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It has forever been preferable to attribute a woman’s success to her beauty rather than to her brains.

—STACY SCHIFF,

“Rehabilitating Cleopatra”








PROLOGUE

August 10

30 BC

Alexandria, Egypt

Cleopatra was running out of time.

As her royal procession passed through the streets of Alexandria, she could think of only one course of action. It was drastic, but she had no other choice.

Over the past few months, she had suffered many cruel twists of fate. Now the gods had delivered a final one: She had been betrayed.

Cleopatra was returning home after visiting the tomb of her second husband, the Roman general Mark Antony, who she had buried only a week before. She’d had to beg for the privilege of even doing that, as she was being held prisoner in her own palace. For years, she and Antony had been allies in a war against Octavian for control of the Roman Empire, but they had lost. Ten days earlier, the final blow had been struck; their army and navy had gone to confront Octavian’s superior forces—and promptly switched sides. Octavian and his soldiers were now camped outside the city while his ships blockaded the harbor. Cleopatra was trapped. All she could do now was negotiate the terms of her surrender.

Luckily, she had something that Octavian wanted.

Every ruler of Rome had coveted it, as had the leaders of all rival kingdoms to Egypt. Mark Antony had come to Alexandria seeking it, as had Julius Caesar and many others before him. Cleopatra had never given it up; it was the key to her power. But now Octavian had leverage over her: her children.

Cleopatra had four. Her oldest, Caesarion, was seventeen, the son of the great Julius Caesar himself and the true heir to the Roman Empire. Then, there were her children with Mark Antony: Alexander Helios, Cleopatra Selene, and Ptolemy Philadelphus. Cleopatra had sent each of them into hiding before Octavian had reached Alexandria; they had scattered across Egypt, accompanied by guards and tutors she trusted. But despite their head start, she knew they could never be completely safe; Octavian’s forces would scour the world for them.

And so, two days before, Cleopatra and Octavian had reached an agreement. She would give him the treasure he desired; in return, he would let Cleopatra continue to rule Egypt—and allow her children to live. Caesarion would never rule Rome, but the Ptolemy Dynasty would survive.

However, Octavian had lied.

Cleopatra held the proof in her hands. A message from a spy inside Octavian’s camp. It had been slipped to her at Mark Antony’s tomb. Octavian intended to go back on his word, take Cleopatra and her family prisoner, drag them to Rome, and parade them through the streets as a display of Rome’s power.

Throughout the world, even in Rome itself, many people considered Cleopatra more than human. They thought her to be a goddess, the living incarnation of Isis. If Octavian could make her his captive, he could conquer the entire world.

Then, at the end of the parade, he would execute her. And her family as well.

Cleopatra wasn’t surprised. She had suspected Octavian would betray her. That was why she had placed spies in his camp—and why she had taken other precautions to protect the great treasure of the Ptolemy Dynasty. Now it was time to put those careful plans in action.

A goddess did not walk through the streets of Alexandria. Instead, as the procession returned to the royal palace from Mark Antony’s tomb, Cleopatra was being carried. She rode in a luxurious chair, gilded in gold and jewels, shaded from the sun, and borne on the shoulders of her soldiers. “Grigorotera!” she ordered them, not in Egyptian but in Greek.

Even though Cleopatra’s family had ruled Egypt for nearly three centuries, they were not Egyptian. They were from Macedonia, direct descendants of Alexander the Great. In fact, Cleopatra was the first Ptolemy who had even bothered to learn Egyptian at all.

Her soldiers picked up their pace and hurried through the streets.

Cleopatra’s subjects gathered along the way, cheering as she passed, crying out in joy when they caught so much as a glimpse of her. She did not smile or wave to them but instead projected calm, doing her best to hide her inner turmoil.

She tried to savor the sights of Alexandria as her procession went by them: the glistening marble temples of Isis, the immense lighthouse that towered over the harbor, the elaborate Caesarium she had built to honor Julius. Alexandria was the greatest city in the world, the center of education and commerce, a crossroads where people of all nationalities gathered, taught, celebrated, and made fortunes. It was beautiful and clean, unlike Rome, which was dusty, ugly, and built in a swamp. Even now, it was shocking to Cleopatra that Rome had managed to conquer her empire.

That was because the Romans cared for nothing but war. They had little interest in art, music, architecture, or culture. Children in Alexandria, boys and girls alike, got the finest education in the world, while Roman boys began training for battle almost as soon as they could walk.

Cleopatra’s procession wound through the royal quarter, passing her lavish palace and heading instead to a building she had ordered to be constructed only recently. It was a two-story, windowless box, nowhere near as grand as many of the other structures in Alexandria. But then, it had not been built for beauty.

The soldiers lowered Cleopatra’s chair to the ground before it. The queen of Egypt stepped out, called for her two most trusted servants, Iras and Charmion, then entered the building with them and ordered them to bolt the doors behind her.

This was highly unusual. The two women instantly understood what was happening; Cleopatra had warned them of her drastic plans for an instance such as this. But neither woman showed any fear; it was their duty to serve Cleopatra no matter what.

Outside the building, things were different. Cleopatra’s other servants and soldiers sensed that something was wrong; concerns were voiced, speculations were made, and rumors quickly spread.

And one young Egyptian, fearing the worst, raced back through the streets of Alexandria to Octavian’s camp.



Inside the building, Iras and Charmion went to work. They dressed Cleopatra in her most regal robe and placed her crown upon her head. Then they opened a golden box and removed the glass vial that had been hidden inside it.

All around them the riches of Egypt glinted, each more rare and beautiful than the last. Gemstones, works of art, Cleopatra’s royal robes—and gold. Tons and tons of gold.

Over the past few weeks, it had all been delivered here in secrecy.

And below it all, under the floor beneath them, was something else Cleopatra had covertly arranged for: kindling.

Cleopatra was troubled by her failure in the war against Octavian, but she had no regrets over how she had ruled. She was only thirty-nine but had been the queen of Egypt for over half of her life. Twenty-two years. A decade longer than even Alexander the Great had ruled. During her reign, there had never been an uprising. She had led wisely and been respected by her subjects, and by leaders around the world.

Now all that she had left to do was protect her most valuable treasure from Octavian.

Cleopatra’s servants had been experimenting with various poisons for some time, fearing this day would come. They had even toyed with the idea of having an asp bite her, but feared the snake wouldn’t do what Cleopatra wanted in her moment of need.

The vial she held in her hand would be far more effective.

Cleopatra ordered her servants to set the kindling on fire. It caught quickly. Almost instantly, the floor was warm and smoke was billowing through it.

Despite this, Iras and Charmion remained calm. It would be their honor to die serving their queen.

Cleopatra was not quite so relaxed. She was dismayed by the thought that she would never see her children again. She feared the plans she had made to keep them—and her treasure—safe from Octavian would not succeed. But there was nothing more she could do to protect them—except to take her secrets with her to the great beyond.

While her mausoleum burned around her, the queen of Egypt drank her poison and imagined how horrified Octavian would be when he learned what she had done.



He was.

The man who would rule Rome was not an impressive sight. He was only thirty-three, pale and puny. He hated being out in the sun and always wore a floppy, wide-brimmed hat to protect his fair skin. In the heat of Egypt, he was wilting.

When he learned that Cleopatra had locked herself inside her mausoleum with only her two most-trusted servants, Octavian immediately realized that she had either learned of his plans to betray her—or deduced them on her own. He sprang from his throne and exited his tent, only to see the telltale column of smoke billowing into the air.

Enraged, he ordered his men to hurry across the city. Then he leapt astride his own horse and galloped ahead of his army.

By the time he reached the mausoleum, it was consumed by fire, blazing out of control.

Still, he ordered his men to douse the flames. Bucket brigades were formed, hauling water from the harbor, but it was no use. Within an hour, the building collapsed. By the time the fire was out, almost nothing remained but smoldering rubble.

Octavian ordered his men to search it anyhow. They recovered some of the gems and melted heaps of gold. The gold wasn’t in good shape, but it was still worth many times more than what lay in Octavian’s own vaults back in Rome.

However, the great treasure that Octavian truly desired wasn’t there. Perhaps Cleopatra had hidden it elsewhere. Or maybe it had been destroyed in the fire. Whatever the case, it was gone.

And it wouldn’t be found again for over two thousand years.






PART ONE THE TABLET



Egypt, thou knew’st too well,

My heart was to thy rudder tied by the strings.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,

Antony and Cleopatra








ONE

Giza, Egypt

Present Day

On the evening of her thirteenth birthday, Charlie Thorne committed a crime.

As crimes went, it was a minor one, merely illegal entry. Charlie had no intention to steal anything or hurt anyone—although she knew from experience that even the most carefully thought-out plans often went wrong.

Which was exactly what happened that night.

The location was the penthouse condominium of Ahmet Shah, the oldest son of an extremely wealthy Egyptian shipping magnate. Charlie had been plotting the crime for two weeks, surveying the building, doing research, learning everything she could about Ahmet and his home.

Charlie was exceptionally smart. She had an extremely high IQ and a gift for languages; since arriving in the country, she had taught herself Egyptian Arabic. She could have hacked Ahmet’s computer to get the information she wanted—although that hadn’t been necessary. Ahmet loved the spotlight and was extremely active on social media, and so he had unwittingly posted everything Charlie needed to know online.

Ahmet was a vice president at his father’s company, but he didn’t appear to work very much—if at all. Instead, his main profession seemed to be spending money. He had vacation homes in Aspen and Malibu and an eight-bedroom yacht that was currently anchored off Ibiza. He belonged to seventeen different country clubs around the world, three of which he had never even visited. He had just returned to Giza after spending two weeks in a $10,000-a-night hotel room in Bali.

And now he was throwing a massive party to celebrate being home again.

Charlie had briefly considered breaking into Ahmet’s condo while he was in Bali, but the security system was elaborate and state-of-the-art, and the building was patrolled by armed guards. Charlie had many talents, but breaking and entering wasn’t one of them. Besides, there were far easier ways to get into someone’s home, no matter how well protected it was.

Under the right circumstances, you could just walk through the door.

Ahmet Shah loved entertaining. It hadn’t taken Charlie long to learn that about him; her first Google image search for the young man turned up hundreds of party photos taken at his penthouse. Large, crowded, glamorous parties, the kind that certain types of people were desperate to score invitations to.

The condo had also been featured in several architectural and design magazines, which allowed Charlie to easily memorize the layout of the rooms and catalog most of the artifacts on display.

Including one artifact in particular. The one Charlie had been trying to locate for the past two months. In a magazine photo, it was in the background behind Ahmet as he showed off another piece of art that wasn’t anywhere nearly as important.

An artifact so powerful and significant should never have been in a private collection. Ahmet Shah would have been wise to keep its location a secret. But then, Ahmet did not appear to be a very wise person. From Charlie’s research, he was a wealthy brat who wanted to be famous—and he didn’t even know what he possessed.

Charlie took it as a good sign that the party happened to be on her birthday. She felt like celebrating, but unfortunately, she was no longer in touch with any of her friends. Four months earlier, circumstances beyond her control had forced her to cut ties with all of them and vanish from their lives. None of them had heard from her since then. None had the slightest idea what had happened to her.

And as for celebrating with family, well… Charlie had some very unusual family issues. Her half brother Dante was a CIA agent who had blackmailed her into working for the US government. He was the reason she was now on the run, pursued by intelligence agencies and criminals around the globe.

Although, Charlie had to admit, thanks to Dante, her life had become quite exciting. If it wasn’t for him, she wouldn’t have even known about the artifact in Ahmet Shah’s penthouse.

To access the party, all Charlie had to do was pretend to be a member of the catering staff, which was easy. The party was going to be a big one, with more than sixty servers. And caterers all over the world wore virtually the same uniform: white shirt and black pants. The clothes were cheap and readily available—not that Charlie had to worry about money.

Charlie was tall for her age and behaved with a maturity that made her come across as someone who was several years older. In addition, she was extremely multiracial—partially Latina, Black, Asian, Middle Eastern, and Caucasian—and multilingual; with her caterer’s uniform and her newfound mastery of Egyptian Arabic, she easily blended in with the other hired help.

The building where the party was taking place was imposing and opulent in the front but basic and industrial in the back. There was a rear entrance for nights like this, so that the catering supplies and staff wouldn’t have to come through the main lobby and tie up the elevators. As Charlie had expected, the scene at the rear entrance in the hour before the party was chaotic; the catering staff was scrambling to unload truckloads of food, glassware, serving dishes, utensils, and linens and get them up to the penthouse. Charlie simply grabbed a tray of canapés and fell in line. The single security guard stationed there was distracted, trying to get the phone number of an attractive young caterer; Charlie walked right past him and into the service elevator without any trouble at all.

The penthouse was even more spectacular than she had expected. The magazine photos hadn’t done it justice. It was extremely modern in design, which served as a stark juxtaposition to the ancient treasures in Ahmet Shah’s art collection: papyrus scrolls and sandstone sculptures that were thousands of years old. But for most visitors, the most amazing feature was the view of the pyramids.

The western walls of the penthouse were floor-to-ceiling glass, fronting an outdoor deck with an infinity pool. All of it faced the famous Giza pyramid complex. Although the ancient tombs were still surrounded by the sands of the northern Sahara, the modern city came surprisingly close to them, creating a jarring clash of the old and the new. The edge of the pyramid complex was lined with other luxury condominium towers, high-end housing developments, ghettos, shopping centers, school campuses, and even a golf course, whose irrigated green fairways looked bizarrely out of place beside the desert sands. At night, the great pyramids were lit with floodlights, so they practically gleamed against the dark sky.

However, as impressive as the view of the pyramids was, Charlie was far more interested in something inside the penthouse.

And yet she couldn’t go see it right away. There were security cameras in every room and plenty of guards patrolling the condo. So Charlie bided her time, waiting for the right moment. For a few hours, she worked dutifully as a caterer, first by helping set up for the party, arranging banquet tables and prepping food, and then, once the guests began to arrive, by carrying around trays of hors d’oeuvres and collecting empty glasses. When the party finally reached its peak, and the rooms were jammed with guests, Charlie decided it was time to make her move.

She ducked into a bathroom and took off her catering clothes, revealing the party dress she’d been wearing underneath them all along. Ahmet Shah’s guests were rich, and so, to blend in, Charlie had splurged on a designer outfit. It was sleek and stylish—although not so stylish that it would grab attention. Attention was the last thing Charlie wanted. She quickly put up her hair, did her makeup, and crammed the caterer’s uniform into a cabinet under the sink. Then she stepped out and joined the party.

Charlie had little concern about the other caterers recognizing her; the lights were dim and the condo was packed. She even managed to pluck a few sliders and a soda off the trays of passing servers without being noticed. She worked her way through the crowds, ignoring two separate attempts by young male guests—unaware of her age—to flirt with her, and finally reached what she had gone through so much trouble to find.

It was in Ahmet’s office at the more private end of the penthouse, where the bedrooms were. The door had a simple lock that Charlie picked with a hairpin in twenty seconds. Then she stepped inside and locked it again behind her.

The walls of the room were thick and soundproofed, immediately reducing the raucous noise of the party to a distant murmur. A security camera was mounted at the far-upper corner of the room, facing the door; Charlie couldn’t do much about it except keep her head down so that there wouldn’t be a clear view of her face—and hope that if anyone was monitoring the system, they were too distracted by the rest of the party to notice her.

The office was designed in traditional Western fashion, with a large oaken desk and built-in bookshelves. There was nothing on the desk, save for an unused notepad and a desk calendar that still showed April, even though it was June, indicating that Ahmet didn’t do much work in there. And there were very few books on the shelves, two of which were upside down, indicating that Ahmet didn’t read much either. Instead, the shelves were mostly lined with pieces of art: sculptures and bits of pottery, some of which were tacky junk, and some of which were incredibly valuable.

The wall opposite the desk was dominated by a large, garish piece of modern art. The tablet Charlie was looking for was mounted to the side of the artwork, toward the corner, as though it wasn’t important.

Still, it took Charlie’s breath away.

Because Charlie, unlike Ahmet, knew what it was.

In Ahmet’s defense, the tablet didn’t look very impressive. It was a pale slab of sandstone into which words had been crudely etched in Latin, and so old that the surface had been worn down, leaving much of the inscription only faintly visible. Furthermore, it was broken; a thin crack split it from top to bottom, and its edges had crumbled away, leaving the sentences—and many of the words—incomplete. As a result, even though Charlie knew Latin, she still couldn’t fully translate the text.
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The tablet was mounted to the wall with steel brackets. As Charlie had noted in the magazine photos, Ahmet hadn’t even bothered to put it in a protective case.

Which was good, because Charlie needed to touch it.

She snapped a few photographs with her phone first, but assumed those wouldn’t tell her everything she needed to know. The photos could barely capture the faint words, let alone the texture of the stone.

To do that, Charlie removed a roll of thin, almost translucent paper from her dress, as well as a stick of red graphite. Then she set to work creating a rubbing. She unfurled the paper, pressed it firmly against the tablet, and then dragged the graphite back and forth across it. Wherever the paper touched the stone, the graphite left a coating of red, while the places that were sunken, like the etched words, remained white. In this way, Charlie was able to duplicate the tablet on the paper. The technique was simple but effective; even the faintest words on the tablet were easily readable on the rubbing. Although Charlie feared getting caught, she didn’t rush, making sure her rubbing was as accurate as possible; any mistakes she made in haste could alter the message left in the stone.

She was almost finished when she heard the office door rattle. Someone was putting a key in the lock.

There was no place for Charlie to hide. All she could do was back away from the tablet and drop the rubbing and the graphite in a wastebasket beside the desk.

The office door opened, and Ahmet Shah entered. He froze in surprise upon seeing Charlie in his private office. And then his surprise turned to suspicion.

“What are you doing in here?” he demanded in Arabic.

Despite her fear, Charlie smiled at him brightly. “It’s a funny story…,” she began.






TWO

CIA headquarters

Langley, Virginia

Six thousand miles and seven time zones away, Jamilla Carter was having her final lunch as director of the CIA. To her great annoyance, she was being forced to spend it with the man who was replacing her.

They were eating in Carter’s office, which wouldn’t belong to her much longer, having sandwiches that Carter’s assistant had brought up from the commissary. Carter would have preferred to have her final meal as director in the Agency’s executive dining room, which was far more comfortable and served a poached salmon that she loved. But she wanted privacy today, because she was still somewhat embarrassed about being fired—and because their topic of discussion was extremely classified, even within the CIA itself.

Carter was briefing her replacement on Charlie Thorne and Pandora. And how the operation to recover both of them had failed. Which was why she had been dismissed from her job two weeks earlier by the Director of National Intelligence.

The office was large, as befitted the director of the most important intelligence agency in the United States, if not the world. It was on the top floor of the headquarters building, with a sweeping view of the Agency’s forested grounds, which were lush and green with summer foliage. There was a great, imposing desk, a sitting area, and a small conference table, where Carter was now dining with Arthur Zell.

The classified files concerning Charlie and Pandora were spread out on the table before Zell. He was so engrossed by them, he had only taken two bites of his sandwich in the past fifteen minutes.

Zell said, “Let me see if I have this straight: Pandora is an equation that was devised by Albert Einstein. It explains how to access the energy within an atom cheaply and easily, which could solve the world’s energy problems…”

“Or allow almost anyone to build a nuclear bomb,” Carter finished. “Which is why we didn’t want it getting into the wrong hands.”

Zell chuckled nervously. “Makes sense.”

Unlike Carter, Zell had not worked his way up through the ranks of the CIA to get this job. He was a political appointee, a middling congressman who had risen by making friends in all the right places. Carter didn’t trust him one bit. Although Zell had been nothing but friendly to her, she suspected that the moment she was out the door, he would immediately try to take credit for all her successes (of which there had been many) and blame all his failures on her.

Carter said, “Einstein recognized how dangerous Pandora was and didn’t think humanity could be trusted with it. So he hid it, hoping that people would be able to handle it better in the future. He originally constructed a complex series of clues to its location but then had second thoughts and tried to ensure that Pandora was never found. He almost succeeded. The equation remained hidden for decades—until a few months ago, when we became aware of a terrorist organization known as the Furies that was closing in on Pandora’s location. Faced with this news, I made an…” Carter paused for a moment to consider her words. “… unorthodox decision.”

“Operation Hope,” Zell said.

“Correct.” Carter went on to explain how a young, innovative agent named Dante Garcia had come to her with a proposition: The best way to find something that Albert Einstein had hidden was to recruit someone who was as smart as Einstein. Dante even had someone in mind: Charlie Thorne.

“A twelve-year-old girl,” Zell said, disdain evident in his voice.

“She’s not a normal twelve-year-old girl,” Carter told him. “Her IQ is off the charts, she speaks at least fourteen languages, she has a photographic memory, and she was acing college courses in theoretical physics without even bothering to show up for class.” She glanced at her calendar. “And, as of today, she’s no longer twelve. She’s thirteen.”

“Still,” Zell began dismissively, “I’ve got kids that age, and I wouldn’t trust them to load the dishwasher properly, let alone protect the safety of the planet.”

“This was not a decision that was made lightly. Desperate times called for desperate measures.”

“But it ended in failure.”

“It did not,” Carter said curtly. “With the help of Thorne and Agent Milana Moon, Garcia prevented the Furies from obtaining Pandora and neutralized the group.”

“And yet, from what I understand, Thorne escaped with Pandora.”

“There were complications, as is the case with any mission. The fact is, if it hadn’t been for Thorne, Pandora would have been lost forever. Einstein’s copy was destroyed, but Thorne still has one.”

“Where is it?”

“She memorized it.”

Zell’s eyes widened in surprise. “Do our enemies know?”

“We believe that the Russians do. And maybe others.”

“So then, this girl might be the most powerful asset in the world.”

Carter hesitated a moment before answering. “Yes.”

“Do you have any idea where she is?”

“We have a few. Garcia and Moon are still on the case, although it’s off the books.” Carter went to her desk, unlocked a drawer, and removed another classified file from it, which she brought to Zell. It was marked PROMETHEUS. “Although we failed to contain Thorne, Operation Hope led to a success that we hadn’t anticipated.”

Zell opened the classified file. Inside were dozens of photographs of what looked like math problems.

Carter explained, “Einstein had devised an ingenious code to hide his clues to Pandora. What looked like mathematical equations were actually encrypted messages. Once Thorne cracked the code, I suspected that perhaps there were other encoded notations throughout Einstein’s work, which had been overlooked. So I deployed a team of agents across the globe to comb through all of his papers.”

“And you found something?”

Carter flashed a proud smile. “Einstein wasn’t the only great scientist who concealed a landmark discovery. It has happened repeatedly throughout history. Einstein had been researching them…”

“But how did he know about them?”

Carter shrugged. “It’s unclear. Our best guess is that the information was passed down by the great thinkers themselves—as though there has been an exclusive society throughout the centuries, tasked with making sure these secrets stayed safe. Or maybe, as usual, Einstein simply noticed things that other people didn’t. Whatever the case, he detailed the starting points to tracking down many of these discoveries.”

Zell flipped past the photos to some other documents, each stamped CLASSIFIED multiple times: the translations of Einstein’s notes. Zell’s jaw dropped as he skimmed through them, noting the names of the great historical figures who had hidden their findings. And yet, as badly as he wanted to believe what Carter was saying, disbelief nagged at him. “This can’t possibly be true.”

“We have no reason to doubt it. As well as some evidence to back it up.”

“What?”

“Two months ago, Garcia and Moon caught up to Charlie Thorne in Ecuador. Together, the three of them uncovered evidence backing Einstein’s claim that Charles Darwin had made a landmark discovery in the Amazon.”

“What was it?”

“Sadly, that remains unknown. The team found a few clues but ultimately lost the trail. And they had some unexpected interference from Russian intelligence.”

Zell sat forward, concerned. “Were the Russians after Darwin’s discovery—or Pandora?”

“Pandora. Thankfully, they failed to capture Charlie, but their actions allowed her to escape…”

“Again?” Zell snorted. “Are you sure Garcia and Moon are up to this task? They’ve lost this girl twice now.”

Carter bristled. “They’re two of the best agents the CIA has. Read their files if you don’t believe me.”

“I’ve read them.”

“Then read them again. Like I said, Charlie Thorne is no ordinary girl. Not only is she brilliant, but she has extensive financial resources.”

Zell looked to her curiously.

Carter explained how Charlie had managed to steal at least forty million dollars from the Lightning Corporation via cybercrime—although, in Charlie’s defense, Lightning had stolen something from her first: a computer program she had written as a child that had ultimately earned Lightning considerably more money than the millions Charlie had stolen. Charlie had covered her tracks well—but not well enough. Dante Garcia had suspected she was the thief and used that information to blackmail her into working for the CIA.

“How did he figure out it was her?” Zell asked.

“Garcia had inside information about Charlie. He’s her older brother. Well, half brother, really.”

Zell dropped the Prometheus file on the conference table. “They’re siblings? You can’t possibly keep Garcia on this operation! He has a conflict of interest!”

“Maybe, but he’s still the best person for the job. I can’t task some random agent to work with a thirteen-year-old girl. Plus Garcia knows Charlie better than anyone else. In fact, he thinks he knows where she is right now.”

“Where?”

“Egypt. Looking for whatever Cleopatra hid.”

“And why does he think that’s the case?”

“He believes Charlie feels a connection with Cleopatra.”

“A gut instinct isn’t much to go on.”

“That’s still more than we’d have with anyone else.”

Zell nodded thoughtfully. “Obviously, I’ll need to know how you stay in contact with your operatives on this mission. I want to get a message to Garcia and Moon right away.”

“What do you want to tell them?”

Zell gave Carter a pitying look. “I’m sorry, Jamilla. But since you only have a few hours left as director, I’m afraid that information is classified.”






THREE

Giza, Egypt

Even though Charlie Thorne was smarter than almost anyone who had ever lived, she often found it was to her advantage to let people think she wasn’t smart at all. People tended to be more relaxed and talk a lot more when they thought they were more intelligent than you.

Sadly, it was quite easy to fool people in this way, especially men; Charlie had discovered that most men tended to assume they were smarter than women anyhow.

“I was looking for the bathroom,” she told Ahmet, using a slightly more high-pitched voice than normal. She spoke in English, which she knew he understood, and kept her hands loosely balled into fists, so he couldn’t see the red graphite on her palms. “But I ended up in here instead.”

Ahmet’s suspicions quickly began to fade, although they didn’t entirely go away. “Wasn’t this room locked?”

“If it was, then how could I have gotten in here?” Before Ahmet could usher her back out, Charlie turned her attention to the tablet on the wall. “I was going to leave, but then I noticed this. Why do you have this old piece of rock on your wall? Is it important?”

“My great-grandfather used to think so. Many years ago, he paid a lot of money for it.” Ahmet came farther into the room, staring at the tablet as though he hadn’t noticed it in a long time. He had a glass of scotch in his hand and was slightly unsteady on his feet; this obviously wasn’t his first drink of the evening.

The office door swung closed behind him, although not all the way, so that the sound of the party still filled the room, forcing Charlie to raise her voice to be heard.

“How much money?”

“I’m not sure. But it was plenty.”

“What did he think this was?”

“A message from Cleopatra.”

None of this was a surprise to Charlie, although she had only been guessing at the truth up until this point. So it was nice to receive confirmation that what she had deduced was correct.

Two months earlier, Charlie had hacked into the CIA’s computers and accessed the translations of Einstein’s notes. According to those, a stone tablet rumored to bear a partial inscription from Cleopatra had been discovered on an archaeological excavation of an Isis temple near the Red Sea in 1947. The inscription didn’t make sense, which led Einstein to believe it was a clue to something important that Cleopatra had hidden. The tablet was supposed to be delivered to the Egyptian Museum in Cairo—but the caravan delivering it had been robbed by bandits en route and the tablet, along with several other artifacts, was never seen again.

The story had been big news at the time; the tablet was even rumored to have been cursed by Cleopatra. However, over the decades, the tale of the tablet had mostly been forgotten. Charlie had spent much of the last few weeks in Cairo libraries, piecing together what had happened. It was assumed that the tablet had ended up in the hands of a wealthy collector, a fate that was unfortunately common with ancient artifacts, even in the modern day. Thousands of precious items that should have been in museums for everyone to see were instead hidden away in private homes. Back in 1947, the police even had suspicions as to who had been behind the theft: Ahmet Shah’s great-grandfather. But the elder Shah had been wealthy and politically connected, and a full investigation never seemed to have taken place. Instead, the story from the police began to change, which Charlie suspected meant that they had all been bribed to let the case drop.

Charlie had found photos of the tablet in the original newspaper stories. They were too grainy for her to read the inscription, but she could at least learn what the tablet looked like. Then, figuring that it was still in the Shah family’s possession, she had scoured every photo she could find of their homes until discovering the one where the tablet appeared behind Ahmet, right on the wall she was facing now.

Despite all this, she pretended to be impressed. “A message from Cleopatra? The Cleopatra? The queen of Egypt?”

“Don’t get so excited. The whole thing was a hoax.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It doesn’t make any sense. Plus, it’s in Latin. Why would the queen of Egypt write in a Roman language?”

“I don’t know,” Charlie replied, although she did. Cleopatra had spoken at least seven languages. The two loves of her life had been Roman leaders, Julius Caesar and Mark Antony, and with them, she had given birth to four children, all of whom were potential heirs to the Roman Empire. They would certainly have known Latin, so it made sense that if Cleopatra wanted to leave them a message, it would have been in that language.

And this message was clearly directed to her eldest son, her only offspring with Julius Caesar. It was evident in the very first line: Mea Caesarion carissima. My dear son Caesarion.

“Great-Granddad thought that maybe there was a code hidden in this,” Ahmet said, pointing to the tablet. “He apparently had every specialist in the country look at it. But no one could find anything. Either it’s a fake—or there’s too much missing to figure it out.”

Charlie frowned, despite herself. The latter possibility was her biggest concern. The chance of a clue from Cleopatra surviving intact for over two thousand years was extremely small. Stones eroded and broke apart over time—while anything written on papyrus would have deteriorated centuries ago. Almost nothing remained from Cleopatra’s day. Even much of Alexandria, where she had lived, the greatest city in the Western world at the time, had vanished. The locations of Cleopatra’s palace—and her mausoleum—had never been found.

And yet, even now, staring at the tablet on the wall, Charlie had a sense that there was a message hidden in its words, although she couldn’t quite grasp how. She needed more time—and a complete rubbing—but that was in jeopardy now that Ahmet was here. Sure enough, he took her arm and tried to guide her out of the room. “Why don’t we get back to the party?” he said. “Besides, you still need a bathroom, right?”

Charlie held her ground, continuing to stare at the tablet. “Are you sure you can’t just let me stay here a little longer? I mean, if that’s really something Cleopatra wrote… it’s amazing.”

“If only it were real. If you don’t mind, this is kind of my private place. I’d like to lock it up before anyone else wanders in.” Ahmet gripped her arm more tightly and tugged on it.

Charlie had been hoping to avoid a situation like this, but she had also planned for the possibility. She pulled away from Ahmet suddenly, staring at the tablet as though she had just noticed something on it. “Oh wow,” she said in fake astonishment. “What is that?”

Intrigued, Ahmet turned back to the tablet himself. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a little mark down at the bottom. It’s very faint. Looks like a scarab.”

“Where?” Ahmet crouched in front of the tablet and squinted hard. “I don’t see anyth—”

That was as far as he got. Charlie had tricked him into turning his back on her. Now she clamped the chloroform-soaked rag she had concealed in her dress over his nose and mouth.

Ahmet gasped in surprise, which was exactly the wrong reaction, as that only brought more chloroform into his lungs. Then he tried to fight back. He was bigger and more muscular than Charlie, but his struggles were in vain. Charlie simply leapt onto his back as though he were giving her a piggyback ride, wrapping her arms around his head and keeping the rag pinioned directly over his face. Ahmet flailed about for a few seconds, then sank to his knees.

Charlie jumped off him as he thudded to the floor.

“Sorry,” she told his prone body, then quickly locked the office door once more. “I was really hoping something like this wouldn’t happen.” She removed her rubbing and graphite stick from the garbage can, then resumed her place in front of the tablet.

She finished the rubbing, working faster now, concerned about the unconscious party host sprawled on the floor behind her. It wouldn’t be long before someone noticed he was missing and came looking for him. She couldn’t take the time to get the level of detail she wanted on the remaining portion of the rubbing, but she did the best she could. Then she carefully rolled up the rubbing and slipped it into the lining of her dress. She held on to the stick of graphite for the moment, not wanting to leave a clue behind, but grabbed some tissues to wrap around it and to wipe her hands.

Ahmet moaned drowsily. “Beware the curse of Cleopatra,” he murmured in Arabic, then began snoring.

Charlie momentarily considered going out the window. She could avoid passing back through the party, but the walls of the building were sheer glass. Charlie was an adept rock climber, but even for her, trying to climb down the building would be suicidal. It would be much safer to leave through the office door, casually move through the crowd, and go down the elevator. Hopefully, she would simply look like an invited guest who had chosen to head home early.

She pressed her ear against the office door, trying to determine if anyone was approaching from the other side, but the party music was blasting. It was all she could hear.

She had to leave. Every moment she stayed in the office with Ahmet’s unconscious body was a moment too long. She yanked open the office door.

Only to find two bodyguards standing outside.






FOUR

Before the bodyguards could even react to the scene, Charlie shifted back into her ditzy fake persona again, pretending to be on the edge of panic. “Thank goodness you’re here!” she exclaimed in Arabic. “I think Ahmet had a heart attack!”

The bodyguards instantly grew concerned. They looked beyond Charlie to the prone body of the man they were supposed to be protecting. Both shoved past her, racing to Ahmet’s side. “What happened?” one demanded.

“He was showing me his art and he just collapsed!” Charlie explained breathlessly. Then, while the bodyguards were focused on Ahmet, she slipped out the door, intending to melt into the crowd.

She figured that she had bought herself only a few seconds. If the bodyguards were any good, it wouldn’t take them long to realize Ahmet was only sleeping.

They were even better than she’d expected.

While one looked over Ahmet, the other returned his attention to Charlie and spotted her slipping away. “Hey!” he shouted, instantly growing suspicious. “Stop!”

Charlie didn’t stop. Instead, she ran.

The bodyguard came after her. He was built like an ox, muscular enough to really do some harm.

During the brief time Charlie had been in the office, the party had grown even bigger. Guests were packed into the condominium’s common rooms, eating, drinking, dancing, shouting to be heard over the music. Charlie gracefully snaked through them, heading for the exit.

The bodyguard showed no such care. Instead, he bulldozed through the crowd, roughly shoving guests and catering staff aside in his pursuit of Charlie. Platters of food and crystal glasses crashed to the floor. The bodyguard shouted for someone to stop Charlie, but his words were drowned out by the thumping music. If anything, it looked as though he was the problem, drawing all the attention.

Charlie ducked back into the kitchen, slamming into one of the caterers in her haste. She accidentally dropped the stick of red graphite but had no time to pick it up again; she had to keep moving. Along with the service elevator, there was an emergency stairwell access door in the kitchen. The service elevator was busy, so Charlie took the stairs.

The stairwell was a stark contrast to the rest of the glamorous building. Not one bit of effort had been expended to beautify it. It was lit by flickering bulbs and the walls were industrial concrete. Given the large number of cobwebs and dead insects, it appeared as though the stairwell was rarely used, which was exactly what Charlie had been hoping for.

Once inside, she dropped any pretense of being a party guest and raced down the stairs as fast as her legs could carry her. She was already eight floors down before she heard the bang of the penthouse fire door being thrown open. The bodyguard peered down through the shaft between flights and shouted, “There she is!”
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