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			‘Homage to you, Osiris, Lord of eternity, King of the gods,

			whose names are manifold, whose forms are holy, you

			being of hidden form in the temples, whose Ka is holy.’

			The Papyrus of Ani – Egyptian Book of the Dead

			Translated by Sir E.A. Wallis Budge in 1895

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Egypt, 1250 BC

			Commander Tarik turned his back to the sandstorm and struggled to breathe. “Hurry,” he shouted. Each man and woman grasped a thick cable to keep from being lost in the whirling sand. Nubian slaves balanced a wooden sarcophagus on their shoulders. Tarik led his soldiers and servants down an earthen ramp between brick walls and through a stone doorway cut into the mountain.

			Inside the tomb, the passage narrowed and torches pushed back the darkness. The funeral procession followed Tarik through the tunnel. Their footsteps echoed off stone walls etched with hieroglyphs. As they entered the subterranean chapel, a serdab statue of the deceased watched in silence. Tarik ordered the slaves to set the sarcophagus on a platform. All of the chosen ones gathered around it for the rushed ceremony. The female servants, dressed identically for the burial in white gowns and beetle-green eye makeup, lowered to their knees. The others bowed their heads.

			Tarik observed their solemn faces as the priest spoke the prayers for Nebenteru to complete his journey into the afterlife. The dead high priest had been King Ramses II’s spiritual advisor. Tarik had overseen the mummification and all the treasures that would be entombed with the mummy. He had wondered about one silver object in particular, placed in the sarcophagus by the pharaoh himself, but then the coffin had been sealed with an order by the king that it never be opened again.

			The kites – mourning women in gray dresses – joined their voices to sing the ‘Lamentation of Isis and Nephthys’. The sorrowful notes rose and fell, traveling beyond the torchlight.

			Tarik led the procession down a rock staircase, deep into the cave, to the burial chamber. One of the servant girls stumbled and had to be helped to her feet. Tarik saw terror in her eyes. Even his soldiers looked nervous. He needed to hurry. Fear was a contagion.

			After the sarcophagus was sealed behind a wall, Tarik led the others into their own chamber. Next came the part of the ceremony everyone had been dreading. The priest knelt first, accepting his sacrificial death. Tarik braced himself, then drove his blade into the old man’s chest and twisted. Tarik gave the order for his men to kill the slaves and royal servants. The commander made himself watch as his men’s blades slit throats, and one by one bodies fell to the stone floor. The kites died singing. One slave panicked and fled deeper into the tomb.

			Two soldiers started after him.

			“Leave him,” Tarik ordered. “We must seal the tomb.”

			Tarik and his soldiers hurried back to the entrance. Outside, the angry wind whirled sand so thick it was hard to see the dying sun. The storm had already done its work, burying most of the exterior masonry. Only the doorway remained. Following the orders of the pharaoh, the soldiers stacked mud bricks at the entrance. The howling wind grew muffled as the last brick closed off the outside world, forever imprisoning Tarik and his men inside the tomb. This cave was the pharaoh’s greatest secret; all who built or visited it had been put to death.

			After returning to the crypt where the others lay dead, Tarik studied the faces of the dozen men who awaited his order. He had led them into battle more times than he could count. “Each of you has fought bravely by my side. I am grateful for your loyalty and honored that the pharaoh has chosen us to journey together with the high priest to the Field of Reeds. May our hearts weigh light as feathers before Osiris.”

			Each man slammed a fist against his own chest. The emotion in their eyes wrenched Tarik’s heart. For a moment, he allowed himself to wonder whether their deaths truly served anyone. Courage and loyalty were hard found in this life. To sacrifice his men seemed a horrible waste.

			It was not for Tarik to question the gods.

			He gave the nod. His men stabbed one another. Several collapsed, dead before they struck the earthen floor. Others lingered, their wounds mortal but slow to bleed. Anen and Khamet, his two best soldiers, brothers who had grown up as farmers in the Nile Valley, held one another as their blades twisted. Anen died first. Khamet hung on. He looked up at Tarik with tearful eyes, his mouth filling with blood. Tarik put a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “We will be together soon. Go peacefully.” He slit Khamet’s throat. Tarik then mercifully finished off his wounded brethren until he was the last one standing. He would remain in the crypt alone among the slaughtered. His death and journey to the afterlife would come later. He’d promised to guard the crypt until his last breath ran out.

			A man’s voice howled from deep within the tomb.

			Tarik had forgotten about the escaped slave. Now he would have to hunt the man down himself. If anyone outlived the commander, Tarik would dishonor his king and gods and suffer in the underworld.

			Tarik charged down another narrow staircase. His torch barely lit the darkness. The deeper he went, passage after passage, the more he began to wonder about the pharaoh’s secret tomb and the peculiar metal object sealed with the mummy. What had the king used it for? The mummy’s crypt was only part of a labyrinth of intersecting cave tunnels. Who had carved the descending staircases out of rock, creating a cavernous maze that seemed endless? On the tunnel walls, columns upon columns of prayer spells from previous dynasties merged with pictorial etchings he could not read. These reliefs covered the walls in ornate spiral patterns. Who had engraved these walls so deep in the earth? And why?

			Tarik silenced his mind. His duty was to carry out the pharaoh’s orders.

			He listened for the slave but heard only the sound of flames as his torch stabbed at the darkness. He entered a chamber that reeked of fresh slaughter. His sandals slipped in warm liquid. He raised his torch. The floor, walls, and ceiling were spattered with blood.

			Tarik’s heart surged with alarm. He hurried to the far corner of the chamber. The slave’s ravaged body lay crumpled in a heap. The corpse, riddled with bite marks, appeared half eaten.

			A scraping sound echoed from the dark end of the chamber. Something hissed behind him.

			Tarik whirled with his torch, sword raised.

			Heavy breathing sounded from the dark.

			“Who’s there?” he called out.

			Raspy voices circled Tarik. Dim shapes appeared just beyond the reach of the light. With them, came a sickly smell – fungus mixed with sweat. Misshapen shadows moved across the rock wall.

			He swung his sword. “Stay away!”

			Something struck his arm and batted his weapon away. A fiery pain erupted up Tarik’s arm. Blood poured from a gash in his hand. He lunged with his torch at the shifting dark. The fire diminished to a small, clinging flame. As the darkness closed in, so did the things moving within it. When the last of the light winked out, Tarik found himself blind in a realm of endless black. Then came the pain of a hundred sticking blades as sharp teeth and claws dug into him, tearing flesh from his bones.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The Expedition

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Egypt, 1935

			The caves moaned like a chorus of lost souls, beckoning the team of British archaeologists as they scaled the mountain. When the eight men reached a cliff plateau lined with craggy fissures, Dr. Harlan Riley examined the entrance to the central-most cave and smiled. After unrolling a photo of a papyrus scroll, he compared the hieroglyphs with the symbols etched in the rock. Harlan found the crescent marking, then an image of Horus holding an ankh. The falcon-headed god was barely visible after centuries of winds had eroded the stone.

			“We can thank the ancient Greeks and Romans for leaving us accounts of their expeditions,” Harlan told his team. “This is the entrance they used.”

			Throughout the centuries, countless explorers had searched in vain to find the tomb of Nebenteru, where King Ramses II supposedly sealed his royal secrets. The Greeks and Romans had scribed tales of a series of caves known as Kahf Alssulta. Men of every devotion – soldiers and monks, scientists and thieves – had entered the caves, never to return from the endless honeycombed labyrinth. Knowledge of the mountain and its entombed mysteries eventually faded into myths buried in libraries and ghost stories told around nomadic campfires. Modern archaeology had turned its interests to more popular curiosities, like Tut’s tomb in Thebes and all the enigmas surrounding the pyramids of Giza.

			For Dr. Harlan Riley, the secrets within Nebenteru’s tomb had become his Holy Grail. Whether the Greco-Roman tales were fact or fiction, he didn’t fully know. But the piece of Ani’s papyrus scroll he had pilfered from a tomb in the Valley of the Kings was authentic. It had been written as if intended only for the eyes of a pharaoh. Coded within the text was a subtext that alluded to a hidden gateway. Somewhere in cavernous darkness, revelations lay waiting to be discovered.

			When he’d compared the scroll to the fourth-century writings of a Roman explorer searching for this cave, Harlan pinpointed the tomb’s location east of the Nile. Two decades of searching Egypt’s desert mountains had brought him to this moment. As his heart swelled and his eyes glistened with moisture, he thought of his granddaughter, Imogen, back home in London. He wished she could be here to share this victory.

			Just three men of Harlan’s group knew the full extent of what the scroll suggested they would find. Chalmers looked ashen as he peered into the cave’s black maw. Benson thought only of the wealth and fame that would be theirs once they returned to England. Harlan had made a pact with his colleagues to maintain secrecy until they discovered the truth for themselves. The assistants and porters knew only what was needed to do their jobs.

			Harlan switched on the lamp of his caving helmet and aimed the beam into the cave. Something deep within was calling him to enter.

			“We are standing at the threshold of one of life’s great mysteries,” Harlan told his team. He entered the tunnel first. The others followed as the cave swallowed the Riley team whole.

			LONDON HERALD

			July 15, 1936

			British Archaeologist. Found Alive in Egypt. Returns to England

			After being missing for one year, Dr. Harlan Riley, lead archaeologist of the Nebenteru Expedition for the British Museum of London, was discovered three weeks ago wandering the desert southeast of Cairo. Nomads found him nearly dead from dehydration. Dr. Riley has spent two weeks in hospital in Cairo. According to sources, Dr. Riley has been unable to explain what happened to the rest of his team – two archaeologists, one assistant, the group’s Egyptian translator, and three porters – all are still missing and presumed dead after exploring a cave somewhere in the Eastern Desert mountains a year ago.

			“What happened to Dr. Riley’s team is a tragedy,” stated Dr. Nathan Trummel, fellow archaeologist with the British Museum. “We have lost some of the greatest minds in the field of archaeology.” Further, Dr. Trummel vowed to the Crown to do everything in his power to continue Dr. Riley’s research and get to the truth of what happened in Egypt. Dr. Riley was recently transported to Hanwell Mental Hospital, London County for treatment. Mysterious scars covering his head and body have doctors and scientists perplexed. His speech is reportedly incoherent, and he remains on suicide watch.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			October 15, 1936

			Hanwell Mental Hospital

			London, England

			Every time Imogen Riley visited Hanwell, she clung to the hope that this time would be her last. As she pulled up to the gate’s stone archway, she took a deep breath and braced herself for what lay ahead. A guard checked her papers, then opened the wrought iron gate. Imogen drove down a driveway bordered with leafless trees. Bruised gray clouds hovered over the old Victorian insane asylum, and a light mist dampened its high walls. A clock tower loomed over the main building’s entrance. She parked out front and gave her keys to the front door attendant. Imogen felt someone watching her. Movement in a second-story window caught her eye. A pale shape quickly slipped out of sight.

			Inside, a tall, heavyset orderly escorted Imogen down a long hallway. The hospital was agitated with constant noise. Mental patients gabbered. A few cried out. From somewhere nearby came the sound of metal striking metal. Crackling from above made Imogen look up. A caged light bulb, secured to the ceiling, flickered and went out, casting the hall in gloom.

			“Bloody lights. They’ve been going on and off all morning,” the orderly muttered. He led Imogen through a gated doorway and past the guard’s post. In the farthest wing, the halls echoed with patients howling from their padded cells. The smell of body odor and sickness clung in the air. Through a door’s square window, a grinning man with crooked brown teeth leered at Imogen. His eyes followed her as she walked by. She shuddered and turned a corner where a team of doctors and nurses were gathered. They fell quiet when they noticed Imogen approaching.

			“Welcome back, Miss Riley,” Dr. Fetter, a short, ginger-headed man in a white coat, greeted Imogen.

			“Thank you, Doctor. How is he?” she asked.

			“Having a good day, no outbursts. You’re welcome to visit him.”

			“Has he improved?”

			“He’s making slow progress, I’m afraid. But he’s been calm today, so that gives us hope.”

			Imogen’s spirits lifted. Any day she was allowed to visit Grandfather was a good day. She’d been coming to the hospital a few days a week for the past three months. She often visited him in the morning before going to work at the museum. On Saturdays, she stayed and sat with Grandfather and read him a book or newspaper until the staff made her leave.

			Taking a deep breath, she followed Dr. Fetter down another hallway. The light bulbs along the ceiling all flickered.

			“Is that from the storm?” Imogen asked.

			“Electrical system’s been on the blink lately,” Dr. Fetter said. “It’s turning this place into a madhouse.” He chuckled at his own joke.

			The hall ended at a closed metal door. Light flickered from the gaps in the doorframe, more erratic than in the hallway. Dr. Fetter unlocked the door. When he opened it, the bulb on the ceiling buzzed and returned to normal, illuminating the sparse visitation room with its scratched-up walls, small wooden table, and two chairs.

			Imogen followed the doctor inside the room. Grandfather stood in the far corner, whispering to the walls. He wore white hospital-issue pajamas. What little gray hair he had left grew in patches of stubble. The strange scars that covered his head and body still unnerved her. She barely recognized the man who had raised her. It was harder still to imagine that this poor creature had once been the highly intelligent archaeologist and professor who had led expeditions for the British Museum for decades.

			Dr. Fetter approached him cautiously. “Harlan, you have a visitor.”

			Grandfather kept his back to them, mumbling phrases of the strange language that he had spoken since his time in the caves.

			Dr. Fetter motioned for Imogen to take a seat at the table. Then he gently took Grandfather’s arm. “Come sit with your granddaughter.” The doctor guided him and sat him down across the table from Imogen.

			“Hello, Grandfather.” She touched his arm. “It’s me.”

			His eyes darted about the room, looked everywhere but at her. It broke her heart to see him so frail. He trembled as he mumbled to himself.

			Her temper flared and she shot Dr. Fetter a disapproving look. “You said you were going to reduce his medication.”

			“We tried. He became violent, so we had to up his dosage. For now, at least.” He gave Imogen a weak smile, then glanced at his pocket watch. “If you’ll excuse me, I have rounds to make.” Dr. Fetter left her alone with Grandfather. The orderly sat in a chair just outside the open door.

			Imogen opened her handbag and removed a newspaper, wrapped pastries, and a thermos of Earl Grey tea. “I brought you the London Herald and breakfast from J. Lyons. An English muffin spread thick with raspberry jam, just like you like it.” She set the items on the table, hoping the familiar things would jar his memories and bring him back. Before his last expedition, Imogen and Grandfather had met for breakfast at J. Lyons and Co. every Saturday, a tradition they had maintained for years. They enjoyed doing crossword puzzles together, chatting about their shared work, or just sitting in companionable silence. They were the only family either of them had left in the world.

			Imogen opened the newspaper to the puzzle page. Grandfather paid no attention to the paper or his muffin. His gaze flitted around her, like he was watching a fly buzzing about the room, but the windowless room had no flies. The light bulb crackled and blinked a few times. Suddenly, for the first time in weeks, Grandfather looked directly at Imogen. His gaze seemed to register her presence. “Immy…”

			Tears welled in her eyes at the sound of her name, after so long. “Yes, Grandfather, I’m here.”

			He reached for her hand. “I’ll be so sorry to leave you, but I don’t have much time left.”

			“Of course you do. The doctors say you’re in good health. You just need to rest here until you get back to normal.”

			“I will never be normal again. Not after what I’ve seen.”

			“What did you see?” She desperately wanted to know what had happened to him and his team in those caves. Where had he spent the past year? And how did he get all these peculiar scars that covered nearly every inch of his skin? Her fingers traced the raised welts on his right forearm. The symbols looked akin to a mixture of hieroglyphs and Sanskrit, only older perhaps. Anthropologists at the British Museum had been at the task since Grandfather returned from the caves of Kahf Alssulta. Apart from a few symbols – the all-seeing Eye of Horus carved into Grandfather’s forehead and an ankh and scepter into each cheek – none of the writings matched any known language. The way the symbols covered his head and back, it was clear the markings had not been self-inflicted. Someone had done this to him.

			“Grandfather, please…tell me what you discovered in the tomb.”

			“The only way to understand is to go there.” Grandfather took her hands in his and looked at her deeply. “Dr. Trummel will take a team next month. You must go with them, Immy. Promise me.”

			For months, she had requested that the British Museum’s board of trustees let her lead a return expedition. They had said no, citing safety concerns. Would they really back Trummel? After Grandfather was found wandering the desert and taken to a hospital in Egypt, Trummel, who had been working a dig near Cairo, had brought Grandfather safely back to London. For that, she was grateful. But she and Trummel were competitors too, both vying for the museum’s strained resources, both interested in the same site. To make matters more complicated, not long ago they had been lovers in a secret affair, and she was reluctant to work with Trummel ever again.

			Grandfather dropped his voice to a whisper. “I am leaving you something. Use it to secure a spot on Trummel’s team.”

			“It should be our expedition, yours and mine.” She desperately wanted to believe he could recover and they could work together again. “You’re getting well. We’ll have more adventures in Egypt. Like before.”

			“I would love that too.” He gave her a tired smile. “If I were only able. But we must be honest with each other. I won’t be returning to the desert. Go with Trummel. I need to know that you will carry on my work. Promise!”

			“Of course. I’ll go whether Trummel bloody likes it or not.”

			“That’s my girl.” He gripped her hands tight. “Go forth, Immy, but be wary like the rabbit, always alert of face.”

			“What do you mean?” she asked, not understanding his cryptic warning.

			But before he could answer, the awareness left his eyes.

			In seconds, he was gone. He crossed the room and resumed the strange whispering.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The madhouse peaked to a frenzy whenever Harlan Riley conversed with the gods. Patients shouted up and down the hallways, banging on steel doors with tiny windows.

			Voices spoke to Harlan in tongues, gibbering from the rends in the white padded walls of his cell where he had tried to claw his way out, searching for tunnels that would lead him back to the tomb.

			The voices spun around the walls and whispered into his head. Harlan nodded, understanding their urgent commands. They were calling him back. He grinned at the thought of finally being free. “Yes, I will do that,” he said to the walls, talking with rapid movements of his hands. “I will, I will.” From a hiding place beneath his mattress, he pulled out a small, leather-bound journal and fountain pen that Trummel had secretly given him. The black ink had run dry, so Harlan pressed the pen’s sharp nib into a vein in his left arm. Using his own blood, he wrote furious passages into his journal.

			I have walked in the footsteps of the pharaohs, seen relics beyond imagining. I have embodied the wisdom of the gods.

			Harlan studied the myriad scars covering his arms – lines and dots, crosses and spirals. He felt the welts stitched across his face, fingertips reading the symbols like Braille. He understood every hieroglyph, every scripture. He knew if he turned his skin inside out, the writing would be there too, a text more ancient than the first Sumerian tablet. And if he were to peel his flesh from his skeleton, he’d find totems of faces scrimshawed into his bones.

			He was a walking codex, yet his explanations only earned him blank stares. His doctors, believing him a lunatic, insisted on keeping him sedated.

			Harlan felt fresh scorpion stings of pain each time he stabbed the pen into his wound. He needed ink, needed to tell his story. Friends have abandoned me. Only two visit – my granddaughter, Imogen, and devout colleague, Nathan Trummel. And of course the ghosts of my team who surrendered their lives in the caves. I still hear their madding cries.

			A loud banging interrupted his thoughts.

			Outside the cell, orderlies pounded on the door. The face of Dr. McCabe, head of the psych ward, filled a tiny window stained with a red handprint. “Harlan, remove the damn chair!”

			The chair, propped against the doorknob, gave way a quarter inch at a time as the orderlies slammed their bodies against the door. On the floor lay the unconscious body of Harlan’s psychiatrist, Dr. Fetter, his head bleeding from the unexpected blow.

			Harlan’s pen scribbled rapidly across the journal’s page. Tears filled his eyes as he thought of his granddaughter. Upon my death, I bequeath this book to you, Imogen Riley. I beg you to believe me. I have written herein only a fraction of what happened to me and my team, but there’s more. So much more. Harlan’s shaky hand shifted from English to a rapid staccato of symbols, the codex speaking through him.

			Bodies continued to slam against the door. The metal chair slid another inch, threatening to buckle.

			Harlan’s mind cleared, allowing him precious seconds of lucidity. He hastily drew a crude map. The door burst open. The metal chair clanged against the bed. Two orderlies rushed Harlan with Dr. McCabe behind them wielding a needle.

			Harlan backed into a corner. Before they could grab him, he jammed the pen into his throat, opening his jugular.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Highgate Cemetery

			London

			A cold October dampness clung to the headstones and crosses and dripped from the ivy that enveloped the surrounding crypts and trees. As the chill seeped through his suit, Dr. Nathan Trummel felt mixed emotions. He mourned the loss of the man who had been his mentor and friend. Had their opposing views not divided them in recent years, perhaps Trummel might have shed a tear for Dr. Harlan Riley. Over a hundred people had come to honor and mourn him, including board members, curators and staff of the British Museum, as well as colleagues and former students from Oxford.

			The museum’s board of trustees had spared no expense. Harlan’s final resting place was a free-standing tomb in Highgate Cemetery’s prestigious section called West Cemetery, in view of the gateway of Egyptian Avenue. His coffin, engraved with Egyptian gods and hieroglyphs, looked fit for a pharaoh. Centered on the casket’s lid was the ibis-headed god, Thoth.

			Sir George Harington gave the eulogy. “It is with enormous sadness in our hearts that we say goodbye to Dr. Harlan Riley, one of the greatest scientists of our age, who discovered and amassed an astounding collection of historical treasures for the British Museum while at the same time teaching and mentoring the next generation of explorers and archaeologists. It is a rare individual who can manage both…”

			Trummel found Imogen Riley in the crowd. She stood nearest the coffin. He could tell by her posture that Harlan’s thirty-two-year-old granddaughter was crying. Even in mourning, dressed all in black, her hair pinned beneath a pillbox hat and small veil, Imogen was a beauty. Beside him Bonnie seemed to sense that his attention had drifted. She glanced at him, then at Imogen.

			Does Bonnie know? Trummel studied his wife’s expression. She held her gaze straight ahead, her features purposely blank.

			* * *

			After the final prayer, Imogen placed a bouquet of white lilies on her grandfather’s coffin. Then pallbearers carried the casket into the tomb.

			An hour later most of the mourners had left the cemetery to attend a reception at the museum. Imogen stayed behind to be with Grandfather. A dozen bouquets adorned his tomb. The floral fragrance combined with the mossy dampness of the ancient stone made her think of home and the garden pond where Grandfather used to read her books. She still couldn’t believe the man who’d raised her, who’d been her whole world, was suddenly, impossibly, gone.

			Her grandfather had been the last of her family. Imogen hadn’t felt this much sorrow since she’d lost her parents when she was eleven. It was as if her chest had been hollowed out.

			Grandfather had been a kind man. He’d done his best to fill the void. Only as an adult was she beginning to understand all that the middle-aged widower had taken on when his young granddaughter appeared on his doorstep. He’d proven himself up to the task, though. He’d taken extra care to make sure she knew how much he loved her, to make it clear she belonged with him. I am yours and you are mine. Grandfather had said that every night when he’d tucked her into bed. Imogen had traveled with him all over North Africa and Asia. She had rarely felt alone. Until now.

			From her purse, she pulled out the leather journal he’d written in during his months in the asylum. Most of the pages were scrawled with black ink and made little sense. There were many peculiar sketches among them, some of ancient Egyptian symbols, others too bizarre to comprehend. The final pages he’d written in his own blood were an even bigger mystery.

			Still, Imogen treasured the strange book; it contained Grandfather’s last words to her.

			Immy, when you lost your mum and dad, I did my best to be there for you. Perhaps, not in the way a child needs a proper parent. The memories I cherish most are of the expeditions when you came along as my sidekick. You seemed as excited about the treasure hunt as I. Whatever you choose to do in this world, my precious girl, know that your grandfather loves you.

			She thought about his life’s work, his endless quest to find Nebenteru’s tomb. Imogen never believed, as others did, that her grandfather’s claims were gibberish, babblings of a departed mind. She still meant to prove that what he had witnessed in the cave tomb was real, that the symbols etched into his body were indeed, as he swore, “superior knowledge beyond man’s understanding.”

			Imogen leaned into the crypt, pressing her hand to the coffin. “Grandfather,” she whispered. “Whatever it takes, I promise to see your work finished.”

			“I echo that promise.”

			Imogen turned, surprised. Nathan Trummel stood behind her with his wife.

			Bonnie stepped closer and put a hand on Imogen’s arm. “I am deeply sorry. I lost my mum last year, and I still miss her. If you need to take some time away from the museum, I’ll make sure my father approves it. A week, a month, however long you need. And you’re welcome to stay at our country cottage in Cornwall. No one is there this time of year.”

			“Thank you, that’s very kind.” Imogen had trouble looking Trummel’s wife in the eye.

			Bonnie smiled. One corner of her mouth quivered. She knows, Imogen suddenly understood. Bonnie hugged her tight, then turned to her husband. “I’ll wait for you in the car.”

			Neither Trummel nor Imogen spoke until Bonnie passed beyond a row of crypts and out of sight. Alone for the first time in months, neither seemed to know what to say. The last time they were together, he had told her how much he missed her and tried to convince her to meet him at their favorite hotel. While Imogen had missed him too, she turned him down. They had quarreled and parted ways. He had barely spoken to her since.

			“I’m here to pay my respects,” he finally said. “I owe so much to your grandfather.”

			Imogen tried to read Trummel’s face. The archaeologist, who always wore khaki, looked out of place in a black suit and tie. The knot was slightly crooked. He’d slicked his dark hair back with too much Brylcreem. He had keen eyes, a commanding presence, and he lived solely for his passions – his beliefs, his work. For a short time he’d been passionate about her. Standing next to him stirred up buried feelings.

			“I’m really sorry, Im,” Trummel continued. “I know how much he meant to you.” He opened his arms and she stepped into them.

			“I feel so lost.” She was glad to share the burden of her grief with someone. But their embrace wasn’t the same. His body felt rigid; he held her at a distance. Nathan Trummel was unavailable, and not because he was married. His feelings for Bonnie posed the least of his barriers.

			Imogen still believed that no two people were more right for each other than she and Nathan. They had split finally because he wouldn’t leave his wife. “You have to understand, divorcing Harington’s daughter would be suicide for my career.” Trummel had once confessed this in bed while Imogen lay with her head on his chest.

			Since Imogen had refused to continue their affair, Trummel had been cold to her. Now she realized that he was here with an agenda. She pulled away. “What do you want, Nathan?”

			“You know.” He nodded at the journal in her hands.

			“I told you I won’t part with it.”

			“Imogen, be reasonable. Some of what your grandfather wrote could be useful to the museum. There might be answers in the journal that help us understand what happened to him and his team.”

			“I’ve combed through the book,” she said. “Most of it is indecipherable.”

			Trummel placed a hand on her shoulder, softer now, a lover’s touch. “Think about it, Im; somewhere in Egypt’s Eastern Desert sits a mountain riddled with caves.” His tone had changed; now he spoke with the same charming enthusiasm as when they lay in bed together and he shared his ambitions. “In one of those caves rests a mummy’s tomb that King Ramses II secretly had buried and sealed away. Finding that tomb would be a great discovery for the museum. We must find it before the Yanks, the Egyptians, or bloody Hitler’s Reich claims it. You want to honor your grandfather by finishing his life’s work. So do I.”

			“And you’re convinced that his journal is the key.”

			“I’m willing to stake my entire career on it,” Trummel said. “Hell, I gave my word to the Crown and all of England.”

			Imogen remembered his bold statement in the London Herald. She held the journal tight, unsure if she could trust him. “I couldn’t bear to lose this.”

			“At least give me the last page,” Trummel insisted. “The map he drew in blood.”

			She cocked her head. “What are you going to do with it?”

			He sighed. “I told the board that Harlan’s map could potentially lead us to where his team disappeared and from there we will find Nebenteru’s tomb. They’ve agreed to fund another expedition.”

			It still infuriated her that Trummel had not included her in the meeting. She tempered her anger. The last thing she wanted was to get into a row in front of Grandfather’s tomb.

			She opened the journal and flipped to the last page. “It’s only a partial map. He didn’t finish it.”

			“It’s a start,” Trummel said. “Give me the map and I’ll set out to find the tomb. When I do, I’ll send for you to join me. This will be our expedition. Whatever we find, we’ll share equal credit.”

			“The credit should be Grandfather’s.”

			“Of course. We’ll call it the Trummel-Riley Expedition. Harlan’s name will be included with ours. What do you say?”

			Imogen broke Trummel’s gaze and stared at Grandfather’s tomb. The epitaph engraved on his vault’s plaque read:

			DR. HARLAN ALDRIDGE RILEY

			BEYOND THE MYSTERIES OF MAN AND GODS

			AN EXPLORER’S QUEST NEVER ENDS

			Teaming up with Trummel would allow her to carry on Grandfather’s work and hopefully learn what he had discovered. She recalled a passage in his diary: I have witnessed miracles. Nightmares. Forgotten realms. If I could but make you believe. They lie in Egypt, in Nebenteru’s tomb. Seek its knowledge for yourself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Five months later, March 1937

			Eastern Desert, Egypt

			Shimmering heat rose from the dunes, creating a series of mirages. Imogen swore giant stick figures walked along the edge of the world, like ghostly nomads from another age. As she drew closer, the giants disassembled, collapsing into the sand.

			Only days ago she’d been in London, working in the dark basement of the museum, preparing Mesopotamian artifacts for the summer exhibit when she received a surprise telegram from Trummel.

			Imogen, I’ve found what we seek! Pack your bags and your grandfather’s diary and hop on the next plane to Cairo. I’ll have Bakari waiting for you at the airport. This changes everything.

			Now she rode atop a camel on her way to whatever it was that Trummel had discovered. Imogen and her Egyptian guide, Bakari Neseem, had traveled for four days across the desert on three overloaded camels. They were now somewhere southeast of Cairo. The city behind them had long since melted into the horizon.

			Bakari quietly led the way. He was a bear of a man with a thick beard, sun-darkened skin, and a black turban covering his broad head. Only his eyes peeked through the narrow opening of his headdress. He rode armed with a sickle-shaped Khopesh sword sheathed on his hip and a pistol fitted in a holster. Imogen had tried to make conversation, but Bakari remained mostly silent, apparently preferring his own thoughts. During long stretches when the desert was flat and seemed to go on for eternity, he read a book while the camel carried him along.

			Imogen used the solitude to think about all that she’d left behind – the museum project she’d abandoned, the emotional chaos she’d endured in the past several months. Her frenetic thoughts eventually slowed to the peaceful rhythm of camels’ hooves crossing the sand.

			At times when she and Bakari crossed over mountains, the Red Sea became visible in the distance. The view was spectacular, the sea bejeweled with diamonds of light as the rippling water reflected the sun.

			The desert nights were just as beautiful. Last night they had camped on a mountain summit beneath a million stars. Speaking Arabic, Imogen had prodded Bakari with questions – did he have a wife and children? what were some of his favorite books? – only to get stone silence in return as his attention remained firmly focused on the book in his hand. The only words he’d spoken that night were “eat” after handing her some bread and ripe dates, and “sleep” when he closed his book and lay down on the other side of the fire.

			In the morning they descended into a valley where the rocky terrain gave way to an undulating landscape of endless dunes. Imogen always felt a great sense of adventure and freedom when she rode atop a camel.

			The first time she’d ridden one she had been twelve, traveling with Grandfather to visit the pyramids of Giza. To a girl who’d spent her whole life in the wet, green region of England, the African desert was a wondrous place – wide open, rich with earthy smells and textures, and so many new experiences. When the three giant pyramids and the Sphinx came into view, Imogen and her grandfather had raced their camels to see who could reach the ruins first. She still could recall the sound of his laughter carried on the wind.

			She and Grandfather had joined a dig already in progress. The other archaeologists welcomed Imogen, giving her a brush and trowel and a spot in the sand to dig. The men discovered a new passage leading beneath one of the pyramids. Her grandfather, carrying a candle, had led her down the narrow tunnel to the burial chamber. The underground maze had worried young Imogen. “We could be lost down here,” she whispered. “Perhaps never see sunlight again.”

			“There’s always a way out,” Grandfather said. “You just have to trust your instincts.”

			Wide-eyed with fear and wonder, Imogen had not once let go of Grandfather’s hand. Eventually she had grown comfortable facing the dark unknown. She had loved exploring tombs with him, searching for lost treasure. She remembered his youthful grin, the sparkle in his eyes when he unearthed a new relic for the museum. Once, after finding an ancient scroll, he had grabbed Imogen’s hands, danced with her in a circle, and sang ‘My Hat’s on the Side of My Head’.

			Like a mirage, all her fond memories collapsed on themselves when she thought of how sad and lonely she’d felt the past months since Grandfather’s death. Maybe this trip would be a fresh start, a chance to rediscover the adventurous young woman who had once traversed the ruins of Angkor and climbed Kala Patthar mountain in the Nepalese Himalayas.

			The sun slowly arced above their caravan of camels. A black kite hawk flew overhead, its shadow gliding over the ground. At the crest of each dune, a new mirage danced on the horizon, playing tricks with her eyes.

			Bakari looked over his shoulder at her. “Drink.” He motioned with his hand.

			She tilted her pith helmet, wiped sweat from her brow, and drank from her canteen. The trio of camels walked along the spine of a dune at a steady pace. Ahead, more shimmering figures moved at the base of a mountain. This illusion turned more solid as she drew near.

			The excavation site was a network of tents around a freshly unearthed tomb. Egyptian workers, all in turbans, toiled in the sweltering heat, digging in the sand, hauling tools and supplies, as British soldiers in desert uniforms stood watch. Several of the men gaped at Imogen, surprised to see a woman enter camp.

			Trummel waved as he approached the camels. His skin was tan again. He wore his prized pith helmet, faded and scuffed from years of digs, and his khaki field uniform.

			Imogen’s camel lowered to the ground. Stiff from hours of riding, she half climbed, half fell out of the saddle.

			Trummel caught her in an embrace. “Easy, girl, you’ve got saddle legs.”

			“I’m fine, really.” Imogen pulled away and started to retrieve her suitcases from the porter’s camel.

			“Let Bakari get those.” Trummel snapped his fingers and the stout man took her luggage. “Take Miss Riley’s things to her tent.” Trummel looked back at her. “So good to see you. A hell of a sandstorm blew through this morning and tore away three tents. I was worried you wouldn’t make it.”

			“It would take more than a storm to stop me,” Imogen said.

			“There’s that spark I’ve always adored. Glad to see it back.” His eyes twinkled when he smiled. For a brief second, she saw past the professional exterior that was ‘Dr. Trummel’, and he was just Nathan, the charming lover who used to playfully pull her into bed.

			She glanced at his left hand. He’d taken off his wedding ring. “How’s Bonnie?” she asked.

			He shrugged. “Same as always, I expect. We haven’t spoken since I left Cairo a month ago. How have you been getting along, Im?”

			“Better now that I’m here. Traveling by camel suits me.”

			A pair of soldiers walked past them. Nathan’s professional mask slipped back into place. “We can catch up later,” he said. “I’m sure you’re exhausted and ready to retire to your tent.”

			“I couldn’t possibly sleep. I’m eager to see what you’ve discovered.”

			“That’s my girl.” Trummel’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Did you bring the diary?”

			Imogen patted the small satchel she carried over her shoulder. “Do you need it now?”

			“Later. In private. I don’t want anyone else to know it exists.” Trummel started walking. “Follow me.”

			Imogen hurried after him, balancing on boards that had been placed over the hot sand. Workers rolled wheelbarrows full of rocks and dirt past them. The sounds of picks and shovels striking the packed earth echoed off the mountain. Working among the laborers were archaeologists and a few college kids. Trummel always brought along some of his Oxford students as assistants.

			“We’ve been digging here for two months.” Trummel talked as they walked. “This mountain has the most complex cave system I’ve ever seen.” He pointed up to a dozen caves that riddled the overhanging cliffs. “The tomb we unearthed may well be the greatest find of the century.” At the base of the mountain, an earthen ramp descended several feet between two retaining walls made of stacked mud bricks. At the bottom of the ramp, a soldier guarded an open doorway to a natural cave.

			Most Egyptian tombs Imogen had visited were single-story, flat-roofed mastabas or multilevel pyramids. This appeared to be a rock-cut tomb, which made use of a naturally occurring cave system, like those at Gebel al-Mawta, ‘the Mountain of the Dead’.

			Scattered along the retaining walls, a few archaeologists and assistants brushed sediment from the ancient brick, allowing the tomb’s façade to once again worship the sun after so many centuries.

			Trummel nodded at the progress. “When we first arrived, only a few stones were visible. The rest were buried beneath the sand. The entrance to the cave was completely bricked over. The relics we’ve found inside date back to 1250 BC, when King Ramses II reigned.”

			“Nineteenth dynasty.” Imogen smiled, feeling Trummel’s excitement. “And you believe this is the tomb my grandfather found?”

			“The very one. Others found the entrance, but Harlan believed his team was the first to enter the burial chamber since the mummy was entombed. Nothing appears to have been pillaged. The tomb is filled with priceless artifacts. Beyond the burial chamber, we found a stairway that leads down to an even older tomb that appears to date back to 3150 BC. Over five thousand years old. And there are walled-off passageways that could lead to even older crypts.”

			The monumental impact of such a discovery astounded Imogen. To be a part of such a significant dig was every archaeologist’s dream. “How much have you explored?”

			“We’ve just scratched the surface. There are more levels below the first one. How many, we’re not sure.”

			“Can I have a look inside?” she asked.

			“It isn’t safe. We’re still tunneling out the blocked passages, and we’ve had cave-ins. But come this way. You won’t believe what we’ve found.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			In the deepest part of the tomb, Sergeant Dan Vickers was beginning to regret taking this job. He despised caves. Too many tight places. Not being able to see an exit made him antsy. Whenever he pulled watchdog duty inside the tomb, Vickers spent half the time looking over his shoulder. He hated patrolling in the dark where he couldn’t see who might be sneaking up behind him.

			A hand goosed him, causing Vickers to flinch and curse.

			His mate, Corporal Teddy Quig, sprung from the gloom and doubled over laughing. “You should see your face, Vick. White as an Englishman’s arse.”

			Vickers punched his shoulder. “Cut it out.”

			Quig was always pulling pranks. There was a lot of tension around camp, especially since the disappearances started happening. Quig did his best to keep everybody entertained. Most of the soldiers laughed at his jokes. Sometimes, though, he took his pranks too far.

			“Keep it up, me mate, and one day you’re gonna get your head blown off.”

			“Last time, Vick, promise.” Quig offered his best gold-toothed grin. On some of the previous digs he’d worked, he’d been paid in gold pieces. He had them made into caps for four of his front teeth. “My mouth is worth more than my savings,” he liked to brag. Vickers believed him, because every pound Teddy Quig earned bought him pints at the Lamb and Flag.

			Quig leaned against the rock wall. He lit two cigs and handed one to Vickers. The two soldiers smoked as they watched the Egyptian workers slam picks against a rock wall that blocked a passage to whatever the hell was on the other side. Probably another chamber. More dusty bones and relics. The tomb was full of junk – broken pottery and creepy dolls tangled in ancient webs. Some objects glittered with gold or colored gemstones. Vickers would be more excited if he got a cut of the find, but it all went to the museum. The archaeologists logged every piece. Once, when he and Quig were guarding one of the storage tents, Vickers suggested they steal a little treasure for themselves. He had run his hand through a pile of gold scarab beetles patterned with emerald stones. “Bet they wouldn’t miss a few.”

			“Gosswick will have your bollocks if you so much as think about it,” Quig had said.

			Vickers had dropped the scarabs, feeling guilty. Quig was such a do-gooder. It made Vickers wonder how they ended up mates.

			He didn’t really need to steal from their boss. The mercenaries were paid fair enough to protect Dr. Trummel’s team and guard the booty coming out of the caves. They didn’t earn enough to retire rich, mind you, but enough to live damned good for a few months and buy some fun nights with the whores back in Brixton. Vickers might even do some traveling after this job. He’d heard the Greek isles were filled with exotic women who swam naked in crystal waters. Now that was Vickers’s idea of heaven on earth. Quig went on about how much he missed his mother’s cooking and his gal back home. Doris in her knickers and Mum’s cottage pie were Quig’s versions of heaven.

			The workers stopped hammering and began conversing in Arabic. At the center of the wall made of neatly masoned stones, a large hole began to form. Vickers tossed his cigarette. “Time to see what’s on the other side.” He whistled and yelled at the workers to move aside. He pulled a torch off the wall, climbed up a mound of rubble, and shone it through the craggy hole.

			“See any more mummies?” Quig asked.

			“Nah, just another bloody passage. Tighter than this one.”

			The tunnel beyond the wall curved slightly and vanished into the deepest blackness Vickers had ever seen. His neck bristled as he stared into it. A chill pressed against his face and seemed to seep into his skull. He called over the strongest worker in the group. “Musa. Go have a look.” He handed the big man the torch.

			Musa scaled the rock wall. He squeezed through the hole and jumped down on the other side. The light from his flame illuminated a hallway with decorative walls.

			“Find out how far it goes,” Vickers ordered. He wanted to make sure there was something worth finding. If this was a dead end, there were plenty of other blocked passages to clear.

			Musa’s rippling torchlight moved farther and farther away until it disappeared around the curve. Moments later, the man screamed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Imogen and Trummel took refuge from the sun beneath a tarp. A young man in an olive green safari hat stood behind a tripod-mounted camera. He was photographing a grouping of artifacts. Using archival cotton gloves, he turned the relics to capture another angle.

			When the photographer noticed he had company, he smiled at Imogen. “Well, you’re a lovely surprise.”

			Trummel said, “Miss Riley, meet Caleb Beckett, my personal photographer.”

			“Actually, I’m on assignment from National Geographic,” Caleb corrected.

			“Assigned to document my discoveries,” Trummel said.

			Caleb’s three-day stubble was in need of a shave, but he was handsome enough, especially his crystal blue eyes. He gazed at Imogen for several seconds, making her self-conscious.

			Trummel cleared his throat and put a hand on her shoulder. “Imogen Riley is the curator I told you about from the British Museum, an expert in Egyptian mythology.”

			“I also do the dirty work to get our relics through customs,” she said.

			The photographer stepped from behind the camera and removed his gloves to shake her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Riley.”

			“So, how did you get involved with this lot?” she asked.

			“This expedition is the most exciting thing happening right now. It’s a privilege being the first to capture the tomb and all its treasures on film. I bet I’ve taken a hundred photos so far.” Caleb’s voice was deep and self-assured. He seemed very well educated.

			“Your accent sounds American,” she said. “Let me guess…New York.”

			“Chicago, actually,” Caleb said. “Born and raised.”

			“Rather far from home, aren’t you?”

			“Home is wherever the magazine sends me. Say, I’m expanding my article to include your involvement in this expedition. Now that you’re here, perhaps later we can sit down for an interview.”

			“Is that really necessary?” Trummel said. “Shouldn’t you be focused on the dig?”

			“Of course,” Caleb said, obliging Trummel’s ego. “But since Miss Riley’s name is shared with yours on this expedition, it would be nice to get her perspective.”

			“I’d be happy to, Mr. Beckett,” Imogen said, settling the matter. She observed the subject of his photograph: a set of four limestone burial jars with the heads of gods. “Canopic jars,” she said, thrilled by this new discovery. “Absolute pristine condition. The hieroglyphs are still readable.” She turned to explain. “During mummification, the ancient Egyptians used these containers to store the deceased’s internal organs. The heads on the lids represent—”
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