell any”?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Come on, we’re right at the front! I’ve at least got to go “I’m the king of the woooorld!”’

			‘No, you don’t. You really, really don’t.’

			‘If I can’t do Titanic jokes, I’m going to do Speed 2 ones instead,’ the Yorkshireman muttered. Outside, two men in crisp white uniforms jogged to the helicopter. ‘Ay up, here they come.’

			The new arrivals opened the doors and helped the passengers out. ‘Welcome to the Atlantia, Dr Wilde,’ said the older man, an imposing, craggy-faced American with white hair. ‘I’m Arnold Snowcock, the captain.’

			‘Thank you,’ Nina replied. ‘I wasn’t expecting the captain to meet us right off our flight!’

			‘You’re a very special guest.’ He shook her hand, then greeted the others.

			‘Nice boat you’ve got here,’ said Eddie.

			‘Thank you. Although it’s a ship, not a boat.’ Snowcock’s brow revealed a faint furrow of impatience, suggesting he was very particular about correct nautical terminology. ‘If you’ll come inside, Mr Moretti and his men will bring in your baggage.’

			The visitors quickly made their way to the open door. Snowcock offered to assist Olivia, the nonagenarian walking with a cane, but she waved him away.

			They entered the ship, a sign telling them they were on Deck 8. The reception area resembled that of a top-end hotel, the liner’s owner wanting to create a splendid first impression. Nina found the gilded decor too gaudy for her tastes, but she kept this to herself, since said owner was there to greet her.

			The Emir of Dhajan, ruler of a small but wealthy emirate in the Persian Gulf, had invited her personally to join the Atlantia’s maiden voyage. He was surrounded by an entourage, standing out from his traditionally robed male companions by being the only one wearing a suit. He was several years younger than Nina, she knew, in his mid thirties, but in the half-decade since taking the throne had thrown his country full-speed into a programme of modernisation that had transformed it from an oil-rich backwater into a hub for tourism and finance with aspirations to rival Dubai and Bahrain.

			‘Dr Wilde!’ he said with a broad white smile. ‘Welcome aboard the Atlantia. I am delighted to meet you.’ His English was perfect, with undertones of an expensive Western education.

			Snowcock handled the introductions. ‘Dr Wilde, Mr Chase, Mrs Garde . . . and Ms Wilde Chase,’ he added, winking at Macy, ‘this is His Majesty Sheikh Fadil bin A’zam, the Emir of Dhajan – and the Atlantia’s owner, so also my boss.’ He chuckled, the Emir giving a little laugh in return. ‘Your Majesty, your guest of honour, Dr Nina Wilde.’

			Nina shook the Emir’s hand. ‘It’s an honour to meet you.’

			‘The honour is all mine,’ he replied. ‘To meet the discoverer of Atlantis, the Pyramid of Osiris, the Ark of the Covenant . . . incredible finds. And I am sure you will find many more such wonders.’

			‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But I’ve got other priorities now.’

			He raised an eyebrow, then turned his attention to Eddie. ‘And Mr Chase – the saviour of Mecca.’

			‘Just doing my job,’ said Eddie, shaking hands. Several years earlier, he had prevented a deadly chemical attack on the Hajj, the very centre of the Islamic faith in Saudi Arabia.

			‘There is no need to be modest. Every Muslim owes you a great debt.’

			There was one woman amongst the Emir’s companions, wearing a long dress of royal-blue silk and a matching headscarf covering her hair. ‘You also saved your own country,’ she observed. ‘Even if you did not save Big Ben.’

			Nina saw her husband hide his discomfort at the reminder of what he still considered a failure on his part. The couple had two years previously uncovered a plot by a rogue MI6 agent to bring about a coup in Britain by destroying Parliament; though their actions exposed the conspirators and warned of the impending attack in time to save many lives, Eddie had been unable to stop it from being carried out – and as a result, the iconic London clock tower had collapsed, killing hundreds.

			‘Been doing your research, have you?’ he said.

			‘His Majesty’s security is my responsibility,’ the woman replied. ‘Nobody meets him without having been thoroughly checked.’

			The Emir quickly smoothed the awkward moment. ‘This is my sister, Her Royal Highness the Sheikha Alula bint A’zam, princess of Dhajan.’

			‘Your sister?’ said Nina. She had assumed the woman was his wife, but now realised they had very similar features. Twins?

			‘And also my minister of state security. A position I assure you she gained through merit, not nepotism. I believe in equality for all, men and women – before I took the throne, women in my country were not even allowed to hold political office – but also I believe in fairness to all. A person should prove they are the best for the job before they take it, no?’

			From the fleeting look Alula gave her brother, Nina guessed that no such requirements were placed on the job of emir. But there was no time to reflect on the emirate’s internal politics as its leader pressed on with the introductions. The redhead responded in kind. ‘This is my grandmother, Olivia Garde, and my daughter, Macy.’

			The Emir crouched to greet Macy. ‘Hello! And how are you?’

			‘I’m very well, thank you,’ she replied politely. ‘I made you a present.’

			‘You did?’ he said, with exaggerated surprise. ‘Why, thank you! What is it?’

			She produced a small gift-wrapped object. The Emir took it. Alula watched with wary disapproval – handing unvetted items to the monarch was doubtless a security breach, Nina thought – but Fadil himself was unconcerned, peeling away the paper. ‘This is beautiful,’ he exclaimed. It was a little photo album, thick covers protecting photographs pasted to the card pages.

			‘These are pictures of the best places to visit in America,’ Macy explained.

			The Emir smiled, leafing through it. ‘The Statue of Liberty, the Empire State Building . . . are they all in New York?’

			‘Well, it is the best place in America!’ she said proudly.

			He straightened, slipping the book inside his jacket pocket. ‘Then I shall make sure I visit. Thank you, Macy. I’m certain I will find this very useful.’

			‘My mom helped me make it,’ Macy added proudly.

			‘We’ve been practising crafting,’ said Nina, smiling.

			‘You have taught her very well,’ said Fadil.

			Macy looked around. ‘Is this whole ship yours? You must be really rich!’

			‘Macy,’ her mother chided.

			The Emir laughed, unconcerned. ‘My country is rich, Macy. I merely decide where the money is spent. We built this ship, and its sister, the Pacifia, to encourage tourists to come to Dhajan. We want to give them a very warm welcome, and show them a good time. Which,’ he continued, ‘I will do when I give you a tour. But first, I will have you shown to your cabins. You have the VIP suites, the best on the ship.’

			Snowcock signalled to a woman in a white jacket. ‘This is your personal steward, Ana,’ he said. ‘She’ll attend to absolutely anything you need. You’ll all get special wristbands with a call button. Wherever you are on the ship, if you press the button, Ana or one of the other stewards will be with you as soon as they can.’

			‘I’m here to help,’ said Ana. She was in her mid thirties, olive-skinned with short black hair, and Nina placed her accent as Brazilian. A name tag on her lapel gave her surname as Rijo. ‘If you’ll follow me, I’ll get your wristbands and take you to your suites.’

			‘VIP suites?’ said Eddie. ‘Sounds good. Definitely a cut above steer—’

			‘No Titanic jokes,’ Nina interjected.

			‘Tchah! Well, so long as there isn’t a bloke with a bath full of leeches next door, I’ll be happy.’

			‘What?’

			‘Speed 2.’

			‘What’s Speed 2, Mom?’ asked Macy.

			‘A bad old movie that nobody but your father remembers,’ Nina told her. ‘Thank you so much for inviting us aboard, Your Majesty.’

			‘As I said, it is my honour,’ Fadil replied. ‘I look forward to your lecture. Perhaps you would give me a private viewing of the Atlantis exhibition beforehand?’

			‘I’d love to,’ she said.

			He bowed his head. ‘Then I shall see you again once you are settled.’

			‘Please, follow me,’ said Ana.

			She led the way to the exit. Nina took Macy’s hand, Eddie and Olivia behind as they headed into the vast vessel.

			‘Look at this!’ Macy whooped, leaping on to the huge double bed. ‘It’s bigger than my whole room!’

			‘I don’t think it’s quite that big,’ said Nina. Their suite was far larger than she had expected, though, VIPs aboard the Atlantia being given the luxury of space. ‘And stop jumping on our bed! You’ve got the single, over there.’

			‘Aw, Mom!’

			‘The balcony’s a decent size an’ all,’ said Eddie, opening a sliding glass door. A stiff breeze hit him; the ship had resumed its course, heading west. The suite was on the starboard side, overlooking the Spanish coast. Stepping out, he found that the curved balcony extended out from the superstructure’s vertical side, giving him a panoramic view of both the coast and the ship itself. He looked down. They were ten decks up, the sea a good hundred feet below.

			Nina joined him. ‘Ooh. Long drop.’

			‘Yeah. Let’s hope we don’t need those.’ He pointed astern. Five levels down, large orange lifeboats were lined up within a recess in the ship’s hull.

			The starboard wing bridge jutted out several decks above, but the view ahead was otherwise unbroken. Off in the distance he could see the Rock of Gibraltar, a great dark hump at the end of a peninsula. Beyond it was Tarifa, at the southernmost tip of mainland Spain, and past that the Gulf of Cadiz, the entrance to the Atlantic – where Nina had first discovered the submerged remains of the lost civilisation of Atlantis. ‘Can’t bloody stay away, can we?’ he said.

			Nina gave him a quizzical look. ‘Hmm?’

			‘Atlantis. How many times have we been back there now?’

			‘I kinda lost count,’ she said, amused. ‘Don’t worry, though – at least we don’t have to dive eight hundred feet down this time.’

			‘Good. I’m getting too old for that.’

			‘Forty-seven is the new twenty-seven, or so I heard,’ she said brightly. He made an appalled face. She grinned and went back inside, Eddie following. Their steward, who at Nina’s request had attended to Olivia in the neighbouring cabin first, was now unpacking their belongings. ‘Oh, Ana. I said you don’t need to do that.’

			‘That’s okay, it’s my job,’ Ana replied with a smile. ‘You’re a VIP passenger. You don’t have to lift a finger while you’re aboard.’

			‘If we need you, we’ll call you with this,’ Nina insisted, indicating the gold plastic wristband she was now wearing. She knew from a demonstration when they had first been logged into the ship’s computers as guests that pressing a button on the band pinpointed her location to within a few feet.

			‘She just doesn’t want you going through her pants,’ said Eddie. ‘Especially not the sexy ones.’

			The redhead was not amused. ‘Eddie! I will throw you overboard if I have to.’

			Ana tried to hide a smile. ‘Whatever you say. But remember, if you do need me . . .’

			‘We’ll call you, don’t worry,’ said Nina. ‘Thank you anyway.’

			The Brazilian nodded, then exited. Nina followed her into the lounge, then knocked on the door to the adjoining suite. ‘Olivia! Everything okay in there?’

			Her grandmother opened it. ‘Oh, yes. I’ve been on liners before – proper ocean liners, mind, not these floating vacation resorts – and this is by far the biggest cabin I’ve ever had. There are definite advantages to being a VIP guest of the ship’s owner.’

			A telephone by Eddie and Nina’s bed rang. Eddie picked it up and had a brief exchange with the caller before joining the two women. ‘That was Captain Snowcock – Snowcock, what kind of a name is that?’

			‘The kind you’re not going to make fun of in front of him. Or Macy,’ said Nina.

			‘As if! Anyway, the Emir wants to give us a tour of the ship in an hour, before we have dinner.’

			Nina put on a faux-Valley Girl voice. ‘But I have to do my haaaair!’ She reached up and pulled a hairband from her ponytail, letting her red locks fall below her shoulders. ‘Okay, done.’

			‘Me too.’ Eddie rubbed a hand over his shaved head.

			‘In that case,’ said Olivia, ‘I’ll see you in fifty-nine minutes.’ She closed the door.

			‘So,’ said Nina, ‘what do we wear for dinner with a king?’
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			‘Wow,’ Nina said to Eddie, smiling. ‘You’re almost presentable.’

			The Yorkshireman had exchanged his leather jacket and jeans for a suit, but despite looking smart, he was not comfortable. ‘Too much starch in this shirt,’ he complained, fingering his collar. ‘Like being back in bloody uniform.’

			‘You’ll be fine,’ she assured him. Her own outfit was a stylish black dress rather than her usual trousers. ‘Now, do I wear heels or slip-ons? We’re about to do a lot of walking . . .’

			‘Wear the heels and bring the other pair just in case,’ Eddie suggested. ‘Or call Ana to bring ’em if your feet start hurting.’

			‘I still don’t feel comfortable about having someone jump every time I call. I guess I’m not cut out to be a queen.’

			‘I’d like to be a queen,’ Macy proclaimed, striding into the room in a dress of her own. ‘I’d have a crown, and a sceptre, and . . .’ She tried to think of another royal accoutrement. ‘And a special crown for weekends,’ she decided.

			‘This is what we get for letting her watch all those Disney princess shows,’ said Eddie.

			‘Better than those movies based on us,’ Nina complained. ‘I still can’t believe you let her see them. They’re PG-13, and she’s seven!’

			‘Yeah, but PG stands for “parental guidance”, right? I’m her parent, and I was guidancing. I did tell her to look away when the bad guy got thrown into the mummification machine and had all his blood sucked out.’

			Nina folded her arms. ‘And did she?’

			‘She’s seven, what do you think?’

			A sigh. ‘We are the world’s worst parents. And by we, I mean you.’

			Eddie shrugged. ‘She’s smart, she knows it’s not real. Don’t you, love? You’ve been on set, you know it’s all just actors and special effects.’

			Macy nodded. ‘The director let me hold Osiris’s skull!’

			‘Did he now,’ said her mother disapprovingly, before shaking her head. ‘And it still bugs me that they’re ignoring what actually happened and making up whatever nonsense they like. They brought the supernatural into the last one, for God’s sake. I wish I had magic powers from being descended from the Atlanteans, but I don’t.’

			‘You were able to use Excalibur to cut stuff like a lightsaber,’ said Eddie, reminding her of a past adventure when they discovered the legendary sword of King Arthur. ‘And you’ve got the,’ he tapped his temple, ‘brainy thing.’

			‘Being able to do complex math in my head isn’t a magical power!’

			A knock on the connecting door ended the discussion. Nina let her grandmother in. ‘You look nice.’

			‘Thank you,’ Olivia replied. She too was wearing a dress, though hers was more traditionally formal. ‘I may be ninety-three, but that doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy dressing up.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Fifty-nine minutes on the dot. Now, let’s see how punctual that girl is.’

			‘She’s a grown woman, not a girl,’ Nina chided. ‘And don’t treat her like a serving maid, either!’

			Another knock, this from the main door. Macy skipped to open it. ‘It’s Ana!’

			‘Hello,’ said the Brazilian. ‘I’ve been asked to bring you to the Emir.’

			‘We’re all ready,’ Nina told her.

			‘Okay.’ She turned to Olivia. ‘Mrs Garde, the Atlantia is a very big ship. Would you like a mobility scooter?’

			Olivia bristled. ‘Absolutely not. I’m perfectly capable of walking, thank you.’

			‘Thank you for offering, though,’ Nina said to Ana, who nodded appreciatively. ‘Shall we go?’

			Ana brought them to a VIP lounge overlooking the bow. Waiting were the Emir and a smaller contingent of his entourage, including his sister and Captain Snowcock. ‘Hello again,’ said Fadil. ‘I’m delighted that you could join us.’

			‘We’re looking forward to the tour,’ Nina replied.

			‘Good, good. I will show you around the Atlantia personally – I am very proud of her!’

			The tour began, the Emir reeling off facts and figures as they took a lift to the uppermost deck. ‘The world’s largest, most luxurious and most ecologically friendly passenger liner,’ he said. ‘Over two billion dollars to build, two hundred and fifty-six thousand gross tonnes, four hundred and two metres long – bigger than the largest American aircraft carrier. But it produces under a quarter of the pollution of its nearest rival.’

			‘That’s quite an improvement,’ said Nina.

			He nodded. ‘Normal liners burn marine diesel for fuel – filthy stuff, and the largest burn twelve tonnes of it per hour. That is as much pollution as a million cars. But Atlantia uses liquefied natural gas, and its engines are hybrids – almost an entire deck below is full of batteries. Our ultimate goal is to make an entirely electric propulsion system, but for now, anything that reduces the use of oil is an improvement.’

			‘I thought Dhajan was a big oil producer,’ said Eddie. ‘Aren’t you putting yourself out of business?’

			‘Dhajan was a big oil producer, yes. But we are only a small country, and we do not have the same reserves as our neighbours – Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Bahrain and the other emirates.’

			‘Our regional rivals,’ said Alula, with an undertone of hostility.

			‘Since I took the throne, I have diversified our economy. When demand for oil falls, which it will as more cars become electric, we will have other means of support.’

			They emerged from the lift. The front of the liner’s top deck was sheltered by a large geodesic dome, a streamlined glass shell housing a bar and sun lounge. The Emir led them aft, however. The deck divided a quarter of the way down the vessel’s length, broad wings housing cabins on either side of a twelve-storey atrium running along the centreline. Shouts and squeals came from one of its main attractions: a giant zip-line to starboard, the cable running beneath bridges and cross-decks down to the centre of the stern. A hanging cage was descending, the legs of its dozen shrieking passengers dangling as they swept away from its launch platform.

			Macy ran to the railing to watch. ‘Oh, cool! Can we have a go?’

			‘Maybe later, love,’ Eddie told her.

			‘Just one of the many entertainments,’ said the Emir. ‘All kinds of pools and water sports, climbing walls – even a jungle bio-dome. Then we have shops, restaurants, bars, casinos, cinemas, live shows, go-karts – electric, of course!’

			‘Of course,’ Nina said with a smile. Alula, however, had revealed a flicker of distaste at the mention of the bars and casinos, suggesting she was more conservative than her brother – though the redhead suspected she was not a fan of the colossal floating pleasure palace as a whole.

			‘Then there is dancing,’ the Emir continued, ‘cookery lessons, exhibitions, boats and jetskis – but I’m giving everything away!’ he said with a laugh.

			He led them down the promenade’s starboard leg. Several passengers recognised the Dhajani ruler, phones coming up to take photos. But he was not the only celebrity in the group; Nina saw a couple of people snapping pictures of her. ‘Ay up,’ said Eddie. ‘You’ve got fans. Must’ve seen your TV show.’

			‘Or read my book,’ she replied, hoping it was the latter. While her time as the presenter of a television documentary series had brought her additional fame beyond what she already had as the world’s best-known archaeologist – ‘non-fictional’, she would qualify whenever anyone mentioned Indiana Jones or Lara Croft – it had also led to repercussions she preferred not to dwell upon.

			‘The Atlantia’s hull is seventy metres across,’ the Emir continued. ‘Two hundred and . . . twenty feet, I believe?’

			Snowcock was about to give the exact size, but Nina had already made the conversion in her head. ‘Twenty-nine.’

			‘Ah! Excellent, even bigger. Its nearest rival is only sixty-five metres. We could have used that extra width to squeeze in more cabins, but they would have been very small. I come from a small country – I appreciate space.’

			‘It’s crowded enough as it is down there,’ said Eddie, regarding the packed atrium. ‘How many people can it take?’

			‘Seven thousand and fifty-three passengers at maximum capacity,’ Snowcock told him. ‘This voyage, it’s just over five and a half thousand pax. Plus almost three thousand crew.’

			‘When Pacifia sets out on her maiden voyage from Dhajan next week,’ said Fadil, ‘she will have, I believe, six thousand eight hundred passengers.’

			The Yorkshireman was about to say more, but was taken aback when his phone rang. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Didn’t think I’d get reception in the middle of the sea.’

			The Emir pointed out two large communications dishes flanking the glass carapace at the front of the superstructure. ‘The ship has satellite links and its own cell masts. Just because you are on a cruise doesn’t mean you should be out of touch! All included in the price. I do not like to . . . what is the English slang? “Gouge”, to gouge my guests. Please, take your call.’

			Eddie did so. ‘Hi, Gerry. No, I’ll call you later. I’m on a boat . . . No, I haven’t turned into a salty seaman, you cheeky sod. Yeah, talk to you soon.’ He disconnected. ‘Business associate. Sorry.’

			‘It is no problem,’ the Emir assured him. ‘As I was saying, our competitors gouge their guests; they will charge thirty dollars to use the gym, twenty dollars a day for Wi-Fi, five dollars for a Coca-Cola. We ask for a little more up front, but most things are included in the price.’

			They reached the largest of the cross-bridges over the atrium. This housed a bar and restaurant complex, resembling a UFO that had landed on the liner’s back. Rather than enter, the Emir brought them to a bank of glass elevators. ‘I will take you to the shopping decks. They are where we make back our money!’ he added with a wink.

			Ana had already called a lift, holding the doors open. ‘Thanks,’ Nina told her, before turning to Olivia. ‘You okay?’

			‘I’m not an invalid, Nina,’ her grandmother told her. ‘I may use a cane, but I’m perfectly capable of walking.’

			‘Grams got frostbite and had to have two of her toes chopped off!’ Macy announced excitedly.

			‘Thanks for telling everyone that, darling,’ said Nina with a fixed smile.

			The lift descended, giving its occupants a better view of the atrium before stopping on the level below. To Nina, it seemed they had gone from a ship to an expensive mall. A boulevard wound along its length, carefully designed to funnel passengers to clusters of shops. They sold designer clothing, shoes, cosmetics – nothing that couldn’t be bought on shore, and probably for half the price, but none were having trouble attracting customers.

			‘Mom, look! Mom!’ Macy cried, tugging at her arm. ‘It’s you and Dad!’

			Nina looked to see what she meant, only for her heart to sink. ‘It’s not really us,’ she explained to her quizzical hosts. ‘They’re from the movies based on my books. Very, very loosely based.’ Nearby was a toy shop, featuring in its windows a selection of merchandise from the most recent film in the series, The Pyramid of Doom.

			‘Oh, these I must see!’ proclaimed Fadil, giving Macy a conspiratorial grin.

			‘No, we don’t have to . . . Ugh, fine,’ Nina sighed as her daughter tugged him into the store.

			‘There they are!’ said Macy, pointing out a display of action figures.

			‘I’m afraid,’ said the Emir apologetically, ‘they are not a very good likeness.’

			‘They’re not us us,’ said Eddie. ‘That’s Jason Mach; he’s based on me, but he’s played by Grant Thorn.’

			‘Ah, yes. The star of the car movies? And one about a baby in the White House?’

			‘Afraid so,’ said Nina, shaking her head. First Baby, starring their Hollywood A-list friend, had been as terrible as she’d expected after first hearing Grant’s pitch, yet somehow had earned hundreds of millions of dollars. ‘And that’s Eden Crest, who’s . . . well, she’s based on me insofar as she’s an archaeologist, but that’s pretty much where any similarities end. And they didn’t even keep the same actress for the newest film, they recast her!’ she added, offended. ‘I guess they thought nobody would notice. ’Cause, y’know, women are interchangeable.’ Alula seemed to share her disapproval. ‘I mean, they couldn’t even get the colour of my hair right. I’ve been a redhead my whole life, never a brunette.’

			Macy was not interested in debating Hollywood sexism, instead jabbing a finger at another toy. ‘And look! They’ve got a trikan.’

			‘You’ve already got one, love,’ Eddie said.

			‘But this one lights up!’

			The Emir peered at the item. ‘What is it?’

			‘A trikan? It’s an Atlantean weapon,’ said Nina. The toy was a palm-sized disc with three curved blade-like arms spiralling outwards, connected by a string to a plastic handgrip. ‘There’s actually a real-life example in the exhibition on this ship. The movie version, though? It’s . . . well, a cross between a boomerang and a yo-yo, only magic. It’s all very silly. Unfortunately, I don’t get to cut things I don’t like out of the script.’

			‘If you did, there’d be nothing left,’ her husband pointed out.

			‘I will buy it for you, Macy,’ said the Emir. ‘If your parents will allow me?’

			‘Uh . . . sure,’ said Nina reluctantly, not seeing how she could refuse.

			He spoke to the man at the counter, who hurriedly fetched him one of the toys. ‘Thank you!’ cried Macy, delighted, as Fadil presented it to her.

			‘Glad we let him buy it,’ Eddie whispered to Nina. ‘It was fifty bloody dollars! No wonder he said they make back their money down here. Bet it’d be about twenty at Walmart.’

			‘Give it six months, it’ll be three bucks fifty in the discount aisle,’ she replied.

			They continued through the mall. A melange of expensive scents wafted out from a perfume store, the glint of gaudy gold jewellery twinkling from its neighbour. Deciding that none of the shops offered anything of the remotest interest to her, Nina turned her attention back to the ship itself. Despite the Atlantia’s size, she had been unable to shake a constant feeling of vague claustrophobia. The corridors serving the cabins were narrow, barely half as wide as in a hotel on land, and even in the spacious mall everything was just a little bit low, the heavy crystal chandeliers oppressively close. She was glad of the brief respite when they passed a set of escalators, daylight from above piercing the artificial glow.

			The group continued back towards the bow. ‘We should have brought our bikes,’ Eddie joked. Macy had become fast enough on a bicycle to make it impossible for her parents to keep up without their own.

			‘It’s a big ship, sure, but it’s not Central Park,’ said Nina. ‘Although you don’t get sea views from there . . .’ She trailed off, realising that what she had thought was a huge panoramic window actually had a shop entrance behind it. ‘Wow, is that a TV screen? I honestly thought it was a real window.’

			Eddie peered at it. ‘It looks 3-D.’

			‘It is,’ said the Emir proudly. ‘The very latest. No need for glasses!’ As he spoke, the view changed to an angle over the bow, with Africa to port and Europe starboard, the helicopter at the bottom of the frame. ‘We have many of them, to show the passengers what is happening outside. Why be on a ship if you cannot see the sea?’

			They reached the mall’s forward end, Snowcock leading the way to another elevator bank, twin staircases curving around it. The group took one lift to Deck 16. ‘If you’ll come this way, I’ll show you the bridge,’ he said, emerging on a broad landing.

			Macy bustled to the front of the pack. ‘Wow, cool! Can I drive the ship?’

			‘We will see,’ the Emir told her, smiling.

			Snowcock brought them to an anonymous metal door, holding up a card on a lanyard around his neck to a rectangular panel of black glass beside it. It was a screen, a green circle appearing as the ship’s security systems confirmed his ID. He opened the door and ushered them through.

			A short passage led into the Atlantia’s spacious bridge. It ran the liner’s full width, doors leading to the wing bridges that extended out over the water far below. The entire front wall was glazed, floor-to-ceiling windows raking backwards to match the streamlined slope of the ship’s forward superstructure. The exception was at the centreline, where the glass tilted forwards around a pulpit-like extension housing a small wheel. Large sections of the softly lit room’s rear wall were taken up by video screens displaying live feeds from the ship’s numerous CCTV cameras.

			‘Very futuristic,’ said Olivia, impressed.

			‘Like being on the Starship Enterprise,’ Eddie agreed. ‘You must have to shout if you want to talk to someone on the far side, though.’

			‘We get by,’ Snowcock told him with a chuckle. He greeted the other officers present, who had all straightened respectfully at the Emir’s arrival. ‘So, welcome to the Atlantia’s bridge,’ he told his guests. ‘We can control every aspect of the ship’s operations from here with just five bridge crew – although,’ he gestured at his eight officers, ‘we usually have more on duty for safety. With so many people aboard, there’s a lot to keep an eye on.’

			‘Suppose you’ve got to watch out for hackers trying to crash you into oil tankers too,’ said Eddie. Snowcock gave him a bemused, slightly concerned look. ‘Like in Speed 2?’ The look intensified.

			‘I told you, nobody remembers Speed 2,’ Nina sighed. ‘You’ll have to forgive my husband. His cultural references are about twenty-five years out of date.’

			‘Tchah.’ Eddie walked to the front of the bridge. Macy joined him. The purpose of the glazed pulpit immediately became apparent; the windows’ rearward rake made it difficult for anyone to get a clear view down at the bow without hitting their head on the sloping glass. ‘So you can drive the whole ship with this little wheel?’

			‘Here, or from either of the wing bridges,’ Snowcock told him. ‘But that wheel’s really only used for slow manoeuvres in port. We normally use the azipod controls.’

			‘What are they?’ Macy asked.

			‘Come and see,’ said the Emir, going to a large central console. She hurried around it, Nina joining her.

			‘The Atlantia doesn’t have traditional propellers or rudders,’ Snowcock explained, pointing to a trio of black spherical controls on squat joysticks, chromed throttle levers curling over them. ‘It has three azipods – electrically powered thrusters that can rotate three hundred and sixty degrees. By turning them in different directions, we can literally spin the ship around in its own length. We won’t try that right now, though,’ he added with another chuckle. ‘At this speed, it would send everyone flying.’

			Macy nodded, resisting the temptation to twist one of the controls. ‘How fast can the ship go?’ she asked instead.

			The captain glanced at a digital display. ‘We’re currently doing twenty-two knots. That’s twenty-five miles per hour. Our full cruising speed is twenty-five knots – about twenty-nine m.p.h.’

			A sly smile crept across Fadil’s face. ‘But we can go faster,’ he whispered to Macy. ‘Would you like to see?’

			She grinned. ‘Yeah!’

			‘Then watch this.’ He reached for a black glass panel amongst the controls, then hesitated as Macy struggled to peer over the helm console’s edge. ‘Dr Wilde, could you pick her up so she can see?’

			‘Sure,’ Nina said. She lifted her daughter.

			‘Now, look at this,’ said the Emir. The panel lit up as his hand neared it, displaying a keypad. Nina watched as he carefully tapped in a six-digit code: 0-3-2-0-1-5. March 2015? She wondered if it was an important date to him. It certainly was to her; it was the month Macy was born.

			The keypad flashed in acceptance, then disappeared. A new window popped up, Arabic text followed by its equivalent in English – Owner’s Code Accepted.

			The Emir brought up a new window. A tap at a digital toggle switch, and a message appeared: Speed Limiter Disengaged. His grin broadened. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘Captain, if you would take us to . . . thirty knots?’

			Snowcock looked surprised by the command, but took the azipod controls and pushed the throttles forward. ‘Twenty-four knots, twenty-five . . . twenty-six?’ He glanced at the Dhajani leader, who nodded to tell him to continue.

			‘It’s not meant to go that fast?’ asked Nina.

			‘It would appear this ship has some tricks even I didn’t know about.’ The captain sounded unsettled by the discovery.

			‘Well, we’ve just hit thirty knots,’ Eddie noted.

			‘Shall we go faster?’ the Emir asked Macy. Her reply was inevitably in the affirmative.

			‘Your Majesty, I’d advise against it,’ said Snowcock, obviously deeply uncomfortable. ‘We’re in a major shipping lane—’

			‘Just for one minute, Captain,’ the Emir told him. Despite the lightness of his tone, it was unmistakably a command. ‘We are not in danger of a collision, are we?’

			Snowcock glanced towards an officer at a radar screen, who shook his head. ‘No, sir.’

			‘Then let us see what she can do.’

			The captain’s lips tightened, but he pushed the throttles further open. The speed display rose, thirty-two knots, thirty-three, thirty-four . . .

			‘There is a trophy,’ said the Emir, ‘the Blue Riband, given to the fastest liner to cross the Atlantic. It has not been challenged for seventy years, but the last ship to win it, an American vessel, managed an average speed of thirty-five knots. I would very much like to claim that prize for Dhajan!’

			‘I don’t think you’ll have any trouble,’ said Nina. The display approached forty knots.

			‘Your Majesty,’ said Snowcock firmly, his eyes on another screen showing coloured bars – several of which were creeping upwards, shifting from green through yellow towards orange. ‘I strongly recommend that we return to normal cruising speed. ‘We don’t want to risk redlining the drive systems, certainly not on our maiden voyage.’

			‘Oh . . . very well,’ said the Emir, disappointed.

			Snowcock immediately pulled the throttle back, the speed indicator and the bars falling. The Arab re-entered his code. A new message popped up: Owner Logged Out. ‘I guess being ruler of a whole country has its perks,’ said Nina.

			‘I never have to wait at traffic lights in Dhajan either,’ the Emir said. ‘So, Macy, were you impressed by how fast we can go?’

			Macy glanced at her mother before answering, as if worried about giving offence. ‘It . . . didn’t feel any different.’

			He laughed. ‘Then the ship is very well designed! Now,’ he said, turning to his visitors, ‘our meal will soon be ready. I have some business I must attend to first, but Ana will escort you to the royal dining room. I shall meet you there.’ He gave his guests a small bow, his expression boyishly proud. ‘I hope the Atlantia met your expectations.’

			‘It’s very impressive, yes,’ Nina assured him.

			‘Like a five-star hotel, except on water,’ Eddie added.

			‘Only five stars? We must work harder. Perhaps dinner will win us an extra star!’ The Emir addressed Macy. ‘And did you like my ship?’

			She nodded. ‘I did. It’s very cool. And very huge.’

			‘And what part of it did you like the most?’

			Her eyes flicked to the box she was holding. ‘The toy shop?’

			‘Sorry,’ said Nina, wincing.

			He straightened, amused. ‘There is no need to apologise. Often, when dealing with the ruler of a nation, people can be . . . circuitous. But children let you know their true feelings.’

			‘Do you have children yourself?’

			He shook his head. ‘Not yet. I hope to. But bringing an entire country into the future is all-consuming. I have not even had the chance to find a wife, never mind devote the time I would need to a child. I could have married for political convenience and handed over all my responsibilities as a parent to someone else, but . . . what kind of a man would I be? What example would I set for my children – and my country?’

			‘I hope you find the time,’ said Eddie. ‘It’s definitely worth it. Even if,’ he tapped Macy’s toy, ‘you end up buying a ton of rubbish you don’t need.’

			‘Oh, so can I finally throw out your Fidel Castro cigar box?’ Nina asked hopefully. ‘Thank you so much for the tour, Your Majesty. I’m sure dinner will be just as good.’

			‘And I am sure your lecture on Atlantis will be most enlightening,’ the Emir replied.

			Ana led the family from the bridge. ‘The royal dining room is on Deck 14, at the stern,’ she said. ‘But I can call for a golf cart if you don’t want to walk the whole length of the ship.’

			‘Olivia, you want one?’ Eddie asked.

			‘I’ll be fine,’ the old lady insisted. ‘The day I can’t walk a block and a half is the day I give up the ghost.’

			Nina gave her grandmother a concerned look, but to her relief Olivia did indeed seem to be managing the trek perfectly well – if anything, better than she was herself, her feet starting to hurt in the high heels.

			They took the lift down several decks. ‘Ooh, look at this!’ cried Macy, hurrying into the lobby. At its centre was a large circular display case, inside which was a slowly revolving representation of the Atlantia – but it was not a model. ‘It’s a hologram!’

			‘That’s pretty impressive,’ said Nina. She had seen holographic displays that could be viewed from any angle before, but this was a step up in image quality.

			‘I think there are four or five of them aboard,’ said Ana. ‘It shows you how to find anywhere on the ship.’

			Eddie snorted. ‘Probably cost half a million quid to do the same job as a bit of card with a map on it.’

			Macy was already playing with a touchscreen. The computer-generated ship peeled open to reveal its interior. ‘Mom, they’ve got a nail parlour . . . and a bowling alley . . . and a marina, look!’ She pointed at the Atlantia’s stern, where a water-level dock extended from a giant hatch. ‘You can even see the jetskis! Can we ride them?’

			‘I think you’re too young,’ said Nina. She didn’t know if that were true, but fervently hoped it was.

			‘Show us where we’re going,’ suggested Eddie. Macy did so. The royal dining room was on a cross-deck high over the stern. ‘It’s bloody miles away! You sure you don’t want a golf cart, Olivia? ’Cause I’m considering it myself.’

			‘If you do . . .’ suggested Ana.

			‘We’re okay, thanks,’ Nina told her. ‘Come on. The walk should help our appetites, if nothing else!’

			‘I want to ride a golf cart,’ grumbled Macy.

			They headed aft through the ship’s long corridors, along the way traversing a lounge area with another giant ultrahigh-definition screen. A tall Middle Eastern man in his early forties stood there, seemingly entranced by the reality of the three-dimensional display. The group passed him without so much as a second glance.

			The hard-faced man waited for the VIP guests to retreat, then surreptitiously checked that nobody was nearby before moving to a planter. He slipped a cylindrical metal object from a pocket and carefully placed it beneath the leaves, then touched a finger to a small earpiece. ‘This is al-Asim,’ he whispered in Arabic. ‘My bombs are in place. Everyone, report your status.’

			He waited for the replies. All met his approval.

			‘Good. Return to your cabins and wait for the go signal. Our target is here.’ He glanced after the departed group. ‘Nina Wilde is aboard.’
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			Even by the Atlantia’s standards, the royal dining room was opulent, a chamber of marble and gold with a glass wall overlooking the liner’s stern and the Mediterranean beyond. Ana introduced Nina to the other waiting guest. ‘I’m sure you’ve heard of Gideon Lobato.’

			‘I have indeed,’ said Nina. ‘It’s good to meet you, Mr Lobato.’

			The gaunt man, his dark hair shaved down to a stubble, regarded her outstretched hand from behind his little round spectacles as if she had presented him with a rotting fish, hesitating before weakly shaking it. ‘Dr Wilde,’ he said. ‘An honour.’ Nina knew he was a naturalised American citizen, but he had a distinct accent: Turkish, she guessed. ‘I am a great admirer of your work, specifically on the discovery of Atlantis. Fascinating.’

			‘Thank you,’ she replied.

			He withdrew his hand, then, without the slightest concern that she might be offended, took out an antiseptic wipe and cleaned it. ‘Regrettably, I am not able to attend your lecture tonight. But I hope you will answer some of my questions during dinner.’

			‘I’d be delighted.’ The white-clad billionaire’s gaze alternated between avoiding hers and then locking on to her eyes with unnerving intensity. She got the impression he was well along the autism spectrum – which perhaps contributed to the unwavering focus that had made him a very rich man.

			‘And they must be your family?’

			‘They must,’ said Eddie. He extended his hand, but Lobato’s attention had already moved on as Alula and Snowcock entered.

			‘The Emir will join us soon,’ Alula announced. She took a seat.

			‘If you please?’ said the captain, gesturing for those still standing to join her. Ana quietly departed as Nina and her family took their places.

			‘Obnoxious arriviste,’ muttered Olivia.

			‘Who?’ Nina asked.

			‘Gideon. I’ve met him before, at events in New York and Boston, but he completely ignored me just now. He makes a big deal out of supporting the arts, but I doubt he could appreciate the difference between a Caravaggio and a child’s crayon drawing. No offence to Macy, of course.’

			Macy herself was talking to Lobato. ‘I’ve seen you on television! Are you famous?’

			‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘I am a pioneer.’

			‘Oh, like an explorer? Like my mom?’

			‘In the sense that I am exploring the limits of possibility. I create products that humanity needs, even if they do not know it yet.’ Coming from anyone else it would have seemed a shamelessly self-aggrandising sales pitch, but Nina had no doubt he fully believed it.

			‘Didn’t you start out making video games?’ asked Eddie.

			The question was asked with a hint of sarcasm, which Lobato chose to ignore – or failed to detect. ‘Realms of Warfyre was my biggest success, yes. Did you play it?’

			‘No, I was in a real war once. Didn’t see much point in mucking around with elves and goblins.’

			‘Ah, yes. You were in the SAS, I believe.’

			Eddie snorted. ‘Seems like everybody’s been googling me today.’

			‘Knowledge and preparation are the key to success. But selling my company gave me enough money to pursue my true interests.’

			‘Are you very rich?’ Macy asked.

			Nina tutted. ‘Macy, it’s rude to ask people things like that.’

			Lobato, however, treated the question literally. ‘Yes, I am. The sale was for one point two billion dollars, and since then I have made a lot more.’

			The young girl regarded him with sudden caution. ‘Are you evil?’

			For the first time, his mask of Vulcan implacability cracked. ‘Why would you say that?’ he said, surprised and slightly affronted.

			‘My mom and dad have met lots of billionaires. They said they always turn out to be evil!’

			Nina and Eddie exchanged looks. ‘’Fraid so,’ the Yorkshireman said. ‘Kristian Frost, Richard Yuen, Rene Corvus, Pramesh Khoil, a whole bunch who called themselves “the Group” . . . and more; I’ve lost count.’

			‘I can assure you I am not evil,’ Lobato said stiffly. ‘My goal is to make the world a better place.’

			‘Which you are doing, my friend!’ said the Emir cheerfully as he entered. Everyone stood. ‘Please, please, sit.’ He took his place at the head of the table. ‘Gideon is my partner on a huge solar power project. It will supply all Dhajan’s energy needs, and far more besides. We will soon sell electricity just as we sell oil.’ He addressed Nina. ‘As I told you, my country needs to diversify before our oil reserves finally run out.’

			‘Clean energy is the future,’ said Lobato. ‘It has to be; it is the only way we will survive as a species. I have started up new disruptive businesses in solar power, battery production, electric cars, tidal generators, even blue-sky ideas like orbital electrodynamic tethers. People thought I was a fool, throwing my fortune away on dreams. But my dreams are now coming true – and I am richer than my critics. So we will see who is really the fool.’

			‘It is not you, Gideon,’ the Emir assured him. ‘Now, my chef has prepared a magnificent selection of dishes. It would be a shame to keep him waiting.’

			The food lived up to its billing. ‘Got to say, this is probably the best salmon I’ve ever had,’ Eddie announced.

			‘Thank you,’ said the Emir. ‘What do you think of yours, Macy?’

			The young redhead had gone for a vegetarian option. ‘It’s really yummy! I didn’t think I’d like it, because it’s got these weird bits on, but they’re nice.’

			‘We’re trying to expand her palate,’ said Nina. ‘One step at a time, but we’re getting there.’

			She was about to continue with her own delicious meal when Lobato leaned towards her. ‘Dr Wilde, I was fascinated by one of your recent proposals about Atlantis. May I ask you more about it?’

			‘Sure,’ she said, nodding.

			‘Your theory that the ancient Atlanteans either created or discovered a means to trap and store particles of antimatter; do you really believe they had such a capability?’

			Nina groaned inwardly. There were many other aspects of her work she would rather have discussed; most of them, in fact. ‘It’s not so much a theory as a suggestion based on the available data,’ she said. ‘Do I actually believe it myself? I’d have to say . . . not really.’

			‘But it was your idea in the first place.’

			‘It was one avenue of possibility, sure – I’ve discovered several things that went beyond conventional science. Earth energy, for example. King Arthur’s sword Excalibur could channel the planet’s natural energy field to cut through almost anything, and I discovered several Atlantean artefacts that also used it to extraordinary effect. I’ve seen an ancient statue levitate across a room after being charged up by it.’

			‘But only in the hands of people with a particular genetic profile of Atlantean descent, correct?’

			‘Yes, that’s right.’

			‘People such as yourself.’

			She became uncomfortable. There was now no avoidance of direct eye contact; his unblinking gaze was fixed upon her. ‘Yeah, but that’s not exactly something I’ve shouted from the rooftops.’ Eddie subtly shifted position at the change in the conversation’s tone, ready to come to her defence – physically if necessary.

			But Lobato shook his head dismissively. ‘Earth energy is not an avenue of research I have pursued. The need for a human element makes it impractical as a power source. No, I am specifically interested in antimatter.’

			‘Antimatter?’ asked Macy, mouth full.

			Nina was about to explain when the Emir beat her to it. ‘The opposite of normal matter,’ he said. ‘If matter and antimatter touch, they are both instantly annihilated in a total conversion of matter to energy. Einstein’s formula E=mc2 tells us how much energy, E, is explosively released, where m is the total mass of both matter and antimatter, multiplied by a constant, c, the speed of light, squared.’

			‘Thank you,’ said Nina, surprised by the ruler’s knowledge.

			Fadil smiled. ‘Gideon has shared his interests with me.’

			‘Personally,’ said Eddie with a smirk of his own as he relaxed, ‘I think of the world as made up of matter and doesn’t matter.’ Even Macy groaned.

			‘My interest in antimatter,’ Lobato said with an impatient edge, ‘is for its potential to provide the world with unlimited energy – and even propel us beyond it.’

			‘Been watching Star Trek, then?’ Eddie remarked.

			‘Yes,’ came the matter-of-fact reply. ‘Since I first arrived in America in 1991. But I have always been interested in science, fact as well as fiction. So the theory about the Atlanteans being able to capture antimatter intrigued me.’

			‘Again, it’s not really a theory,’ Nina insisted. ‘I certainly wouldn’t author a scientific paper proposing it. Like I said, I don’t really believe it myself – and certainly no other archaeologist does! It was more a thought experiment; practically sci-fi.’

			‘Science fiction often predicts the future,’ said Lobato. ‘Or even shapes it.’ He took out a smartphone. ‘Without Star Trek, and other supposed flights of fancy, would we have these as we now know them? They inspired the engineers down new pathways of possibility. And you have done the same yourself.’

			‘Hardly,’ Nina countered. ‘I just came up with a possible explanation – but the whole thing might be nothing more than Atlantean hyperbole. As an empire, they weren’t given to modesty.’

			‘What exactly was discovered?’ Olivia asked. ‘I’m assuming it wasn’t by you – you haven’t been out in the field since that awful business in the Congo.’

			‘No, this was found by a joint team of Spanish archaeologists and the IHA – the International Heritage Agency, part of the United Nations,’ Nina added, for the benefit of the Dhajanis. ‘The ongoing excavations at Atlantis itself found evidence pointing to more Atlantean sites in south-western Spain, beneath the remains of Tartessian sites. The Tartessians,’ she went on, pre-empting more questions, ‘were a civilisation dating back at least as far as the seventh century BC. It looks increasingly likely that they built upon the remains of Atlantean settlements across the Iberian peninsula, or were even descendants of the Atlanteans themselves.’

			‘Intriguing,’ said the Emir. ‘How far did the empire of Atlantis reach?’

			‘Right around the world. They were at their strongest in the eastern Atlantic and the Mediterranean, of course, but I’ve been to two separate sites in the Himalayas, one in Nepal and the other in Tibet, and they also reached South America, into Africa, the Middle East . . . Their most famous explorer, Talonor, was fastidious about recording his journeys, and several volumes of his records have now been found and translated. I actually helped with the ones discovered in Spain – I wouldn’t say I’m fluent in the Atlantean language, but I’m as good as anyone.’

			‘So how could a primitive society have used antimatter? I understand it is very hard to make, and even more expensive.’

			‘Atlantis was very ancient, but it wasn’t primitive,’ Nina insisted. ‘The more we know about it, the more we realise how much we don’t know. They had knowledge and techniques that were lost when the island sank, and that haven’t been duplicated even now. They’re almost a case of an alternate technological path, a road not taken. Our society is based on electricity and silicon; theirs on . . . who knows what? Earth energy, crystals, unknown meteoric materials – I know it sounds crazy,’ she said, sensing scepticism round the table, ‘but I’ve seen them myself. An Atlantean crystal was part of my own family’s history.’

			Lobato’s expression revealed no scepticism; rather, intense interest. ‘And you believe – you posited,’ he corrected, ‘that another of these crystals was the source of the Atlanteans’ antimatter.’

			‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘An Atlantean text found beneath one of the Tartessian sites referred to weapons called “spearheads”, which were supposedly hidden near the capitals of some of the rival empires of the era. If any of these rivals ever posed a direct threat to Atlantis, the Atlanteans would send out an emissary who would somehow prepare one of these spearheads, then issue an ultimatum – surrender to Atlantean rule or be destroyed. If the enemy didn’t obey, or harmed the emissary, the spearhead would wipe them out.’

			Eddie generally left his wife to get on with her research by herself; this was all new to him. ‘Sounds like a doomsday weapon.’

			‘A doomsday weapon would only be an effective threat if the people being threatened knew of its existence, though,’ said Olivia. ‘You remember Dr Strangelove, surely.’

			‘Yeah, I married her,’ Eddie joked.

			‘You’re the strange one,’ Nina retorted. ‘But the Atlanteans did let their enemies know – at least, so they claim. They did . . . well, a demonstration, I guess, with the smallest of their four spearheads, for the ambassadors of some rival powers. It was kept in a vault on a small island somewhere in the Mediterranean. After the spearhead was taken out, it exploded – with what we’d consider nuclear force.’

			‘What happened to the island?’ asked the Emir.

			Nina regarded the blue Mediterranean beyond the windows. ‘Gone. Completely obliterated. When they went back, after the tidal waves subsided, there was nothing left of it. The island was at least a mile across, so for it to be utterly destroyed would have taken a weapon of immense power, multiple megatons. That means a really big nuke – or antimatter.’

			‘But how? Antimatter explodes if it comes into contact with normal matter. How could it be stored?’

			‘Something I discovered in Nepal gave me the idea,’ she explained. ‘It was a crystal called the Crucible – the origin of the legend of King Midas. It could trap neutrons in such a way that they transmuted elements inside it into others. Mercury into gold, for one. I did some research, and found that theoretically – if something else with similar properties to the Crucible actually existed – naturally occurring antimatter could be trapped and stored safely, and over time build up into a very powerful weapon. For example, there are subatomic particles called positrons, one of the building blocks of antimatter, which are more common than you’d think.’

			‘How common?’ Eddie asked.

			‘Remember those bananas we bought the other day?’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘They’re spitting out positrons right now. Bananas have potassium in them, and a small amount of that is potassium-40 – which is radioactive and produces positrons.’

			He was appalled. ‘Wait, you mean we’ve got radioactive antimatter in our kitchen?’

			She laughed. ‘Only in tiny, tiny quantities. Like I said, positrons are subatomic particles. But if you had a container similar to the Crucible that could trap and contain antimatter particles inside a magnetic field without them ever coming into contact with normal matter, then if you left it for long enough, the amount of accumulated antiparticles would go from the sub-micro into the macro. Just a gram of antimatter has more explosive potential than both atomic bombs used in the Second World War combined.’

			Eddie shook his head. ‘That part I can wrap my head around. The rest of it really does sound like Star Trek technobabble.’

			‘It is all perfectly sound theory,’ said Lobato. ‘I would be intrigued to hear more about the specifics, Dr Wilde. How would such a magnetic field be maintained?’

			Nina laughed. ‘Hell if I know! I’m an archaeologist. Weird science is just my hobby. The only reason I started doing this kind of research is because I’ve discovered plenty of things that needed weird science to explain them. Once it actually requires equations and formulae drawn on a whiteboard, I’ll leave it to the real experts.’

			The gaunt man nodded contemplatively, but others had questions of their own. ‘How could the people of Atlantis have made such things?’ asked Alula.

			Nina shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but according to their records, they existed. Whether they’re something formed by nature, something they adapted or something they actually made . . . again, I don’t know. We’d have to find one to be sure.’

			Lobato leaned towards her again, with renewed intensity. ‘Do you believe they can be found?’

			‘If they still exist, then yes, I imagine so. The marcadores de lanza – the “spear markers” – discovered at the pre-Tartessian site near Seville supposedly point the way to the vaults where the spearheads are hidden. Nobody’s figured out how yet, but given time, I’m sure somebody will.’

			‘And will that somebody be you? Are you going to search for them?’

			‘No.’

			For all his implacability, an odd expression flickered across the billionaire’s face at her blunt response. Nina got the feeling he had hoped for a different answer. ‘Why not?’

			‘I . . .’ She hesitated before replying. ‘I’ve retired from fieldwork.’

			‘Why?’

			Her response was reluctant. ‘The last time I went into the field, in the Congo, it was . . . to follow another of my theories. And people lost their lives because of it.’

			‘But others have died on your expeditions, yet you continued,’ said Lobato. ‘Why was this time different?’

			‘If you don’t mind,’ Eddie said, his daughter’s presence the only thing keeping him from expressing himself less politely, ‘I think you should change the subject. Wouldn’t want to spoil this very nice dinner.’

			‘Eddie, it’s okay,’ said Nina. ‘Really.’ She drew in a breath, then went on with fake cheer: ‘My shrink keeps telling me that talking about it will help me get over it, right? Yes, in the past, people died on my expeditions, and no, that doesn’t mean I downplayed those losses in any way. Some of them were . . . extremely painful. But this was different because it was all on camera. I went into the jungle with a documentary crew, who filmed the whole thing. And this time, I couldn’t hide behind self-justification or rationalisation after the fact – everything was right there on screen, unvarnished, exactly as it happened. For the first time, I . . . I saw myself as others see me. And I didn’t like it. I saw an obsessive egotist who put her own goals above everything else – and because of that, people got killed.’

			‘That’s not what happened,’ Eddie said sharply. ‘That’s not who you are.’

			She gave him a sad look, but continued. ‘And after that, when I got back to the States, I was sued by one of the surviving film crew. She claimed all the deaths were because of my negligence.’

			‘She sued the production company and the television network too,’ Olivia reminded her. ‘And she lost.’

			‘In the end. But it was still a year of hell on top of everything that happened – in the Congo, and in London too. Big Ben was destroyed and hundreds of people killed as a direct consequence of my deciding that I had to make one more big find, just to prove that I still could. Well, I don’t need to prove anything else. I don’t want to prove anything else. I won’t risk any more lives just to satisfy my ego.’

			The uncomfortable silence that followed was broken by Macy. ‘Mommy, you’re crying . . .’

			‘I’m okay,’ Nina assured her daughter, wiping away tears. ‘I’m fine, honey. Thank you.’

			The other diners kept a respectful silence, but Lobato pressed on. ‘Then there is no chance that you would search for these spearheads yourself?’

			‘Absolutely not. From now on, I’m happy to do all my exploration in libraries.’

			‘I understand. As you say, someone will find them eventually. Though it may take far longer than if you looked for them yourself.’

			‘That’s not my problem. And considering everything that’s happened because of me over the past fourteen years, it might be for the best if nobody ever does find them.’

			She had not meant her last words to be the literal last word on the subject, but her vehemence made them exactly that. ‘Well,’ said the Emir, keen to move on, ‘I believe the next course is ready.’

			‘You okay?’ Eddie whispered to Nina as staff cleared the plates.

			‘Yeah,’ she said flatly. ‘Super-fine.’

			The main course was followed by desserts that were every bit as exquisite. Lobato ate his quickly, then finished his glass of iced water. ‘I must leave now,’ he announced. ‘I have to fly to Paris.’

			‘Business or pleasure?’ asked Nina.

			‘For me, everything is business.’

			‘Doesn’t sound much fun,’ said Eddie.

			‘There is no time to waste to save the world, Mr Chase,’ the skinny billionaire countered. ‘Every day in which the problems of pollution are not solved is another day in which hundreds die needlessly, and many more suffer its effects. Before my parents came to America, we lived in Istanbul. Our house was beside a major road, and also close to the port. The pollution was . . .’ For a moment he seemed to be genuinely struggling to breathe, the thought alone toxic. ‘Particularly bad,’ he concluded. ‘I have asthma to this day, and I am convinced it was the main contributing factor in limiting my physical development. Fortunately, it did not affect my intellectual growth.’

			‘Modest, isn’t he?’ Eddie said, just loud enough for Nina to hear.

			‘Indeed it did not,’ said Fadil. ‘I believe you are going to speak at the renewable energy talks?’

			‘Yes,’ Lobato replied. ‘Then I will visit my battery development facility in Germany, before going on to attend the World Economic Forum’s regional meeting in Zurich, and after that I am giving a talk on climate change at the Scuola Grande in Venice.’

			‘San Rocco?’ asked Olivia, suddenly perking up. ‘Beautiful place, I know the Guardian Grando well.’

			‘Dr Pinto?’

			‘Yes, you must give him my regards.’

			His small nod was utterly non-committal. ‘Anyway, I must leave. It has been a great pleasure to meet you all.’ The remark sounded almost mechanical, learned by rote.

			‘It’s been . . . very interesting talking to you,’ Nina replied. From his behaviour earlier she doubted that he would shake hands with his dinner companions before leaving, and she was right. The only person he treated to anything more than a perfunctory goodbye was the Emir, the two men holding a short conversation at the door before Lobato exited. Two large men in dark suits and mirrored sunglasses were waiting for him outside, falling into place with military precision to guard him.

			‘A very, very clever man,’ said the Emir as he returned to the table. ‘If anyone can keep the world from choking on its own smog, it is him! Now, would anyone like more to drink, or eat?’

			‘We’re fine, thank you,’ said Nina. ‘It’s been an amazing dinner. My compliments to the chef – and our host, of course.’

			The Emir bowed his head. ‘The honour is all mine, Dr Wilde. It has been a great pleasure to meet you – and I hope you are still willing to give me a private showing of the treasures in the Atlantis exhibition.’

			‘Of course. I’m looking forward to it.’

			‘Then shall we say,’ he looked at his watch, ‘in thirty minutes?’

			‘That’ll be fine,’ said Nina.

			‘Excellent. If we meet in the Sapphire Lounge on Deck 6, I will escort you there myself.’

			Nina and her family said their goodbyes, then left the dining room. Ana was waiting for them. ‘I hope you enjoyed your dinner. Are you going back to your cabins?’

			‘For now, yes,’ said Nina. ‘I’m meeting the Emir in a half-hour, but I’m sure everyone else has other things they’d rather do.’

			‘Wouldn’t mind chilling out and digesting for a while,’ said her husband as they started back through the ship.

			‘I want to go on the waterslides!’ cried Macy.

			‘Or,’ Eddie continued with a resigned sigh, ‘I could go on the waterslides with Macy.’

			‘I’ll come too,’ said Olivia.

			‘You want to go swimming?’ Nina asked, surprised.

			Olivia gave her a haughty look. ‘What, I’m banned from the water once I reach a certain age? I’ve been swimming Olympic lengths since I was eight.’

			‘Okay, you all go for a swim,’ said the redhead, amused. ‘I’ll find you when I’m done.’

			‘I’ll get towels for you,’ Ana said. ‘And anything else you need.’

			Nina smiled at her. ‘Ana, thank you, but really, you don’t have to wait on us hand and foot. It’s not our thing.’

			‘Speak for yourself!’ said Eddie.

			‘We’ll be fine,’ she went on. ‘You should take the evening off.’

			‘Are you sure?’ asked the Brazilian. ‘What if Mrs Garde—’

			‘I’m sure I can manage,’ said Olivia. ‘After all, I have a grandson-in-law to wait on me if I need anything.’

			‘Just ’cause I’m English doesn’t mean I’m a butler!’ Eddie retorted.

			‘Go on, Ana,’ Nina insisted. ‘Take a break.’

			Ana nodded. ‘Thank you. But I’m still on duty, so use your wristband if you need anything, okay?’ She smiled, then headed away as the others continued to their cabins.

			Once there, Eddie got changed into trunks, T-shirt and flip-flops, Macy putting on a swimming costume. Nina, meanwhile, considered donning something more casual, but decided to stay with her dress and heels. She was going to be in the company of a king, after all. ‘Okay, I’ll see you guys later,’ she said as her husband and daughter headed for the door.

			‘Remember, he’s got a country to run, so don’t blather on about Atlantis for hours,’ Eddie joked, before seeing what Macy was about to put into her bag. ‘No, love. Leave that here.’

			‘But I need to practise,’ she insisted, swinging the toy trikan on its cord. ‘It’s bigger than the one at home, it’s harder to do tricks with.’

			‘Yeah, but if you do tricks in the pool, you’ll have someone’s eye out.’

			‘It’s soft, look,’ she said, bending one of the extended blades with her thumb. ‘It won’t hurt anyone.’

			‘Just leave it here, Macy,’ Nina ordered, sharing a long-suffering look with Eddie. Their daughter pouted, but put the trikan down – after performing a quick flick-and-return of the yo-yo-like toy. ‘Have fun!’

			‘You too,’ he replied.

			Once they had left, Nina freshened up before checking a map of the ship to locate the Sapphire Lounge. The Emir was not there when she arrived in the luxurious bar, so she ordered a glass of water and waited. He eventually appeared ten minutes later in the company of Alula, a male member of his entourage and a man Nina hadn’t seen before, a tall, neatly bearded Caucasian with piercing grey eyes. ‘Dr Wilde, my apologies,’ the Emir said, bowing. ‘I had to attend to business of state.’

			‘That’s okay,’ she said. Whatever his business had been, his sister’s frown suggested her opinion had not matched his – but the monarch always got his way.

			He turned to the bearded man. ‘This is Monsieur Thomas Agreste, who is in charge of security for the Atlantis exhibition.’

			‘Good to meet you,’ Nina said, shaking Agreste’s hand.

			‘And you, Dr Wilde,’ the Frenchman replied. The way he was subtly assessing not only her but everyone else in the bar suggested that his career before entering private security had been in law enforcement. She expected him to say more, but he was clearly not given to small talk.

			‘Shall we go to the exhibition hall?’ asked the Emir.

			‘Please, lead the way,’ said Nina.

			He spoke to Alula in Arabic, dismissing her and the other Dhajani, then left the lounge with Nina and Agreste. ‘We have three exhibition halls aboard,’ he said. ‘As well as Atlantis, there are also showings of Islamic art and the latest renewable energy technology. Our other ship, the Pacifia, will have a Picasso exhibition aboard its maiden voyage.’ They descended a sweeping spiral staircase to Deck 5, then continued aft. ‘Oh! I would like to make a brief detour. I am sure Gideon would appreciate you seeing this.’

			He led the way into a large room containing numerous display stands and video screens, as well as impressive models of power plants, tidal generators, even a satellite suspended from the ceiling. A row of gleaming cars was also on display. ‘Renewable energy, I’m guessing?’ Nina said.

			‘Yes,’ the Emir replied, guiding her to one of the models. ‘This is the solar facility in Dhajan.’ It was a section of rocky desert, bank upon bank of polished hexagonal panels resembling glass flowers surrounding a trio of towers. ‘It is currently only a test facility, but it already produces and stores a great deal of power. Once it reaches its full size, my country will have total energy independence, without needing to burn a single drop of oil.’ He turned to a row of electric vehicles. ‘My hope is that every car in Dhajan will be electric in the next five years.’

			‘That’s an admirable goal. I wish New York would do the same thing.’

			One particular car was raised on a stand. ‘Another project I am working on with Gideon,’ said Fadil, striding towards the sleek futuristic vehicle. ‘The Raiju. This is a mock-up, but we are testing the real thing in Dhajan right now.’

			‘It looks pretty fast.’ The car was an aggressive wedge that seemed crouched to attack even while stationary, banks of blade-thin wings resembling razor heads running the width of its nose and tail.

			‘It is very fast!’ he confirmed proudly. ‘There have been electric supercars – this will be the first electric hypercar. It can accelerate faster than a Formula 1 car, has active aerodynamics and ground effect to keep it on the road . . . and it can even drive itself. Level five autonomous driving, it is called. It can do everything a human driver can, faster and more safely – it does not even need a person inside it.’

			‘Doesn’t that kinda defeat the purpose of a car?’ Nina said, peering through the gold-tinted windows. The interior had an unusual layout; the driver’s seat was on the centreline, two others further back on each side. ‘And there isn’t much space for groceries.’

			The Emir chuckled. ‘There are two ways technology can advance, Gideon tells me. By starting at the bottom and working up, little by little – or by shooting for the moon. Little cars,’ he indicated the smallest of the other vehicles, an uninspiring blobby pod, ‘may be more practical, but this is more fun.’

			‘I suppose you’ll be driving the finished version.’

			‘I already have driven it. And it is, well . . .’ His features lit up with boyish glee. ‘I have Ferraris, I have Lamborghinis. But this is something else.’ He gazed lovingly at the low-slung mock-up, then turned back to Nina almost with embarrassment. ‘But you have not come to see this! Let us go on to the Atlantis exhibition.’

			‘After you,’ she said, amused.

			They continued aft to a set of closed doors. ‘The exhibition will be opened to the public after your lecture,’ the Emir explained. ‘Monsieur Agreste?’

			The Frenchman went to the black glass panel beside the entrance and held up his ID card. The green symbol flashed in acceptance, and the doors unlocked with a mechanical clack. He opened them.

			‘After you,’ the Emir said to Nina. She entered – and stopped at the sight greeting her.

			She had known what to expect, as she had personally discovered no small number of the exhibits, but her host had spared no expense on their presentation. The hall was decorated in the style of an Atlantean temple, the walls almost hidden behind carved columns and bas-relief replicas of statues. But even they could not overshadow the main attractions. Dozens of items recovered from Atlantean sites all around the world, from small pieces of jewellery all the way up to a sarcophagus cast in the rare gold alloy known as orichalcum, glinted under spotlights. Glass cases housed the most valuable exhibits, but even these were positioned and lit to the best possible effect.

			‘This is amazing!’ she said, delighted.

			‘Thank you,’ the Emir replied. ‘I wanted a most impressive display.’

			‘You succeeded. It’s absolutely stunning.’

			‘Again, thank you. And I am honoured to have you tell me about these marvels.’

			Nina smiled. ‘The honour’s mine.’ She was reassured that the entire priceless collection was covered by multiple security cameras. ‘So . . . where would you like to start?’

			‘At the beginning. What did you first discover, and how did you find it?’

			She looked around, spotting with both pride and faint embarrassment a large portrait of herself on a display stand of her own books and DVDs, before seeing pieces of an ancient orichalcum sextant in a case. ‘A lot of my initial work was mathematical,’ she began, leading him towards the navigational instrument. ‘I used references to sizes and distances in Plato’s Dialogues to calculate where Atlantis could have been situated in the Gulf of Cadiz . . .’

			Elsewhere on the ship, a monitor showed Nina, the Emir and Agreste crossing to the sextant’s case. It was a live feed from one of the hall’s CCTV cameras, but the woman watching it was not on the bridge, nor in the Atlantia’s security centre.

			She glanced at a second screen beside it. This showed a corridor outside the hall – not the one from which Nina and her companions had entered, but another further aft. A click of a mouse and the view changed to a different hallway. The door near the image’s centre bore a prominent ‘NO ENTRY’ sign.

			The woman’s fingers danced over a keyboard. A message flashed up demanding a passcode. She entered six digits, then typed more commands – and the closed door slid open, revealing a white-painted crew access corridor beyond.

			‘Escape route is open,’ she said into her headset. ‘Dr Wilde and the Emir are both in the Atlantis exhibition with the Frenchman.’

			‘Get rid of him,’ a man replied. ‘We are ready to go when you give the word.’

			‘Stand by,’ she said. ‘I’ll take care of Agreste; then you can deal with Dr Wilde.’
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			Nina continued her tour through the history of Atlantis, showing the Emir the various exhibits. ‘This statue was recovered from the Temple of Poseidon at the heart of the Atlantean capital itself,’ she said. ‘It was brought up from eight hundred feet underwater.’

			‘Magnificent,’ said Fadil, before going to another display case, leaning over the velvet rope cordon surrounding it to peer at a sword. ‘And so is this!’ The hilt was made of gold, orichalcum and silver, precious stones worked into it, but the blade itself was a bluish steel, free of corrosion even after thousands of years on the ocean floor. ‘Is this really from Atlantis? It could have been made yesterday.’

			‘It really is,’ Nina assured him. ‘It’s been cleaned and restored, of course. But the blade hadn’t rusted at all. The Atlanteans were very advanced in metallurgy; some of their artefacts would be hard to duplicate, even now.’

			‘May I hold it?’

			Nina hesitated, unsure of protocol. Normally she never let the public handle relics, but the Emir was hardly an ordinary visitor. ‘I, ah . . . I suppose so?’ she said, glancing at Agreste.

			The Frenchman was less circumspect. ‘Your Majesty, the cases must remain closed.’

			The Emir raised an eyebrow. ‘Even for me?’

			‘I am following your sister’s instructions.’

			‘Ah, Alula,’ the Dhajani sighed. ‘Always trying to control her brother. I cannot convince you otherwise?’

			Agreste shook his head. ‘I am afraid not, Your Majesty.’

			‘As you see, Dr Wilde,’ said the Emir, turning back to the case, ‘it is a myth that Arab rulers have absolute power!’

			Nina smiled, about to move on when Agreste’s phone buzzed. ‘Excuse me,’ he said, taking the call. ‘Oui? No, I am with the Emir. I cannot—’ He listened to the caller with growing annoyance. ‘Very well.’ He disconnected. ‘Your Majesty, I apologise, but there is a matter I must attend to in person.’

			‘A security issue?’ asked the Emir.

			‘It is nothing to worry about. I will return as soon as I can.’ He went to the exit, using his card to open it. ‘I will lock the doors after I leave.’
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