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				Andy McDermott is the bestselling author of the Nina Wilde & Eddie Chase adventure thrillers, which have been sold in over 30 countries and 20 languages. His debut novel, The Hunt For Atlantis, was his first of several New York Times bestsellers. Kingdom of Darkness is the tenth book in the series, and he has also written the explosive spy thriller The Persona Protocol.

				Andy’s novels have received critical acclaim for their epic globetrotting scope and non-stop thrills, described as ‘pulse-racing adventure’ (Northern Echo) with action scenes that ‘explode off the page’ (Daily Express), while Andy himself has been called ‘a new master of the genre’ (Le Figaro) and ‘one of Britain’s most talented adventure writers’ (Evening Post).
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				About the Book

				1943 – Occupied Greece

				The SS unit’s mission was simple: round up Jews for the concentration camps. But beneath an isolated farmhouse, they find a far greater bounty – a hidden shrine to Alexander the Great and an urn filled with water possessing mysterious qualities. The Nazis take the treasure in the name of Hitler and disappear . . .

				Present Day – Los Angeles

				Archaeologist Nina Wilde and her husband Eddie Chase are sought out by a young man, desperate to warn her about a planned raid on Alexander’s newly-discovered tomb in Egypt. But before he can explain more, he is assassinated by a wanted Nazi war criminal – who has barely aged in seventy years.

				As Nina and Eddie search for answers, they discover that the most evil regime in history is threatening to rise again. But the Nazis seek more than power. They are also hunting for the greatest prize of all – immortality . . .
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				Praise for Andy McDermott:

				‘Adventure stories don’t get much more epic than this’ Daily Mirror

				‘An all-action cracker from one of Britain’s most talented adventure writers’ Lancashire Evening Post

				‘If Wilbur Smith and Clive Cussler collaborated, they might have come up with a thundering big adventure blockbuster like this . . . a widescreen, thrill-a-minute ride’ Peterborough Evening Telegraph

				‘True Indiana Jones stuff with terrific pace’ Bookseller

				‘A true blockbuster rollercoaster ride from start to finish . . . Popcorn escapism at its very best’ Crime and Publishing

				‘A rip-roaring read and one which looks set to cement McDermott’s place in the bestsellers list for years to come’ Bolton Evening News

				‘Fast-moving, this is a pulse-racing adventure with action right down the line’ Northern Echo

				‘A writer of rare, almost cinematic talent. Where others’s action scenes limp along unconvincingly, his explode off the page in Technicolor’ Daily Express, Scotland

				‘McDermott writes like Clive Cussler on speed. The action is non-stop’ Huddersfield Daily Examiner
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				Prologue

				Greece, 1943

				The military convoy ground through the darkness towards its next destination.

				In the lead car, a Kübelwagen utility vehicle, SS-Sturmbannführer Erich Kroll used a torch to check a map of the farmland around the town of Pella. His Waffen-SS unit, soldiers of Hitler’s feared Schutzstaffel elite force, were on a mission direct from the Führer: to locate and round up any Jews remaining in the Nazi-occupied zone for deportation to the concentration camps of Treblinka and Auschwitz. The operation had by now been mostly completed to German satisfaction, but, Kroll mused, the Juden were as hard to eradicate as rats – and the task had been made harder by Jewish sympathisers amongst the local population.

				The Nazis had their own sympathisers, though. Fascist collaborators had provided their new masters with lists of those suspected of harbouring fugitives, and now the SS was checking each one. On this night, they already had five prisoners in the truck behind: two Jewish women and a boy found in a farm’s loft, as well as the farmer and his wife. A good catch, but Kroll hoped to find more.

				The blond man swapped the map for his list. The next target was the property belonging to the Patras family. According to his information, they liked their privacy, keeping to themselves. That alone made them worthy of a visit from the SS; even if they were not harbouring enemies of the Reich, they still needed reminding who was now in charge of their land.

				The Kübelwagen’s headlights picked out a crossroads ahead. ‘Go right,’ Kroll ordered the driver, Jaekel. The young stormtrooper had already impressed the unit commander, shrugging off a vicious slash across his face from a knife-wielding Jew in order to bayonet him and the family he was protecting. The scar was still a raw red line, the stitches visible; in time, it would be a stirring reminder of his bravery and a magnet for women.

				The car made the turn, the truck and half-track behind it following. The muddy road led up a hillside to an old house near its summit. Jaekel pulled up outside the front door. The truck jolted to a halt alongside, the half-track heading around the building to watch for anyone trying to run from its rear.

				Kroll marched to the door and pounded on the wood with a gloved fist. ‘Open up!’ he barked in Greek. He had studied the ancient form of the language in his youth; learning its modern derivation had not been difficult. ‘This is the Waffen-SS – we are here to search your property for Jewish fugitives. You are ordered to let us in, immediately!’

				He stepped back and waited impatiently. Behind him, his men readied their weapons as sounds of activity came from inside. ‘How long do we give them?’ asked SS-Obersturmführer Rasche.

				‘Thirty seconds,’ Kroll told his senior lieutenant. ‘Then we kick the door down.’

				Rasche smiled, manic eyes widening. ‘I hope they don’t rush.’ One hand went to a dagger in a sheath on his belt, the hilt bearing the Totenkopf death’s-head of the SS. ‘I always like to make an example of someone.’

				‘Open the door at once!’ Kroll shouted. He heard voices behind it; that the occupiers had not immediately complied suggested they were trying to conceal something. ‘You have ten seconds! Nine! Eight! Seven!’

				The clunk of a heavy bolt, then the door opened. An elderly man nervously peered out. ‘What do you want?’

				‘You heard me,’ Kroll snapped. He shoved the door, sending the old man reeling back. ‘You are Alejo Patras?’

				‘Yes, I am,’ Patras replied.

				‘Who else is in the house?’

				‘My wife Kaira, my two sons, and my elder son’s wife and daughter. But we have nothing to hide here, we are just farmers.’

				‘Five others,’ Kroll told his men before turning back to Patras. ‘Bring them all here, now. Anyone who is not here in one minute will be shot when they are found.’ He made a show of raising his left arm to check his watch.

				Patras called out urgently. Before long, others filed into the hallway: an old woman and a couple in their thirties, the wife fearfully holding a six-year-old child. The German regarded his watch again. ‘Where is your other son? He is running out of time!’

				‘Dinos!’ cried Patras, with an exhortation for him to hurry. Seconds ticked by, Rasche’s malevolent smirk widening as he fingered his knife – then a door banged deeper inside the house. Running footsteps, and a man in his twenties hurried into the hall.

				Kroll’s cold gaze turned upon him. ‘Why were you hiding from us?’ he demanded in Greek.

				‘I – I wasn’t hiding,’ the young man insisted. ‘I was in the cellar, I didn’t hear you.’

				‘Search the cellar,’ Kroll ordered, not taken in by the protestation of innocence. ‘Look for hatches, hidden doors – anywhere people might hide.’

				Rasche addressed one of the troopers. ‘Rottenführer! With me.’ A squat, round-faced man named Schneider followed him out, putting a hand over his mouth to hold in a wet cough.

				Kroll waited as his unit searched the house. One by one they returned, reporting no sign of fugitives. The elder Patras appeared relieved to be vindicated, but the Nazi commander detected a rising tension in his sons – particularly the younger.

				Only Rasche and Schneider had not yet come back. ‘Obersturmführer!’ Kroll called. ‘Have you found anything?’

				A pause, then: ‘I’m not sure. Is Walther there? We need him to move something.’

				Kroll glanced at the huge stormtrooper, whose head reached to just centimetres beneath the ceiling beams. ‘Sturmmann, go and help him.’

				Walther’s arm snapped into a rigid Hitler salute, his fingertips brushing the plaster overhead. ‘At once, Herr Sturmbannführer!’ Hunching down to fit through the doorway, he headed for the cellar.

				There was now definite concern in the brothers’ expressions – no, Kroll realised, the whole family’s. ‘If you are hiding Jews down there, you will be treated just like them,’ he warned the group. ‘Give them up now, and I may be lenient.’

				The elder Patras shook his head. ‘This is a very old house, it has many cubbyholes. But we are not hiding anyone, Ipromise.’

				‘I would prefer to see for myself,’ Kroll replied with a sneer. He listened as thumping sounds echoed up from below. Then—

				‘Sturmbannführer!’ Rasche shouted. ‘Come quickly!’

				‘Bring them,’ Kroll snapped to his men. The prisoners were hustled along at gunpoint. The cellar entrance was a crooked door at the rear of a cramped pantry, stairs leading down a steep passage lined in whitewashed stone. A flickering lantern provided weak illumination below. The SS leader noticed the polished curve to each stone step; the passage was either regularly travelled or had been here for a very long time.

				He reached the foot of the stairs. The lantern revealed a grotto-like space, sacks and boxes lining the walls. Grunts of exertion came from around a corner. Beyond it, Kroll found his three men at what appeared to be a dead end – except that Walther had managed to get his thick fingers into a gap that had been hidden behind some barrels and was pulling at it. Wood creaked with each tug.

				‘There’s a mark from a hidden door,’ explained Rasche, pointing at a faint line arcing across the flagstones. ‘But we can’t get it open.’

				Kroll drew his Luger and faced Patras as the family was pushed into the subterranean space. ‘How does it open? Tell me now, or I will shoot your wife!’ He pointed the gun at the old woman’s head. She gasped in fear.

				A tense silence – then the younger son shoved his mother aside, lunging at Kroll—

				The gunshot was deafening in the confined space.

				Blood gouted across the cellar from a bullet wound in Dinos’s throat, almost black in the low light. Kroll stepped back as the young man collapsed at his feet. His mother screamed.

				‘Open the door!’ yelled the Nazi leader. The young girl shrieked in terror as the other SS troopers slammed her parents against the wall. ‘Open it, or I’ll kill you all!’

				‘Wait, wait!’ cried the horrified Patras. ‘I’ll open it!’

				His older son shouted in protest even as gun muzzles were jammed against him, but Patras scurried to the wall and pulled aside a stack of boxes. Behind them, at floor level, was a small nook. He slipped his hand inside, fingers curling around a concealed catch.

				A clack came from behind the fake wall. ‘It will open now,’ he told Kroll. ‘Please, let my family go!’

				‘How many people are hiding?’ the German demanded.

				‘None, there is nobody there. It is just a room. Take what you find and go, I beg you!’

				Again his son protested. ‘Father, no! You can’t let them into the shrine!’

				The last word caught Kroll’s attention. ‘What shrine?’ he said, rounding on the elderly man. ‘What’s back there?’

				The conflict on Patras’s face told him that the Greek did not want to give up his secret. ‘It . . . it is our family’s heritage,’ he finally said. ‘We have protected it for many generations, many centuries.’

				Kroll regarded him for a moment, then addressed Walther. ‘Open it.’

				The big man slotted his fingers back into the gap. This time, there was little resistance when he pulled. The hidden door swung outwards.

				The Nazi leader shone his torch into the newly revealed darkness to find another set of steps heading downwards. He directed his light to the bottom. There was a chamber below.

				‘Sir,’ warned one of the stormtroopers, a thin-faced man named Gausmann, as Kroll began to descend. ‘If someone’s down there, they could be armed.’

				Kroll stopped, shining his torch back at his prisoners. ‘If anyone is down there, kill the family,’ he said. Their lack of reaction told him that they did not speak German. ‘But I don’t think he’s lying. Rasche, follow me.’

				The second set of stairs seemed even older than the first, the irregular stones in the whitewashed walls held in place by the weight of those above them rather than mortar. But the room beneath had been built with more care, he saw as it came into view. Elegant columns supported the ceiling of the roughly circular space. Ancient Grecian architecture, Kroll thought, directing his torch beam over the nearest. But later than the classical period . . .

				He turned his light into the centre of the room – and froze.

				‘My God!’ he gasped, astonishment reducing his voice to a whisper.

				The shrine was filled with treasure.

				Gold and silver glinted everywhere his torch beam darted. Coins, jewellery, statuettes, even armour and weapons; the spoils of several lifetimes. Amongst them was something that immediately seemed out of place – a clockwork mechanism, bronze or brass. He quickly dismissed the anachronism as a later addition to the collection, his gaze instead going to the figure at the chamber’s far side. The marble statue of a man, flakes of coloured paint still visible on the pale stone, watched over the room of wonders.

				Kroll heard Rasche let out an exclamation, but he ignored the SS section leader, advancing on the statue. The light picked out a word on its plinth: ανδρƐας – Andreas. A common enough Greek name, but what had this man done to arouse such adulation?

				Rasche’s own torch flitted excitedly over the gleaming riches. ‘It’s a fortune!’ he said. ‘It must be worth millions of marks. And those farmers were hiding it from us!’

				‘Not just from us,’ Kroll said as he examined some of the items in more detail. The inscriptions upon them were in Greek – ancient Greek. ‘These are thousands of years old.’ He illuminated a line of carved text beneath the name on the plinth. ‘It says, “Servant and friend of the king Alexander” . . . Does it mean Alexander the Great? It must do!’

				‘I’ll take your word for it, sir,’ said Rasche. ‘I never studied Greek.’

				‘You should always study the past, Obersturmführer,’ Kroll replied, reading on with growing intrigue. ‘It can teach you a lot. Especially when it concerns Alexander the Great. He was born near here, near Pella – it was the capital of Macedonia.’ He stepped back, almost reflective. ‘Alexander was my childhood hero, actually; he was the greatest military leader in history, never defeated in battle. He’d conquered most of the known world before he was thirty years old. If he’d lived longer, who knows what else he could have accomplished?’

				‘Sir,’ Rasche replied, with clear disinterest. He moved to prod at a pile of coins.

				‘Philistine,’ Kroll muttered as he read more text. It was referring to Alexander the Great, he was sure. ‘These dates, they’re long after Alexander died. But this Andreas, the inscriptions say he knew Alexander personally . . .’

				He regarded the statue. The man it portrayed was old, bald-headed with a long beard, yet still had the upright posture of youth. The remaining scuffs of paint on its face were enough to give the impression that it was looking back at him, expression almost challenging. ‘Andreas, Andreas . . .’ he whispered, searching his memory. The name was connected to Alexander’s somehow, but the link was elusive—

				Suddenly it came to him.

				The rational part of his mind instantly dismissed the thought as ridiculous. It couldn’t possibly be true! But . . .

				His gaze fell upon something behind the statue. It was a pithos, an earthenware jar as tall as a man and a metre across at its broadest. More Greek text was inscribed upon it. He went to the vessel to read some of it, then stood on tiptoes to examine the wide spout. It had been sealed, black pitch around a silver stopper. The rim was silvered too, as if the jar’s interior was lined with the precious metal.

				‘Silver,’ he said out loud. However ludicrous it sounded, the connection between Andreas and the Macedonian conqueror had now solidified in his thoughts.

				‘And gold,’ said Rasche, coins clinking from his fingers.

				‘Forget the gold – we may have found something even more valuable.’ Kroll turned, ignoring his subordinate’s look of confusion. ‘The old man and his family. Bring them down here!’

				Rasche shouted an order up the stairs. The surviving members of the Patras clan were quickly hustled into the hidden chamber, their dismay at their secret having been revealed mirrored by the amazement and raw greed on the faces of the Nazis. ‘Andreas,’ Kroll said to the patriarch in Greek, indicating the statue. ‘He is who I think, isn’t he? Andreas the cook, from the Alexander Romance?’

				The defeat and resignation in the old man’s voice told Kroll that he was right. ‘Yes, it is he.’

				The commander’s pointing finger shifted to the pithos. ‘Then the jar – it really contains what Andreas found in the Kingdom of Darkness?’

				Patras’s son gave his father a look of alarm. ‘How could he know?’ he hissed. Rasche raised his dagger to the man’s throat to warn him to be silent.

				Kroll’s sneer turned upon the prisoner. ‘You think we Germans are all uneducated thugs? You need to remember that Greece is no longer the centre of civilisation. Yes, I know about Andreas, and what he discovered. But I thought it was only a legend, another of the Romance’s chapters of fantasy.’

				‘Andreas wrote the Alexander Romance,’ Patras replied, a certain pride entering his tone despite his fear. ‘He hid the truth inside the fantasy.’ A flick of one hand towards an unimpressive wood and metal chest. ‘A copy of his original is in there.’

				The urge to open the chest and read the ancient text rose in the Nazi leader, but he restrained it. There were more important answers he needed first. ‘Why did he hide the truth?’

				‘So that only someone who believed they were a worthy successor to Alexander could find it.’

				Rasche’s impatience at being shut out of the Greek exchange reached bursting point. ‘Sir, what are you both talking about? We’ve found their treasure – what else do we need from them?’

				‘Information,’ Kroll told him. ‘That’s how wars are won, not with tanks or bullets. I told you, you should learn from history.’ He returned to the pithos, signalling for Jaekel to join him. ‘Open the jar.’

				‘Sir!’ Jaekel snapped in reply. He raised his gun, flipping it around ready to smash the stock against the pithos’s spout—

				Kroll’s yell of ‘No!’ and the horrified cry of ‘Óchi!’ from Patras were simultaneous. ‘Idiot!’ the Nazi growled. ‘Use your knife, not your gun! Take out the stopper.’

				The chastened stormtrooper slung his weapon and unsheathed his combat knife. Kroll watched as he worked the plug loose, then turned his attention back to the Greeks. The adults all seemed appalled at the prospect of the great jar’s opening – or was it apprehension? He looked back at the text upon the pithos. More mentions of Alexander, but from the perspective of history. Andreas may have known the great king, but these words had been written long after his death.

				Which meant that if Andreas himself had been the author of the Romance, the pithos really might contain the stuff of legends . . .

				A crackle as Jaekel worked loose a chunk of pitch. He tossed it aside, then jemmied away at the stopper itself. More of the black resin crumbled. A sharp rasp of metal – and the cap moved.

				‘Careful, now,’ Kroll warned, but Jaekel had learned his lesson. He used the knife to lever the stopper upwards. It was indeed solid silver, but the Nazi leader was now less interested in the metal’s value than in what the pithos contained. Waving Jaekel aside, he hopped up on to the statue’s plinth to look down into the container.

				Water shimmered gently in the torchlight. The jar was almost full to brimming, holding hundreds of litres, maybe more. He leaned closer, briefly moving the torch away as he adjusted his balance.

				The shimmering remained, even without light.

				For a moment he thought it was just an after-image. But the same thing happened when he lowered the torch again to check. ‘Jaekel, point your light at the floor,’ he ordered. ‘Rasche, Gausmann, you too.’

				The SS troopers obeyed. The chamber became almost fully dark as Kroll flicked off his own light. He looked back at the jar.

				The water in the pithos was aglow, sparkling, but not with bubbles: with light.

				It was faint, like moonlight reflected from a pond on a misty night, but definitely visible. ‘What is it, Sturmbannführer?’ asked Rasche.

				‘Wait,’ said Kroll. He flicked his torch back on and cautiously dipped his little finger into the water.

				The resulting sensation made him twitch. ‘Sturmbannführer!’ Rasche said again, with concern. ‘Are you all right?’

				‘Yes, yes,’ Kroll replied, slipping his finger back into the pithos. This time, he was prepared, and did not flinch. His skin tingled, very slightly. The effect was not unlike a mild electric charge.

				He withdrew his hand, thinking for a moment. Then he scooped up some energised water in his palm and raised it towards his mouth—

				‘That is not for you,’ said Patras. Kroll looked sharply at him. Even surrounded by SS troopers, his family at gunpoint, the old man’s attitude was defiant.

				‘Who are you to decide?’ Kroll demanded in Greek.

				‘We are the descendants of Andreas – once a humble cook, and later the guardian of the Spring of Immortality. We have protected his shrine for almost two thousand years, and kept his secret from those who think themselves better than the great king. Is that what you believe, German? That you are a worthy successor to Alexander?’

				Kroll bristled at the challenge. ‘The Third Reich will become the greatest empire the world has ever seen, yes.’

				‘But you are not its leader.’

				‘I act in the name of its leader, Adolf Hitler. Therefore I am worthy, since Hitler is the greatest leader in all of history.’ Kroll allowed himself a smug smile, pleased with his own irrefutable logic.

				Patras was unimpressed. ‘You may believe what you wish to believe. But the water is not for you. Andreas first thought to keep it for himself rather than share it with Alexander, and though he soon regretted that decision, by then it was too late.’

				‘Then the water is the same as in the Romance, yes?’

				The old man nodded. ‘It is.’

				Kroll felt almost breathless with excitement. He had been right: the gold and silver treasures were nothing compared to the value of the water. ‘And . . . you know how to find its source?’

				A firm shake of the head. ‘No. This is a shrine to the memory and works of Andreas, marking his birthplace – but it is not his tomb. He is buried at the spring.’ Another shift in Patras’s attitude; now he seemed almost condescending, a schoolmaster looking down upon his pupils. ‘The path to the spring is hidden, but it begins here. If you truly think you are superior to Alexander, then perhaps you deserve to find it.’

				‘Of course I deserve it,’ Kroll snapped. With that, he brought up his hand and sipped the water. The faint tingling was stronger upon his tongue. He gulped down the rest. For a moment he felt nothing. Then . . .

				‘Are you all right, sir?’ Rasche again, shining his torch into his commanding officer’s face.

				Kroll blinked in annoyance. ‘Get that damn light off me. Yes, I’m fine. I’m . . .’ He paused as an odd feeling rose through him – almost elation, the tingle swirling through his veins to every part of his body.

				‘The water – it could be stagnant. Or even poisoned.’

				‘I’m fine,’ Kroll repeated. The sensation passed, but somehow he knew that something good – something remarkable – had just happened to him. And his knowledge of the Alexander Romance, a Greek recension of which he had read as a student, suggested what it might be.

				He made a decision. ‘Close the jar,’ he ordered Jaekel. ‘Put the stopper back in and find something to seal it with. I don’t want to lose a single drop of what’s inside.’

				‘What is inside, sir?’ asked Schneider, who was holding Patras’s daughter-in-law and granddaughter. Even in the low light, Kroll noticed that he had wound his fingers into the woman’s long dark hair and was slowly stroking the strands.

				‘Something that will make us very rich. All of us. Now listen. Gausmann, bring down the other men outside – I want the whole unit to hear this.’

				‘What about the prisoners in the truck, sir?’ Gausmann asked.

				‘Execute them. I know you have wanted to since we arrested them; now is your chance.’

				Gausmann was surprised, but pleased, a cold grin crossing his face as he saluted. ‘Yes, sir.’ He hurried up the stairs.

				‘If I may ask, sir,’ said Rasche, barely hiding his impatience, ‘what is this about?’

				‘It’s about a long and rewarding life, Rasche,’ Kroll told him. He stepped down from the plinth and waited. Muffled gunshots soon came from above.

				The prisoners flinched, the little girl beginning to cry. Schneider slid his fingers into her hair. ‘Hush now, little one,’ he said, giving her a snake-like smile. She buried her face against her mother’s neck.

				The other troopers clattered into the shrine, gazing at the treasures with awe. ‘Oster, come on,’ said Kroll, waiting for the last straggler to enter. Then he stepped forward to address his men. ‘Attention!’ All those not holding the Patras family snapped upright. ‘I want everyone to listen very closely. You’ve all seen what this room contains. It’s full of treasure . . . and we are going to take it.’ Eyes widened in avaricious delight. ‘But the gold and silver and jewels are not the most valuable things here. The water in that jar,’ he gestured towards it, ‘is worth the most of all. I will explain why this is later, but for now, I need to make it clear that no one must know about this outside our unit. No one. You are either with me, or you leave now.’

				He regarded them silently. He did not expect any departures, and there were none. ‘Good. Here is what we are going to do. We will close up the cellar and secure this house until we can arrange for the treasure to be transported safely – and quietly – out of the country.’

				Rasche gave Patras and his family a sidelong glance. ‘And what about them?’

				Kroll stared hard at the old man – who looked back with equal intensity. ‘You know already. And so do they, I think.’ He switched to Greek. ‘We are going to take everything we have found here.’

				Patras nodded in resignation. ‘What about my family? Please, they have done nothing. My granddaughter – she is only a child. She at least deserves to live.’

				The SS commander regarded the girl, then frowned at Schneider, who reluctantly withdrew his hand from her hair. ‘Very well. You have my word,’ he told Patras, before speaking again in German: ‘Take them outside and dispose of them. All of them – including the child.’

				The troops encircled the prisoners, pushing them to the stairs. Patras spoke to his family, trying to reassure them, but with a leaden fatefulness they quickly understood. All three hugged and kissed the little girl as they were led away.

				Rasche watched them go, then turned to Kroll. ‘Sturmbannführer, I agree that we should take the treasure, but I have to know: what is so important about the water? How can it possibly be more valuable than gold?’

				Kroll smiled thinly. ‘Obersturmführer Rasche, which is more valuable to a person – gold, or their life?’

				Rasche was puzzled by the question. ‘Unless they’re a fool, their life, of course.’

				‘Of course. Now answer this: how much gold would you give to live for ever?’

				‘I don’t know – a lot, I suppose . . .’ He trailed off, staring at the pithos before snapping his gaze back to his commander. ‘Wait, you think—’

				‘I know,’ Kroll interrupted. ‘The moment I drank it, I knew. A long time ago, someone found the secret of immortality.’ His smile broadened. ‘And now it belongs to us.’
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				Los Angeles

				71 Years Later

				The Lamborghini Aventador roadster tore through the intersection, the bright orange supercar’s tyres screaming. In its wake, two gleaming black Mercedes SLS AMG sports cars skidded around the corner, their V8 engines snarling like enraged beasts.

				The gull-wing passenger door of the lead SLS swung upwards. A man, face hidden behind a bandanna, leaned out. The malevolent little MAC-11 machine pistol in his hand barked, vivid spurts of flame longer than the weapon itself gouting from the barrel as he unleashed a spray of automatic fire at the Lamborghini.

				The Aventador’s driver jerked the steering wheel to the left. The convertible whipped into a lane of oncoming traffic as sparks and dust spat up from the asphalt alongside it. An SUV rushed straight at it—

				The driver swept up on to the sidewalk. Pedestrians screamed and leapt for safety. The Mercs continued their pursuit, the second car’s gull-wing opening to reveal another masked man . . .

				Holding an RPG-7 rocket launcher.

				Danger behind – and ahead. The street was blocked by a tanker truck.

				No way around it . . .

				But there was a way over it.

				A panel van with a lowered rear ramp was parked at the kerb, its interior empty save for some cardboard boxes. The driver swerved back on to the road, aiming his car directly at it—

				‘And . . . cut!’

				The Aventador came to a rapid stop. Behind it, both AMGs also slowed, wheeling around ready for the next take.

				Nina Wilde, standing beside a camera crane, responded to the action with a dismissive shrug. ‘Y’know, I don’t think they ever got above thirty miles per hour,’ the redhead complained.

				Her husband was rather more impressed. ‘Oh, come on,’ said Eddie Chase, eyeing the Lamborghini with distinct automotive lust. ‘You’ve got to admit, being on a movie set is pretty cool.’

				‘Yeah, when something’s actually happening.’ They had been on the imitation New York street for over an hour, and this was the first time the cameras had rolled.

				Macy Sharif nodded in agreement. ‘Thank God for trailers,’ said the younger woman, indicating a large and luxurious mobile home parked at the end of the back lot. ‘Grant’s is kitted out better than his own apartment. And he’s got a really nice apartment.’

				‘So you like life in Hollywood, then?’ Eddie asked with a grin. ‘Being a model’s better than being an archaeologist?’ The Englishman glanced sidelong at his wife, the grin becoming more cheeky. ‘Always thought it must be.’ She jabbed him with her elbow in response.

				‘I still am an archaeologist,’ Macy insisted. ‘I got my degree – yay! – and I’m starting on my master’s soon. But . . . yeah,’ she admitted, smiling, ‘being a model was cool. I’ll show you the magazine later. I think you’ll like it.’

				‘I’m sure I will,’ said Eddie.

				Nina gave him a teasing look. ‘You’d better not like it too much. You’re wearing clothes in it, aren’t you, Macy?’

				‘Of course I am!’ she replied.

				Nina looked her friend up and down. The dark-haired young Floridian was in cut-off denim shorts and a midriff-baring T-shirt, both garments tight enough to show off her toned figure. ‘More than you are now?’

				A moment’s consideration. ‘Maybe . . .’

				The Lamborghini pulled up in front of them and its door scissored open. Grant Thorn climbed out and called to a man in a baseball cap. ‘How was that, Mikey?’

				The director was reviewing various camera angles on a bank of monitors. ‘Lookin’ good, lookin’ good . . . yeah, print it.’

				‘And you can see it’s really me driving?’

				‘Yeah, Grant, we can tell it’s you.’

				‘Awesome.’ The tanned actor gave the director a thumbs-up, then embraced Macy, lifting her off her feet and spinning around with a ‘Hey, babe!’ before turning to his guests. ‘So? What d’you think?’

				‘That was . . . cool,’ said Nina politely.

				Eddie snorted. ‘Don’t listen to her, she doesn’t appreciate action movies.’

				‘Hey! I like good action movies,’ she objected.

				‘Like mine, huh?’ said Grant.

				‘Er . . .’

				‘So what happens next?’ Eddie cut in before Nina could offer any film criticism. He gestured at the van. ‘Hit the ramp, jump over the truck?’

				Grant nodded. ‘You got it, man. And one of the bad guys shoots a rocket, which hits the tanker, and the whole thing blows up while the Lambo’s going over it. Boom! Obviously they’re not using the real car for that, and the stunt guy’s gonna be driving, but I’d totally do it if they’d let me.’

				Nina looked unconvinced. ‘Yeah, totally.’

				‘Can’t wait to see it,’ said Eddie.

				‘Afraid you’ll have to, dude,’ Grant told him, with a slightly condescending chuckle. ‘It’ll take them, like, four hours to set everything up. I’m actually done for the day – the second unit take over from here.’

				‘Wait, that’s your whole day’s work?’ said Nina. ‘Driving a car down a fake street for thirty seconds?’

				‘No, man, I did more than that!’ Grant replied, slightly affronted. ‘I did my in-car close-ups before you guys got here. Mikey wanted the right light so I’d look my best.’ He turned his head to show off his blandly handsome profile.

				‘Well, yeah, you definitely need a break after working your arse off like that,’ said Eddie.

				As always, the sarcasm went clean over Grant’s perfectly gelled hair. ‘I know, dude, I know. So, anyway, how are you guys? Macy tells me you’re on a big vacation – like a world tour or something?’

				‘You could say that,’ Nina replied.

				‘Cool! Where’ve you been?’

				Eddie started counting off places on his fingers. ‘So far? Vietnam, Thailand, Australia, Italy, France, Spain, saw my family in England . . . We just started a bit of a west coast tour here in the States. Did the Grand Canyon and Yellowstone, and after LA we’re going on to San Francisco and up to Seattle.’

				‘That’s a lot of travel, dude,’ said Grant, impressed. ‘So what made you decide to do it? You two are usually total workaholics. Well, you are, Nina,’ he added with a laugh.

				She didn’t return it. ‘We just wanted a break,’ she said quietly. The faint sigh underlying her words attracted a curious look from Macy.

				The actor didn’t notice, though. ‘And when did you kick all this off?’

				‘Two months ago,’ Eddie told him.

				‘Two months! Hope you remembered to get all your frequent flyer miles!’ Grant laughed again. ‘But while you’re in LA, everything’s on me, okay? How you like the limo?’

				The movie star had arranged for a stretch limousine to transport the couple around the city – though its styling was not what Nina would have chosen. ‘It’s, ah, fine,’ she said. ‘Thanks for organising it for us. It beats taking cabs everywhere. Or having a rental car.’

				Eddie huffed. ‘We could have been cruising around California in a Mustang GT500 convertible, but nooo . . .’

				‘Yeah, I remember how much you like your fast cars, man!’ Grant said. ‘You know, that time you drove me through New York at, like, two hundred miles an hour? It actually helped my acting. When I did Nitrous 2, whenever I was driving I just remembered how it felt, Method-style! I got some great reviews for that, so thanks, dude.’

				Even the star’s best reviews tended to feature the word ‘wooden’, so Eddie didn’t want to imagine what his bad ones were like. ‘Don’t you mean Ni-two-rous?’ he asked, grinning. The predecessor of the movie currently shooting had been given the rather awkward moniker Ni2rous.

				Grant waved a hand. ‘Don’t get me started, man. Leno and Letterman both gave me crap for that when I was promoting it. I don’t pick the titles.’

				‘You can’t pronounce them either.’

				‘Dude, enough!’

				‘At least you won’t have any problems with this one,’ said Nina. She indicated a stack of equipment cases, which were labelled simply Nitrous 3.

				‘Nah, that’s just the working title,’ said Grant. ‘We’re getting a focus group to decide on the coolest option. Oh, hey, what do you think? The two titles we’ve got are . . .’ He paused for dramatic effect. ‘Nitrous 3: Overdrive! Or alternatively . . . Nitrous 3: Maximum Boost! Which one’s best?’

				‘I don’t think either of them fully captures the subtle nuances of the series,’ said Nina, arching an eyebrow.

				‘Yeah,’ Eddie agreed. ‘It should be something more like Nitrous 3: Tits and Explosions! With an exclamation mark.’

				‘It’s a PG-13, so no boobies, man,’ Grant said with regret. Macy gave her boyfriend a huffy pout. ‘I like the exclamation thing, though. I’ll suggest that.’

				‘Nitrous 3: Balderdash,’ Nina added under her breath. ‘Nitrous 3: Physics, Schmysics . . .’

				‘Anyway,’ said the actor, ‘give me five minutes to get changed and we’ll go have lunch. There’s something I want to talk to you both about.’

				Husband and wife exchanged looks. ‘What is it?’ Nina asked.

				‘Spoilers, man,’ Grant said with a cocky grin as he headed for his trailer. ‘You’ll find out soon.’

				It was nearer ten minutes than five, but Grant eventually emerged, having changed from his character’s costume of ultra-tight jeans and white T-shirt into a blue Italian suit and a pair of sunglasses. ‘Very stylish,’ said Nina approvingly. As much as she loved Eddie, his usual outfit of considerably cheaper and looser T-shirt and jeans, allied with a scuffed black leather jacket, was not exactly high fashion.

				‘Thanks,’ Grant replied, beaming. ‘Thought I oughta look smart if we’re talking business.’

				Another exchange of puzzled glances. ‘What business?’ demanded Eddie.

				‘I’ll tell you soon. Come on, let’s take a ride.’ Walking arm-in-arm with Macy, Grant led the couple to a golf cart. The actor at the wheel, they drove off.

				Nina looked up at the building facades as they cruised past. ‘It’s amazing. They look so real.’

				‘They are real,’ Eddie said with a mocking smile. ‘They don’t do everything with CGI yet.’

				‘You know what I mean. They’ve done a really good job of distilling New York. I know it’s just painted plaster, but it’s still quite impressive how realistic it is.’

				‘Hey, if you want to see something from New York that’s really impressive,’ Grant piped up, ‘check this out.’ He turned at the next intersection, the free-standing four- and five-storey mock-up buildings giving way to flatter frontages wrapped around the exterior of a sound stage.

				Macy looked over her shoulder at Nina. ‘You’ll love this,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t believe it when I saw it. It’s kinda freaky.’

				‘What is?’ Nina asked.

				‘You’ll see,’ said Grant. The golf cart pulled up at a ramp leading to the sound stage door, outside which was stationed a uniformed security guard. ‘Hey, my man!’ called the actor as he climbed out. ‘Showing my friends the set. That cool with you?’

				The guard’s expression suggested that it wasn’t, but within the walls of a film studio, nobody dared challenge the wanderlust of an A-list star. ‘No problem, Mr Thorn,’ he said through his teeth as he proffered a clipboard. ‘If they’ll sign in here, please?’

				‘Come on, come on,’ Grant said excitedly. Macy, Nina and Eddie scribbled their names, then followed him inside.

				A strong scent of paint and fresh sawdust greeted them, the thwack of someone hammering nails echoing through the cavernous chamber. Before them was a huge wall, a mass of wooden panels supported by metal scaffolding and beams of rough raw pine that stretched almost to the lighting gantry high above. Nina had to tip her head back to take in its whole height. ‘What is it?’

				‘You’ll know when you see it. Come on, around here.’ Grant led them along the stage’s side, passing several workmen. He waved to them in greeting. ‘My man! How you doing? Dude, good to see you. You too, guy. Hey, dude.’

				‘You know them all?’ Nina asked when they were past.

				‘Not a one,’ replied Grant with a shrug. ‘I do two or three movies a year, and there are, like, six hundred new people working on each of them. Keeps ’em all happy if I say hi, though.’ He paused at a set of double doors in the great wall. ‘Okay, this is it. Go on in, Nina.’

				Intrigued, Nina advanced through the doors, walking into—

				‘Oh, wow,’ she gasped.

				For a moment, she felt a bizarre sense of dislocation, as if she had travelled over two thousand miles in a single step. The room she had entered was very familiar: the lobby of the General Assembly building at the United Nations in New York. Three floors of elegantly curved white balconies overlooked the chequerboard floor of the public space, light through the tall ranks of windows opposite reflecting off the gleaming replica of Sputnik suspended overhead.

				Only . . . it wasn’t quite right. Everything was compacted, squeezed down in scale, and the view of Manhattan outside was frozen in two dimensions. The corridor behind the reception desk that should have led deeper into the building was abruptly truncated by a green curtain. Even the light from outside was subtly wrong, the harsh glare of studio lamps instead of the warmer, more diffuse tones of sunlight.

				She looked back at her companions. Eddie appeared impressed by the replica, while Grant and Macy were grinning with anticipation. ‘So?’ said Grant. ‘You like it?’

				‘Isn’t it cool?’ added Macy. ‘It’s just like being in the actual UN!’

				‘Yeah, it’s pretty amazing,’ Nina replied, turning to take it all in. ‘It’s smaller than the real thing, though.’

				Grant nodded. ‘Yeah, they had to squish everything to fit it into the stage. It’ll look fine on camera, though. Put the right lens on, and they can make a broom closet look like a ballroom.’

				‘So what happens in here?’ asked Eddie. ‘If it’s for Nitrous 3, I don’t suppose you’ll be delivering any long speeches about world peace.’

				‘Nah, nothing boring like that, dude,’ said Grant cheerfully. He pointed towards the main entrance. ‘I’m gonna smash through there in a Ferrari, then do a drift to knock down the North Koreans shooting at me. Then I run up the stairs after the mad general with the suitcase nuke. We have a big fight, he uses all these darts and guns and crazy shit built into his bionic arm, and I end up hanging from that thing up there.’

				‘That “thing” is Foucault’s Pendulum,’ said Nina icily, glancing at the gold-plated sphere dangling on a long wire above one end of the lobby.

				‘What, it’s part of a clock?’

				‘No, it’s—’

				‘Thought it was just some cool swinging ball dealie. Anyway, there’s a big electromagnet inside it, so I use it to deflect a bullet he shoots at me—’

				Eddie normally let his disbelief be suspended very high when it came to action movies, but the former Special Air Service soldier couldn’t let that go unchallenged. ‘Don’t think so, mate. Magnets don’t affect bullets.’

				Grant regarded him uncertainly. ‘You sure?’

				‘I’ve got some experience in that area, so yeah.’

				‘Huh. Wouldn’t have thought the writers would get that wrong. I’d better tell ’em – don’t want people to think the story’s stupid!’

				‘God forbid,’ sighed Nina.

				‘Still, it’s a movie, so the rule of cool applies, right? Anyhow, he misses and I swing across and use the magnet to grab his bionic arm so that he’s trapped, then I shove the detonator I took out of the nuke inside his arm, and just before I jump to safety I tell him, wait for it . . . “Know what my favourite book is? A—”’

				‘A Farewell to Arms?’ Eddie predicted.

				‘Yeah, that’s right, good guess! And then his arm explodes. Awesome, huh?’

				‘It’s certainly incredible,’ said Nina, struggling to restrain an eye roll that would have snapped her head back with its sheer momentum. ‘Although don’t take this the wrong way, Grant, but it all sounds kinda . . . far-fetched.’

				‘Nah, it’ll be great. The writers know what they’re doing.’

				‘The same writers who think bullets are magnetic?’ said Eddie, smirking.

				Grant considered that, then dismissed the thought. ‘Anyway, it’s cool, huh? It’ll look totally like the real thing on film. Hey, maybe we could have the premiere at the real United Nations. You could put in a word, Nina!’

				‘I’ll think about it,’ she said, having already done just that for the millisecond the suggestion deserved. She walked deeper into the set, looking up at the tiered balconies. The resemblance to the real United Nations building was indeed uncanny . . . enough to trigger an unexpected pang of emotion within her.

				A mixture almost of homesickness – the feeling that this was where she should be – and sadness. Loss. Until two months earlier, the UN complex had been the focus of her work, her base of operations as an archaeologist with the International Heritage Agency. Now, she knew it was unlikely she would ever return. She gazed at the facsimile, lost in reverie.

				Footsteps behind brought her back to the present. ‘I’m going to miss this place,’ she said quietly, thinking it was Eddie.

				It wasn’t. ‘What do you mean?’ asked Macy, stopping beside her. Another curious look, this time with concern behind it. ‘You’re just taking a break from work, like a sabbatical . . . aren’t you?’

				Nina didn’t reply, but the silence was broken by Grant. ‘Okay, dudes. Let’s go have lunch. And talk.’

				His expectant grin told the couple that he had more in mind than social chit-chat. ‘Talk about what?’ said Eddie.

				Nina glanced at Macy. ‘Do you know what he’s on about?’

				She tried to contain a smile. ‘Some of it. Trust me, you’ll be interested.’

				Still beaming, Grant gestured for the others to follow him back to the golf cart, and they resumed their drive through the lot. ‘All right, Grant, come on,’ said Eddie. ‘What’s the big thing you want to talk to us about?’

				The actor appeared briefly conflicted. ‘I kinda wanted to wait until you met my business partner, but . . . ah, okay, whatever. I’ve started my own production company!’

				‘Really? Congratulations,’ said Nina.

				‘It’s called Every Rose Productions,’ Macy added.

				Eddie and Nina exchanged puzzled glances, before getting it. ‘Because Every Rose has its Thorn, right?’ she said.

				‘You got it!’ Grant replied, extremely pleased with himself.

				Eddie groaned. ‘Jesus, I thought my puns were bad.’

				Grant ignored him. ‘I’ve done well as an actor, but I want more control, you know? More of a stake in the success. So I teamed up with this guy I’ve worked with before – you’ll meet him at lunch – and we’ve got some projects up and running.’

				‘What sort of projects?’ Eddie asked.

				‘You ever heard of the Gabriel Payne books?’

				‘No,’ said Nina.

				‘Yeah,’ Eddie said simultaneously. ‘I’ve read some of ’em. Thrillers. They’re not bad. Sort of Jack Reacher knock-offs.’

				‘We bought the rights to the series,’ Grant told them. ‘I’m gonna play Gabriel Payne. Former Navy SEAL, tormented loner with a dark past who’s irresistible to women – it’s perfect for me.’

				Eddie gave the blue-eyed, fair-haired actor a sceptical look. ‘In the books . . . isn’t he black?’

				‘This is Hollywood, man! Things change. If Brits can play Americans, why not this?’

				‘It’s not quite the same thing,’ said Nina in disbelief.

				Grant wasn’t listening. ‘So besides that, we’ve also got Rev Limit, which is like Nitrous but on bikes—’

				‘Grant says I can be in it!’ said Macy happily.

				‘Then there’s Taking Liberty, kind of a Die Hard in the Statue of Liberty. And a great comedy called First Baby, dunno if I’ll be in it or just producing, but it’s such an awesome concept. Get this: the wife of the President of the USA dies in childbirth, but her last words to him are that he has to promise to raise their kid just like a normal dad. So he takes the baby to cabinet meetings, changes its diapers on Air Force One, that sort of thing. The script’s a scream!’

				Nina had no comment, her mouth frozen open. Fortunately, Grant couldn’t see her. ‘I’m sure it’ll make a fortune,’ Eddie said sarcastically on her behalf.

				‘Yeah, we think so too,’ Grant went on blithely. ‘Anyway, here we are.’

				He brought the cart to a stop outside the art deco commissary building. A line of people, some studio workers and others extras in an assortment of costumes, were waiting at the entrance, but he breezed straight past them, signalling for his guests to follow. ‘We’ve got a table in the dining room,’ he told the maître d’ at the doors to one side.

				The man nodded obsequiously. ‘Of course, Mr Thorn. This way, please.’

				Eddie glanced at the large, busy cafeteria into which the queue was heading, then said, ‘How the other half lives,’ as he, Nina and Macy followed Grant into a more tranquil and expensively decorated space. Large framed posters of the studio’s past successes adorned the walls between the potted palms.

				Seated beneath one of the pictures was a heavily tanned little man in his fifties, grey hair cut in a sharp, bristling style that made his head resemble a mahogany-handled shaving brush. He looked up at the new arrivals from behind a pair of oversized sunglasses, then stood to greet them. ‘Hey, Marv!’ said Grant. ‘This is Nina Wilde and Eddie Chase. And you know Macy already. Nina, Eddie, this is my business partner, Marvin Bronze.’

				‘Good to meetcha,’ said Marvin with a broad Chicago accent. He extended a walnut-brown hand to Eddie and Nina in turn. ‘Come on, siddown. Let’s eat. And talk.’

				The five took their places. A waiter was summoned and orders taken, then conversation began in earnest. ‘So, Mr Bronze—’ Nina started.

				‘Marvin, Marvin! We’re all friends here. Hopefully very good ones by the time we’re done.’

				‘So, Marvin . . . what do you want to talk to us about?’

				Marvin and Grant swapped glances, Grant grinning with barely contained anticipation. ‘I want to talk to you about you!’ said the older man.

				‘Us?’ said Eddie. ‘What about us?’

				‘You’re big properties!’ Marvin proclaimed. ‘You, Nina, I know a publisher in New York offered you six figures to write a book about all those incredible things you’ve discovered. Like Atlantis and the vault of whatsisname, the Indian guy.’

				Nina was startled. ‘How did you know about that? They haven’t announced it publicly, because I don’t know how long it’ll take to write – and they definitely haven’t gone public about the money side of it.’

				He chuckled. ‘If there’s a deal being made that could lead to a movie, Hollywood knows about it. There’s only one thing they’re short of out here, and that’s ideas. They need a constant flow of new ideas for movies. And the best are the ones that come from real life.’ He leaned towards the couple. ‘Let me lay it out for you. Your lives would make fantastic movies. A whole series of movies, even. You two have got the potential to become a billion-dollar franchise!’

				‘Yeah, but who’d play me?’ Eddie asked while his wife was temporarily dumbstruck. Grant’s smile widened. ‘What? No! You can’t bloody play me!’

				‘Nothing’s set yet, dude – but I’ve been practising the accent. Check this out.’ The actor cleared his throat. ‘Looook art, thurrs a lurd o’ turrorists cooomin’ o’er that ’ill. Boogration an’ foockry!’

				Nina let out an involuntary yelp of laughter. Her husband was less amused. ‘That’s nothing like me! And it’s not even close to a Yorkshire accent. It’s more like . . . I dunno what the fuck it’s like. A Welsh South African Pakistani Martian, maybe.’

				‘To be fair, honey,’ said Nina, ‘you can’t do accents either.’ By the time Grant had realised the implied criticism of his efforts, she had already turned back to Marvin. ‘So – you want to buy the movie rights to our lives?’

				‘No, no,’ he replied, shaking his head. ‘I want to buy the movie rights to the book of your lives. Someone wanted to make a biopic about you, they wouldn’t have to pay you a penny. You’re both public figures.’

				‘I’m not a public figure,’ Eddie objected.

				‘Your wife is,’ Marvin told him, ‘so you are too. That’s how it works, like it or not. But my way makes it official. Gives the movie the seal of authenticity.’

				‘But like I said, I don’t know when the book will be finished,’ said Nina. ‘Or even if.’ Again Macy picked up on the resignation in her tone; the younger woman’s expression became questioning, but she didn’t interrupt. ‘And to be honest, I’m not entirely comfortable with Hollywood turning what I do into mass entertainment. I mean, it’s my work – it’s my life! And real people have died on my archaeological expeditions, friends of ours. I don’t like the idea of moments like that being re-created for people to watch while they’re eating popcorn.’

				‘I understand, believe me,’ said Marvin. ‘But here’s the thing: like it or not, you are famous, and this is the time to capitalise on it . . . before someone else does. You know how many scripts with the word “Atlantis” in the title are going around the studios? A dozen at least – and they’re all riding on your back. Ancient myths and legends are big right now, and it’s entirely because of the stuff you’ve dug up over the past few years.’

				‘I think they were already big without me. I mean, they’ve been in the collective consciousness for thousands of years.’

				‘That’s just it, though. They’ve been there in the background, with nobody really paying any attention until you came along.’ He leaned forward again, hands spread wide. ‘You know what movies are? They’re our modern-day myths and legends. The difference is that they don’t evolve over time, they’re manufactured, fully formed, like Athena born from the forehead of Zeus.’ Noticing Nina’s surprise, he added with a sly smile: ‘What, just ’cause I’m a Hollywood producer I can’t know my classics? You should see my art collection. I can bore for my country about Dutch Renaissance paintings.’

				‘Oh, he can, man,’ said Grant, pressing fingers to his temple to suppress a headache-inducing memory.

				‘People believe in movies,’ Marvin went on. ‘And even if what’s up on screen is total bullshit, it still gets taken in.’ His gaze became more intense behind his tinted glasses. ‘Nina, this is your chance to make sure that the story being told on that screen – your story – is true. What do you say?’

				Feeling uncomfortably as though she was being bamboozled by an expert, Nina looked to Eddie for advice, but he could only manage an uncertain shrug. ‘I’ll . . . think about it,’ she eventually said.

				This seemed to satisfy Marvin for the moment; she was sure he would follow up with more persistence before long. ‘Good, great,’ he said as the waiter approached with their first courses. ‘Okay, now let’s eat.’
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				‘That’s the Hollywood sign?’ said Eddie, disappointed. ‘It’s a bit small, innit?’

				He and Nina stood with Macy on Hollywood Boulevard, looking up the flight of stairs beside the Kodak Theater at the distant landmark, its white letters shimmering in the summer heat. Grant and Marvin had stayed at the studio to attend another meeting. ‘Well, it is quite a long way away,’ Nina pointed out.

				‘I was still expecting something more impressive. I thought it’d be three hundred feet tall with spotlights and animatronic dinosaurs or whatever.’

				‘When I first came here, I thought it’d be bigger too,’ admitted Macy. ‘It was kind of a let-down.’

				‘That’s Hollywood for you, I suppose,’ Nina said. ‘It all looks a lot more spectacular and glamorous on the big screen. Anyway, at least now you can say you’ve seen it.’

				Eddie took a photo with his phone, and they headed back towards their waiting limo. ‘Speaking of the big screen, what did you reckon to all that stuff Marvin was saying?’

				‘I dunno. I really don’t. On the one hand, somebody wants to make a movie about my life. How flattering is that? On the other . . .’ Nina sighed. ‘I dread to think what they might do with it.’

				‘Christ, yeah,’ Eddie agreed. ‘For a start, Grant playing me? For fuck’s sake! Maybe Jason Statham or Tom Hardy, someone like that, I could cope with. But not a bloody Californian surfer dude.’

				‘And who’d play me? Some bimbo with huge fake boobs, probably.’

				‘I’d pay to see that,’ he said, smirking. Nina slapped his arm.

				‘Hey, if they make a sequel about finding the Pyramid of Osiris, I could play myself!’ Macy chirped.

				The smirk widened. ‘That’ll save ’em having to look for a bimbo with huge fake boobs.’ Nina batted Eddie’s arm again; Macy took a moment to work out exactly what he had meant, then followed suit. ‘Ow.’

				‘Serves you right,’ Nina told him, before taking his hand as they walked along. ‘I don’t know,’ she said again. ‘I have to admit that I’m tempted. And assuming that Marvin was only partially bullshitting us rather than totally, it seems like the potential money from a successful movie is astronomical. But would it be selling out? Is it cheapening everything I’ve worked for?’

				Eddie squeezed her hand. ‘Only you can figure that one out, love. Although the kind of money he was talking about was pretty mind-blowing, even more than the book deal. You could fund your own expeditions, never mind going through the IHA.’

				She became downcast. ‘I won’t get to go on them, though, will I?’

				Macy suddenly stopped, taking Nina’s wrist and pulling her and Eddie to a halt. ‘Okay, so what’s going on?’ she demanded. ‘That’s the third time you’ve said something that sounds as if you’re giving up archaeology. I know you, Nina – that’d be like you giving up . . .’ She tried to think of a comparison. ‘Breathing.’

				‘I don’t really want to talk about it,’ Nina told her.

				The younger woman snorted. ‘You know that now I totally won’t give up asking until you do, right?’

				Eddie recognised his wife’s growing discomfort and attempted to change the subject. ‘Hey, cool!’ he cried, looking down at his feet. ‘I’m standing on William Shatner!’ Set into the paving was one of the many pink marble stars along the Hollywood Walk of Fame. ‘That’s made my day.’

				‘Shouldn’t you be standing on Clint Eastwood to say that?’ said Nina.

				‘Clint doesn’t have a star; I looked it up.’ He turned and swept an arm back at those they had already passed. ‘Can you believe that? Clint fucking Eastwood doesn’t have a Hollywood star! He was Dirty Harry, the Man With No Name – and he was in my favourite film of all time!’

				‘Which one?’ asked Macy.

				‘Where Eagles Dare! Absolute classic.’

				‘Isn’t that the one where he just, like, shoots hundreds of Nazis?’

				‘Like I said, classic.’

				‘He bought a PlayStation 4 just so he could watch it on Blu-ray,’ said Nina with humorous despair. They continued back towards Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, a short way down the street.

				Seeing that Macy had no intention of dropping her line of questioning, Eddie decided to distract her again. ‘You know what, though? If they do make a movie about us, that means there’ll be an Eddie Chase action figure! That’d be pretty cool.’

				‘Yeah, but it’d look like Grant,’ Macy pointed out.

				‘What?’ He scowled. ‘Buggeration and fuckery, it would, wouldn’t it?’

				‘I’m also not sure that toy companies would want to make a figure whose catchphrase is “Buggeration and fuckery”,’ added his wife.

				They reached Grauman’s, where their ride was waiting. Nina pursed her lips at the sight. ‘I know Grant wanted to do something nice for us, but did he have to hire that?’ Their limousine was a gaudy, chrome-dripping Hummer H2, stretched to almost double its original not inconsiderable length. ‘Everyone’ll think I’m on my prom night.’

				‘That’s your big problem,’ said Eddie. ‘You actually give a crap what people think.’ He took a photo of the iconic cinema. ‘Okay, that’s another one crossed off my list of things to see.’

				‘It’s in a great location,’ said Nina sarcastically. ‘Directly opposite a Hooters.’

				Eddie looked across the street at the chain restaurant. ‘I dunno, seems fine to me. Watch a film, cross the road, get some nosh and ogle girls in tight tops and hot pants . . .’ He trailed off as he noticed something else.

				‘Y’know, most women would consider half the stuff that comes out of your mouth as grounds for divorce,’ Nina joked, before realising that his expression had changed. With slight concern – she had seen the look too many times before – she followed his gaze. ‘What’s wrong?’

				‘That Jeep there,’ said Eddie. A bright yellow Jeep Wrangler had stopped at the kerb about twenty yards behind them.

				‘What about it?’

				‘It’s keeping pace with us. It was parked about that far away from the Shat’s star, and I’m sure it was on the corner when we were looking at the Hollywood sign.’

				‘You think it’s following us?’ Nina said, dubious.

				As if the driver had realised he had been seen, the Jeep suddenly pulled out. Eddie watched it pass, but caught only a glimpse of a young blond man through the tinted windows. It reached the junction with North Orange Drive and turned left, disappearing from sight. ‘See?’ she said. ‘He’s gone.’

				‘For now,’ said Eddie, still staring after it.

				‘Oh, come on. Why would anyone be following us around? Unless it was some rival producer to Marvin. I mean, pretty much everybody who’s ever had a problem with us is dead. Except for ex-president Dalton, but after he got arrested I’d imagine he has bigger things to worry about than us.’

				‘Yeah, like not dropping the soap in the shower.’ He tapped on one of the limo’s windows.

				The driver’s door opened, and a young Hispanic man in a shiny and slightly too tight uniform hopped out. ‘There you are!’ he said, scurrying to open the rear door for them. ‘Did you see the Hollywood sign?’

				‘Thanks, Hector,’ said Nina, climbing inside. ‘Yes, we did.’

				‘It was so bloody small we had to squint,’ Eddie added, joining her.

				‘Yeah, people always think it’s bigger than it really is,’ Hector said. He waited for Macy to get in, then closed the door and returned to his seat. ‘So where you going next?’

				‘Rodeo Drive, please,’ Nina told him.

				‘Hey, Beverly Hills! You’ll like it. Very classy. Very expensive.’ He put the oversized 4x4 into drive and carefully merged with the traffic.

				‘Good choice,’ said Macy. She opened her little Victoria Beckham handbag. ‘And gee, look! Grant loaned me his credit card.’

				‘Poor bugger,’ said Eddie. He settled beside Nina on one of the plump scarlet bench seats running the limo’s length. ‘Why do you want to go there anyway?’ he asked her. ‘It’s just shops.’

				Nina retrieved a pamphlet from her own bag. ‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed, Eddie, but I’m a woman.’

				‘That explains the nice soft curvy bits and the lack of hairy bollocks, then.’

				She laughed as Macy held in a giggle. ‘And as a woman, sometimes – not often, as I’m sure you’re very happy about, but sometimes – I have the urge to look at things I don’t need and can’t afford in places I’d never normally go. And since we’re in the same city as one of the most ridiculously overpriced shopping streets on the planet, this is one of those times.’

				‘You live in New York!’ Eddie hooted. ‘The IHA is five blocks from Fifth Avenue!’

				‘That’s different. We’re on vacation!’ She unfolded the pamphlet to reveal a map of Beverly Hills. ‘Hector, how long will it take to get there?’

				‘This traffic?’ their driver replied. ‘About twenty-five, thirty minutes.’

				Nina shook her head. ‘What is it about Los Angeles?’ she asked Macy rhetorically. ‘No matter where you are, the place you want to go is always a thirty-minute drive away. And there’s nothing interesting in between.’ She flicked a dismissive glance at the low-rise sprawl of office blocks and mini malls outside.

				‘Good job we’re in here, then,’ said Eddie. The limo was home to a well-stocked bar. ‘We don’t have to drive, so we might as well get bladdered. You want something?’

				‘Ehh . . . why not?’ Nina had already had two glasses of wine over the long lunch with Grant and Marvin, and had briefly been considering one of the miniature bottles of Perrier in the glass-fronted fridge . . . but they were on vacation. ‘What have they got?’

				‘Loads of spirits – tequila, brandy, vodka, rum . . .’

				‘A bit much for the afternoon. Any wine?’

				He took out a chilled bottle of champagne. ‘This do you?’

				‘Perfect. Since Grant’s paying for it.’

				Eddie unwrapped the foil, and a loud pop! echoed through the limo as he removed the cork. ‘Whoa, it’s got a bit overexcited!’ he said as froth gushed on to his hand. Nina hurriedly used a glass to catch it. ‘Thanks.’ He filled it for her. ‘Macy?’

				‘You are old enough to drink legally, aren’t you?’ Nina asked teasingly as Macy brought up a glass.

				‘Yeah!’ she huffed. ‘I’m twenty-one now. Finally!’

				Eddie poured a glass for himself, then put the bottle into an ice bucket. ‘Something to celebrate, then. Cheers!’

				‘Cheers!’ the two women echoed. They all clinked glasses and took sips, though Nina’s was by far the largest.

				‘Ooh, and I’ve got something else to celebrate,’ said Macy, retrieving a larger designer tote bag from the back of the cabin. ‘My photo shoot!’ She took out a glossy men’s magazine. ‘Grant knows the editor; he set it up for me. Here, check this out.’

				‘Oooo . . . kay,’ Nina said slowly as she took in the double-page picture. Macy, pouting seductively at the camera, was posing atop a rock before a vivid orange desert sunset. Her long dark hair had been tied back into a loose ponytail, and she had a gleaming pistol in each hand. The headline read: TRUE-LIFE TOMB RAIDER. ‘Is that . . . are you dressed as Lara Croft?’

				‘Pretty good likeness,’ said Eddie with an approving nod. ‘You got the tight top and hot pants right, too.’

				‘Thanks!’ Macy replied.

				Nina had already moved on to the accompanying text, her attention caught by a familiar name. ‘Hey, this mentions me.’ She took the magazine from Macy.

				‘Let’s see,’ said Eddie. ‘Where . . . oh, there. “As a student of famous archaeologist Nina Wilde, Macy discovered the long-lost Pyramid of Osiris deep in the Egyptian desert, and later uncovered the legendary El Dorado, City of Gold, hidden in the mountains of Peru. But as our sizzling shoot reveals, she’s every bit as sexy as she is smart.”’

				‘You weren’t my student!’ Nina objected.

				Macy gave an apologetic shrug. ‘Yeah, I told them that, but I guess they thought it sounded better.’

				‘So what else did they get wrong?’ Nina quickly read on, turning the page to reveal a second spread of similarly provocative portraits. ‘“With a boyfriend like Hollywood star Grant Thorn and a screen career on the horizon, it would be easy for Macy to take the road to the high life. But the Miami native insists she’s keeping her archaeological options open. She’s no mere MAW, but a real-life Lara Croft whose future is as exciting as the treasures of the past she digs up . . .” What’s a MAW?’

				‘Model, actress, whatever,’ said Eddie. ‘Chuck something out of the window around here and you’ll probably hit at least two of ’em.’

				‘Bimbos, basically,’ Macy added.

				Nina was not impressed. ‘So it’s kind of a demeaning term, then.’

				‘Well, the article said I wasn’t one, so . . .’ She shrugged again. ‘Anyway, what do you think?’

				‘Very nice,’ said Eddie with a grin. ‘I keep asking Nina to get an outfit like that, but she won’t have it.’

				Nina sighed, then turned back to Macy. ‘Modelling’s not exactly my thing, but you obviously enjoyed it, so . . . good for you. And I’m glad that even with these other options opening up for you, you’re planning to stick with archaeology.’

				‘I worked really hard to get my degree,’ said Macy. ‘I’m not going to let it go to waste.’

				‘You could be a model, archaeologist, whatever,’ Eddie suggested, grinning.

				‘Yeah! Actually, Nina, if there are any openings at the IHA, I hope you’ll look at my résumé!’

				She laughed, but Nina didn’t respond in kind. ‘Macy, I . . .’ She gave Eddie a brief look before continuing. ‘I don’t work for the IHA any more.’

				The young woman laughed again, but it quickly faded when she realised Nina was serious. ‘What? Since when?’

				‘Since two months ago. I resigned. I asked them to keep it quiet because I didn’t want to deal with the publicity.’

				‘Oh my God! Why? What happened?’

				‘Something bad happened to me. I can’t tell you too much, because it’s classified’ – that was not strictly true; Nina had made the decision to keep much of what had transpired a secret even from the IHA itself – ‘but I was . . . poisoned.’

				Macy stared at her in horror. ‘Poisoned? Did – did you see a doctor, get an antidote?’

				‘There isn’t one. Not for this. How much Norse mythology did you study during your degree?’

				‘The basics: Odin, Thor, those guys,’ said Macy, confused by the shift of topic.

				‘Did you learn about eitr?’

				‘Yeah, it’s some sort of primordial poison—’ She broke off as she made the connection. ‘You mean it’s real?’

				‘Fucking right it is,’ Eddie rumbled.

				‘Yes, it’s real,’ said Nina sadly. ‘We found it – well, we were trying to stop other people taking control of it. We did, but I got . . . contaminated. Infected. Macy, I’m . . . I’m dying.’

				‘Holy Jesus,’ Macy whispered. ‘I’m so sorry. When – how long have you got?’

				‘It could be years,’ Eddie insisted. ‘Enough time to find a cure.’

				‘Or it could be weeks,’ his wife countered.

				‘I’m not going to believe that until I absolutely don’t have any fucking choice.’

				‘I can’t believe it either,’ said Macy. ‘There’s got to be something somebody can do.’

				Nina shook her head. ‘The Russians were looking for a cure for fifty years, and they didn’t find one. I don’t think our chances are any better.’

				‘So you’re just going to accept it? You’re going to give up? Is that why you quit the IHA?’

				‘I’m not giving up,’ she said firmly. ‘The reason I quit was so I could do everything else that I wanted to in the time I’ve got left. You’ll probably think it’s weird to hear me say this, but there’s more to life than archaeology.’

				‘I’ve been telling you that for years,’ said Eddie.

				‘And just this once, you were actually right.’ The couple swapped faint smiles. ‘But that’s why we’ve been travelling – so I could see the whole world, not just what’s buried under it. And it’s also why I’m going to write the book. I want to tell people about everything I’ve discovered – and also that there were other people involved besides me. The IHA turned me into a kind of media-friendly figurehead, and unfortunately, at times I started to believe my own hype. So I want to set the record straight.’

				‘Does that mean I’ll be in it?’

				‘Do you want to be?’

				‘Um, let me think . . . yes! Duh.’

				‘Good. You deserve to have people know what you did. And in more detail than this.’ She held up the magazine, then tried to return it to its owner.

				‘No, no, that one’s for you,’ Macy told her. ‘I’ve got plenty more copies. Keep it.’

				‘Ah . . . thanks.’ Nina put it on the seat. ‘But yeah, if nothing else, the book will be a kind of legacy.’ She turned to her husband. ‘And it’ll mean I can take care of you even after I’m gone.’

				‘You’re talking about it like you’re already dead,’ said Eddie with grim irritation. An awkward silence followed.

				Macy broke it, covering her discomfort with an excess of enthusiasm. ‘So, uh . . . hey, look, we’re in Beverly Hills!’ She gestured at a street sign informing those driving along Santa Monica Boulevard that they had just crossed the boundary of the exclusive city-within-a-city. ‘I definitely want to go to the Chanel shop.’ She hurriedly drained her glass.

				‘Drinking and shopping?’ said Nina, also keen to change the subject. ‘Are you sure that’s wise?’

				‘Probably not, but it’s more fun than doing it on Amazon.’ She indicated Nina’s map. ‘I mean, they’ve got Ferragamo, Fendi, Gucci and Prada all right next to each other. It’s like I’ve died and gone to heav— like I’ve, uh . . . found my Mecca?’

				‘Good catch,’ Eddie said, with some humour returning.

				Macy winced. ‘Sorry. The whole death thing, probably not what you want to hear right now.’

				‘It’s okay,’ Nina assured her. She polished off her own drink. ‘How about a refill?’

				Eddie reached for the champagne bottle, glancing through the rear window as he did. ‘Ay up.’

				‘What?’

				‘Look who’s back.’ He gestured, and Nina turned to see a yellow Jeep in the neighbouring lane not far behind them.

				‘Oh come on, Eddie,’ she said dismissively. ‘We’re in California – there must be hundreds of Jeeps like that.’

				‘No, it’s the same one, I’m sure of it.’ He regarded the 4x4 with deep suspicion, then looked ahead. The traffic was slowing, flashing orange emergency lights visible a few blocks distant. ‘Hey, Hector, I want to take a detour – can you go up one of these side streets?’

				‘Only houses up there, nothing to see,’ said the chauffeur.

				‘Just take the next right, will you?’

				‘For God’s sake,’ said Nina as Hector slowed. ‘You really think we’re being followed?’

				‘We’ll know in a minute.’ Eddie turned to watch the cars behind as the Hummer swung off the boulevard. The Wrangler cut clumsily across the lanes, arousing an angry honk from another vehicle, and followed. ‘Told you.’

				‘Maybe he lives down here,’ Macy offered, though with little conviction.

				‘Hector, go left,’ Eddie ordered, seeing an intersection ahead.

				Their driver wasn’t happy. ‘That’s not a proper street, it’s just a back alley.’

				‘Take it anyway.’

				The limo turned again, brushing a hedge before it straightened out and continued down the narrow lane. The three passengers stared through the rear window. Nothing happened for several seconds . . . then the Jeep reappeared and rounded the corner after them.

				‘Okay, so he’s definitely following us,’ said Nina, now worried. ‘What do we do about it?’

				‘Ask him why,’ Eddie decided. ‘Hector, when we get to the end of the alley, go right and park when you can. I want to have words with this arsehole.’

				‘You sure that’s a good idea?’ Nina asked.

				‘Well normally I’d just shoot him and be done with it, but you wouldn’t let me bring my gun.’

				The Hummer reached the next street and made another laborious turn before pulling over in front of a house. A sign at the lawn’s edge stated that the property was PROTECTED BY STERNHAMMER RAPID ARMED RESPONSE; an elderly man looked up from inspecting some minor blemish on his immaculate grass to glare at the ostentatious vehicle.

				Eddie opened the offside door and got out as the Jeep emerged from the alley and, as expected, turned towards him. He held up a hand as it approached.

				It stopped behind the H2. A man jumped out. Eddie had been right: it was the same person he had briefly seen earlier. He appeared even younger than Macy, and was quite striking, with angular cheekbones and intense blue eyes.

				It was his expression that immediately put the Englishman on alert, though. The youth was agitated, even desperate. He reached back into the Jeep to snatch up a leather satchel, then hurried towards the limo. ‘Please!’ he called. ‘I must speak to Dr Wilde at once!’ His accent was strongly German.

				At the sound of her name, Nina moved to the open door to look out, while her husband stepped forward to intercept the new arrival. ‘All right, mate,’ Eddie said. ‘What’s going on? Why were you following us?’

				The young man saw Nina. ‘Dr Wilde!’ he cried. ‘Dr Wilde, I must give you this. They must not be allowed to raid Alexander’s tomb!’

				He tried to slip past Eddie, who blocked him – but his words had already drawn Nina out of the limousine. ‘What about the tomb?’ she said. ‘Who’s “they”?’

				The man fumbled open the satchel, taking out several sheets of paper. ‘These are their plans – they are going to break into the tomb and steal the statue of Bucephalus. You have to stop them!’ He thrust the pages at her.

				‘I think you need to calm down, mate,’ Eddie said, making the threat in his voice clear. The youth quailed, but held his ground.

				Nina reluctantly took the documents. The handwritten text was in German, a language of which she had only limited understanding, but there was an annotated illustration that she immediately recognised. ‘How did you get this?’

				‘What is it?’ Macy asked, exiting the Hummer on to the sidewalk.

				‘It’s a plan of Alexander the Great’s tomb, in Egypt – and the only places it could have come from are either the Ministry of Antiquities . . . or the IHA.’ She looked back at the blond man. ‘What’s going on? Who’s going to raid the tomb? Eddie, let him past.’

				Eddie reluctantly stepped aside. ‘The Oberkommando,’ said the youth, moving to Nina. ‘They need the statue to lead them to the Spring of Immortality. They are—’

				A shrill of brakes made everyone whirl. A black Cadillac Escalade EXT pickup truck skidded past the Jeep to stop beside the limo. Its front windows were down, revealing a scowling, shaven-headed man with a prominent scar across his right cheek.

				He raised his arm—

				A flash of steel in the newcomer’s hand. ‘Gun!’ Eddie yelled. He lunged, shielding Nina as he threw her bodily back into the limo. Macy shrieked and dived over the garden fence.

				The automatic boomed three times, the bullets hitting the young man in the chest. Blood splattered over the Hummer’s flank from ragged exit wounds. He crumpled to the asphalt.

				The attacker hadn’t finished, though. The gun came up again, locking on to Nina – and firing.
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				Eddie dived at the Cadillac and seized the assassin’s arm, shoving the weapon off target. The Hummer’s side window exploded, bullets whapping into the limo’s seats and shattering bottles.

				The Englishman tried to rip the pistol from the attacker’s grip. The scar-faced man kept firing, a stray round hitting the Jeep and exploding its front tyre – then the Escalade’s engine roared and the pickup surged away up the street. Eddie was dragged along for several yards before self-preservation forced him to let go. He landed heavily, the EXT’s rear wheels missing his head by inches as he rolled. The pickup sped away.

				Nina ran to him. ‘Eddie! Jesus, are you okay?’

				He sat up, wincing. ‘I’m fine. What about you?’

				‘I’m all right, he missed me.’ She helped him stand. The gunman had decided to flee rather than finish the attempt on her life, the Escalade still powering away. ‘Who the hell was that?’

				‘What the fuck, man?’ Hector screeched, scrambling out of the Hummer and staring at the corpse. ‘What the fuck?’

				‘Get back in!’ Eddie shouted. ‘We’ve got to go after him.’

				The chauffeur waved his hands. ‘No, no, man. Are you crazy? I’m not getting shot!’

				‘Then piss off and let me drive.’ The Englishman hurried to the limo and shoved him aside. ‘Macy, stay there,’ he barked, seeing that the young woman was about to return to the Hummer. The homeowner was already calling an emergency number on his phone. ‘Nina, you wait with her where it’s safe.’

				‘I’m not letting you go without me,’ she protested, scrambling into the back of the bullet-pocked vehicle.

				After three years of marriage, Eddie knew she wasn’t going to change her mind. ‘Okay, then hold on tight.’ He hopped into the driver’s seat, ignoring Hector’s objections.

				‘You’re chasing him?’ Macy called in disbelief.

				A distant skirl of tyres told him that the Escalade had reached the next intersection and made a high-speed turn. ‘He’s getting away – but if we follow, we can guide the cops to him.’

				‘I don’t think a Hummer limo’s the best pursuit vehicle,’ said Nina.

				‘Grant didn’t lend us a Lamborghini, so it’ll have to do.’ Eddie slammed his door, then jammed down the accelerator – and the Hummer leapt forward, leaving Macy and the yelling Hector behind. The stretched H2 still had its original mammoth 6.2 litre engine, and kept its four-wheel drive through the use of an extended driveshaft. ‘Hey, that’s not bad!’

				‘Yeah, it’ll be great – right up until you have to turn a corner,’ said Nina, taking out her phone. She had dropped the papers, which now swirled in the wind coming through the broken window. The open magazine was also fluttering. A bullet had ripped through the chest of the photo shoot’s subject. ‘Ooh, Macy won’t like that.’

				‘Good job she’s got more copies.’ Eddie kept his foot hard down, the speedometer needle surging past fifty. The Cadillac had gone left at the crossroads ahead. He had no idea how the thirty-foot-long SUV would fare around the same turn, but he was about to find out. ‘Hang on!’

				Nina grabbed her seat with one hand, trying to hold the phone to her ear with the other as Eddie braked hard and spun the steering wheel. The limousine lurched, its back end sliding wide through the intersection with a wail of tortured rubber.

				For a moment it felt as though the vehicle was about to flip on to its side. Nina shrieked, heels scraping at the carpet – then the limo crashed back down on all four wheels. The champagne bottle was thrown to the floor, spewing froth. The bottles of spirits clashed against each other, more of them smashing and showering their contents across the cabin.

				‘Nine-one-one emergency,’ said a faint female voice in her ear as she struggled back upright. ‘What service do you require?’

				‘All of them!’ she gasped.

				Knuckles white as he gripped the wheel, Eddie looked ahead to see that the Escalade had much less of a lead than he’d expected. The next intersection was of the peculiarly American four-way-stop variety. The EXT had been forced to make an emergency halt to avoid ramming into a pink Bentley Continental convertible crossing its path, ending up slewed diagonally across the road. The Yorkshireman accelerated.

				Smoke gushed from the Escalade’s wheels as the driver saw him coming and jammed down the gas pedal. The big truck clipped the Bentley’s front wing as it weaved past. The Continental’s driver, a thin blonde woman in enormous sunglasses, stopped and clapped both hands to her face with a shriek of horror.

				It was a sound that was about to get louder. The Bentley was blocking the line the stretched Hummer needed to follow around the corner. Eddie hammered on the horn as the limo powered towards the crossroads. The woman gawped at him; he waved for her to get clear. ‘Come on, move!’

				Behind him, Nina was through to the police. ‘No, I don’t know where we are!’ she told the infuriatingly laid-back dispatcher. ‘It’s – it’s a street with palm trees in Beverly Hills!’

				‘That doesn’t narrow it down, ma’am,’ came the response.

				Nina forced back an obscenity – then another escaped her mouth as she looked through the windscreen. ‘Shit! Eddie, we’re gonna hit it!’

				The blonde finally got the message, one pink stiletto flying off as she scrambled from the Bentley. ‘Brace yourself!’ Eddie warned. He braked as he spun the wheel to follow the Cadillac, the limousine’s rear swinging out into an uncontrollable skid—

				The Hummer cannoned off the Continental’s side, the luxurious convertible acting as a bumper to keep the limo on course. Even braced, Nina was still thrown across the cabin. There was a horrible shrill of steel as the two cars ground against each other, then the H2 was clear.

				‘God damn it, Eddie!’ Nina cried as she sat up, senses reeling.

				‘You okay?’ he called.

				‘Oh, super fine, thanks! Look, stop this thing before someone gets killed!’

				‘I’m not letting that arsehole get away.’ The EXT had opened the gap again. Eddie accelerated. The new street headed south to rejoin Santa Monica Boulevard; at its far end, he saw the flashing orange warning lights he had noticed earlier.

				But there was another vehicle much closer that could stop the pursuit. For a moment he thought the approaching Chevrolet Impala was a police car, before recognising the name STERNHAMMER emblazoned across the side and realising that it belonged to the private security company. It swerved, trying to block the Cadillac’s path, but the Escalade rode two wheels up on to the grass verge to get past. The patrol car made a noisy handbrake turn, reversing direction and pursuing.

				‘Christ!’ said Eddie as the man in the Impala’s front passenger seat leaned out and took a shot at the EXT. ‘They weren’t kidding about rapid armed response.’

				Nina was still dealing with the police. ‘No, I don’t know what street we’re on now. Just look for the Hummer limo with bullet holes in it!’

				‘This is LA, ma’am,’ the dispatcher replied. ‘I’m afraid that’s still not specific enough.’

				The H2 was not the only vehicle with bullet damage. The security guard fired again, hitting the pickup’s tailgate. The assassin responded to the new danger by sending two shots back over his shoulder at the patrol car. One cracked the windscreen, the Chevy swerving as its driver flinched. The passenger reacted by unleashing another six angry shots at the Escalade. That confirmed what Eddie already suspected about the private patrolmen – they were trigger-happy show-offs, who had probably been rejected as real cops for exactly that reason.

				The driver’s voice boomed from a loudspeaker: ‘Pull over right now, dickhead!’ The Chevy drew level with the Escalade, the guard taking aim at the truck’s front tyre—

				The EXT veered, slamming side on against the Impala. The guard jerked back inside just in time to save his arm from being crushed. The collision briefly slowed both vehicles, letting the limo close the gap. The rentacops swept over to the right to overtake on the Cadillac’s blind side.

				The chase was rapidly approaching the intersection with Santa Monica Boulevard, where multiple lanes of traffic were flowing in both directions. Eddie saw a recovery truck on the street corner, orange strobes pulsing; there had been an accident, a Mini Cooper being winched up the ramp on to its rear bed.

				Sunlight flashed on polished metal. An eighteen-wheeler, a long tanker truck, crossed the intersection into the path of the trio of chasing vehicles—

				The Impala drew alongside the Escalade again – and the heavy SUV slammed savagely against it—

				The force of the collision hurled the patrol car helplessly off course. It hit the back of the Mini, sending the smaller vehicle spinning off the recovery vehicle. The Chevrolet was flipped into a corkscrewing roll off the ramp, scything away a chunk of the tow truck’s cab before arcing back down—

				It smashed into the tanker’s side.

				The truck driver stamped on the brakes, his rig juddering to an emergency stop. Fuel gushed from a rent in the gleaming steel. The Escalade, also braking hard, swerved past the trailer’s rear with barely an inch to spare as flames burst from the Impala’s mangled engine compartment.

				A flash of horrified realisation told Eddie that no matter how hard he braked or turned, the speeding Hummer would end up embedded in the burning tanker.

				That left only one option.

				‘Hang on!’ he yelled as he jammed down the accelerator.

				‘Eddie!’ Nina shrieked, but the limousine was past the point of no return. She threw herself flat on the seat as it shot up the ramp—

				The Hummer flew off the end and sailed over the tanker – as it exploded in a searing blast.

				Churning flames swallowed the Impala and set the recovery truck ablaze. The fireball boiled skywards in a halo of thick black smoke . . .

				Out of which hurtled the Hummer, lancing back to earth like a boxy javelin.

				Eddie and Nina screamed as the limo’s nose pounded down on to the road – and the entire vehicle bent in half, the extended chassis snapping and ripping open a ragged gap in the floor and lower body.

				The flames clinging to the H2’s skin rushed hungrily inside. They found the spilt spirits soaking the seats and carpet and the alcohol caught light.

				Nina jerked back, batting at the singed ends of her hair. The German’s papers were also on fire. She snatched up the few she could reach in the hope of salvaging some clues to whatever the hell was going on.

				But the blaze wasn’t the only danger. Sparks and metal fragments spat up at her from the Hummer’s ruptured underside. The driveshaft had broken along with the chassis, the jagged end still spinning furiously as it bounced off the asphalt. Apart from a few overstretched cables and pipes under the floor, the vehicle was now held together entirely by its roof, and even that was buckling.

				She raised a hand to protect her face from the shards, belatedly realising that she was still holding her phone. ‘We just jumped over an exploding gas tanker!’ she shouted at the operator. ‘Is that specific enough for you?’

				Eddie sat up woozily. As if the impact of landing hadn’t been enough, the Hummer’s airbag had fired. Even though it had protected him from a potentially fatal collision with the steering wheel, it still felt like a punch from a heavyweight boxer.

				A car loomed ahead. He swerved to avoid it, finding that the H2’s handling had got even worse. A look back to check on Nina revealed why. The limo was still mobile thanks to its four-wheel drive, even if only the front two were still working, but its half-severed rear end was now acting like an anchor as the floor’s mangled leading edge scraped along the road.

				‘Put the fire out!’ he cried, looking for the Escalade. Traffic had come to a panicked standstill following the explosion, and the hulking black truck was easy to spot as it headed south.

				‘Oh, thanks, I would never have thought of that,’ Nina shot back. She was already searching for an extinguisher, but if there was one, it was stored out of sight. Instead, she yanked open the fridge and pulled out the little Perrier bottles, cracking their tops to pour fizzy water over the flames. It had roughly the same effect as spritzing a forest fire. ‘The bubbles aren’t helping!’
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