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      ABDUL—Siwa Oasis, Egypt

      In all my years, I have never seen such a storm. The sand tears at my flesh and chokes me with each breath. The strength of the storm threatens to tear down my own home. My family is below, locked in the cellar, praying for the storm to pass, but I am the crazy one, climbing to the highest floor, battered by wind and sand. The lights flicker and fail, plunging me into darkness as the power goes out.

      ‘Come back!’ I hear my wife plead. ‘Come back, you fool!’

      I cannot. I must use every ounce of my will and energy to go on. I have to see it. I must see it.

      The flashes are blinding and the crack and boom of thunder is deafening. Again and again, it roars and echoes. Putting my own life at risk is madness.

      ‘God, give me strength,’ I ask, forcing myself on.

      I reach the top of the stairs, forcing the door open inch by inch with all the energy reserves I have, until I emerge onto the roof to be battered down instantly by nature. With great pain and growing exhaustion, I crawl, reaching the far side of the roof and a clear line of sight of the other buildings. Lightning strikes from the heavens, all hitting the same point on the ground. It is unnatural; never witnessed before.

      Where they strike shocks me most. It appears to rise from the desert ground, causing the very sands to part.

      ‘I don’t believe it!’ I scream, ecstatic. ‘I don’t believe it!’
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      ADAM—Telluride, Colorado, USA

      ‘Two miles to target.’

      My name is Adam Hunter, and I am a seventeen-year-old college dropout. People call me irresponsible, foolish, reckless, and for the most part, they’re probably right.

      Two months ago, I was still studying (or failing, to be more precise) lost amongst books and exams. Now, I am riding a borrowed Harley Davidson motorcycle through a busy ski resort town in the middle of Colorado. Oh, and somehow, I am an operative for the British Museum, or as some call us, a hunter, seeking and protecting historical relics across the globe. Yeah, I still can’t believe it myself.

      The town around me is picturesque, settled at the foot of the snow topped San Juan Mountains. The ski resort is the main attraction and the streets are busy with tourists, skiers, and happy families. I guide the motorcycle down the wide roads – nothing seems amiss about this place at all.

      ‘Are you sure I’m in the right place?’ I ask into my headset, which looks like a silver rimmed set of glasses. It has a built-in microphone, headphones, and the latest in lens display technology.

      ‘I’m sure,’ Abbey replies. I smile at the warm familiarity of her Irish twang. It’s already got me out of many scrapes. ‘Did you know Telluride was originally a rough and tumble silver and gold mining town long before it was a ski resort? Butch Cassidy and his gang, The Wild Bunch, robbed their first bank here in 1889.’

      ‘Oh, really,’ I say, feigning interest. She continues to talk, giving me more background to the area than I can possibly take in or remember. I turn on the radio strapped to my arm and crank up the volume. Childish, I know, but it works.

      ‘Okay, okay!’ Abbey yells over the headset. ‘I get the message!’

      ‘Where next?’ I ask, turning down the radio with a smirk.

      ‘The far side of town. You can’t miss it.’

      Abbey’s right; I spot my target from three streets away. Fences, sandbags, barbed wire, and a lot of guards in full US army uniforms and gear. At the center of it all is the school district.

      ‘Em and Dave in position?’ I ask.

      ‘You don’t need to worry, little brother.’ I hear Matt’s voice over the headset. ‘Just stick to the plan.’

      ‘Humour me,’ I reply, disliking his command over me.

      ‘Dave?’ I hear him ask.

      Matt, my brother, is the one who should be here; he’s the clever one – the ‘brilliant’ one. I am just here by dumb luck.

      ‘Dave?’ Matt asks again.

      ‘Yeah, yeah. I hear you,’ the rough voice of Dave Conway, former Special Forces soldier, replies. ‘I’m ready and waiting if needed. Hurry up. It’s bloody freezing here.’

      ‘As for Emma,’ Abbey, our historian and human encyclopedia says, ‘well, you can see for yourself.’

      The display on the left lens indicates a point in the mountains which surround the town ahead of me. The image zooms in closer, fixing on a target, until I can see a young woman, Emma Lovell, climbing down amongst the rock and snow. Her purple and red hair gives her identity away immediately. From this angle, my view is mainly of her backside.

      ‘I’ve got a great view of her perfectly formed… descent from here,’ I say with a grin.

      ‘You had better not be talking about me!’ she yells over the headset.

      ‘Emma and Dave are support only, Adam,’ Matt tells me. ‘This is recon, nothing more. Gain the intel we need and leave.’

      ‘This is just another test isn’t it?’ I ask.

      ‘Stick to the plan,’ Matt repeats.

      ‘Yes, sir,’ I mutter under my breath.

      ‘Telluride School District,’ Abbey states as I steer the motorcycle on closer. ‘The district is made up of four schools. The elementary, intermediate, middle, and high school.’

      ‘And the army has the district all cordoned off,’ I add, surveying the area. ‘Looks like Charles’ contact in the military might be right.’

      ‘Only one way to know for certain.’

      ‘Yeah, sure,’ I reply. ‘No worries.’

      I avoid the main gates, seeing them flanked by guard towers and far too many armed men for even my liking. Circling the perimeter, I find a smaller, less secure entrance, guarded by only a single man – gates locked behind him. He has no insignia, no emblem of his unit, or anything identifiable on his uniform.

      ‘Stop right there,’ the soldier warns, raising his weaponry towards me as I approach. He eyes me with contempt, instantly annoyed at my presence.

      ‘Sorry, mate. I can’t hear you!’ I shout, cranking up the volume on the radio at my arm as I dismount the motorcycle and pace closer.

      ‘Turn that down!’ he yells at me.

      ‘I can’t!’ I lie, pretending to fumble with the controls and only succeeding in cycling through radio stations. News, weather, something about the greatest sandstorm ever recorded – all of it screams from the radio before finally, the music returns even louder.

      ‘You make a very convincing idiot,’ Abbey tells me. ‘You sure it’s an act?’

      ‘Damn it!’ the soldier curses, pacing towards me and grabbing the radio.

      This is my chance – distract and act. With my free hand, I reach for the base unit of the soldier’s comms set strapped at his waist so I can attach a hacking device. This will enable our team to listen-in on all their communications. Just as I’m about to secure the device, he pulls away, alarm in his eyes. I fear I’m discovered before he takes a hurried step back, listening intently to his headset.

      I lower the volume of the music and remove my motorcycle helmet before hearing gunshots sound out.

      ‘Dave, Em, was that you?’ I whisper in shock.

      ‘Nope,’ Dave replies.

      ‘Get out of there, Adam,’ Emma warns me.

      ‘Who are you speaking to?’ the soldier yells at me with raised handgun, terror in his eyes. ‘Who are you with? What have you done?’

      An alarm sounds across the school district, a droning unending warning.

      ‘Woah, calm down,’ I try to tell the soldier, raising my hands as I stare down the barrel of his gun. ‘This isn’t me.’

      From within the fenced off school district, more gunshots sound out and I hear panicked voices. A man appears from across the yard. His clothes are soaked in blood. He staggers forward, twitching as he moves. Seeing the soldier and me, the man unleashes an inhuman screech before running towards us, crazed and screaming. His eyes freak me out most of all; yellow and hideously bloodshot with dark green veins that spill out of his eyes and across his skin – it’s the grossest thing I have ever seen.

      The soldier yells, ‘The contagion has breached quarantine!’ into his headset and fires his gun at the raging man until he finally collapses in a torn-up heap on the floor.

      The soldier turns his eyes to me. ‘I’ll ask you just one more time. What are you doing here?’ he demands, turning his weapon back to me.

      I strike before he can get me in his sights. Grabbing the barrel of the gun and pushing it away from me, I slam my motorcycle helmet across his face. He stumbles, stunned, and it is all the chance I need. In my hands is his military baton, taken from his belt as he faltered. I hit once, hard, knocking the soldier out cold.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say, dragging him out of sight.

      ‘What are you doing, Adam?’ Matt demands. ‘This was not part of the plan.’

      ‘Was the military gunning down people in the middle of the school district part of the plan?’ I snap.

      I activate the hacking device and instantly hear the cries and warnings of more soldiers who are within the compound.

      ‘Inner labs have been breached!’

      ‘Arrgghh! Help! Arrgghh!’

      ‘Doctor Leeds has been contaminated! The infected are breaking through!’

      ‘Breaches detected in the west and south buildings!’

      ‘The virus has broken containment! All personnel put your gas masks on, now!’

      ‘All units stationed on the perimeter, do not let any

      personnel leave the compound, whether they are infected or not. That is a direct order. Kill and destroy all infected.’

      More terrifying, inhuman screams echo across the district, met by a spattering of gunshots. I rifle through the soldier’s pockets quickly, recovering an ID door pass, which my glasses scan.

      ‘Should take just a moment,’ Abbey tells me before the insignia of a dagger stabbing down into a snake appears on the headset lens. ‘Covert Unit 57, Special Operations, known as the Crimson Knights. According to our records they are usually dispatched to investigate areas with perceived hazardous and biological threats…’

      Suddenly, a warning appears across the headset lens, words flashing red.

      
        
        CELESTE VIRUS DETECTED

        DESTROY THE SOURCE IMMEDIATELY

      

      

      ‘It can’t be…’ Matt says in shock before the words quickly disappear from the glasses.

      ‘Celeste Virus. That’s bad, right?’ I ask. It’s then I see a gas mask attached to the soldier’s equipment.

      ‘You need to get out of there, Adam,’ Matt orders. ‘Fall back to the rendezvous point. That goes for all of you. Em, Dave, fall back and regroup.’

      ‘This is General Walcott. Is the virus at risk of

      breaching the compound?’ a formal voice asks over the soldier’s headset.

      ‘Sir, we are doing all we can to contain the…’

      ‘Is the virus at risk of breaching the compound?’ the general repeats.

      ‘Yes,’ another voice finally concedes.

      ‘I am instigating the Clean Slate Protocol,’ the general says. ‘I am ordering all uninfected personnel to rendezvous at Site Three, twenty miles south of Telluride for thorough decontamination. I am instigating a cordon of thirty miles around the town. The Clean Slate Protocol will commence in fifteen minutes.’

      ‘Sir, what about the civilians?’ another voice on the headset asks.

      ‘There is no time to commence a full evacuation,’ the general says without remorse. ‘Do you understand the consequences if you are not clear of Telluride in fifteen minutes?’

      ‘Yes, Sir,’ a distant, stunned voice replies.

      ‘May God have mercy on us all,’ another voice prays.

      ‘Clean Slate. That mean what I think it does?’ I ask Matt and Abbey.

      ‘Firebomb the entire area by fighter jet,’ Abbey replies, her voice flat and full of sorrow. ‘Leave nothing alive, not even bacteria. No traces.’

      ‘And they’re willing to sacrifice all these people,’ I say, seeing the town behind me and knowing it is full of families.

      ‘You have to get out of there, Adam,’ Matt urges. ‘There’s nothing you can do. This is an order for all Echo Team to immediately evacuate the area.’

      ‘How many people live in Telluride?’ I ask.

      ‘Over two thousand three hundred, plus hundreds of skiers and tourists.’

      ‘Why did the glasses warn me to destroy the source of the virus?’ I ask. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Adam, you need to leave,’ Matt tells me.

      ‘What is the virus?’ I demand.

      ‘Airborne contagion,’ Abbey explains hurriedly. ‘The infected are driven feral, crazed. Destroy the source and you destroy the virus.’

      ‘And those already infected?’

      ‘They should return to normal in time without further inhalation of the virus.’

      I look back at the town. At least two thousand three hundred people who have no idea what is going on. Two thousand three hundred innocents.

      Without thinking, I keep the soldier’s ID door pass and unclip his gas mask from his uniform, pulling it over my head. I search for his keys too, but they are nowhere to be found. With no other option, I take the soldier’s firearm and pull the trigger five times, destroying the lock on the gate. The recoil thunders up my arm, but once the gate swings open I throw the weapon away, knowing I would be useless with it. It took me five attempts to hit the lock, let alone a real, moving target.

      ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, Adam!’ Matt yells at me. ‘I gave you an order to leave!’

      ‘Matt, shut up!’ I yell back as I mount the motorcycle and start up its engine. ‘I cannot just leave all these people behind to die. Could you do it?’

      He doesn’t answer initially.

      ‘This is too dangerous,’ he argues. ‘We have already warned the local authorities to evacuate…’

      ‘They will never get all those people clear in time!’

      ‘Adam, I am ordering you to leave!’ Matt yells at me.

      ‘Sorry, Abbey,’ I say, breaking a promise to her as I remove the glasses and fold them into my jacket.

      The droning siren echoes all around and gunfire and screaming can still be heard as I enter the school district. The compound is in utter disarray. Slowly, I guide the motorcycle on, careful of discovery by the remaining soldiers or the crazed – infected by whatever the hell virus it is.

      ‘Hold it right there!’ An order comes from behind me and two soldiers are advancing with their weapons raised. I bring the bike to a stop, the soldiers too close for me to make a quick getaway.

      ‘You wandered into the wrong neighbourhood, kid!’ the lead soldier says. ‘Take off the gas mask and show us your eyes! Show us you’re not infected!’

      They close in on me, but as I remove the gas mask, I see the shadow of a figure quickly approach. Suddenly, both soldiers are struck from behind in a blur of strikes and kicks until both have fallen to the ground, still alive but dazed.

      ‘Will you ever not need rescuing?’ Emma asks with a broad grin across her face.

      Emma Lovell is a year or two older than me and her attitude towards me generally varies between annoyed and infuriated.

      ‘Your brother is furious with you, you know,’ she states with contempt.

      ‘I’m used to it in my family,’ I reply.

      ‘I’m not that happy with you either. You shouldn’t have broken comms. What are you doing here anyway? They’ve ordered an evacuation of the entire area.’

      ‘You really think the town will get clear in time?’

      ‘We’ve got twelve minutes to get clear ourselves,’ she says. ‘Stay here and you’ll either get yourself shot or bombed to pieces by the army’s jets.’

      The door of a building near to us flies open and a man dressed in a blood-splattered white lab coat falls through the doorway. Before Emma or I can move, two others fall through the door, their eyes yellow and bloodshot. They scream and tear at the man beneath them.

      Emma draws a handgun as she sees the fiends look up towards us. Another infected appears, then another, until almost ten have gathered, all staring intently at us.

      ‘Time to go,’ Emma warns.

      ‘Get on,’ I tell her, revving the motorcycle’s engine as she throws a leg over the bike and holds onto me tightly.

      We hurtle away with the infected chasing us. They are screaming as they thunder towards us. The few soldiers who remain open fire from the guard towers above. I can’t tell if their target is us on the bike or our predators. Bullets strike all around.

      We cross the compound, circling around the school district buildings and past more of the now-empty structures.

      ‘Left! Left!’ Emma shouts from behind me.

      Pulling out onto the far west of the compound, a loud crash sounds in front of us; a Jeep smashing its way through the fences. Infected are still giving chase, but the Jeep’s driver quickly emerges, gunning down our pursuers with precision.

      ‘Cavalry’s here!’ Emma cheers as we skid to a halt next to the Jeep.

      ‘Damn right it is,’ the Jeep’s driver replies as he reloads his rifle. Dave Conway, former soldier and combat medic, mid-thirties and very angry.

      ‘What the hell are you doing, kid?’ he yells at me. ‘You had orders. We’ve now only got ten minutes to get clear of this place.’

      ‘You two go,’ I tell them, urging Emma off the motorcycle as I pull on the gas mask again. ‘Get as many of the townspeople away before the jets reach their target in case I fail.’

      ‘You got a plan?’ Emma yells at me over the motorcycle’s engine.

      ‘Haven’t thought that far ahead yet,’ I reply, sending the bike forward.

      ‘Where are you going, kid?’ Dave demands.

      ‘Don’t do this!’ Emma shouts, but I am already gone.
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      ADAM—Surrounded by crazy infected & trigger-happy soldiers. Telluride, Colorado, USA

      What am I doing? What am I doing? What am I doing?

      I head towards what I guess is the main military base; the most heavily guarded and equipped area in the whole district. As I approach their entrance, I see more infected and even more soldiers; a battle is raging with bullets, fists, and teeth for arsenal. I do not go unnoticed and soon the bullets are racing towards me, too. I have to get inside the building and find the source of the virus inside. I spot one way in, though it will probably hurt – a lot.

      ‘No worries,’ I whisper to myself, sending the motorcycle hurtling on towards the school.

      I mount a grassy verge rising a hill and, propel the bike towards the windows of the second floor in the building. The bike crashes through the glass of the windows and takes the brunt of the impact, but I hadn’t reckoned with the drop on the other side. My instincts kick in, and I grab onto the window frame and throw myself forward, smashing through a desk to break my fall.

      I hit the floor hard, the air driven from my lungs and leaving me gasping as the bike thunders on and crashes into a far wall.

      ‘Okay, that kinda hurt,’ I moan as I rise up, body aching but nothing broken – hopefully. I notice the crack across the visor of my gas mask and pray it holds and does not leak.

      Checking my watch, I see the radio on my arm is smashed, but worse, I realise I cannot have more than five minutes left before the airstrike.

      I hurry past the smoking ruin of the bike and out into the main corridors of the quarantined area using the ID door pass I lifted from the first guard I met. The classrooms have been turned into labs and operations rooms. There is testing equipment, vast computer screens; more tech than I can possibly describe or know what it is used for. There are infected subjects trapped in cages and secured to operating tables. Whether they are test subjects or unlucky victims, I cannot tell, but they are still alive, writhing for release and screaming.

      In one room, a survivor cowers beneath her table, trying desperately to call for help with her mobile phone. Before I can call out, the infected grab her, pulling her out and tearing off her mask. I see the infection take hold. All it needs is three breaths and her eyes begin to change, the veins around them darkening. She falls still for a moment before the fury takes hold, her body trembling and her scream monstrous. I check the gas mask over my face is secure and hurry on.

      In the narrow, claustrophobic corridors of the school, the main lights are dead and everything is obscured by darkness. High-pitched screams echo. Sweat streams down my face from the heat beneath the gas mask and the fear coursing through me. My pace quickens until I’m running. I can only have a handful of minutes left before the bombs fall.

      A terrified soldier steps out into the corridor ahead, hands and weapon trembling as he sees me. Without warning, he fires, and a stream of bullets hurtles my way. I duck down, barging into a classroom for cover and circling the soldier. Once he stops to reload, I emerge, using a desk to propel myself up and kick the gun away. I strike him twice more but he doesn’t want to fight. He flees as soon as he realises the contest is lost.

      I hear what must be a dozen or more infected running and tearing through the rooms behind me. Cutting through classrooms and labs, I secure doors to slow them but they are relentless. I near the stairwell leading down into the depths of the school. A crazed woman, eyes yellow and bloodshot, leaps towards me from the shadows. I dive down beneath a table and rise up, forcing the table into the woman and barging her aside. More of the infected come and slam into my makeshift shield, forcing me back and tumbling down the stairs. Grabbing onto the rails, I swing clear, hurtling down and landing in the basement of the school.

      It is clear that some sort of construction work has been happening here, and in the deepest part of the basement is a vast hole, dug out by a construction crew. At its center are several rotten caskets. Most look ignored except for one. This one is concrete and surrounded, strangely, by a steel cage.

      Were they trying to protect what was inside? Or were they trying to stop what was inside from getting out?

      A section of the cage and concrete has been removed and the contents exposed. Inside is a skeleton, and around it, mould is growing. Spores. The source of the virus.

      Then, I see the inscription carved across the top of the stone casket.

      
        
        BENJAMIN BRIGGS

        CAPTAIN OF THE MARY CELESTE

        LOST TO US AT SEA

      

      

      The Celeste Virus – I thought I knew the name. The Mary Celeste; the ship whose crew vanished without a trace so long ago. A legend with dozens of theories as to what happened. How did the captain get all the way here? We’re miles from the coast. I recall the warning that flickered across the headset, ‘Destroy the source!’

      I raid the survival kit I keep in my jacket pocket and take out a box of matches. It’s amazing the small things which have saved my life so far. I strike one against the box and stand ready to ignite the remains inside the casket.

      An order, ‘Stop right there!’ is punctuated by the barrel of a gun nudging the back of my head.

      ‘I’m really getting fed up of guns,’ I mutter.

      ‘Step away from the remains,’ another voice commands. A squad of five men encircles me. Those without guns carry containers, ready to extract what they can of the artefact before the bombs fall.

      ‘And what if I don’t?’ I ask. I’m really not in the mood.

      I never finish my question; the butt of the rifle strikes me across the head. I stumble to my knees; the match falls away and is stamped out by my captors. As I’m roughly dragged to my feet, I’m horrified to see the crack in my mask has grown. Air is seeping out, and even worse, pouring in. I feel it instantly and know it will not take long for me to be infected, being this close to the source. My eyes burn and my hands tremble. I’m angry at everything and everyone. Hatred grows for the soldiers holding me prisoner, the General who ordered the airstrike, the stupid innocents of the town. I despise my own team and everyone at the museum; Emma, Dave, Abbey, Charles – all of them. I want to tear apart my own brother and mother. My grip on reality is slipping, but I hold on to one single thought.

      ‘DESTROY THE SOURCE!’

      ‘Out!’ the soldiers order me, but I do not listen. I give into the rage for just a moment.

      With a strength and speed I could never normally possess, I strike at the three nearest soldiers, hitting them hard and fast, before drawing a flare from the inside of my jacket.

      I drop the flare into the stone casket. The spores ignite instantly, their flames rapidly growing, engulfing the remains in the casket and then quickly spreading out into the surroundings. Smoke fills the room – thick and choking.

      I tear off the remains of the gas mask and finally lose all sense and control, screaming with a voice that is not mine.

      Without warning, something strikes me hard across the back of the head. I crash to the floor, darkness claiming me. The last thing I see is soldiers in full bio-hazard suits with their weapons all pointing towards my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      ADAM—A dark cell, God knows where

      My head is still ringing and my throat is sore and dry, no matter how much water I drink. My eyes are stinging, too – especially with the bright lights. I’m tired; my body is aching and my stomach lurches every time I think about what happened – and what I became. My gear and the headset are gone. Prison grey scrubs have replaced my clothes. Abbey is going to be furious about the glasses.

      Nobody has spoken to me. A nurse hooked me up to an IV drip when I was in the hospital bed, but for the last few hours I’ve been bored and suffering in a prison cell.

      That is until a visitor arrives.

      ‘Mr Hunter, it is good to meet you at last,’ a tall man in formal US army attire states as he approaches my cell. The military ribbons at his chest show he has served in the army for some time.

      ‘Adam Hunter,’ he says, reading from a file. ‘Seventeen years old, seventy plus inches tall, dark hair, blue eyes, a handsome young man…’

      ‘I’m flattered,’ I tell him, ‘but if you’re coming onto me, I’m afraid I’m not really interested.’

      ‘Arrested several times in England, and most recently spotted in Scotland and Rome,’ he tells me, ignoring my jibe and taking a grip of the bars of my cell. ‘You have been through a hell of a time young man, especially recently.’

      His tone is confusing; it’s neither angry nor enthusiastic.

      ‘And you are?’ I ask with my eyes barely open. My head is pounding with every word.

      ‘Apologies, how remiss of me. I am General Blake Walcott.’

      ‘Ah, the fool who wanted to bomb a small ski resort town to hide a dirty science experiment,’ I reply with disdain. ‘The Clean Slate Protocol. Guessing that didn’t work out too well.’

      ‘No. It seems the target was already destroyed before my jets could arrive,’ he states gruffly.

      ‘Good,’ I say, barely able to remember my last actions in the school. All I can recall are the flames and the anger.

      ‘Where am I?’ I ask.

      ‘Somewhere safe,’ he tells me. ‘We kept you, and all the recovered infected, in quarantine until the virus was purged from your system. You and the others should make a full recovery.’

      ‘Great, can I go now?’

      ‘Not until you answer a few questions,’ he says. ‘How did you know that we had an operation ongoing in Colorado? What brought you to Telluride, a small town far from your home?’

      I don’t answer.

      ‘Don’t tell me the infamous Adam Hunter has suddenly gotten shy?’ he goads me.

      ‘Infamous?’ I cannot help but question.

      ‘Are you not the same Adam Hunter who infiltrated the Colosseum in Rome and then the Vatican?’ General Walcott sneers. ‘Are you not the Adam Hunter seen by television crews around the world lifting a Roman Eagle and calling down the wrath of the gods?’

      I fall silent again.

      ‘Tell me, what does the British Museum know about the Celeste Virus?’

      I say nothing.

      ‘Look son, I can let you out of here in a matter of minutes with a plane ticket, free to return home, but you need to cooperate.’

      ‘You would have murdered over two thousand people,’ I say. ‘Over two thousand people. For what? To protect your secret experiment? To protect the secrets about that casket and the remains within?’

      He slams his fists against the bars. ‘No – to prevent the virus from escaping into the general population!’

      ‘When the situation turned sour you decided to burn everything to the ground,’ I say. ‘You gave a death sentence to those people. I couldn’t let that happen.’

      ‘And so you destroyed the source of the virus!’ he states. ‘When I received word about your success, I called off the bombing run. Your success meant the destruction of something our country has only seen once before and has spent so long searching to rediscover. We have spent years researching this phenomenon and its potential.’

      ‘To weaponise I guess?’

      He doesn’t disagree. ‘Years wasted,’ he mutters.

      ‘From what I saw, the infected, the virus running loose, despite your efforts at containment – you shouldn’t have wasted your time.’

      ‘We could have you imprisoned as a spy, you know,’ he taunts me.

      ‘It would be worth it to save those people.’

      ‘The virus should never have breached containment,’ the general says, backing off. ‘What do you know of Winterbourne?’

      ‘Never heard of it,’ I reply sharply. ‘Now, can I have my one phone call? I’m in prison aren’t I? With prisoners’ rights?’

      ‘Not quite,’ he huffs.
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      ADAM—A prison cell, still somewhere in America judging by the guards’ accents.

      They drugged me into unconsciousness, and when I woke, I thought the whole thing, my whole time in Colorado, was nothing but a dream. A nightmare. I was soon brought back to my miserable reality by the surroundings of a cold and dank military prison.

      ‘No talking my way out of this one,’ I mutter to myself.

      Two days have passed since my little chat with General Walcott, and since then, sitting on the floor of the cell, leaning against the small, hard cot I use to sleep on, the same words keep going through my head. Failure. Disappointment. Not good enough.

      In my left hand, I twirl a pen between my fingers, and with my right, I throw playing cards across the room into an empty cup on the far side. I do both without really thinking as events circle through my mind.

      Two months ago, I was a failing college student, bored of studying, bored of my hometown – bored of everything. Then I learned of my brother’s secret life, his work as a hunter for the British Museum and everything changed. Matt was taken hostage by an immortal psycho known as Vladimir Makov who was searching for the fabled Eagle standard of the Ninth Roman Legion. From long forgotten crypts in Scotland to the Colosseum of Rome, I searched for Matt and the Eagle, finally stopping Makov in the Vatican and freeing my brother.

      Matt needed time to recover from his injuries, and after what happened, I was offered a temporary position until he returned. So far, all I had done was train with Dave as my unrelenting drill-sergeant.

      The Colorado mission was my first official operation as a hunter. My first mission and I disobeyed orders and was captured. Not good enough – again.

      I hear the walking stick before the footsteps and instantly know I’m in even more trouble. Charles Lovell, head of operations at the British Museum, suited as always, and with that annoying typical English moustache as well. I don’t know which is worse, his niece Emma’s anger, or his unsettling look of disappointment.

      ‘Mr Hunter,’ his formal voice greets me. ‘It seems you have found yourself in quite the predicament.’

      Two guards of the American military flank him, one unlocking the cell’s door and the other looking at me in annoyance.

      ‘Where did you get the pen and cards?’ he demands, before then looking to the handcuffs hanging from one of the bars of the cell’s door. ‘And how did you get those off?’

      ‘I don’t like handcuffs,’ I reply, still flicking the cards into the cup.

      Charles steps inside before the door is closed and locked again.

      ‘Alert us when you are ready,’ the guard tells Charles. He is clearly still dismayed at my escape from the handcuffs and the theft of the pen and cards.

      ‘Friends of yours?’ I ask once Charles and I are alone.

      ‘You have no idea how many favours I had to pull in order to see you,’ he says, taking a seat on the cot behind me.

      ‘Did Emma and Dave get away okay?’

      ‘They are fine,’ Charles tells me.

      ‘And the townspeople?’

      ‘Shaken by what happened in their own home. Those infected are recovering like yourself. The virus is mostly gone from their systems. Very few casualties, thankfully, but you should be more worried about yourself; in here there’s little I can do in the US system. It’s tight.’

      ‘My mother always warned me I’d end up in a cell eventually.’

      ‘Well, yes.’ He sighs heavily. ‘But you could have chosen a better one. I have been in discussions for the past few hours with a General Walcott. He is not happy that you interfered in that little experiment they had going on in Telluride. He did not deny or confirm whether they were experimenting on the Celeste Virus, but he is furious the artefact was destroyed.’

      ‘You’re all welcome,’ I reply. ‘What is the Celeste Virus anyway?’

      ‘That is strictly confidential,’ he says with a warning to end the matter. ‘The general will also not admit they had lost control of the virus and the town – but I think we both know the truth about that. As I said, the general is very angry about your interference.’

      ‘What a shame,’ I say sarcastically.

      ‘Now, Mr Hunter, what do you think went wrong in Telluride?’ Charles asks.

      Suddenly, I’m a boy at school again, having to explain myself to the teacher.

      ‘Should we really be talking about this?’ I ask. ‘This whole conversation is probably being recorded and the general listening with interest.’

      ‘Yes, they are probably trying to film us,’ he concedes, ‘but they won’t have much luck. Inside my jacket is a device our technical advisor, Mr Hill, recently created, which gives out a continuous signal that interferes with their cameras. All your friends out there will find on their footage and audio recordings is static. Now, what do you think went wrong in Telluride?’

      ‘I pissed off the general,’ I mutter.

      ‘No,’ Charles tells me, his voice cold and harsh. ‘Your mistakes began long before that.’

      I know what he is getting at; I acted against orders, I cut off communications, and I abandoned Emma and Dave. I’ve had plenty of time to think it over, but it doesn’t mean I agree.

      ‘I got the job done,’ I say. ‘The artefact is gone and the people are returned to normal – and everyone in the team walked away.’

      ‘Not everyone,’ Charles says, rattling his walking stick against the cells bars.

      ‘Look, just get it over with,’ I say, my patience running out. ‘Say what you came here to say.’

      ‘You did not stick to Matthew’s plan. You were in Telluride for reconnaissance only – that was all.’

      ‘Matt’s plan fell apart the moment the infected started breaking loose,’ I snap.

      ‘Matthew ordered you to regroup and evacuate,’ Charles states coldly. ‘Instead, you were reckless, running off to be the hero and abandoning the rest of Echo Team. Your team.’

      ‘I was trying to save the town and my team, including Emma, your niece!’

      ‘You abandoned your team,’ he repeats. ‘Once the all clear was given and the jets called off, Emma and David tried to rescue you. They went back into the compound, risking their lives because of your foolishness. Only when they saw additional military platoons arriving did they finally stop.’

      ‘I will apologise to them.’

      ‘You cut off communications with your team as well. That is strictly forbidden. You will have to face Abbey’s wrath yourself.’

      ‘Looking forward to that.’ I sigh.

      ‘Next, that little fire you started burnt down all

      the school district and nearly half the town. This is simply unacceptable. You are lucky no innocents were caught in the blaze.’

      ‘Hey, I managed to live out every child’s fantasy of burning down a school.’ I force a smile.

      ‘And in doing so, allowed yourself to be corrupted by the very virus you sought to destroy.’

      ‘It’s not like I aimed to get infected,’ I say, still haunted by the experience of losing control, of feeling all that endless rage.

      ‘And lastly, you allowed yourself to be captured and put behind bars on foreign soil.’

      ‘Not exactly my plan,’ I say under my breath.

      ‘So, what do you have to say for yourself, Mr Hunter?’ Charles asks.

      ‘I will not apologise for what I did. As you said yourself, the American military would have bombed the site, killing thousands of people and stealing the virus for their own deeds. I stopped that and I won’t apologise.’

      ‘Of course you won’t. You’re too stubborn for that. I feared it was too early to send you out into the field and you have done nothing but prove I was right. You are rash, reckless, inexperienced, and you do not follow orders. There’s an anger to you – a need to always prove yourself and it’s going to get you, and others, killed.’

      I say nothing, knowing deep down that everything he is saying is probably true.

      ‘Guards,’ Charles calls out.

      They arrive and open the cell door.

      ‘You will have to be more careful in future, Mr Hunter,’ Charles says to me. ‘As I said before, I had to pull a lot of favours. Though the general will never admit it to your face, you have his and the population of Telluride’s thanks.’

      Charles rises, ‘Now, are you coming or do you want to stay here?’
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      ADAM—The British Museum, London, England.

      Standing outside, I look up at the great columned entrance. It’s more like an ancient Roman or Greek temple, or senate building, than a museum. My trip back to England was alone. Charles headed elsewhere without explanation. I kept my returned phone and the headset turned off and tucked them away in my bag. I didn’t want to talk to anyone, and I still don’t, but I know I need to go inside. I have to face the music.

      Pacing up the stone stairs and passing between the columns, I navigate past the swarms of tourists and visitors. There are hundreds of them, all here to see the wonders of the museum. Little do they know that several floors beneath their feet are even greater treasures, relics that few in the world have seen. I am one of the privileged few, for now.

      In the initial entrance, I see the gift shops are already full and the stairs flanked by a pair of stone lions are currently home to a family of eager, hyper children. I walk on through into what is known as the Queen Elizabeth II Great Court. In the center of the vast hall is the great domed Reading Room of the British Library. Now, it is an exhibition room encircled with a spiralling staircase. Overhead is the impressive tessellated glass roof. It still amazes me every time I see it.

      I stop for a moment, taking time to appreciate all that is around me. Families, school trips, older students taking notes or making sketches of the exhibits.

      ‘C’mon, Daddy. I want to see the mummies!’ a little girl cries to her father, pulling him along. It makes me smile when it recalls my own family memories forged here, of my own father and the feel of my hand in his. Regret hits me. He would have loved to hear about the secret teams of museum hunters; about my adventures finding the Roman Eagle and the burial cask from the Mary Celeste. Our parents told Matt and me all those myths and legends when we were kids, and now we can take those stories even further. Not for the first time, I really wish he was here.

      Walking on, I hurry up the staircase into the higher levels of the Reading Room, reaching a lift marked as, ‘Restricted’. The doors open automatically as I approach.

      ‘Welcome, Mr Hunter,’ an electronic voice greets me, my face having been scanned and recognised as I approached the lift.

      ‘Operations,’ I instruct before quickly changing my mind. ‘Actually, take me to medical and training.’

      ‘Medical and training floor,’ the voice repeats.

      The judgement of Matt and the rest of the team can wait a while. I need to clear my head first. I need to get some sleep.

      Within no time, the lift comes to a stop and the

      doors open many floors beneath the public face of the museum. Walking the hallway, I see the medical rooms where I first awoke in the British Museum, and opposite them is the vast training facility. The facility is in use as Gabriel Quinn, sole member of the museum’s Bravo Team, tackles the assault course. In quick succession, he overcomes the climbing walls, cargo nets, running tracks, all manner of obstacles and dangers before finally coming face-to-face with his final challenge, Dave Conway. Without acknowledgement of each other, they launch into combat, both armed with a pair of wooden training sticks. They are equally matched for a while before Gabriel swiftly dodges a blow and sweeps the legs out from under Dave.

      ‘You’re getting slow, old man,’ the victor taunts, helping up the former soldier before they begin again.

      On the far wall of the training facility, beyond the two men, are the successful trial times, the tests to prove yourself as an operative, a hunter of the British Museum. I see, in second place, is my brother, Matt, whilst Gabriel sits atop the ranking. My name is way down in twenty ninth place with a ‘P’ next to the time, denoting it as only a partial completion. Though I know it is not the aim, that ranking mocks me every time I see it. It reminds me of my failure – and the fear that cost me my attempt. That was all before I set out for Rome and rescued Matt.

      Farther on, past the vast training facility, I pass a kitchen, a gym, a fully stocked library, and a deserted recreation room, marvelling at how all of this and so much more is hidden beneath the main museum. Thankfully, there is only one person to be seen.

      ‘Mr Hunter,’ Dr Scott Wallace, chief physician at the museum greets me as we pass each other in the corridor. Potbellied, unshaven, and smoking, despite being below ground without windows, he is the least doctor-like-person I have ever known. ‘I heard you would be returning soon. How was Colorado?’

      ‘It sucked,’ I reply in annoyance, waving the smoke from my face. ‘How’s Matt’s rehab coming on?’

      He sighs. ‘Slow. Slower than it should be.’

      ‘I’ll speak to him.’

      ‘I need to run some blood tests on you before you head out again,’ the doctor calls over his shoulder. ‘Nasty stuff, the Celeste Virus.’

      ‘So I hear,’ I reply, walking on and towards the residential quarters and my own room: number eight.

      With a quick swipe of my passcard, I am inside my small allocated room. In all honesty, I’ve spent more days here than at my actual house in the last couple of months, and it’s looking more and more like my home already. Clothes and equipment cover the floor, there are pieces of motorcycle engine on every surface, and on the wall is a map of the world. Mounted on another wall is a Roman short sword, a gladius previously belonging to Antonius Thadian, Legatus and commander of the Legio IX Hispana.

      My first action is to put a green pin into the Colorado area of America on the world map. Then, I turn on my music – loud. I drop my rucksack to the floor and fall to the bed, eyes closed for a precious few seconds until my mobile begins to ring.

      ‘Hello,’ I say without looking to see who is calling, turning down the music with an outstretched hand.

      ‘It’s about damn time you answered me!’ the voice of Sara Starr shouts down the phone. ‘I’ve been calling you for days, weeks even, and you haven’t replied once! I haven’t even seen you since the End of Year Ball, and even then you didn’t seem interested...’

      ‘Sara, Sara, slow down,’ I say, but she doesn’t relent.

      ‘I’m sure it was you in those photos from Rome, but you still won’t tell me the truth…’

      ‘It wasn’t me,’ I try to lie, but she doesn’t listen.

      ‘You know what? I can do better. I deserve better. Screw it, I’m done with you.’

      ‘Yep, sounds about right,’ I say to myself as she hangs up.

      What are you doing, Adam?

      My phone rings again. I don’t need this right now so I ignore the first three times the phone sounds.

      ‘Fine, fine, fine,’ I say, finally answering the fourth time it rings and trying to put on a cheerful voice. ‘Hey, Mother.’

      ‘Nearly three weeks,’ she states coldly.

      ‘What?’

      ‘It is nearly three weeks since you were last home,’ she says. ‘No word of how you are, or where you are.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, trying to keep calm. ‘It’s been hectic here.’

      ‘Yet your brother manages to keep in touch. I hoped that some of his better traits would rub off on you what with the pair of you working together.’

      ‘I bet you did,’ I reply without thinking, but she doesn’t bite back at my comment.

      ‘I am trying to be supportive,’ she says and I can tell she is trying to control her temper.

      ‘I know. I know, and I am grateful for that.’

      ‘I am not happy about you both working there though,’ she says. ‘Charles…he…’

      ‘What about him?’ I ask, never understanding my mother’s hatred for my boss. It took many days of arguing before she finally relented in my joining the museum. There is something she is keeping from us.

      She pauses for a moment before continuing. ‘He had better be looking after you,’ she says. ‘Just keep out of trouble. I don’t want you joining your father in the graveyard.’

      ‘That’s a bit much, don’t you think?’

      ‘As soon as your time is done there, I want you back in college. You will return and take all the exams you have missed.’

      ‘Yes, Mother.’

      ‘I mean it. I want you out of that place as soon as possible.’

      ‘Why? Tell me why you are so against me being

      here? Why are you not telling Matt all this?’

      ‘He can take care of himself. He knows what he is doing.’

      ‘Just like he did when he was captured and tortured and I saved him?’ I instantly know I shouldn’t have said that.

      ‘That is exactly why I want you away from that place!’ she yells down the phone.

      ‘Okay, I’m going to hang up now,’ I say as she continues to shout.

      ‘No wait,’ she says to stop me. ‘Are you coming home?’

      ‘Yeah, eventually,’ I reply.

      ‘Tonight?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Maybe isn’t good enough.’

      ‘It’s the best I can do.’ I chuckle.

      ‘Take care of yourself, Adam.’

      ‘Yes, Mother.’

      ‘I mean it.’

      ‘I know you do. You take care, too.’

      I ring off, close my eyes, and rest my head back on the bed, sighing heavily.

      ‘I don’t need three guesses to know who you were talking with,’ Matt’s voice says from across the room.

      My older brother, Matt Hunter, has always been the golden boy of the family, despite his denial. He was the best in his class at everything and can do no wrong in our mother’s eyes. It’s a good job I’m not the jealous kind.

      ‘Not now,’ I moan, but I can tell he isn’t going anywhere. ‘How much did you hear?’

      ‘Enough. You know she’s only like this because she worries about you.’

      ‘That is a funny way of showing it,’ I reply, lifting my head up. ‘She isn’t the same with you, is she? She doesn’t worry about you.’

      ‘She doesn’t have to.’ He smirks.

      ‘Your leg says differently.’

      ‘Very funny,’ Matt replies as he hobbles towards me, supported by a crutch. His leg is still encased in a metallic support, healing from the bullet wound he suffered in the Vatican. He is looking better than the last time I saw him, his body recovering more every day from his captivity. More and more he seems like the brother I always knew.

      ‘So, let me have it,’ I say, ready for his lecture.

      ‘I reckon Charles already has,’ Matt says at first, but I can see a quiet anger inside him the more he thinks on it. ‘You don’t learn, Adam. You don’t listen, and that is what gets you into trouble. That is why you failed this team.’

      ‘I did what I thought was best,’ I tell him, though I know it’s pointless.

      ‘You wanted to be the lone hero,’ he chastises. ‘That doesn’t work here. Me, Em, Dave, Abbey, we are your team. We rely on each other. We support each other. You disobeyed orders and abandoned us, nearly getting yourself killed in the process. You don’t listen to anyone but yourself.’

      ‘Then why have me join?’ I snap. ‘Why have me join if you know I am such a disappointment.’

      ‘Because I know you can be better,’ he replies with an anger I haven’t heard or seen in a long time. ‘Perhaps you need to grow up first.’

      ‘Now you sound like our mother.’

      ‘Perhaps she has a point,’ he says, his voice becoming sterner. ‘You got yourself captured. You got yourself infected with the virus. You could have been killed, Adam. You disobeyed an order, my order…’

      ‘That’s what you really have a problem with, isn’t it? That I didn’t follow the golden boy’s rules?’

      ‘I hate it when you call me that.’

      ‘True though, isn’t it? You always did everything first and far better than I ever could. At school, your grades, what we thought was your job, your house, your girlfriend and soon to be family. It’s the same here as well, isn’t it? You set the standard I cannot possibly hope to meet.’

      He doesn’t say anything for a while after that. I know it is just my frustration getting the better of me, but nothing I said was not how I feel.

      ‘I saved over two thousand people,’ I say, breaking the ice with a happy tone.

      ‘And got yourself captured in the process.’ Matt laughs, whacking me in the leg with his crutch before slumping down to sit on the bed next to me.

      ‘How angry are the rest of the team?’ I ask.

      ‘You think Charles was mad, you should’ve seen Emma and Abbey,’ he says with a chuckle. ‘Dave… well, Dave actually was surprisingly understanding to it all.’

      ‘And you?’ I ask.

      ‘Oh, I’m furious with you,’ he says, punching me in the arm. ‘But I get why you did it. I don’t know, maybe it’s the uselessness of this leg getting to me.’

      ‘How is it?’

      ‘Healing. Doc Wallace says I should be able to train in a couple of weeks.’

      ‘He thinks you should be progressing quicker than you are.’

      ‘I’ll show you soon enough what a real Hunter is capable of,’ he replies, brushing off my remark.

      ‘Yeah, sure.’ I laugh. ‘So it’s only most of the team that never wants to see me again.’

      ‘It’s not that bad,’ he says. ‘You just need to learn to follow orders and to work as part of a team. Your actions risked the exposure of the virus and the lives of everyone in Telluride, including Em and Dave.’

      ‘So you’re saying jets firebombing the entire area wasn’t a threat?’ I ask.

      ‘Wise ass,’ Matt replies. ‘I’m serious though. If that virus got loose, you would never have made it out of the States.’

      ‘What is the Celeste Virus?’ I ask.

      ‘That’s confidential,’ he replies automatically.

      ‘No, no. Charles gave me that rubbish,’ I argue. ‘After all I saw, I deserve to know. Come on, Matt.’

      ‘Fine,’ he says, knowing I will not give up asking. ‘In 1872, the merchant ship Mary Celeste set sail from New York heading for Genoa with a cargo of denatured alcohol. The ship was discovered nearly a month later…’

      ‘Utterly intact yet its entire crew missing,’ I finish for him. ‘But really, it was the virus?’

      ‘It is a better tale to say the crew vanished than the truth,’ Matt explains.

      ‘The truth being they were driven mad and slaughtered each other.’

      ‘Due to prolonged exposure, the bodies became carriers of the virus,’ Matt continues. ‘As you yourself experienced, the virus is airborne and warps the minds of its victims, engulfing them in rage.’

      ‘That’s why the casket was surrounded by steel, to prevent the body and the virus from escaping.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Matt tells me.

      ‘But where did the virus come from?’ I ask.

      ‘Now that, little brother, is the great mystery. Nobody knows the virus’ true origin. It hasn’t been seen anywhere but in the Mary Celeste crew. Nor is there a cure if the virus should ever get out into the public.’

      ‘That’s why the army wanted to bomb the hell out of the town. This isn’t the first time you or the US army has come across the virus, is it?’

      ‘Bodies from the Mary Celeste keep popping up,’ Matt tells me. ‘The US, Africa, Spain…’

      ‘And I’m guessing Telluride was Captain Benjamin Briggs’ hometown before he died?’ I ask.

      ‘Body returned and buried before a school was built over the top of the gravesite. It was rediscovered during excavations.’

      ‘And therefore unleashing the virus,’ I add.

      ‘Yep,’ he says. ‘The sightings of the virus across the world seem to be growing, as is the danger.’

      ‘So, it’s like a zombie horror movie then?’

      ‘Where do you think the inspiration for zombies came from,’ he replies, smirking again. ‘If the virus ever broke out, it could be an end of the world scenario.’

      ‘Just like the films,’ I say, realising just how big a risk I took by entering the facility. ‘I’m sorry, Matt.’

      ‘Look, you screwed up,’ he tells me. ‘Everybody does at some point and you can learn from this. You and the team walked away, as did all the people of that town. That is what is important.’

      ‘And my imprisonment?’ I ask.

      ‘Well it’s not like you were an angel before,’ he teases. ‘You were lucky that the headset has an automatic shutdown and can only be operated by registered owners. If the US army gained access to our systems and databases, it would be a disaster.’

      ‘More worried about the work than me. Yep, that sounds strangely like our mother talking,’ I say. He

      moves to argue but I stop him, changing the subject. ‘How’s Kat?’ I ask of his girlfriend.

      ‘She’s good,’ he replies, instantly smiling.

      ‘She big yet?’

      ‘Na. Fair few months to go, but she’s got a little bump.’

      ‘Do you know if it’s a boy or girl yet?’

      ‘We don’t want to know,’ he says. ‘As long as it’s healthy, we don’t mind either way.’

      ‘And secretly?’

      ‘I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t love to have a boy,’ he confesses, before rising to stand, wincing as his wounded leg takes his weight. ‘Look, you shouldn’t be moping about in here. Being miserable isn’t the little brother I know. It’s quiet enough round here at the moment so let’s take it easy for a while and relax with the others.’

      ‘Where’s everyone else?’

      ‘The bar.’

      ‘You guys have a bar?’ I ask in surprise.

      ‘Yep.’ He smiles. ‘You don’t think we spend all our time down here without windows or…’

      He pauses as he looks at my world map, stepping closer before pulling at a cord above it. A board falls down in front of the map, covered with photos, notes and another map marked with sightings, all regarding one man.

      ‘Vladimir Makov,’ Matt utters in astonishment. ‘You’re tracking him.’

      ‘He’s still out there,’ I state. ‘Makov escaped us in the Vatican. He’s still dangerous and needs to pay for what he did to…’

      I stop as Matt sees my gaze upon his leg.

      ‘You want revenge for what he did to me,’ my brother realises.

      ‘Damn right I do. He beat the hell out of both of us, and had so many people killed in his crazed pursuit of the Eagle.’

      ‘You need to stop this, Adam,’ he says.

      ‘Why?’ I ask. ‘Don’t you want payback for what he did to you?’

      ‘Of course I do. He tortured me, he… I have scars that will never heal.’

      ‘Not to mention your leg,’ I add.

      ‘It’s more than that. How do you think he knew to go to the Colosseum? How did he know to go the Vatican? It was my fault, Adam. He broke me and I told him everything.’

      ‘That wasn’t your fault,’ I say. ‘Anybody would break under that monster’s torture. That was all Makov, not you.’

      ‘And if I had held out, maybe the innocent guards at the Colosseum or the Vatican would still be alive. They had families, loved ones, but they died because I broke.’

      ‘You cannot think like that.’

      ‘The torture, the lives Makov took – all that still haunts me, and it probably always will,’ he says. ‘Don’t let it haunt you, too.’

      ‘I need to know, Matt,’ I say. ‘I need to know how he has lived so many years. I need to know how he has those abilities.’

      ‘He won’t be the last,’ Matt replies.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Vladimir Makov is just the tip of the iceberg. There are a lot of dangerous people out there, and now, thanks to the press and what happened in the Vatican, a lot of them know who you are.’

      ‘General Walcott included,’ I say.

      ‘Exactly,’ he agrees. ‘They are going to come after you. Are you ready for that?’

      ‘I chose this for myself,’ I say. ‘This job, this life. However long it lasts, it’s what I want.’

      ‘Good,’ Matt says, suddenly cheerful and pushing the Makov board away and out of sight. ‘Now, I’m gasping for a drink. You coming? Em will be there I think,’ he teases.

      ‘Why would that make a difference?’

      ‘Come on, Adam. I know you better than that.’

      He laughs. ‘I’ve seen the way you look at her.’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about,’ I try to lie.

      ‘Sure you don’t. What happened with that Sara from college anyway?’

      ‘She lost interest,’ I reply.

      ‘It’s difficult to keep up with a guy who is never around.’

      ‘Lying to her about what happened in the Vatican didn’t exactly help either,’ I say. ‘She’s still certain it was me in those photos. I know we’ve talked about this before, but why can’t we just tell people what really happened?’

      ‘Can you imagine how the world would react if

      they knew this kind of object, this power existed? There would be fiends like Makov appearing everywhere, all trying to claim a piece of this power for themselves, not to mention the religious implications and the political…’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ I say, stopping him.

      ‘If lying about this is too much for you…’

      ‘It isn’t,’ I swear.

      ‘Because you’re not interested in Sara anymore anyway… She’ll be at the bar.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Emma.’

      ‘Still no idea what you’re talking about,’ I try again.

      ‘You need to work on your lying, little brother,’ he warns me with a grin. ‘I’ll tell you though, if you’re chasing after Em, you’re heading for trouble.’

      ‘What else is new?’ I ask, body and mind exhausted.

      ‘Come on,’ Matt urges me. ‘Come to the bar. You’re buying the first round.’
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      ADAM—The Tavern, London, England

      ‘You didn’t say the bar was this close,’ I say as we walk through the double doors into the bar.

      ‘Less than a minute’s walk from the museum. It’s perfect,’ Matt says as he hobbles inside.

      The tavern is like so many British pubs and bars.

      The bar, the glasses, the draft taps, the tables, the dark wood walls, floors and low beams across the ceiling – all of it just so typically old and London British. On the walls I see framed paintings of Winston Churchill, the Duke of Wellington, and Admiral Horatio Nelson. With each painting is its own relic: a cigar used by Churchill, Wellington’s curved cavalry sword the duke carried at Waterloo, and a piece of bronze plating taken from a cannon on Nelson’s flagship HMS Victory.

      The only additions that seem out of place are the pool table crammed in a room too small for it, and the big flat screen television over the bar. I see Emma and Abbey at the pool table, cheering and fist bumping after pulling off a trick shot, whilst Dave and Gabriel, recovered from their earlier duels, sit at the bar, watching a rugby game on the television. Apart from the members of the British Museum, the bar is relatively quiet.

      ‘I need to answer a call of nature,’ Matt tells me. ‘You, talk to them.’

      ‘Hey, guys,’ I say approaching Dave and Gabriel.

      ‘Ah ha, here he be!’ Gabriel greets me loudly. ‘Had enough of the US army’s fine prison accommodation?’

      Gabriel Quinn is a drunkard and a waster in the eyes of most, but his performances in the museum’s trials prove otherwise.

      ‘Let’s just say I outstayed my welcome in the States,’ I reply. ‘You two want a drink?’

      ‘Beer,’ Dave and Gabriel say in unison, raising their empty glasses.

      ‘Abbey, Em, you two want a drink?’ I shout into the next room.

      ‘No, thanks,’ Abbey replies. Her tone informs me, as expected, she isn’t happy to see me. Emma doesn’t even react.

      ‘ID?’ the barman asks of me. At seventeen, I am one year short.

      ‘Beers are for us, Phil,’ Dave says, paying the bill too. ‘He can have a soft drink.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I say, turning to Dave as the barman pours the drinks. ‘Dave, I…’

      ‘Charles get you out?’ he asks, interrupting me.

      ‘Yep,’ I reply. ‘Look, Dave, I’m…’

      ‘You don’t need to apologise,’ the former soldier tells me. ‘In your shoes, at your age, I would probably have done the same. I understand. Just don’t go running off like that again, kid. We’re supposed to be on the same side.’

      ‘Next time, you can lead the way,’ I say. ‘I think the other two will take a bit more convincing.’

      ‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.’ Gabriel laughs. ‘I, for one, am impressed, Adam. You managed to piss off the US army, Charles, and the rest of your own team all in one go. I don’t think even I could manage that.’

      ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence,’ I say, ignoring his laughter as he then focuses his attempts at chatting up a nearby barmaid.

      ‘Good luck,’ Dave tells me as I begin to walk towards Emma and Abbey.

      ‘Hey,’ I say as I near the pool table, prepared for a frosty reception. I guess right. Emma promptly walks away without a word.

      ‘She’s still angry then?’ I ask.

      ‘She isn’t the only one,’ Abbey says, lining up her cue for the next shot.

      Historian and linguist Abbey is certainly the brains of the group, despite only being a couple of years older than me. Her scattiness and wandering mind either make me laugh or groan in frustration, but this coldness is new.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘You broke your promise,’ she says.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘No, you don’t,’ she says, potting a red and moving to the next shot. ‘You swore to me you wouldn’t cut off communications again. I felt so out of control. All I could do was watch the glasses’ GPS tracker. I…we…thought you were dead when the tracker stopped moving. The school was burning down.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I repeat. ‘Really I am. What will it take to convince you?’

      ‘Well, promises don’t seem to work with you,’ she says, swinging the cue round so it points directly into my face, ‘but I will think of something, just you wait.’

      ‘Want to know what today’s guess is?’ I ask.

      A smile spreads across her lips, despite her efforts

      to fight it. ‘Not really,’ she replies.

      ‘Yeah, you do.’

      ‘Okay… go on,’ she relents.

      ‘Abbey…Thompson.’

      ‘Oh, you so nearly had it,’ she replies in mock surprise.

      ‘Really?’ I stupidly ask.

      ‘Nope, not even close.’ She laughs before putting on her annoying gameshow host voice. ‘Tune in tomorrow for Adam’s Hunter’s next rubbish attempt at guessing my surname.’

      ‘Hey, hey!’ Tristram hurries over towards us.

      Tristram Hill, tech expert and supplier of most of the cool equipment the teams from the British Museum use. His clothes look filthy, as always, and from the smell, he has just been smoking outside. He grabs Abbey and kisses her. So there’s no hiding their relationship anymore, it seems.

      ‘Hey, Adam,’ he says, finally coming up for air. ‘Back from the States at last? How did the radio I made for you work out?’

      ‘It worked perfectly,’ I say, not mentioning that I utterly smashed it during my fun in Colorado. ‘I realise I have never seen you without the hat,’ I say to him, changing the conversation. ‘Do you actually have hair under there or are you all bald and shiny?’

      ‘Anyway…the radio?’

      ‘Or is your head covered in tattoos like a hardened prison lifer?’

      ‘Burn anymore schools down?’ he replies.

      ‘Not recently.’ I laugh.

      ‘Anywaaaay, clearly the radio is no longer with us,’ he says, sighing and twisting his lips. ‘The bow you requested is ready. Suited to your exact specifications and requests. You should come by the workshop and try it out – although, given your track record with my equipment – maybe not.’

      ‘Will do,’ I say, knowing I am already lost to the pair of them as they whisper and laugh with each other.

      Quickly turning away, I walk back to the bar where Matt has joined Dave and Gabriel. Before I reach them, I cross paths with Emma.

      ‘Hey,’ I say.

      ‘Welcome back,’ she replies without any cheer.

      ‘Look, I’m sorry for what happened in Telluride…’

      ‘Stop. Don’t bother with your apology,’ she says. ‘I know what you’re going to say.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Well, yeah, that,’ she replies in annoyance.

      ‘Thank you for trying to get me back after the military knocked me out.’

      ‘We’re a team,’ she tells me. ‘If you realised that instead of rushing off on your own, we could’ve helped you and avoided your stay in Guantanamo.’

      ‘It wasn’t that bad, actually,’ I admit.

      ‘I still think it’s a mistake you being on the team,’ she says. ‘But, until Matt is properly back, and whilst

      Charles still backs you, I guess we’re stuck with you.’

      ‘Aw, you know just how to make a guy feel wanted,’ I joke. ‘For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I screwed up, but I’m not sorry I charged in.’

      ‘Next time remember that you are part of a team.’

      Before I travelled to Rome in search of Matt and the Roman Eagle, Emma was just a rival. She didn’t want me as part of the team and saw me as undeserving among them. Emma was injured in the Colosseum of Rome, and on that night in the hospital, there was a moment between us. Her hand was in mine as she fell asleep, whispering for me not to leave her. Everything changed for me, and since then, she is all I can think about. That’s why I never got back in touch with Sara Starr and why I can’t blame Sara for being angry with me.

      Now is as good a time as any to try my luck. Why put off what can be done today.

      ‘So, I was wondering,’ I try, holding my nerves. ‘I was wondering if you fancied going for a drink or something sometime?’

      ‘You’re kidding, right?’ Emma says. Her eyes, the left one green and right one blue, usually mesmerise me, but right now they are flashing with so much anger that I am frightened if I look in them, they’ll burn me right up.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I mutter, knowing I’ve made a mess of it all.

      ‘I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at me,’ she says. ‘I’d hoped you wouldn’t be such an idiot to think we shared something back there.’

      ‘Em, wait…’ I try, but she continues.

      ‘No, you listen. I’m sorry, but I’m not interested, and you need to stop this before it starts – and before it embarrasses us both.’

      ‘I was only asking,’ I try to say in my defence, but she doesn’t let up.

      ‘Look, somehow we are colleagues, not that you deserve a place on the team,’ she says. ‘You are only on the team because of your brother.’

      ‘Yeah, well what about you and your uncle?’ I snap back.

      ‘I earned my place. It had nothing to do with Charles.’ She’s angry and I don’t feel that sorry – but she’s brutal when she’s angry and it isn’t long before she’s floored me with the old repeated accusation, ‘You never even passed the trials.’

      Her phone mercifully goes off in her pocket, ending her tirade. She walks away to answer it without saying more.

      ‘Oh, thank God,’ I say to myself. I risk a glance around me, hoping nobody else witnessed my utter embarrassment. Matt, Dave, Abbey, and Tristram all hurriedly look away whilst Gabriel continues to stare, a look of amusement playing across his lips. Great!

      ‘Crash and burn!’ he calls from the bar, grinning as he claps loudly. ‘Well done!’

      ‘Thanks for the kind words,’ I reply.

      ‘Wow, that was brutal,’ Abbey says as she walks

      over to me.

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Probably for the best though,’ she says, putting a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

      ‘Yep.’

      Emma returns and I say under my breath, ‘Oh joy, round two!’

      ‘Guys, that was Charles,’ she announces. ‘He wants us back at the museum immediately for briefing. That includes you, Gabriel.’

      ‘Wait, what?’ he says in surprise.

      Matt points to the television above the bar where breaking news is streaming along the bottom of the screen. ‘You reckon it’s anything to do with that?’

      
        
        INCREDIBLE DISCOVERY IN EGYPT SHOCKS HISTORIANS WORLDWIDE

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      ADAM—The British Museum, London, England.

      We gather in the Echo Team operations room, surrounded by computer screens, maps, and analysis gear. Abbey gives any of us who touch a single piece of her equipment a stern look and warning. She sits in front of the main consoles, activating the communications feed. At Abbey’s command, Charles’ face appears in the central screen before us all.

      ‘You’re patched in, Charles,’ Abbey advises.

      ‘Good afternoon, everyone,’ he greets. ‘I trust you are all well and not arguing since Adam’s return.’

      ‘Not at the moment,’ Emma states coldly without looking to me.

      ‘Whereabouts are you, Charles?’ Dave asks.

      ‘I cannot divulge my location at the moment,’ he says. I can hear the weariness in his voice and see worry on his face – it’s disconcerting in a man who is always so in control of everything. ‘I am still rectifying the situation that arose in Colorado.’

      I feel the eyes of the team upon me, striking me with shame.

      ‘Clearing up our mess,’ Matt says.

      I remain silent.

      ‘For now, Matthew, but that is not why I have summoned you all. I trust you have seen the news bulletins regarding events in Egypt?’

      A few of the screens in the room show television news channels, English, American, French, German and more, all showing scenes of a desert and interviewing Egyptian officials. The world is talking about this.

      ‘For the past eight days, a sandstorm has ravaged much of central and western Egypt,’ Charles explains. ‘With wind speeds reaching in excess of sixty miles per hour, it was unsafe for people to even leave their homes. Relief efforts were launched by many neighbouring countries to aid villages and towns cut off from food and water supplies. A storm like this has not been seen for centuries. Among all the chaos, eyewitnesses claim to have seen repeated lightning strikes impacting the same vicinity at the very heart of the storm.’

      The screens around us switch to show maps of Egypt, centering on an area south-west of the capital, Cairo, and west of the ancient city of Thebes and the Valley of the Kings, in the midst of the Great Sand Sea Desert.

      ‘When the sandstorm finally calmed,’ Charles continues, ‘much of the desert was changed. Great dunes have moved miles from where they originated, and in their wake, in the heart of the Great Sand Sea Desert, this was unearthed…’

      ‘A pyramid!’

      I’m in shock. The screens show a grand structure, triangular surfaces converging to a single point, still half-buried in sand. It is an impressive sight; one I have always wanted to see in real life.

      ‘As you can imagine, the Egyptian government are keen to explore this new found wonder and discover the secrets…’ Charles says.

      ‘Not to mention the treasures,’ Gabriel murmurs, nudging me.

      ‘…hidden within,’ Charles finishes.

      ‘Even though the rest of the country is still recovering from the terrible sandstorms?’ Emma questions in disgust.

      ‘Yes,’ Charles concedes. ‘This discovery took precedence and teams of excavators have been dispatched immediately to cordon off the area and gain access to the pyramid. Their scans suggest the structure is much larger than first estimated. The pyramid of Giza stands four hundred and fifty feet tall, with a base of seven hundred feet. This new pyramid stands over seven hundred feet tall, its base near a thousand feet.’

      ‘Not to mention what could lie beneath the surface of the pyramid,’ Abbey adds. ‘Many of the pyramids previously explored have vast hidden chambers beneath the visible exterior.’

      ‘Remind you of anything?’ I say, touching the wall of the operations room several floors beneath the rest of the museum.

      ‘So, in short, this pyramid is massive,’ Dave surmises.

      ‘How could it have gone undiscovered for so long?’ Matt asks. ‘Especially with satellite imaging. Surely it would have been spotted before now?’

      ‘There’s a lot of things about this whole situation that don’t make much sense,’ Charles says, scratching his chin.

      ‘There’s something not right about this,’ I say quietly to myself

      Charles glances to his side briefly, which is odd in itself; he doesn’t normally act twitchy. ‘If not for the storm,’ he continues, having lowered his voice, ‘we may never have discovered the pyramid. Besides, there is no recorded mention of there ever having been a structure in this location. There’s no reason to suspect anything was out in this desert – its sudden appearance is a mystery.’

      ‘So the Egyptians have sent in teams,’ Emma says impatiently. ‘What does this have to do with us?’

      ‘This next particular bit of information has not reached the national press yet,’ Charles explains, ‘but the Egyptian teams ran into trouble within the pyramid. After just two days of breaching the outer walls and entering its first chambers, five members of their group have lost their lives, with another three in critical condition.’

      Profanities erupt through the team.

      ‘How?’ Dave asks.

      ‘It seems the treasures, as Mr Quinn describes them, within the pyramid have far greater defences than was first assumed – or like any that have been discovered before.’

      ‘And they only got as far as the first chambers?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes,’ Charles confirms. ‘The teams have been ordered to extricate from the site. This is where the British Museum comes in. In light of the loss of life their own people have suffered, the Egyptian government has sent out a request for support, a request we shall answer.’

      ‘They want us to enter the pyramid?’ my brother asks in surprise. ‘Apart from respected historians, I didn’t think they wanted anybody from the museum going anywhere near their cherished sites.’

      ‘That’s the general rule,’ Charles explains. ‘The British Museum has had a difficult relationship with Egypt for a long time – which is not surprising considering the history of our …’

      ‘Treasure hunting,’ Gabriel offers cheekily. Charles ignores him.

      ‘For nearly two hundred years they have blamed the British Museum for pillaging much of its history,’ Abbey clarifies. ‘They see us as little more than grave-robbers.’

      ‘That’s putting it politely,’ Matt adds.

      ‘I’m guessing the displays you have open for the general public weren’t exactly agreed purchases?’ I dare to ask.

      ‘Our predecessors were thieves,’ Gabriel adds, seeming proud of the fact. ‘Howard Carter, Lord Carnarvon, Edward Ayrton, James Burton, James Bruce, Henry Salt, John Wilkinson. The list goes on and on.’

      ‘Very good,’ Abbey remarks, impressed.

      ‘When not drunk, I can sometimes be good at my job,’ he whispers to her, the closeness making her blush.

      ‘All those you named were famed historians and Egyptologists,’ Abbey says once she collects herself, ‘and all secretly worked for the British Museum in acquiring and protecting ancient relics from Egypt.’

      ‘They were the early day hunters,’ Emma says, winking at Abbey.

      ‘Yet, still known as grave-robbers,’ Matt reminds us.

      ‘Despite that, the Egyptian government has made a general request for support from any countries willing to enter the pyramid,’ Charles interrupts.

      ‘As long as they receive a share of the discoveries and profits?’ Emma predicts.

      Charles nods.

      ‘I’m guessing we’re not the only ones to answer the call?’ Dave says.

      ‘Correct,’ Charles replies. ‘According to my contacts, teams from France and Sweden have already mobilised, with another from Italy likely to join them.’

      ‘So you want us to head out to Egypt, enter the pyramid and beat the other teams to the prize,’ Emma says.

      ‘Cursum perficio,’ I say, the only Latin phrase I know.

      ‘I finish the journey?’ Abbey says, knowing the dead language.

      ‘We translate it as I finish the race,’ Matt replies. ‘It’s the Hunter family motto.’

      ‘Yes, it’s a race, but don’t forget about discovering the origin of the pyramid and its history, too,’ Abbey says. ‘Pyramids are typically dedicated to kings and pharaohs and they mark their last resting place. They’re more than tombs. As yet, we have no idea who built this pyramid or who it was devoted to.’

      ‘Due to the importance of this operation, and following the Telluride fiasco,’ Charles explains, ‘I have decided that Echo Team are to work side-by-side with Charlie Team.’

      A quick tap from Abbey at her screen brings up images and footage of Charlie Team, a man and woman pairing, both in their forties. The woman appears slim and tough with short shaved hair, whilst the man has the appearance of a climber lost in the mountains for too long what with his thick curly hair and explorer’s beard.

      ‘We’re to work with J and J,’ Emma says, a hint of annoyance in her voice. She shoots me a glare to say, ‘This is your fault!’

      ‘Yes,’ Charles says. ‘You are to work with John and Judith Westmore, renowned and respected Egyptologists who have worked for the British Museum for nearly fifteen years. They are already in Egypt, commissioned by the government to conduct scans of Tutankhamun’s tomb, recently discovering hidden chambers beyond the northern walls of the crypt. I have already spoken with them and they will rendezvous with you at the pyramid. Their expertise will be invaluable to you.’

      ‘Your brother screws up and we have to be lumped in with another team?’ Emma snaps at Matt.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ he replies.

      ‘Matthew and Abbey will provide oversight and head communications from the museum,’ Charles explains. ‘Matthew, you still need time for your recovery, though I do want you to step up your sessions with Doctor Wallace. You and Abbey will work alongside Charlie Team’s advisor from the operations rooms of the museum.’

      ‘Oh great,’ Abbey moans. ‘We have to work with Big Ben, the giant, grotesque slug.’

      ‘Dave will provide on-site support,’ Charles continues, ignoring Abbey’s cry of despair. ‘Emma and Adam will join John and Judith as operatives…’

      ‘Hunters,’ Abbey interrupts.

      ‘…entering the pyramid,’ Charles finishes.

      ‘And what about me?’ Gabriel asks. ‘Don’t tell me you dragged me from the bar for nothing.’

      ‘Gabriel, you will be joining Emma and Adam,’ Charles advises. ‘It is about time you returned to the field.’

      ‘Hang on,’ he argues. ‘At least five people have died in that place, yet you want to throw us in?’

      ‘Don’t you feel up to the challenge?’ Charles fires back. He knows exactly which buttons to push to get Gabriel to agree.

      ‘If any of you do not wish to join this expedition, say now or forever hold your peace,’ Charles says. Not a single person protests, not even Gabriel.

      ‘Why put off what can be done today,’ I say, repeating my father’s favourite motto.

      ‘Are you sure putting two wildcards on the same team is a good idea?’ Emma questions, looking to Gabriel and then to me.

      ‘I’m glad to be working with you, too.’ Gabriel laughs before shooting me a conspiratorial smile.

      ‘It is for that reason I have partnered you all together,’ Charles announces. ‘Adam, Gabriel, I want you to learn from Charlie Team. Learn from John and Judith and how they operate as a team. These are lessons I think you both need.’

      ‘No,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘Gabriel…’ Charles tries to say.

      ‘Let me try it in Spanish…no. French…non. Polish…nie. Hawaiian…’a’ole.’

      ‘Gabriel, I am not giving you a choice,’ Charles says. ‘This is an order. If you do not want to join the expedition, then you can leave.’

      ‘Perhaps I should…’

      ‘Without pay!’ Charles replies angrily.

      ‘Ready, willing, and able, sir,’ Gabriel says, finally giving in.

      I stay silent, realising this is my chance to prove

      myself to Charles, to the team, and to Emma and Matt. I must prove myself to them again.

      ‘I have ordered a private charter from Heathrow airport to Cairo, which will depart in four hours,’ Charles instructs. ‘Adam, Emma, Gabriel, I want each of you to be checked over by Doctor Wallace before you head out. I want to know of any issues.’

      He pauses for a moment, as if contemplating what next to say.

      ‘I hope you all know how great a matter this is,’ he explains. ‘The eyes of the world will be upon you. This could be a monumental moment for the British Museum, the first to discover this pyramid’s secrets for over a thousand years. Who knows what you may find inside those long forgotten crypts, but know this, I would not be sending you if I did not believe in you – all of you. Good luck. I will be in touch as necessary and keep tabs on your progress. Oh and one last thing; Adam, no burning down the pyramid like you did that school.’

      ‘Yes, sir!’

      The others all jeer me, laughing. If my time with the team is short, at least it will be memorable.

      As the others talk and discuss preparations, I feel my mobile phone vibrate, a message received.

      
        
        Hi mate, how’s it going? I haven’t seen you since you ditched college and went travelling with your brother. Whereabouts in the world are you now? Gimme a bell when you’re free - we should catch up some time.

        Duncan

      

      

      Sorry, Duncan. I think to myself. Duty calls.
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      ADAM—Somewhere over the Mediterranean

      ‘You look after yourself over there, you hear me?’ Matt says before I set out for the airport.

      ‘I hear you,’ I say.

      ‘Stay with the team and don’t go looking for trouble.’

      ‘Me?’ I ask innocently.

      ‘Yes, you.’ He chuckles. ‘I mean it. Whatever happened to the Egyptian team over there, don’t let it happen to you.’

      ‘I won’t,’ I promise.

      He hugs me and I can tell he wants to be with us.

      ‘Take care, little brother,’ he says.

      ‘You too, golden boy,’ I reply cheekily.

      ‘God, I hate it when you call me that,’ he says, punching me on the arm.

      Our last conversation stays with me on the plane, but thankfully, the flight passes without incident. Gabriel, resigned to his fate, shares a bottle of whiskey with Dave as they play cards. A battered stereo plays Sinatra; Gabriel is apparently a big fan of the Rat Pack. They invite me to join them but I decline. Emma sits a few seats in front with her headphones on. She’s busy writing in a notebook. She doesn’t want to be disturbed, and after making her feelings clear at the bar, I’m not exactly eager to try and chat.

      Instead, I sleep, guessing I will get little rest once we arrive at our destination. I have never had a problem with sleeping on a plane, nor any other kind of transport, or surface for that matter. Plane, train, car, boat, carpet, floor, table, even a kitchen counter once, though it hurt when I woke up and fell off.

      As always, the dreams come. The river, the water, and my fear. I wake suddenly, trembling and covered in sweat, gasping for air. Dave is sitting next to me, shaking me awake.

      ‘You okay, kid?’ he asks with concern. ‘You were yelling out.’

      ‘Yeah, I’ll be all right,’ I reply, still dazed.

      ‘Bad dreams, huh?’ he guesses.

      ‘Always is.’

      ‘Water?’ He guesses correctly again.

      ‘Always is,’ I repeat. ‘You ever get them? Nightmares, I mean. From your time in the army. I imagine you saw worse…’

      I stop then, realising this is probably something he doesn’t want to talk about. I see he is taken aback by it, uncertain of how to reply.

      ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,’ I say.

      ‘No, it’s fine,’ Dave says with a heavy sigh. ‘Kid, there would have to be something wrong with a person to see and go through all I have and not have it haunt them in some way. Like you, I wake up in the middle of the night. I call out the name of a lost comrade or innocent I could not save. The key is, learn to live with it and don’t let it change you – or dictate who you are.’

      ‘A bit difficult when it overwhelms me every time I go near water,’ I admit.

      ‘And that is your own personal battle,’ he says. ‘You’ll get there one day.’

      ‘You have kids?’ I ask him, spotting the wedding ring on his finger for the first time.

      ‘We’re still a couple of hours away,’ he says, ignoring my question. ‘The others are asleep. You should try and get back to sleep.’

      ‘What about you?’

      ‘What do you think I was doing before you woke me?’ he says, giving me a reassuring grin before moving back to his seat. ‘Get some sleep, kid.’

      I try but sleep doesn’t come. My mind wanders to what we will find in the desert. How could this pyramid have been missing and unknown for so long? What happened to that first team? What will await us in the pyramid?

      ‘Can’t sleep?’ Emma asks, peering over the top of the seat in front of me.

      ‘Seems I’m not the only one,’ I reply.

      ‘Never can on the way to a mission,’ she says. ‘Too much excitement.’

      ‘I see it’s the same for the others,’ I say, pointing to the snoring pair of Dave and Gabriel. ‘Although, in their case, I think the whiskey helped.’

      ‘Look,’ she tells me, not wasting any time as her

      expression turns serious. ‘I’m sorry for what I said in the bar.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ I say, trying to brush it off.

      ‘No, it’s not. I shouldn’t…’

      ‘Seriously, it’s okay,’ I interrupt. ‘No more needs to be said.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I mean it. If we are going to work together, I don’t want there to be a problem between us.’

      ‘And there won’t be, I promise.’ I say the words, but I can’t help but still feel drawn to her.

      I turn away. No, this ends now. No more. I’ve said my part and she’s said hers. No more.

      If only it was that easy.
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      ADAM—Cairo International Airport, Egypt

      The humidity hits me like it does on every family holiday to a hot country. Wearing shorts was a good choice. The reception that awaits us at the airport is quite something though.

      ‘I thought our arrival was supposed to be a secret?’ I ask Dave.

      ‘So did I,’ he replies, urging me on.

      An armed military guard escorts us from the plane and the runway is filled with people, airport security struggling to keep them back. They must’ve known we were coming, more people climbing over fences to enter the airstrip and join the crowd. There is a strange, intimidating mixture of hatred and love. Protesters yell at us to go home, to leave their lands. Bottles and stones are thrown as we are escorted to a waiting pair of Jeeps; one for us and one for our equipment.

      ‘There’s a lot of animosity against outsiders,’ Dave shouts to us.

      ‘You think?’ Emma replies, ducking as a bottle flies over her head.

      ‘They think we’ll pillage their holy sites,’ the former soldier yells.

      ‘They’re on to us then,’ laughs Gabriel, finding the whole situation hilarious.

      Whilst the protestors rant and shout, there are supporters of our cause, too. They give offerings of prayers and holy reverence, seeing the pyramid’s return as a sign of God and our efforts as a crusade. One little girl worms her way past the guards to us, forcing a red flower into mine and Emma’s hands before we are dragged away. ‘The rose of the Nile,’ she shouts.

      I honestly don’t know what to think of it all. Maybe this is what Matt meant when he spoke of how the public can react to such things.

      Behind our vehicles are others already loaded up with their passengers. In the nearest to us is a young woman, close to my age with black hair and eyes that stare straight back at me. Looking past her, I see four other Jeeps all ready to go.

      ‘Who are they?’ I ask one of our security detail, but he doesn’t respond. Whether he doesn’t understand me or is just annoyed at having to guard us, I cannot tell.

      Flanked by a military convoy, our Jeeps are escorted as far as the outer city, our drivers really testing the vehicles’ engines once clear of the city.

      ‘How far until we reach the pyramid?’ Dave asks our female driver.

      ‘Six hours,’ she replies in good English. ‘We head south-west, south of the Siwa Oasis, not far from the Libyan border.’

      ‘Couldn’t we have taken a helicopter or something quicker?’ Emma questions.

      ‘Risk of sandstorms is too great,’ the driver replies. ‘More storms are coming. Not safe for aircraft. Besides,

      Jeeps are quicker than you think. We’ll get there before nightfall.’

      ‘No helicopters, huh?’ I ask, seeing a dual-rotor helicopter thunder by above us.

      ‘Americans!’ the driver replies with a laugh. ‘Those fools are crazy! Get themselves killed!’

      The sun begins to set about two hours outside of Cairo, the dusty highways proving to make good time for us. Dave quizzes our driver about the base camp, resources and equipment made available, as Gabriel snores away the trip. Emma and I just look out across the country, neither of us having been to Egypt before. There’s not a cloud in the sky above us. The sun, even this late in the evening, is warm enough to make beads of sweat run down my forehead.

      ‘Keep hydrated,’ Dave tells us, throwing bottles of water our way. ‘Thirst is the greatest enemy in the desert.’

      At first I think he is merely mothering us, until I remember he likely learned those lessons first hand in the army.

      At the halfway point, we turn off from the highway and out into the desert. Pretty soon, all we can see is sand, vast dunes rising high above us as far as the eye can see. There are mountains of rock, too, and great crevices that would swallow a vehicle whole. There’s not a soul to be seen anywhere for hours. With the sun setting, our surroundings are both beautiful and

      haunting.

      ‘Welcome to the Great Sand Sea,’ our driver tells us.

      An hour later, our convoy slows as it approaches a military cordon.

      ‘To ensure no one interrupts the excavations,’ our driver explains.

      Or to protect them from what awaits inside the pyramid, I think to myself, remembering the Egyptian team.

      It is nightfall by the time we arrive at base camp, but our eyes are not on the small settlement of tents and hastily erected shelters; we can’t take our eyes off the towering stone structure, the vast stepped triangular surfaces converging at a point high above us. Many of the levels are still covered in sand but it does nothing to conceal the enormity of the structure. The tip and summit of the pyramid shines brightly, despite the lack of sunlight, appearing to be glass or crystal maybe – something I’ve never seen in photos of other pyramids. It is truly a wonder of the world, even in the dim light offered by the base camp floodlights. There are no words to explain what I am seeing. I am overwhelmed in every way.

      ‘That has been hidden here all this time?’ Emma asks in stunned disbelief. I see the joy and wonder in her eyes.

      ‘You’ll see it much closer soon enough,’ Dave says as our Jeeps head towards the far side of the camp, an area marked for the British Museum. During our approach, we see it is not just the pyramid that has drawn attention. There are ruins of buildings all around, not just a pyramid buried here but perhaps a town or city. Dozens of archaeologists are examining stone walls, broken pillars long buried in the sand.

      ‘Are you lot lost?’ a jovial female voice with a Welsh accent asks us as the Jeeps come to a stop and we pile out. It’s so nice to finally get out and stand up. ‘Do my eyes deceive me or is that Echo Team?’

      Two figures emerge from the tents. I recognise them instantly as John and Judith Westmore. John looks even more the wildman. Judith, though taller and broader than the images suggested, greets us with a big, wide smile, just like her husband.

      ‘Dave Conway, it’s been too long,’ John says as he shakes the former soldier’s hand.

      ‘And it hasn’t been long enough yet, Gabriel,’ Judith adds as she hugs them both.

      ‘Missed you, too,’ Gabriel remarks. ‘Jude, Jono.’

      ‘You know I hate being called that,’ John replies with a grin.

      ‘John, Judith, may I introduce Emma and Adam.’ Dave makes the introductions.

      ‘Charles’ niece and Matt’s brother? My, this is becoming a family affair, isn’t it?’ Judith says as she shakes my hand in a firm, tight grip.

      ‘You started it by marrying each other,’ Gabriel says, yawning loudly.

      ‘Yeah, still have my regrets about that one,’ John jokes, earning a swift shove from his wife.

      ‘Anyway, it’s good to meet you both,’ Judith says to Emma and me. ‘I hope Dave hasn’t been working you too hard.’

      ‘Nothing we can’t handle,’ Emma replies. ‘Besides, it’s him who has trouble keeping up with us.’

      ‘I like this one,’ Judith says.

      ‘How do you know Dave?’ I ask.

      ‘We got into a sticky situation on a dig down in Algeria a few years back,’ John explains.

      ‘Sergeant Conway here was part of a unit that got our collective asses out of the fire,’ Judith continues.

      ‘Not for the last time,’ Dave adds.

      ‘Certainly not,’ Judith replies cheerily. ‘Anyway, Echo Team, welcome to base camp. You can stow your gear and equipment in the operations area we have laid out. Dave, that’s where you’ll be making yourself at home. Then we have sleeping quarters, but if you’re looking for comfort and amenities you’re going to have to head back to Cairo for your five star hotel.’

      ‘Toilets?’ Gabriel asks. ‘I gotta take a leak.’

      ‘Behind the nearest sand dune,’ John replies, holding up a shovel and loo roll.

      ‘I’ll hold it,’ Gabriel replies.

      ‘Anyway, guys, make yourselves at home,’ Judith says. ‘Now that you and the last of the other teams have arrived, we are to report for a briefing held by our ever-friendly overseer. You’ve got roughly an hour before we head over.’

      ‘Nobody making any attempts to enter the pyramid yet?’ I ask, surprised to see all the activity in the camp

      yet none nearer the pyramid.

      ‘We’re under strict orders,’ John explains. ‘Nobody accesses the pyramid without the overseer’s authority. Break his rules and we get politely asked to vacate the country. No wandering off.’

      ‘That goes double for you,’ Emma whispers to me.

      ‘It’s a good point about wandering off,’ Judith agrees. ‘Look up and you’ll see no stars in the night sky. Look around us and you’ll see that beyond the camp, pyramid and the rest of the ruins, a lot of the Great Sand Sea looks alike. It is very easy to get turned around and lost out here. Wander too far and you will never be seen again, right, Dave?’

      ‘Right,’ he agrees. ‘I’ve seen trained professionals lose all bearings and their senses in the midst of deserts, all because they wandered off and didn’t stay hydrated.’

      ‘You’ve got nothing to worry about,’ I reassure.

      ‘I don’t mean to treat you like children,’ Judith quickly adds, ‘but you’ve got to understand and appreciate the dangers out here. John and I have experienced it for many years on digs and excavations throughout the Valley of Kings and other crypts throughout Egypt. The dangers are real. Charles wouldn’t have sent you if he didn’t trust you…’

      ‘And we heard what happened in Rome,’ John adds. ‘That was good work, real good.’

      ‘But this is a completely different scenario,’ Judith continues, ‘with completely different dangers.’

      ‘Okay, okay, so I guess Charles briefed you on

      what happened in Colorado and why we’re joining you?’ I ask.

      ‘Maybe,’ John says with a grin. ‘Don’t worry, at your age I definitely would’ve done the same. While you’re here with us though, stick to what we say and things will go a lot easier.’

      ‘Anyway, lecture over,’ Dave says as he starts to unload the second Jeep.

      ‘So how many other teams are here?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Five at last count,’ John replies. ‘You’ve got us, the French, Swedes, and the Italians, they brought the biggest team. Oh, and of course there’s the yanks.’

      ‘That them in that battered Chinook chopper we saw headed this way?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Caused a right mess when they landed,’ Judith replies. ‘Idiots shouldn’t have been flying anyway what with the risk of further sandstorms.’

      ‘Yeah, sorry about that,’ a man calls over to us as he approaches. His accent is American, Southern. ‘My pilot landed a bit closer to the camp than was probably best.’

      ‘Hank Buchanan,’ Gabriel utters in shock. ‘I never thought I’d see your ugly mug again. Not in this lifetime.’

      ‘Quinn, I thought you’d easily be dead by now,’ the man replies with a hearty laugh.

      He looks in his fifties, possibly sixties; his skin is tanned like leather and his hair white with age. I spot the handgun holstered at his hip and a battered baseball cap like Matt’s tucked into his belt.

      ‘You still with those losers at the British Museum, Quinn?’ he asks.

      ‘Hey,’ Emma shouts back.

      ‘Sorry, no offence,’ he replies, before turning back to Gabriel. ‘I was sorry to hear what happened to Melissa. She was… she was a hell of a girl!’

      ‘So, what you doing here?’ Gabriel asks, changing the subject. ‘Last I heard you were still a mercenary taking any job that paid.’

      ‘Just like you used to be,’ Hank replies, ‘or at least you were when I took you in and taught you about the world. But no, to answer your question. My days of mercenary work are long gone.’

      ‘Don’t tell me you’ve gone legit?’ Gabriel asks in shock. ‘The Hank Buchanan I knew called no one boss.’

      ‘Times change,’ he says. ‘Now, like you, I work for my government.’

      ‘And they sent you here?’ Gabriel asks.

      ‘They wanted to send the best,’ Hank says. ‘Fortunately for them, I wasn’t busy.’

      ‘Yeah, sure,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘Who’s the kid?’ Hank asks, spotting me.

      ‘Adam Hunter,’ Gabriel introduces me.

      ‘Hunter you say,’ Hank remarks. ‘Yeah, I heard about you. Blew up the Vatican a few months back.’

      ‘So everybody seems to be hearing,’ I reply.

      ‘Seems the British Museum recruits are getting younger all the time,’ Hank says.

      ‘Or you’re just getting older,’ I quickly reply.

      Hank laughs long and hard. ‘Good point,’ he says.

      ‘So you’re heading in there tomorrow?’ Gabriel asks, looking to the pyramid.

      ‘Just like you, I guess,’ Hank replies. ‘First light, everyone gets a crack at that monster.’

      ‘Heard any more about the five who died inside that thing?’ Dave asks, joining the conversation without an introduction.

      ‘Nothing except that it’s six people now,’ Hank replies. ‘One of the critical cases turned worse. Seems that whatever’s in the pyramid, somebody didn’t want finding.’

      ‘Means it must be all the more valuable,’ Gabriel guesses.

      ‘That’s my thinking,’ Hank agrees. ‘We’ll see soon enough. I’ll tell you all about it once we find the prized relics.’

      ‘Sure you will,’ Gabriel says, not rising to the taunt.

      ‘Right, I’d better get back to my crew,’ Hank tells us. ‘Keep out of trouble.’

      ‘Strange thing for you to say,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘I know,’ Hank calls back over his shoulder. ‘Must be getting soft in my old age.’
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      ISIS, ONE OF THE PEOPLE—Then, Capital of the upper & lower kingdoms of ancient Egypt

      ‘I hope this can help you,’ I say, placing the small bundle into the young mother’s hands. Loaf of bread, fresh fruit, and enough silver coins to feed her baby for a few days. The bounty is not plentiful enough to draw thieves, but sufficient to make a difference, I hope.

      ‘May Ra bless you,’ she tells me cheerfully, hugging her baby close and wiping away tears from her eyes.

      ‘It seems Ra already has,’ I reply, gazing towards the blue sky and sun high above us.

      The woman smiles at me, fresh tears rising. Mine is likely the only kindness she has known for many days, though I wish I could do more. I should and I promise I will.

      ‘Ra smiles upon us all,’ cackles a voice from the alley behind us.

      I hear them without turning, two wretches laughing like hyenas as they approach.

      ‘Have you any coins or treats for us?’ one sneers.

      ‘Go now and keep that beautiful child safe,’ I tell the young mother.

      ‘Come with me,’ she pleads.

      ‘Go,’ I say, and with a terrified glance, the woman quickly carries her baby into her home.

      ‘You shouldn’t have sent her away,’ one of the men says. ‘Guess we’ll just have to make do with you.’

      ‘You should leave this place,’ I warn as I turn to face them.

      They are as I knew they would be, young, filthy, and stinking boys, barely men. They look to me as wolves eye deer, ready to feast on their prey. Little do they know, this prey has teeth.

      ‘Come here, my beauty,’ the nearest of them beckons, reaching out to me and grabbing an arm tight.

      ‘Leave me alone,’ I tell him.

      ‘No, my sweet,’ the second man says, stepping closer. ‘We’re going to stay with you and make you smile.’

      Without further words, I spin round and twist my arm free from its hold. I hit the nearest man once across the face and, in his daze, push him away.

      ‘Ra has blessed us,’ the other man says as his partner recovers, blood dribbling down from his nose. ‘You are lively indeed. We’re going to have untold joy with you this day.’

      ‘I’ll make you pay for this,’ says the one with the ruined nose.

      ‘I warned you,’ I reply.

      They charge, snarling like rabid beasts. They are young, full of anger and hate, but no wisdom. I dive clear of their wild swings and quickly strike both men hard and fast. Their faces, their guts, the balls between their legs; all are good targets. I smash a discarded wooden bucket across the head of the nearest brute and drag another of my attackers to the ground with some rope from the street. They never expected their prey to fight back.

      ‘Who are you?’ one of them asks, gasping for breath as he pulls the rope from his neck.

      ‘Someone you should not have crossed.’

      They attack again, just as feral as before. The first of them leaps at me, but I step aside, forcing him hard into the stone staircase behind. Bloody streaks across the steps reveals where his head struck. Seeing his ally fall, the second man draws a curved dagger, rusted at the hilt.

      ‘Enough now,’ he leers. ‘Come with us or I will ruin that pretty little face.’

      I strike before he can say anything else, knocking the blade aside and hitting him hard across the already broken nose. As he stumbles, I stamp down on the back of his legs, forcing him to the ground before stamping again, this time on the hand holding the dagger. The blade is released and I quickly seize it, lowering the rusted weapon to his throat.

      ‘Stay away,’ I warn him and his friend still recovering by the stairs. ‘Both of you will leave this place, this city, this day. I have seen your faces, and if I ever hear of you or see you again, I will see to it that your heads are upon the spears of the city guards.’

      ‘Yes. Yes, we will leave.’ The man squirms as I press

      the tip of the dagger to his throat.

      ‘Good,’ I say. ‘Ra truly smiles upon you.’

      Without another word, I strike him hard across the head with the hilt of his blade.

      ‘You’d better carry him,’ I tell the other man, stepping away and keeping the dagger raised towards him. He does as ordered, hurrying to his friend and helping him to stand.

      Raising the hood of my cloak over my head and hiding the dagger away, I walk on, leaving the men behind me. The streets are crowded, market day at its busiest even in this heat. Street sellers, families, performers, and storytellers; it is a struggle to force my way through, but fascinating to see all of it. The sounds, the smells, the conversations and laughter, it is Tjenu, the capital and greatest city in all of Egypt.

      ‘My, you’re a pretty young thing, aren’t you?’ a lecherous man mutters through rotted and broken teeth, taking a sudden hold of my arm. ‘Even beneath that hood I can see your beauty and youth. These streets are dangerous places for women as beautiful as you to walk alone.’

      ‘Trust me, I know how dangerous these streets are,’ I tell him. ‘Peace be with you. Release me and go about your day.’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ he leers, pulling me closer, his breath stinking of rotted goat. ‘Look at those pretty green eyes and those lips. I would see them smile.’

      He does not see the dagger drawn with my free hand, his gaze too fixed on my face and body.

      ‘Release me,’ I tell him, bringing the point of my dagger up between his legs, his eyes opening wide in shock. ‘Release me and you will walk away whilst you are still a man.’

      ‘I…I…I only meant to offer protection,’ he says with panic, finally releasing my arm.

      ‘She doesn’t need it,’ a low voice states from a towering man of the royal guard standing behind me. Armour and weaponry are barely hidden beneath his cloak, but his formidable size is enough to intimidate.

      ‘This is Rivonous,’ I tell the wretched man. ‘He has been my guardian since the day I was born. He tells me that I shouldn’t walk the streets and agrees with you that I need protection.’

      The man is no longer looking to me, but only at Rivonous, utter fear in his eyes. I raise the dagger higher, applying pressure to refocus his attention.

      ‘Do you still believe I need protection?’ I ask him.

      ‘No, no, no,’ he quickly states. ‘My apologies, my lady. My apologies.’

      ‘Go,’ I tell him, lowering the blade. ‘Crawl back under the rock you came from and stay there.’

      ‘Thank you, my lady,’ he says before hobbling away as quick as his aged body can take him.

      Once gone, Rivonous lets out booming laugh.

      ‘And where were you when I faced two thieves alone?’ I ask.

      ‘Watching with admiration,’ he tells me, pride in his voice. ‘You draw trouble every time you venture

      into the city. Sixteen years of age. Young and foolish,

      yet beautiful and deadly.’

      Rivonous is the only man not to address me by my title. Our many years together makes our bond more than of father and daughter …

      A boy and girl no older than eight years old rush past us; an elder woman is hurrying after them, bellowing.

      ‘Help, help!’ the children cry, hiding behind Rivonous to catch their breath. Their clothes are dirty and torn and they look like street urchins – most likely orphans. They can be found in every city, even the capital; forced to live on the streets. The sight of them makes my heart sick. I would banish all hunger and homelessness if I had the power. I would offer all children a home, and love.

      ‘Easy, children. Easy,’ I calm them. ‘What causes you to take flight?’

      ‘Athea Mornai,’ the boy says.

      ‘The fruit seller,’ the girl clarifies.

      ‘Says we stole from her,’ the boy adds.

      ‘And did you?’ I ask, seeing that their hands are not empty.

      ‘We are starving, my lady,’ the little girl says, feigning innocence. I can see survival in her eyes.

      ‘Hey, hey, you little thieves!’ the woman yells, nearing us. ‘Stop them! I would see their hands severed for their crimes.’

      I step in front of her, my hand extended in comfort. ‘Calm yourself, my lady. I presume you are Athea Mornai?’

      ‘I am, and I will not be calmed!’ she rants, pointing accusingly at the children behind Rivonous, who is remaining silent. ‘I would see them handed to the city guard and punished.’

      ‘I’m sure this can be resolved,’ I soothe. ‘I will pay the value of the items taken.’

      ‘For today? Or for all the days they have stolen from my stalls?’ she demands.

      ‘It seems they have been busy,’ I say, looking to the children who meet my gaze with mischievous smiles. ‘Perhaps these coins will suffice for now?’

      I hand her a collection of silver coins and her eyes grow with satisfied greed. ‘Yes. Yes, my lady,’ she utters. Then her face smooths and her eyes harden. ‘I would see some punishment though, to deter their wandering hands again.’

      I breathe in deeply. This woman is wicked and mean, but I smile and say, ‘You have my word they will disturb you no longer.’

      ‘Very well, my lady,’ she replies.

      ‘Peace be with you,’ I say, but I am already a distant thought compared to the small treasure in her hands.

      ‘Now,’ I say, turning to the children, ‘where are your parents?’

      ‘Fever took our mother,’ the girl says sadly.

      ‘Father marched to war,’ the boy adds with pride in his voice.

      ‘To the north or south?’ I ask him.

      ‘To the north with our king.’

      ‘Father told us our king is tall as a mountain,’ the boy adds. ‘He could slay a hundred men on his own, and he bathes with dozens of beauties every night.’

      ‘I’m not sure his wife would like to hear that,’ I joke.

      ‘They say she is the most beautiful woman ever seen,’ the girl says. ‘All women want to be like her, and all men want to be with her.’

      ‘Don’t believe everything you hear,’ I tell them with a smile. ‘Now tell me, will you be able to keep my promise to Athea Mornai? Will your wandering hands stop?’

      ‘Of course,’ they mischievously say, their smiles betraying their promise. Before I can say any more, they are gone, running into the crowds and disappearing.

      ‘What?’ I ask on seeing Rivonous’ disapproving gaze.

      ‘You always draw trouble.’ He chuckles. ‘I hate to think of what it will be like with your own children.’

      My own children, I think sadly. The thought of it is thankfully broken by the arrival of a hurrying messenger kneeling before me.

      ‘My Queen,’ he says. His words draw attention from all around us. ‘He is coming, my Queen.’
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      ADAM—Base Camp, The Great Sand Sea, Egypt

      On the hour, we file into the mess area, a rough canteen formed under the rusted metal of a make-shift shelter. From the looks of it, several teams have already taken their seats. Some are looking anxious and others are talking conspiratorially amongst themselves, but the one thing they all have in common is they look eager for the briefing to begin. Cups of hot coffee are handed around, as are cans of ice-cold beer from a cooler box, which has been smuggled in by the Americans. Hank Buchanan and his crew sit across from us and throw a couple of cans our way. I stick to bottled water.

      ‘Best patch in the others,’ Dave tells me. The rest of the team is already wearing earpieces except for John, who wears a similar set of glasses to mine. I take out the headset from my rucksack, Abbey and Matt already listening in.

      ‘What time is it over there?’ I ask.

      ‘You’re only an hour ahead of us,’ Abbey tells me.

      ‘Wow, I would’ve thought it’d be much more,’ I reply, thinking back to the world maps in my bedroom at home and my room at the British Museum.

      ‘How are the mosquitos?’ Matt asks. ‘They always did seem to have a taste for you.’

      ‘Yep, they’re bitey,’ I reply, shooing a bug away as it hovers near.

      The mess area, which has been a hive of noise, suddenly hushes with the arrival of a man stepping out in front of us. He is tall and big, and very broad; a vessel of pure muscle. He is Egyptian given by the flag on his name badge pinned to his shirt. A handful of men quickly trail after him, following instructions and standing before us all, waiting to begin.

      ‘Here we go,’ Abbey says over the headset.

      ‘Greetings to you all, and welcome to Egypt,’ the man says, addressing the assembly. He speaks in English and his team translate it into other languages. ‘My name is Abdul Hassam, former governor of Cairo and overseer of this project. I thank you all for making the journey here and answering the call to aid in our excavations. Before I begin this briefing properly. First, we have the Swedish Team, led by Eva Strindberg.’ Hassam introduces the group of five.

      ‘We’ve worked with a few of them before,’ Judith whispers to us.

      ‘They’re a good bunch,’ John adds. ‘A decent group.’

      ‘Next are our friends from Italy,’ Hassam continues, ‘led by Professor Giovanni Conti.’

      I count near twenty of them, the largest team by far.

      ‘They will be tough rivals here,’ Matt tells me via the headset. ‘Well-funded and well-connected. Conti’s not the most friendly of guys either.’

      ‘Next, are the Americans, led by Henry Buchanan…’

      ‘Please, call me Hank,’ their chief interrupts.

      There are only two others in Hank’s team. First there’s a stern faced woman twirling a knife in her hands. She eyes everyone suspiciously, especially our team. Second is an utter brute of a man who towers over us all, even Judith. What appears to be a battle-axe engraved with the image of a dragon is strapped to his back, his laughter booming across the room, drowning out everything else.

      ‘I like him,’ Abbey says.

      ‘Me, too,’ agrees Emma. Jealousy stirs in me for a moment and I curse myself for letting it.

      Then it’s our turn to be introduced; a few boos come from the Italians.

      ‘Ah, just in time,’ Hassam says as four more people proceed into the mess area. ‘And here we have our final team from France. Their leader is an old friend to Egypt, Renee Marquette.’

      ‘Apologies for our lateness,’ Renee says as they take their seats. My eyes are not on her but the young woman with jet black hair among the team; it’s the same woman I spotted back at the airport. She appears only a little older than me, uncertain of her surroundings, nervous maybe as she takes her seat. I notice her eyes most of all, taking in everything around her and shining in the dim light of the mess area.

      ‘You’re staring,’ Gabriel whispers.

      I’m snapped to my senses.

      ‘Now that we are all present, I can properly begin,’ Hassam says. ‘As you all know, the greatest sandstorms ever seen have overwhelmed our country in the past week. I witnessed this for myself from my home in the Siwa Oasis, along with the hundreds of lightning strikes that impacted in this area of the Great Sand Sea.’

      ‘Hundreds?’ Abbey remarks in surprise. ‘Guess those eyewitnesses were right.’

      ‘Ssh,’ Dave hushes her via his communicator.

      ‘Once the storms cleared and the sands settled,’ Hassam continues, indicating to the pyramid towering above us, ‘this great wonder of the world was unearthed. Never before have we seen anything like this. This is a find unlike any other, my friends.’

      ‘What happened to the first people to try and uncover its secrets?’ Judith asks.

      ‘They met great misfortune,’ Hassam replies.

      ‘That’s one way of putting it,’ Abbey says.

      ‘There are eight separate entrances into the pyramid,’ Hassam explains. ‘The team was comprised of the most experienced and skilled experts we have in Egypt. They were focused on one entrance, which was presumed to be the main access route. The first person to enter the pyramid, being of sound health that very morning, was struck down with a sudden and terrible fever. They did not survive the night.’

      ‘What of the other four members of the group to lose their lives?’ a member of the Swedish team asks.

      ‘Oh, it’s five now,’ Hank adds. ‘Six in total.’

      ‘They were amateurs,’ leers Giovanni Conti, leader of the Italians.

      ‘I beg your pardon,’ Hassam replies, infuriated.

      ‘The Egyptian team were amateurs,’ Giovanni repeats, his colleagues echoing his remarks in agreement. ‘They were unprepared for the dangers inside the pyramid and they paid for it with their lives.’

      ‘How did they die?’ John asks, ignoring the Italian’s remarks.

      ‘Traps?’ Eva Strindberg of the Swedish team guesses.

      ‘Traps, tests, trials,’ Hassam replies. ‘We are not clear on details. The survivors have merely stated that the entrance was to be destroyed and not to be used by anyone again. Both are in intensive care and neither is responsive.’

      A murmur of uncertainty ripples through the assembly.

      ‘So, what’s the good news?’ chirps up Gabriel. ‘You didn’t drag us all here just for a few horror stories.’

      ‘As overseer, I was not willing to risk anymore lives within the pyramid,’ Hassam says with remorse. ‘I was overruled and hence you were all summoned.’

      ‘His government,’ Matt guesses.

      ‘They’re not willing to risk the lives of their own

      but they are fully prepared to risk the lives of other nationalities,’ Abbey says angrily. ‘Your lives.’

      ‘Sure are,’ Dave whispers in reply and I see Emma and Gabriel nod in agreement.

      ‘I take great pride in my nation’s history, as do all my people,’ Hassam states. ‘It seems our ancestors believed the same; protecting their site of worship in honouring the dead. Personally, I am uncertain of letting the world have access to our most prized history, but if it is the will of Egypt then you have my support, and access to any resources my people can provide.’

      ‘As long as you receive your share,’ Hank adds mockingly.

      ‘It is their history,’ argues the French leader, Renee Marquette, with scorn.

      Hank replies by blowing her a kiss.

      ‘All finds must be verified with me,’ Hassam states firmly. ‘You will receive payment fitting your excavations and maintain possession of certain discoveries I deem acceptable. All else remains within this country, in the possession of the Egyptian government. I will not let our history be plundered.’

      ‘Like it has so many times before,’ interrupts Giovanni again. ‘Especially by the British and their museum.’

      ‘What is your problem?’ John replies in annoyance.

      ‘My problem is you,’ Giovanni states, rising and pointing directly at me. ‘Your people caused a great deal of destruction in Rome, my home. You desecrated the Holy Vatican, and your group left a trail of devastation in your wake, stealing a priceless relic from us. It was that boy,’ he says, continuing to jab a finger at me. ‘Adam Hunter. We all saw the footage.’

      ‘Is there anybody who doesn’t know about Rome?’ I mutter, feeling all the eyes in the room on me.

      ‘A lot more people would have died if it wasn’t for him!’ Dave argues, standing in my defence.

      ‘He stopped a madman from destroying your city and worse!’ Emma says, also standing.

      ‘And what happened to the Eagle after your great saviour’s work was done?’ Giovanni taunts. ‘You simply abandoned the wreckage behind you, forgetting the lives that were taken and ruined by your actions.’

      Thankfully, Hassam comes to our rescue. ‘Enough!’ he yells, silencing everybody. ‘Six people have lost their lives to the pyramid already. There are enough dangers for everybody inside those tombs.’

      ‘Well said,’ Matt agrees over the headset.

      ‘At daylight tomorrow, your excavations will begin – not a moment sooner,’ Hassam warns. ‘There are eight different entrances, one allocated to each of your teams. That leaves three more routes. Two will be in reserve depending on your successes over the coming days, and the last one, that used by my countrymen, will remain off-limits. My crew will be working through the night to make sure those entrances are ready for you come morning. There is much debris to be cleared.’

      ‘I will circulate further details to you following this briefing. I advise you to make your preparations and get a proper night’s sleep. For now, I ask you all to stand and raise your glasses.’

      We rise from our seats, even the Italians, with their beer and coffee raised.

      Hassam leads. ‘To honour our fallen, I have always held these words close to me. In this life or the next, we all shall be reunited.’

      ‘In this life or the next,’ we all repeat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      ADAM—Base Camp, The Great Sand Sea, Egypt

      I know I won’t be getting any sleep soon, so instead I prepare my equipment for the morning. In a corner of our allotted section of the camp, I empty my rucksack and holdall, setting out clothes, tools, and equipment. I check it all over, cleaning, fine-tuning, making ready again and again. It helps to calm my nerves and keep my mind off everything; the pyramid, the lives lost inside, the pressure on me after what happened in Colorado and, of course, Emma.

      The others sit around a fire, keeping warm in the surprisingly cold night. Gabriel’s stereo again plays more Sinatra. Their conversations obviously centre around one topic: the pyramid.

      ‘This pyramid is bigger than any of the others,’ Judith explains.

      ‘Why does that matter?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Over time, the ability and willingness to use such vast quantities of resources in these enormous constructions dwindled,’ John states. ‘Later pyramids were smaller, much smaller, and many were hastily constructed. This one must have been put together before the rest.’

      ‘Long before the rest,’ a voice says as two figures approach. I recognise them from the meeting; the leader of the French team, Renee Marquette, and the young woman with jet black hair who is carrying a red rucksack.

      ‘Renee,’ Judith greets with a broad smile, approaching and hugging the woman.

      ‘It is good to see you again, Judith,’ she replies. ‘And you, John. It is good to see you both.’

      ‘You too, Renee,’ John says. ‘This your new apprentice?’

      ‘May I introduce our latest recruit, Marie Devaux,’ Renee says. ‘Marie joined us only a week ago.’

      ‘Good timing,’ Judith says. ‘Welcome to this crazy life of ours, Marie. I am Judith. This is John, Abbey, Dave, Gabriel, and over there is Adam.’

      ‘Hi.’ I wave, feeling a bit stupid by my overenthusiastic gesture. Idiot.

      ‘Join us and keep warm by the fire,’ John offers.

      ‘Only for a moment,’ Renee says. ‘I wanted to introduce Marie to some dear old friends of mine, but we do have much to prepare before morning.’

      ‘When all the fun begins,’ Gabriel says, offering the spot next to him to Marie – always the scoundrel. ‘At your service, mademoiselle,’ he says, putting on the charm.

      Marie replies in French, though I have no idea what she says – nor does Gabriel, it seems.

      Unsurprisingly, Marie chooses to sit next to Emma instead.

      ‘So this pyramid of ours is old then?’ Gabriel remarks, quickly changing the subject and taking a swig from a hipflask before handing it round.

      ‘What does that matter?’

      ‘It’s not just older,’ Judith says. ‘It’s bigger than the other pyramids, much bigger and much older by Hassam’s details from the first attempted excavation. Then there is the matter of the crystal at the summit – that’s not been seen on any other pyramid.’

      ‘Probably worth a few pennies,’ Dave says.

      ‘There is a strong chance that this could be the first of all the pyramids,’ Judith tells us.

      ‘It’s not just the age,’ Renee adds, ‘but the location is of great interest, too.’

      ‘Nowhere near the others,’ Emma guesses.

      ‘Exactly,’ Judith says excitedly, her Welsh accent becoming even more pronounced. ‘All Egyptian pyramids were built on the west bank of the Nile, close to the cities and close to an available water resource. This place is in the middle of nowhere. How on Earth could they have built such a thing? Here of all places.’

      John adds, ‘Also, the west bank of the Nile was important to their beliefs. The site of the setting sun was associated with the underworld, the realm of the dead in their culture.’

      ‘What do you think is in there then?’ I ask, continuing to fiddle with my equipment.

      Gabriel jokes distastefully, ‘Except for death and dismemberment?’

      I find it funny, even if the others greet his quip with a heavy silence.

      ‘That’s what we’re all here to find out,’ Renee says. ‘A pharaoh of ancient Egypt probably. Personally, I believe this whole area could be Tjenu.’

      ‘The lost capital?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Exactly, very good,’ Renee says, but Judith laughs scornfully.

      ‘Wait, what do you mean, the lost capital?’ I ask.

      ‘Exactly that,’ John says with a grin. ‘Tjenu, or Thinis as it’s also known, was said to be the capital of Egypt long before Cairo. Legend says it was a vast city unlike any other seen in the ancient world. It was home to the first kings of Egypt, and the first pharaohs.’

      ‘What happened to it?’ I ask, intrigued.

      ‘No one knows,’ Emma says, knowing the tale already. She picks a handful of sand and lets it pour between her fingers as she talks. ‘A great flood, a war, swallowed by the desert around it. A lot of stories but no sign of the city itself was ever recovered.’

      ‘There have been mentions of Tjenu in many of the records we’ve discovered,’ John explains. ‘There are many theories as to where the once great city and capital of the lower and upper kingdoms of Egypt was located, but that’s all they are, theories. No one really knows.’

      ‘Look at the evidence,’ Renee says. ‘This pyramid and the ruins around us are older than anything previously found. The ruins themselves suggest this entire area was once a vast city, likely larger than any others of its time. What’s strange is, the buildings appear smashed and destroyed before time could ravage them.’

      ‘And because of all that you believe this place to be the lost capital?’ Judith replies sceptically.

      ‘I guess what we find inside the pyramid will reveal the truth,’ Renee says. ‘There were more recorded pharaohs than discovered tombs, especially in the Valley of the Kings. More tombs are being discovered every year, but it still leaves a lot of unaccounted rulers.’

      ‘If this is the first pyramid,’ Judith says, ‘then we may well find the first mummified ruler within. What we discover inside, the practices used, may have set the precedence for all others to follow.’

      ‘We might find the very first mummy?’ I ask, a grin on my face. That would be something.

      ‘Maybe,’ Judith confirms. ‘Whoever’s tomb this is, they were of great standing to have such a structure built in their honour.’

      ‘Who knows who could be in our pyramid,’ Renee agrees.

      ‘Or what!’ Marie adds. It is the first time she has spoken. ‘Trésor au-delà de l'imagination. Treasure beyond imagination.’

      ‘Now that is interesting,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘Of course it is to you,’ Dave taunts.

      ‘We can’t all be the perfect soldier,’ Gabriel replies. ‘So what are we talking? Gold? Jewels? A golden bejewelled head mask like Tutankhamun, with a lovely mummified body to go with it?’

      ‘Always the thieves,’ Renee teases. ‘You British

      seek more gems to put alongside your other acquired tokens from history. Something to go alongside the stolen Rosetta Stone perhaps?’

      ‘Now, now,’ Judith says, trying to be calm.

      ‘The Rosetta Stone at the museum?’ I ask, knowing the relic well. It stands on display as a centrepiece of the public exhibitions, an engraved slab marked with Egyptian hieroglyphs and ancient Greek. It’s a prized item, responsible for much of the modern understanding of the ancient Egyptian symbols.

      ‘Found by Napoleon Bonaparte’s scientists in 1799,’ Renee explains, ‘and stolen by the British after Napoleon’s defeat.’

      ‘That’s old history,’ John says.

      ‘Isn’t everything we get involved in?’ Emma remarks.

      Judith eyes Renee carefully. ‘Hmm, I have a feeling you’re interested in something else entirely inside that pyramid, aren’t you?’ Renee’s eyes sparkle and Judith shakes her head. ‘The same as in every dig and excavation.’

      ‘Something the British Museum already possesses,’ Renee replies.

      ‘Not entirely,’ Judith says.

      ‘Hang on. What are you talking about?’ I ask.

      ‘You’re to be one of the first people to enter this pyramid in thousands of years yet you do not know of your own museum’s most prized Egyptian possessions?’ Renee asks.

      ‘Like Marie, I’m new,’ I say, catching the eye of the young woman briefly as I mention her name. ‘I know the pyramids are essentially tombs for the pharaohs. Is it the remains, the mummified body of a ruler you are interested in?’

      ‘Not exactly,’ Judith states. ‘True, there is much you can learn from the dead, but what we seek is beyond death.’

      I have no idea what she is talking about and I guess she can tell by my blank expression.

      ‘For us, the most prized possession is buried with all royalty and nobility of Ancient Egypt. A Book of the Dead.’

      ‘A book? Really?’ I say in surprise.

      ‘It’s not just a book,’ John explains. ‘It’s a collection of spells written specifically for the deceased and entombed with them.’

      ‘Why?’ I ask.

      ‘You see,’ Judith begins to explain, ‘the ancient Egyptians believed that when you died, your soul, your spirit had to traverse through the underworld, which was called Duat. Throughout this journey the deceased’s spirit would have to pass many trials, facing gods, demons, and worse to judge their worth.’

      ‘Sounds like the trials at the British Museum,’ I joke.

      ‘The Book of the Dead was laid to rest with the body of the deceased,’ Judith continues, ‘to accompany them down into the underworld. The spells and wards were meant to guide and protect the dead through the various dangers of the underworld, which they had to traverse in a bid to reach paradise, also known as The Field of Reeds, in the afterlife beyond the court of Maat.’

      Renee adds, ‘And the British Museum already has several examples of these collections.’

      ‘Partial examples,’ Judith corrects. ‘No complete collections survive, only fragments.’

      ‘And the British Museum stole those fragments,’ Renee says.

      ‘That’s unproven,’ Judith replies defensively.

      ‘Well, that’s not entirely true, Judy,’ John says, drawing an annoyed glare from his wife. ‘We know our predecessors didn’t exactly follow the rules back in the day.’

      ‘Ah ha. Even your dear husband knows the truth of the matter,’ Renee says.

      ‘And my dear husband is mistaken about many things,’ Judith says, pushing John in annoyance.

      ‘Like I was in Thebes?’ he asks.

      ‘Not again.’ She sighs.

      ‘How many times did I tell you our dig was in the wrong location?’ John asks. ‘How many weeks were we wasting our time?’

      ‘Five,’ she replies with a glare, ‘but only because you got the grid references wrong.’

      ‘They were your grid references!’ he replies, drawing laughter from us all.

      ‘You’re never going to let that go, are you?’

      As they continue to taunt and argue, I take out a long case from my holdall. Within is my request from Tristram, a compound bow built by my own specifications. Taking the grip, I flex the bow forward, its arms snapping wide, cord automatically tightening.

      ‘You wield the bow?’

      The question makes me jump and I turn. Marie has left the others talking by the fire and is by my side.

      ‘Yeah,’ I reply. ‘My father taught me. It’s one of the few things I was ever good at.’

      ‘We were all trained in firearms, guns,’ she says, still looking to the bow.

      ‘A gun would be pointless in my hands,’ I confess. ‘At least with this, I have half a chance of hitting something.’

      ‘Show me,’ she asks.

      I cannot help but grin and rise to the challenge. ‘Give me a target,’ I say, taking a quiver of arrows from the holdall. Half the arrows are specialised by my request, more of Tristram’s creations, but a fair few are basic tips.

      I watch as she downs the contents of her plastic water bottle and then throws it high into the air. In the night sky it is difficult to track, but I see it. I don’t aim but follow my instincts, drawing the cord back and releasing the arrow into the air.

      ‘Perfect,’ Marie says, lifting the bottle after it has fallen to the ground, the arrow straight through its centre. Unknowingly, I had an audience, the others around the fire giving me a round of applause.

      ‘Tres bien, Monsieur Hunter,’ Marie says. ‘Very good.’

      ‘Time for us to go, Marie,’ Renee calls over to her apprentice.

      ‘Until next time,’ Marie says to me, casting the bottle and its lodged arrow over to me. ‘Good luck for tomorrow.’

      ‘You too, Marie,’ I say.

      ‘Smooth,’ I hear Gabriel call out, making us all laugh.

      I fold down the bow arms and return it, and the quiver, to their case. Giving my equipment one last check over, I finally join the others by the fire. Gabriel is already asleep and Emma and Judith are making their own preparations for morning elsewhere in our section of the camp.

      I can see and hear the other teams, the Italians and Swedish, all busy making their own preparations for morning and their expeditions into the pyramid. I can feel the nervous energy throughout the camp. I don’t think anyone will be getting a good night’s sleep.

      ‘You okay, John?’ I hear Dave ask and I see his concern. John is looking up towards the pyramid, uncertainty on his face.

      ‘I cannot help but wonder about the people who lost their lives in there,’ he replies.

      ‘It was a tragedy,’ Dave states.

      ‘Yes, but it’s more than that. Judith and I, we’ve seen many tombs, discovered hidden passages and ruins but we’ve never encountered anything that could strike down so many people in a day.’

      ‘You’re not saying it’s a curse or some craziness are you?’ Dave laughs.

      I can tell by John’s expression he doesn’t find it funny.

      ‘What is it?’ I urge him to explain.

      ‘Most pyramids and tombs are designed to protect the dead but allow others to pay their respects to the deceased. This one has no direct access. It has eight entrances, all possibly booby-trapped – all defended. Something isn’t right about this.’

      ‘Not another one of your feelings,’ Dave says with a sense of irony.

      John defends himself. ‘I felt the same in Algeria, and you know how that ended. We lost three of our group and Judith was in hospital for months after. Luckily, you and your army buddies bailed us out, but this place… this place…’ John shakes his head. ‘I don’t know. I have a really bad feeling’

      ‘What do you think is in there?’ I ask, looking to the pyramid looming over us.

      ‘Honestly?’ John says. ‘It’s a tomb that has claimed lives, and death dwells within – it is a charnel house.’

      ‘That’s a cheery thought,’ I remark. ‘And just before I was going to try and get some sleep. Thanks, John.’

      ‘Sorry. I’m not usually this grim, but why of all times does it appear now?’

      ‘Why not?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Maybe it’s a reaction,’ John replies. ‘Perhaps it’s a consequence of unearthing other artefacts – like a chain reaction.’

      They both look at me and I know they are referring to the Eagle.

      ‘Don’t you two start.’ I sigh heavily.

      ‘Whatever happens in there,’ John says, ‘I’ve got a feeling it will change our lives forever.’

      I look up to the pyramid looming over us, both excited and nervous.
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      ADAM—Base Camp, The Great Sand Sea, Egypt

      The camp is already a hive of activity as the sun creeps over the horizon. Teams make final preparations and machinery thunders around the pyramid as the Egyptian crews continue their work at the entrances. They were at it all through the night; overseer Hassam’s voice echoing around the site as he tried to organize and encourage their efforts. Work is still ongoing around the rest of the ruined city, but the vast majority of the focus is on the pyramid.

      I go over my gear one final time. I wear the British Museum standard issue uniform for hunters; dark grey trousers and long-sleeved top with blue lining. Strong but light-weight, which will keep me cool in hot climates; perfect for the middle of the Great Sand Sea desert. Over the top I wear a thin jacket, leaving my father’s leather one behind in this heat. I have my collapsible bow, quiver of arrows, and rucksack filled with first-aid kit, torches, water canteens, and all manner of other equipment. Alongside them are the more offensive items provided by Tristram; the wire-cord bolas, flash and smoke grenades, and a few other ‘toys’ as he describes them. Lastly, is my trusty pen-knife, a gift from my father, and after tucking it away in a pocket, I rub my tired eyes.

      It was a restless night for us all, most giving up on attempts to sleep long before dawn. Dave had woken and joined the workers at our allocated pyramid entrance, co-ordinating the crew and clearing the way for our morning arrival.

      I drifted in and out of sleep for a while, never settling properly before I gave up. Putting on the headset glasses, I check in to see if Abbey is there, despite the hour. Matt replies; he is never able to sleep before a mission. We talk for a few hours, not about anything important, just two brothers chatting. It’s good just talking with him, and I feel deep down he hasn’t changed. As he signs off, I begin the final check of my equipment.

      ‘Ready?’ Emma asks. She’s equipped in the same uniform as me and geared up. There’s a smile of excitement on her lips; she can’t wait to get going.

      ‘Just about,’ I say, reaching for the last piece of my equipment, the headset.

      ‘Abbey, Matt, you with me?’ I ask as I pull the glasses on. The lenses flicker with information as they activate, providing me with readouts on temperature, wind speed, oxygen levels and more.

      ‘We’re with you, Hunter,’ Abbey replies. Her accent is made even more Irish from the excitement.

      ‘Ready, little brother?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Ready as I’ll ever be,’ I reply, shouldering the rucksack and walking through the camp towards the pyramid.

      French and Swedish teams are already heading out, whilst the Italians, the biggest of all the teams, load equipment onto a truck to take to their entrance. Above them hovers a small drone, loaded with advanced tech; a far cry from those you can purchase from stores and another sign of their superior financing. I see the Americans too, but none of them seem in a particular hurry, especially their leader, Hank, who is too busy cooking breakfast for his crew on a make-shift grill. Music blares from his side of the camp, seeming more a party than an excavation.

      It all seems pleasant enough but you can almost smell the competition in the air.

      ‘We’ll beat them all to the prize,’ Emma says, picking up her pace.

      ‘Cursum perficio,’ I say to myself. I finish the race.

      As we near our designated entrance, we see the crews still working and hear Dave barking out orders like he is back in the army. I focus on the pyramid and the two vast pillars either side of what is to be our way inside. The Egyptian crews use diggers and drills to smash through the great stone door blocking our path. Judith and John are already waiting for us – they are wringing their hands at the brute force of the building crew – as if every blow is one to their baby.

      ‘Take these,’ John instructs, handing out gas masks similar to those I saw in Colorado, but these only secure around the nose and mouth.

      ‘Air-filtration units,’ he explains. ‘The air inside can be extremely hazardous, causing ill-health and death to many explorers back in the day. The Pyramid Curse,’ he says in a comical spooky voice.

      We laugh, pleased to have a release for all the mixed up emotions we are feeling.

      ‘Where’s Gabriel?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Around,’ John says, pointing towards an upper level of the outer pyramid above the entrance. Gabriel is stretched out, enjoying the sun’s rays like a tourist.

      ‘Professional as ever,’ Abbey remarks over the headset.

      ‘It’s good to see some things don’t change,’ Judith replies.

      ‘Don’t you worry, Jude,’ Gabriel replies via the comms. ‘I’ll be ready when the time comes. Might as well enjoy the sun while we wait. Not too much of it back in Britain.’

      I look across to the second entrance on the west side of the pyramid; the crews are still working on clearing that entrance.

      ‘That’s the French team,’ Matt informs me. Instinctively, I look for Marie but I do not spot her.

      ‘Don’t tell Gabriel that or he’ll disappear after their young apprentice,’ Emma says, winking.

      ‘Actually,’ Gabriel says, ‘I think she was rather taken with our young Master Hunter. Very taken with his weapon handling.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ I snap back.

      ‘I think for once maybe Gabriel isn’t too far from the mark,’ John adds.

      ‘Course she was. He’s my brother, isn’t he,’ Matt says with pride. ‘Us Hunter boys have a certain charm.’

      I look to Emma to see if she is reacting. I’m hoping to see a flash of jealousy, but her gaze is firmly fixed on the pyramid and she’s giving nothing away.

      ‘Hopefully he doesn’t crash and burn like last time,’ Abbey mutters, drawing laughter from the others. I blush; it seems even John and Judith have heard about my failed attempt at wooing Emma.

      ‘Does anyone not know about that?’ I ask.

      ‘Sorry!’ Abbey apologises. ‘Didn’t mean to say that out loud!’

      ‘Thanks, guys!’

      My own smile cracks when I see from the movement of Emma’s shoulders that she is laughing too.

      A great cheer erupts from the work crew at our site; the horn of the digger sounds repeatedly, taunting the other crews who are still trying to break through. There’s an eruption of uncordial shouts from the French camp.

      ‘Sounds like we’re in business,’ Judith declares.

      ‘We sure are,’ Dave calls out across his radio. ‘The way is narrow, but to widen it further would risk a cave in. We have reinforced the walls but it’ll be a tight fit for you all.’

      ‘Good job we skipped breakfast then,’ Gabriel says cheerfully, scurrying down the stone steps of the outer pyramid like a scarab.

      We gather near the entrance and Dave takes charge of the briefing. ‘Oxygen levels seem to be uncontaminated from here, but keep the filtration units on until you get deeper inside. Good luck in there and keep safe.’

      I can see he desperately wants to come in with us. That’s not his role in this though. He is support if events take a turn for the worse. He’s our cavalry.

      ‘You be careful most of all, kid,’ he says placing a hand on my shoulder.

      ‘No worries,’ I reply, following the others towards the entrance and pulling on my gas mask. I triple check it, making sure it’s properly secured around my mouth and nose; I don’t want to risk another incident of breathing in a contaminant.

      Dave was spot on – it is a tight fit. I crawl after the others, squeezing through until I drop down to the stone floor. The only light comes from the torches we carry.

      For the first time since our arrival, fear clutches me by the throat. I comfort myself that at least there shouldn’t be any water to worry about.
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      ISIS, QUEEN OF EGYPT—Palace of Tjenu, Capital of the upper & lower kingdoms of ancient Egypt

      I stand on top of the golden steps of the palace. My cloak and hood are gone, and in their place, a long white and red dress. The circlet of the queen crowns my head. At my side is Diona; one of my most loyal and trusted servants. Rivonous is close, too; he’s never been farther away than a handful of steps

      Alongside us, are noble families of the city, trusted by my husband and I, along with my dear sister, Nephthys, who stands at my side. She is older than me by many years, and much less wild, or so our parents always told us. She smiles at me and I take her hand in mine. There is sadness in her eyes. My husband returns today, but hers is still at war in the south. I know we must talk soon, but now is not the time.

      Thoth, High Priest of the temple of Ra, addresses the crowds. ‘This day is blessed.’

      He, too, is a trusted friend, and he leads many of the festivities and devotions throughout the city in honour of Ra, the sun god. He was chief priest long before I was born, yet still, even in his advanced years, he shows the life and spirit of a young man.

      ‘All of Tjenu rejoices at our King’s return. Ra showers us in his golden light.’ Thoth raises his hands towards the burning sun above.

      Horns sound throughout the capital, nearing the palace with every passing moment. Cheers grow in volume, the people lining the streets, eager to see their returning king. The closer it comes, the greater the doubt grows within. It has been two years since last I saw my husband. What if he is displeased with how he finds his wife? What if in his time away from my arms, he has found comfort with someone else? What if, as the children in the market told me, our king bathes with beauties each night?

      ‘You need not fear,’ Nephthys comforts, squeezing my hands tight. ‘You shall be reunited and all will be well.’

      ‘Thank you, sister,’ I reply, before the horns sound their closest yet and we see it, the triumphant army returning to the palace.

      It is a great procession; hundreds of soldiers marching in an ordered column towards us, their armour and weaponry shining bright and reflecting the sun above them. At the flanks, chariots roll, matching the pace of the men’s march. The people line the streets, showering the returning army with rose petals, the flower of our nation. Horns sound and the cheers intensify. My fears disappear and are replaced with pride. I’m unable to contain my smile.

      Though there are hundreds of men marching towards me, my eyes focus only on one. He stands at the very front of the army, leading them on towards the palace. His bronze armour shines brightly. His golden helmet in the shape of a falcon’s head denotes his status as our King. He raises his spear in honour of the people, his people, only stopping once he reaches the foot of the palace. He climbs several steps before stopping and turning, visible by all his men and the gathered people of the city.

      At the king’s side stands his own royal guard, the helmet of the jackal covering his head. From the helm alone, I know the man to be Anubis; eldest son of my sister Nephthys and famed as one of the most skilled warriors in the land.

      The king removes his falcon head helmet, revealing his strong, handsome features – the man I fell in love with. His face bears the addition of scars along his cheek. They are the tokens of battle.

      ‘My people,’ he calls out and the crowds fall silent, eager to hear their king’s words. ‘My people, you do me great honour with your presence this day. For many moons, I have longed to return to you and my home. Finally, that day is here.’

      The cheers return, louder than before and only falling silent at their king’s urging.

      ‘To my men, these past years you have endured and achieved more than I could ever expect. In protecting the northern kingdom and driving out the rebel Sinai armies from our borders, you have shown the world that the warriors of Egypt are to be respected and feared.’

      The men cheer, beating fists on their chests and shields. Horns blare again.

      ‘My generals, Djehuty, Herihor and Intef, you have stood by my father’s side and you now stand by mine. You have honoured us both, and together we have liberated and unified Egypt.’

      ‘It is you who honour us, my king!’ shouts one of the generals. The cheer from the men and the people of the city grow once again before unifying into a single chant.

      ‘OSIRIS! OSIRIS! OSIRIS!’

      When finally the crowds hush again, he says, ‘For many moons I have longed to return to you. Most of all, I have longed to return to the loving arms of my wife!’

      The cheers of the people erupt again as he throws his falcon-headed helmet to Anubis and marches up the steps of the palace towards me. My heart thunders in my chest, and my stomach knots in nerves. As his eyes meet mine, a smile spreads across his lips. I want to go to him; to run into his arms, and it takes all I have to fight the urge and remain a queen.

      To the shock of the crowd, it is he who breaks into a run, taking the steps two at a time, the crowd cheering him on as he runs to me. When we embrace, he kisses me fiercely and all else is forgotten.

      ‘I have missed you, my husband,’ I mutter against his eager lips.

      ‘I have missed you, too.’ He lifts me by the waist for the entire city to see. ‘I have missed you more than you could possibly know.’
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      ADAM—The Unknown Pyramid, the great sand sea, Egypt.

      Our torches illuminate the way and my headset flickers to night-vision. We keep the air filtration masks on as the glasses scan the air. Matt is conducting a more thorough examination of the readings back at the museum. We continue down the narrow corridor, slow and careful.

      ‘Fascinating,’ Judith proclaims as she inspects the walls around us. There are writings, pictures, and symbols – frogs, birds, feathers, and people are etched into the walls. It’s a code, I realise, grinning; one of the oldest in existence.

      ‘Care to translate, Judith?’ John invites.

      ‘There’s so much,’ Judith replies. ‘And it’s in a much older dialect than I’m used to. I cannot believe this; I have never seen writings in such good condition. Unmarked, not faded at all – as if they were chiselled this very day. Impossible – there’s not a single hint of dust or sand.’

      ‘Impossible,’ John agrees, looking closer at the walls. ‘This place has been buried in the sand for thousands of years. Even with the entrances closed, something would have found its way inside.’

      ‘Very interesting,’ Gabriel remarks sarcastically. ‘What do the hieroglyphs mean?’

      ‘They’re prayers,’ Abbey interrupts over the headset and earpieces.

      ‘You can read ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, too?’ I ask.

      ‘You sound surprised,’ she says with pride. ‘Prayers for strength and life, spells from the way they read, warding off evil spirits. Prayers to Ra, the Egyptian god of the sun. Warnings…’

      Judith stops in her tracks. ‘Death shall come on swift wings to those who disturb this holy place. It’s repeated again and again – all around us; somebody was being serious.’

      ‘I thought that warning was a myth,’ Emma says. ‘It was on the entrance to the Tutankhamun tombs – you know, with Lord Carnarvon and Howard Carter and all that curse talk.’

      ‘I guess not,’ I reply.

      The glasses flicker for a few moments with static before going haywire. They scan and pick up every hieroglyph, hundreds of them within the next few yards, and I cannot take in so much information.

      ‘Abbey, dial down the glasses would you?’ I ask, taking them off due to eye ache.

      ‘Mine, too,’ John says, taking off his own set and rubbing his eyes.

      ‘She says you can put them back on now,’ Emma says.

      ‘What was that?’ I ask, pulling the headset back on.

      ‘Sorry, guys,’ she replies. ‘Not sure what happened. Both sets went a bit crazy; there’s some level of interference down there. I have reduced the data reading so you should be fine to continue.’

      ‘I thought the glasses were state of the art?’ I ask.

      ‘They are,’ she replies over-defensively. ‘That’s never happened before.’

      John and Judith continue their examination of the hieroglyphs and make records. Gabriel is pacing a few yards ahead of us, scouting the area ahead, looking bored already.

      ‘How you getting on with Big Ben?’ I ask Abbey.

      ‘Be nice,’ Judith says over her shoulder.

      ‘He actually isn’t here today,’ Abbey replies. ‘Food poisoning – apparently.’

      ‘You don’t have to sound so happy about that,’ I whisper back.

      ‘I’ll work on it,’ Abbey whispers back mischievously.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, guys, but I have news,’ Matt says over the comms. ‘The readings on the air came back perfect. Excellent levels of oxygen and not even a trace of any contaminant. For now, you can probably remove the air filtration masks but Adam and John’s headsets will keep an eye on the readings if there is any change.’

      ‘Great,’ Emma says as she tears off her mask. ‘I really hate wearing these things.’

      ‘You’re not the only one,’ Judith adds.

      ‘Matt, you’re really saying the air is spotless down here?’ John asks, pulling off his own mask.

      ‘It’s perfect. Not a trace of anything but pure breathable oxygen. The air in central London is far more harmful than what’s inside that pyramid.’

      ‘This isn’t adding up,’ John says. ‘First the engravings and hieroglyphs are in perfect, pristine condition as if carved and painted new, and now the air is without even the slightest trace of age. This isn’t right.’

      ‘He’s got a point,’ Judith agrees. ‘The entrances aren’t right either.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Every tomb and every pyramid we have ever stepped foot in have entrances flanked with statues of Osiris, the Egyptian god of the underworld. The walls should be marked with the Wedjat, the eye of Horus, the Hawk God. Here, there’s nothing.’

      ‘Okay, well that’s all very reassuring,’ I say, uneasiness beginning to build.

      ‘If you’ve all had enough of talking can we please continue?’ Gabriel calls out from farther down the passageway.

      ‘Be careful down there, guys,’ Matt urges. ‘You all know something happened to the Egyptian team down there; I don’t want to have to explain to our mother why one of her sons isn’t coming home.’

      ‘As long as it’s not the golden boy,’ I tease him.

      ‘I still hate it when you say that,’ he mutters back.

      We continue down the passageways, the walls marked with more of the hieroglyphs. There are other routes splintering off and we check each one, finding nothing but dead-ends except for this one main corridor.

      ‘How’s it going in there?’ Dave asks over the headset.

      ‘Slowly,’ Emma replies. ‘How’s it going with the work crews?’

      ‘They’re fine, it’s Overseer Hassam who’s the pain in the ass,’ he moans. ‘He’s a tad over friendly and way too happy all the time. It’s getting on my nerves.’

      ‘Good to see you’re making friends.’ I laugh.

      ‘Anything from the other teams?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Not much,’ Dave replies. ‘Sounds like the Italians have had some luck with what sounds like a treasury vault, but there’s nothing from the others. Gabriel’s American friends still haven’t gone in yet.’

      ‘No one can rush Hank Buchanan,’ Gabriel says. ‘I still can’t believe he’s still doing this kind of thing. I thought he was old when he was training me, let alone now.’

      ‘How’d you two meet up?’ I ask.

      ‘I was a year or two younger than you,’ he explains. ‘A punk kid really, getting into fights and living on the streets. I pickpocketed him and stole his car. Must’ve impressed him as he took me on, promising me I’d see the world and its riches. I saw the world, not so much the riches.’

      ‘This is more like it,’ John says from the front of our group.

      It’s a vast stone doorway with a thick iron chain hanging from the ceiling to the right.

      ‘Simple enough,’ says Gabriel, taking hold of the iron chain and pulling hard. The chain moves but the door remains. John and Judith try pushing against the stone but it still won’t move.

      My heart is thudding, my mind taken back to the booby trap of spikes in the Scottish tomb of the Roman Legion.

      ‘Hang on,’ I warn them. ‘You sure about this?’

      ‘I’m all ears if you have any other bright ideas,’ Gabriel says as he tries and fails to force the door open again.

      ‘Look,’ Emma says, drawing everyone’s attention above the door with her torch. There are seven circular emblems, each marked with a dozen hieroglyphs. The emblems are dials.

      ‘Okay,’ John says, taking a run up, and with Judith to boost him, he jumps towards the ledge above the door. Hanging by his arms, he pulls himself along until he is below the circular dials. It’s an impressive show of strength, his arms taking the strain of his weight with ease.

      ‘That’s my man,’ Judith boasts as she sees Emma look on, impressed.

      ‘The hieroglyphs are numbers,’ Abbey says. ‘Try setting them all to one; the single stroke line.’

      John shifts across so he can twist the emblems until all five read the same. Still nothing happens when Gabriel pulls the iron chain. Abbey and Judith give him a dozen more combinations but still nothing works, and eventually, John’s stamina gives out and he drops to the floor.

      ‘Well, that didn’t work,’ he says in annoyance, rubbing his weary arms.

      ‘We don’t know if this thing still works after all this time,’ Gabriel says. ‘The mechanism could’ve broken years ago.’

      ‘We’re missing something,’ Judith says, inspecting the door closer. ‘Remember the tombs we found in Thebes?’

      ‘Pressure plates and levers,’ John replies, peering at the floor around us.

      ‘Anybody try looking up?’ Emma asks.

      Above us across the ceiling are more hieroglyphs, but with symbols different to the rest.

      ‘Ra permits the way,’ Abbey translates for us.

      ‘Close,’ Judith replies. ‘Ra gives the way.’

      ‘That’s what I meant,’ Abbey says. I can tell she’s embarrassed.

      ‘Ra was the Egyptian sun god, yeah?’ I ask.

      ‘Yep,’ they all reply as if I am some ignorant.

      ‘Well, what does a sun do?’ I ask them.

      ‘Gives light?’

      ‘Heat?’

      ‘Wakes you up?’

      ‘Gives life?’

      ‘No, no, and no,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Abbey, let the glasses translate the symbols on the dials.’

      ‘You sure?’ she asks, wary of the translation feature being reactivated after going haywire before.

      ‘Go for it,’ I say, keeping my gaze only on the symbols.

      The glasses flicker with data before settling and translating. The coil symbol becomes a hundred, the lily a thousand, the frog a ten thousand and more. I run up, and using the stone door, I launch myself, grabbing onto the ledge and following John’s path. My arms instantly begin to ache as I shimmy across towards the dials.

      ‘What does a sun do?’ I ask again. ‘Rise and set.’

      I twist the dials so that the first four rise in growing order, the next three falling.

      ‘Chain!’ I instruct through gritted teeth. Gabriel and John pull hard on the iron. The stone door tremors and then slowly begins to lift.

      ‘You got it,’ Emma says in shock.

      ‘Not too bad, little brother,’ Matt says.

      ‘Yeah,’ I say, dropping to the floor. ‘Not too bad for the new gu…’

      Just as my feet hit the ground, it suddenly gives way. Emma and I fall down into a chamber below, hitting the floor hard and knocking the air out of us.

      ‘Bloody hell!’ I say. I knew there would be a trap – I just knew it.

      Gabriel manages to hold onto the edge above us and John and Judith pull him back up.

      ‘You two okay?’ Matt and Abbey ask in unison.

      ‘No worries,’ I say, gasping for air. ‘Em?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ she says in annoyance. ‘Wait, look at that!’

      We are in another long corridor, nothing to see but walls and the gaping hole above us – that is except for a single golden coin spinning on the floor just in front of us. It doesn’t tremor or slow, but just keeps spinning.

      ‘Yeah, well, that’s not eerie at all,’ I say.

      ‘You see a way back up?’ Gabriel asks.

      Before we can reply, the hole begins to close. John and Judith try to hold it open but the stone slams shut above us. The ceiling continues to shift, as do the walls and the floor around us, revealing new routes and passages – an ever changing maze.

      ‘You hear dripping water?’ Emma asks me.

      I hear it. Dripping water, slowly building speed.

      Just my bloody luck – all this sand, and still the water comes for me.

      We watch, stunned, as water begins to gather across the ceiling above us, building from a trickle to near a river – and it’s just hanging there, suspended…

      ‘Impossible,’ Emma utters.

      ‘Matt, Abbey, you seeing this?’ I ask, not sure that I’m seeing it myself. This is crazy. Whatever is happening is defying every law of physics.

      ‘Seeing,’ Abbey replies.

      ‘Not quite believing,’ Matt adds.

      A rumble sounds from somewhere and sheer dread courses through me. In the distance, water is thundering towards us.

      Always the freaking water!

      ‘We’ll find our way to you,’ Judith says over the

      headset. ‘Just stay there.’

      ‘Yeah, not an option,’ Emma replies, turning to flee the coming wave.

      I don’t move. I can’t. My darkest fear has me, crippling me, and I am utterly terrified. My throat chokes, my lungs burn. The inescapable horror. I can’t move.

      ‘Adam, c’mon!’ Emma yells at me, grabbing my hand and dragging me away.

      Snapped out of it, we run, the water crashing down behind us. We don’t slow, we don’t stop, we run as fast as we can. Around us, the walls continue to shift, offering new routes and pitfalls which we must leap clear of. There are more passageways to the left and right of us, but down each we see more of the coming tidal waves. All we can do is run, leaping over platforms and up stone stairs. There are statues and pillars to clamber over and I’m pulled past everything in our path, until the passage opens up into a vast chamber, a great pit below us with no sight of the bottom. The only way across is a narrow bridge, barely wide enough for us to cross.

      ‘Ladies first,’ Emma says, pushing me on as the water continues to crash behind us.

      ‘Funny,’ I yell, running across the bridge, nearly losing my balance a dozen times until the bridge gives way before us.

      ‘Jump!’ I shout.

      I land on the far side, rolling as I hit the stone floor. Emma has jumped, too, but I can see she isn’t going to make it. I reach out as far as I can, grasping her hand as she descends towards the bottomless pit beneath us. I have no idea if I’m going to save her. The impact of her hand in mine is brutal and I almost drop her – but I don’t, I’ve got her. I need to keep her.

      ‘I’ve got you,’ I say through gritted teeth, pulling her up.

      She’s too startled to speak. We collapse on the floor, catching our breath, checking we’re not actually dead. We look up to see the crashing waves of water cascade down into the pit. The walls finally slow their movement and settle to a stop.

      ‘Thanks,’ Emma says.

      ‘Thank you,’ I reply. ‘My stupid fear froze me!’

      ‘Guess we’re even?’

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t quite say that,’ I reply with cockiness. ‘I mean it would’ve been a helluva fall, and I did save your life just now, so any chance of that date now?’

      She leans in close, her face inches from mine. There’s a broad, seductive smile on her lips, and for one second, I think she might kiss me.

      ‘Not a chance.’ She laughs.

      ‘Worth a try.’ I laugh as we help each other to stand. ‘C’mon then. We’re not out of here yet.’

      ‘Hunter, Em, you two all right?’ Abbey’s voice over the headset is layered with anxiety.

      ‘Still alive,’ Emma replies as we walk into the next chamber. ‘For now at least.’

      ‘Adam, you sure you’re okay?’ Matt asks. He knows my issues with water better than anyone. After all, it was Matt who dragged me out of the river when my heart had stopped beating.

      ‘Let’s just figure out how to reach the others,’ I reply. ‘Where are we now?’

      ‘No idea,’ Emma says as we walk into the next chamber. ‘Your trackers have gone completely haywire, one second showing you are at the very top of the pyramid and the next that you’re buried miles beneath it. Something in that place is screwing with our systems.’

      At the centre of the next vast room is an altar with several idols and candles gathered together on top of it.

      ‘Ancient Egyptians had candles?’ I ask.

      ‘There’s a lot of evidence that has been found to suggest so,’ Abbey says. ‘What is interesting is the moon disc hieroglyph along the side of the altar. That is a symbol of the god Thoth, god of knowledge and healing. Some say it was Thoth who instigated the idea that a year consists of three hundred and sixty five days.’

      ‘The idols on the altar are of Ra,’ Matt says, changing the subject from Abbey’s random facts. ‘Whoever built this pyramid must have held Thoth in high regard to dedicate such a room to him – especially as there are still little signs of the principle gods and goddesses. Strange.’

      There are coins, too, similar to the one we saw spinning before.

      ‘Here,’ Emma says, tossing one of the coins to me. ‘At least we won’t leave empty-handed.’

      We pocket a coin each and walk into the next chamber, seeing nothing of interest but more of the spells, and, according to Abbey, ‘warnings’. Then we see another coin in the centre of the narrow passageway, spinning on its own.

      ‘This is starting to look like one of those old-school video games,’ I say, staring at the coins suspiciously. ‘What the hell is going on, Em? I don’t like this. I really don’t like this.’

      We stand watching and waiting until an alarm sounds on my glasses; red warnings flash before my eyes.

      ‘Toxin in the air!’ Matt warns. ‘Get your masks on! Quick!’

      A cloud of red gas seeps into the passage, billowing towards us as if seeking us out. I grab my air filtration mask and pull it onto my face, securing the airtight seal. Turning to Emma, I see she is struggling. There’s panic in her eyes as the seal won’t secure.

      ‘Adam…Adam….’ she cries, terror building as the red cloud grows closer.

      ‘Calm down,’ I say, knocking away her trembling hands and taking a firm hold of the mask.

      ‘Adam…’ Emma warns.

      ‘Calm down,’ I repeat, holding her mask tightly against her face.

      ‘Adam, it’ll still get in…’ she says.

      ‘Calm down,’ I repeat – even though my own pulse is racing. The cloud is barely a few meters from us. Emma’s eyes meet mine. She takes in a deep breath and closes her eyes, finally calming as the mask secures. The red gas washes over us and I feel her hand in mine.

      I can’t see a thing, not even Emma. Alarms still sound from the headset.

      ‘You okay?’ Abbey asks us.

      ‘Yep,’ I say.

      The gas moves on through the chamber and everything becomes clear. The glasses show the air is breathable again, but I don’t entirely trust them.

      Emma is watching me closely through her mask, her eyes still big with fear. There’s some deep and silent communication running between us – and part of me knows that despite Emma’s refusal, there’s something between us.

      Matt’s voice erupts in my ear. He’s wired. ‘That gas would have killed you both within seconds,’ he says. ‘It would have burned your lungs like acid.’

      ‘Good to know,’ I reply sarcastically.

      I check the air readings again. I want reassurance. They’re flashing clear. I take my mask off and breathe in. When Emma sees that I’m not writhing around with burned out lungs, she follows suit.

      ‘That was close,’ she says, walking off. ‘Guess I’m back to owing you.’

      I let it go – there’s a whole load of things I could joke, but I don’t. My smile is too big to let me speak.

      After walking for another hour without further deadly adventure, we reach a dead end. The room has dozens of holes in its walls and is covered in more hieroglyphs.

      ‘What does it mean?’ I ask Abbey over the comms.

      ‘Roughly, ‘Our king gave a sacrifice, as should you.’ Or something like that,’ Abbey explains.

      ‘King? Which king?’ I ask.

      ‘Doesn’t say,’ Abbey replies. ‘There’s another line beneath it, but it doesn’t make any sense.’

      ‘Put it up on the glasses,’ I ask.

      Instantly, I see that she’s right. It’s a jumble of symbols and letters.

      ‘C’mon, Adam. You know this,’ Matt urges. Emma looks to me in confusion, not understanding.

      ‘A code,’ I realise. ‘It needs deciphering. Matt, can you decode it?’

      ‘You can,’ he tells me. ‘You were always better at these than me.’

      ‘There’s symbols below each of the holes in the walls,’ Emma says. ‘Reckon if we reach in, it’ll activate a door or something?’

      I snort. ‘Yeah, or some crazy venomous snake will bite you.’

      Emma’s face crumples with the realisation I might just be right.

      ‘I wouldn’t rush,’ Abbey warns. ‘The hieroglyphs mention a sacrifice. Do you really want to reach your bare arm into one of those holes?’

      ‘Point taken,’ Emma replies, taking a step away.

      I continue to look upon the letters and symbols,

      trying all kinds of combinations, converting the letters into numbers and more. I try every trick I know until finally, I hit the jackpot, a single clear word rising to the surface. From there, everything falls into place.

      ‘The path will open for the giver of life,’ I state, taking a step closer to the holes and inspecting the symbols. ‘What gives life?’

      ‘Water,’ Matt says. ‘Life cannot exist without it.’

      I see the symbol, a waterfall, and hover in front of the hole.

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ Emma asks.

      ‘No,’ I reply, already reaching in.

      When almost at full stretch, I feel a lever and move it with ease. Instantly, the chamber around us tremors and the ceiling opens. A stone staircase rises from the floor, revealing a path.

      ‘Not just a pretty face.’ I laugh.

      ‘Not sure about that.’ Emma chuckles.

      As I pull my arm from the lever, I feel a sudden sting near my wrist.

      ‘Ow,’ I say, quickly pulling my arm clear to see a small cut on my skin marked by a few drops of blood.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Nothing, just a scra...’ I stop speaking. My hand is utterly numb, then the rest of my arm. My head spins and my legs buckle. I fall to the ground.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Hunter? Hunter, talk to us?’ Abbey calls to me, but I can’t speak, my entire body is paralysed.

      ‘Scorpion sting?’ Emma says, as she sees the marks on my arm. My vision blurs but I make her out and lift my wrist towards her mouth before spitting onto the ground. She drags her backpack off and frantically pulls the first aid kit clear.

      ‘Green antitoxin,’ I hear Matt say before feeling something thump hard into my chest. It’s followed by a sharp pain - I never thought I’d be glad to feel pain, but then, just as hope sparks, darkness claims me and the last thing I hear is my team crying out my name.
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      ADAM—No idea, utterly terrified

      All around me is dark. Smoke and ash hug me tightly. I try to call but no sound comes from my throat. There’s a high wail growing in my ears which seems to echo from all directions. Then there is silence – and that’s almost more terrifying.

      A woman’s voice calls to me through the fear, ‘Ghadar hdha almakan.’

      Standing with her back to me, her words grow louder as she cries out with pain and sorrow. ‘Ghadar hdha almakan.’

      She turns slowly. ‘GHADAR HDHA ALMAKAN.’

      Her rotten, fanged face is an inch from mine and I cannot breathe.

      Somewhere in my brain the word ‘Banshee’ surfaces and I know in that moment, I am going to die.
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      ADAM—The maze pyramid, the great sand sea, Egypt

      I yell out, shooting bolt upright, gasping for breath. What the hell was that dream?

      ‘Jesus, you scared me!’ Emma yells at me. She is sat at my side looking dazed, as if she too has just woken.

      ‘You okay?’ I ask, taking in my surroundings and realising I am still in the pyramid.

      ‘I’m okay.’ She laughs. ‘You nearly died!’

      ‘Only nearly,’ I reply, slowly rising to stand. My head is still a little dizzy. ‘Ready to go on?’

      ‘Adam! You nearly died,’ she repeats. ‘You shouldn’t be...’

      ‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ I say, pulling a water canteen from my backpack and taking several long mouthfuls.

      ‘Up there?’ I ask, pointing to the staircase, which formed when I activated the lever.

      ‘Stop,’ she commands, standing in my way. I can see she isn’t angry, just worried.

      ‘I’m okay, seriously.’ The dizziness is slowly fading. I rub my chest where a dull ache still lingers.

      ‘How long was I out?’ I ask.

      ‘Couple of hours. It was very difficult to resist drawing something on your face or messing with you in some way.’

      ‘What kind of way?’ I ask with a wink, taking delight in Emma’s blush. She sighs and shakes her head as if I am the most pathetic creature on the planet, and it’s me who’s now blushing.

      ‘But seriously,’ I muster. ‘Thanks for what you did – saving my life and all.’

      ‘It’s kinda the currency in this life,’ she replies with a smile, handing the glasses to me. ‘It all ends up equal in the end.’

      ‘You scared us, little brother,’ Matt’s says via the headset. ‘Welcome back to the land of the living.’

      ‘Don’t ever do that again,’ Abbey scolds.

      ‘I’ll try,’ I reply, rubbing my sore chest. ‘Did you stab me?’ I ask, hard-eyeing Emma.

      ‘In the heart,’ she says proudly.

      ‘She saved your life,’ Matt says.

      ‘We do that,’ she replies before mimicking my, ‘no worries.’

      ‘Hello!’ We hear a voice above us. ‘Emma? Adam?’

      ‘Down here,’ Emma replies, and quickly, the faces of John, Judith, and Gabriel appear at the top of the staircase.

      ‘Man, are we pleased to see you!’ John says.

      ‘Likewise,’ Emma replies, climbing the staircase to join the others on the next level.

      ‘Are you two okay?’ Judith asks, hugging us both tightly.

      ‘Been better,’ I admit, still rubbing my chest.

      ‘Don’t expect a hug from me.’ Gabriel grins. ‘But

      it’s good to see you’re both still in one piece.’

      ‘Guys…. Guys!’ Dave’s voice is faint through the static.

      ‘Abbey, can you clear up the signal?’ I ask.

      ‘Trying,’ she replies.

      ‘Dave, this is Charlie and Echo Teams. Can you hear me?’ John replies over his headset.

      ‘Just about,’ the former soldier replies. ‘We’ve had word from the Swedish team that they’ve run into serious trouble. They requested any available back up before their radios cut out.’

      ‘We passed the Swedes about an hour ago,’ Judith says.

      ‘We’ll double back,’ John says.

      ‘You know the other teams probably wouldn’t do the same,’ Gabriel warns. ‘Not while this place holds more rewards. They might see this as a rival out of commission and out of the way.’

      ‘It’s a good job we’re not like other teams then!’ Emma says stubbornly.

      ‘What she said,’ I add, following John, Judith, and Emma.

      We hurry, picking up the pace behind John who is leading the way. He navigates passages and chambers before we are all stopped by a shriek filling the space and then passing.

      ‘What the hell was that?’ Abbey says over the headset, spooked just as much as we all are.

      ‘Keep going,’ Gabriel orders, pushing his way through to lead the group on.

      My heart is a jackhammer – I know exactly what the hell that was; she revealed herself in my dream.

      Gabriel has drawn a handgun but I know that such a weapon is useless. We continue to weave down the narrow corridors, trying to block out the cries of pain and fear calling to us from the distance. I draw my bow, snapping it forward to extend and constrict the cord. I draw an arrow from the quiver at my back and line it up, ready, hoping my doubts are wrong, that whatever that creature is, it will bleed – and it will die.

      Turning a final corner, we burst into a chamber, our weapons raised but un-needed. Three members of the Swedish team are on the ground, covered in blood. In the corner of my eye, I see a shadow moving, but when I turn to look closer, there is nothing.

      Our weapons rise as two figures emerge from another passage, but we recognise one as the Swedish team leader, Eva Strindberg. She looks utterly horrified and is rushing to examine the bodies of her team.

      ‘De ar doda…’ she utters.

      ‘They’re dead,’ Abbey translates somberly.

      Suddenly, one of the bodies coughs with life, and we hurry over to him. John and Judith offer medical support and I recognise him instantly as the friendly, excited guy who wished us luck this very morning.

      ‘Vad gjorde detta, Johan?’ Eva pleads with the man as John and Judith try to save his life.

      ‘Who did this, Johan?’ Abbey again translates.

      ‘…sanden…’ he manages to utter, blood dribbling from his lips. ‘…sanden…’
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      ISIS, QUEEN OF EGYPT—Palace of Tjenu, Capital of the upper & lower kingdoms of ancient Egypt

      Sitting on top of the roof of the palace, I watch the sun rise in the distance. It bathes all of Egypt in golden light. I can see as far as the Siwa Oasis to the north, its entwining rivers carrying water to this very city. For the past years, I have sat here each morning, looking to the horizon, waiting and wishing for my husband to return. Yesterday, that day finally came. It was all I had hoped for and more.

      I wait a little while longer, the sunrise my favourite part of the day. I then climb down from the roof, lowering myself through the window of my chamber. Instantly, I am overcome with the feeling I am not alone. Someone is here.

      Before I can draw the dagger from my robes, I am grabbed roughly from behind. The man’s arms wrap around me, pinning my arms tight to my body. I bite down on one of his hands, and though he grunts in pain he does not release me, not until I stamp my foot down on his. His grip weakens and I slip from his grasp, throwing a fist at his head and then another, my foe dodging both before I strike him hard in the stomach and throw myself towards him. We both fall to the floor and I clamber on top of him, bringing my dagger to his throat.

      ‘Can I expect this kind of treatment every morning?’ my husband asks.

      ‘Only if you wish to share my bed.’ I laugh, lowering the blade.

      ‘I will make sure I am properly awoken from sleep next time.’ Osiris chuckles.

      He wrestles with me, forcing himself on top of me and kissing my laughing lips.

      ‘How long are you home?’ I ask.

      ‘Perhaps that was the last time I had to be away from your touch. Maybe I will stay.’

      ‘Nothing would make me happier,’ I say.

      ‘Children might?’ he suggests.

      ‘One day,’ I agree, ‘if Ra blesses us so.’

      ‘My King, my Queen.’ The voice of Diona disturbs us. ‘My apologies…’

      ‘No apologies needed,’ I tell her, beckoning my trusted servant closer from the doorway.

      ‘What concerns you, dear girl?’ Osiris asks as he helps me to stand.

      ‘My King, scouts have reported riders have been spotted approaching from the south with an army marching in their wake. They bear the standards of your brother, Set.’
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      ADAM—Base Camp, The Great Sand Sea, Egypt

      Overseer Hassam and his translators are gathered in the mess area with the teams. There are no beers or laughter this night. Each team has gathered, including the survivors of the Swedish team, and all are shocked, rumours circulating about what happened. Despite our best efforts, Johan lost his fight within an hour of finding him. We spent the rest of the day carrying the bodies of the dead out of the pyramid, laying them to rest temporarily in a make-shift aid station before Jeeps carried them back to the nearest town. Eva, the team leader, and her remaining colleague have stayed, vowing to find the cause of the deaths. They have temporarily joined with the French team, safer in greater numbers.

      The French too are short on numbers. One of their team suffered a fractured leg in a fall, similar to what happened to Emma and me. Another of the team was not as lucky, found surrounded by a ring of scorpions and spiders, more bursting from the victim’s mouth when they tried to move the body. Even the Italians, despite their successes, lost a man. The first to enter the treasury vault collapsed soon after, slipping into a coma without cause. The general consensus around camp is that there has to be something very important or very valuable for all this protection.

      ‘By now, you will all have heard of the tragedies that befell our teams today,’ Overseer Hassam says.

      Hank interrupts him. ‘We’ve heard the result of what happened, but we still don’t know what exactly happened in there. We need to know.

      ‘Our doctors looked over the bodies,’ Hassam explains, though it is clear he does not wish to discuss the subject. ‘Their deaths had the appearance of animal attacks, but there was no other sign of any beasts living in the pyramid.’

      ‘Apart from the ruined bodies of the Swiss,’ Dave mutters under his breath.

      ‘Your team,’ Renee asks Hassam. ‘Was it the same when they died?’

      ‘We cannot be certain,’ Hassam concedes.

      Gabriel stands with the slight swagger of too many medicinal trips to his hipflask. ‘The men and women who lost their lives died fighting. We found their weapons and bullet casings scattered throughout the room. There was no sign they actually hit anything. Surely, between them, they would have hit something?’

      The room erupts into chaos, everyone talking, many shouting.

      ‘Enough, enough!’ Judith shouts, calling for silence. ‘What now, Hassam? Are we all to pack up and leave?’

      ‘If it is your choice then no one will stop you,’ he replies. ‘No one is forcing you to stay.’

      ‘But we can stay and investigate the pyramid? No one will stop us?’ Hank asks.

      ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ Eva Strindberg declares, rising to stand. ‘I will not leave until I find what took the lives of my team.’

      ‘We’re not going anywhere either,’ Giovanni Conti agrees. ‘None of my group was foolish enough to get themselves killed by imaginary beasts.’

      Eva storms towards him with her arm raised ready to strike before Renee and others stop her.

      ‘We will not be leaving,’ Giovanni continues, undeterred by Eva’s threat, ‘because we discovered a vast treasury within those walls. My team will leave this place rich, with yet more rewards to be found.’

      ‘Utter bastard,’ Dave says. ‘Doesn’t mention the member of his own team who fell into a coma. Eyes on the prize.’

      ‘We’re not going anywhere, right?’ I ask over the headset and to the British Museum team.

      ‘Not a chance,’ Judith replies, confirming what I suspected.

      ‘There’s plenty more routes into the pyramid to explore,’ John adds with little sign of the previous excitement. If anything, I think he looks scared, and I don’t blame him.

      Hassam brings his speech to a close. ‘I will visit each team in the morning to discuss your plans. Tonight, I shall honour the departed in my prayers. In this life or the next, we will meet again.’

      ‘In this life or the next,’ I repeat in a whisper, the words resonating with me.

      Giovanni jeers as he and his team makes their leave.

      ‘Reckon anybody would blame me if I put a couple

      of arrows in him?’ I ask.

      ‘You wouldn’t find many who would protest,’ Emma replies.

      ‘You guys sticking around?’ Hank asks.

      ‘Take more than this to scare us off,’ Gabriel replies on our behalf.

      ‘Good to hear,’ Hank says. ‘Oh, by the way,’ he says, turning to the people by his side, ‘this is Lita Cruz and Eric Jackson.’

      ‘Good to meet you,’ I say.

      Eric’s massive hand crushes mine in a handshake. ‘It is great to meet you all,’ he bellows with a voice too big for the space.

      ‘Anybody ever tell you that you look like a Viking?’ I ask cheekily.

      ‘All the time,’ Hank answers for him, knocking him in the ribs with his elbow.

      Eric grins as if I have just given him the ultimate compliment. ‘Seems our pyramid holds more than a few surprises.’

      ‘Not just the pyramid,’ Gabriel replies, kissing Lita’s hand.

      ‘Some things never change, Quinn,’ Hank mocks.

      ‘You see much in there today?’ Judith asks.

      ‘Nothing but dead-ends,’ Lita replies. ‘Seems like everyone else had all the fun.’

      ‘Not sure I’d call it fun,’ John says, nodding towards the survivors of the French and Swedish teams.

      ‘You have any luck?’ Hank asks.

      ‘Nothing but water and poison,’ Emma says without explaining more.

      ‘There’s still no sign as to who this place was built for,’ Judith adds.

      ‘Well, it must have been someone of importance given the size of the place,’ Hank replies with a grin. ‘There’s got to be something of great worth in there.’

      ‘Treasures, adventures, ancient curses, and more,’ Eric proclaims, clapping a heavy, strong hand on my shoulder. ‘It’s a grand adventure indeed. One that will be remembered for years to come.’

      ‘Hopefully remembered for the right things,’ I reply.
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      We return to our area of the camp, leaving Dave behind us as he has taken himself off into the corner to make a phone call.

      We are all lost in our own thoughts on the day, and don’t feel much like socialising. I watch Emma sitting by the fire, writing in her notebook. I wonder if she writes anything about me. I shake the thought away – why should she? Unless it’s to moan about all the things she finds annoying about me – and there seem to be many of those. I think that maybe her rejection is what is most alluring about her, and there’s only one outcome for that in the end; I’m going to get burned.

      After a while, Dave returns and throws some logs on the fire before taking a seat next to me.

      ‘Saying goodnight to family?’ I ask, though he does not reply. I’m pushing uncharted boundaries here. Dave has never given anything away about his home life, but I’m guessing there are people he cares for somewhere. ‘Your wife?’ I ask, glancing at the ring on his finger.

      ‘My daughter.’

      Admittedly, that throws me. I can’t imagine Dave being father to a daughter. ‘How old is she?’ I ask.

      ‘She’s five,’ he says. ‘Libby.’

      ‘And her mother?’ I ask.

      ‘You don’t let up do you, kid?’ Dave chuckles.

      ‘You know he doesn’t,’ Emma says, her eyes still fixed on the notebook.

      ‘Jennifer,’ he relents. ‘And that is all you’re getting from me.’

      ‘Any pictures?’ I ask.

      ‘Not that I’m showing you,’ he says, with a twinkle in his eye.

      Emma sneezes and drops her notebook to the ground. Being the gentleman I am, I pick it up, but not without peeking at the pages, which aren’t just full of writing, but also drawings.

      ‘Wow, I didn’t know you drew,’ I say in shock.

      ‘Give that back,’ Emma says, trying to snatch back the book but I pull it out of reach.

      ‘Hang on. These are really, really good,’ I say.

      ‘Don’t be childish, you two,’ Dave warns.

      There are sketches of the city of London, parks, deserts and jungles, of the exterior of the British Museum, the Viking longboat in the vaults deep within the museum, and the Roman Eagle I recovered from the Vatican. There are people, too; visitors to the museum, families, Emma’s uncle Charles, Abbey and Tristram laughing, and Dave and Matt deep in conversation. Her current work is of the pyramid, but then I see one more sketch before Emma finally grabs the notebook back.

      ‘Was that me?’ I ask.

      ‘That’s none of your business,’ she warns angrily, and for a moment I swear she is going to punch me.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I apologise, seeing just how upset she is. ‘You have a real talent.’

      She doesn’t reply, shooting me one last scornful look before sitting back down and saying sarcastically, ‘Why thanks, I didn’t know you were an expert in art as well as everything else!’

      Whatever progress I made in the pyramid is lost. Good going, Adam.

      ‘So we’re staying?’ I say, trying to diffuse the situation.

      ‘Looks like it,’ Dave replies. ‘From what I’ve been hearing, it seems like all the others are sticking around, too.’

      John breaks from his book to say, ‘This entire place isn’t right, you know. The pristine condition, the complexity. The very interior is wrong. There’s no sign of the gods Osiris or Horus. It isn’t right, is it, Judy?’

      ‘No, it isn’t, but what do you want to do, just leave?’

      ‘No, I know we can’t. I just… I just can’t explain it.’ He stands, throwing his book into his vacated seat. ‘I need to walk this off. I need some time to think.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ Judith says, kissing him on the cheek before he leaves.

      ‘He going to be all right?’ I ask as Judith sits with us by the fire.

      ‘Yeah, just a bit shaken up, I think,’ Judith replies. ‘This place, what has happened, it has him spooked.’

      ‘He’ll come around,’ Dave replies.

      ‘Anybody seen my holdall?’ Gabriel calls out from where our equipment is stored. ‘Black bag, red strap.’

      ‘No, why?’ I ask.

      ‘Got a bottle of something good hidden away,’ he yells back. ‘Win or lose, we always have booze!’

      ‘Believe it or not, he was worse before,’ Judith explains, glad to be distracted from worry over her husband. ‘This was before you all joined the museum. Gabriel was recruited under a contract to aid Bravo Team.’

      ‘A mercenary,’ Dave says with annoyance.

      ‘Pretty much,’ agrees Judith. ‘Gabriel was a drinker, a womaniser and… well, he was worse.’

      ‘What do you mean was?’ Emma chuckles.

      ‘Meeting Melissa changed him,’ Judith says, sadness creeping into her voice. ‘She was Bravo Team’s commander. Gabriel was eager to remain with the museum permanently as long as he could work with her. After only a short while, they were engaged to be married.’

      ‘What happened?’ I ask, knowing that of Bravo Team, Gabriel was the sole survivor.

      ‘That’s not for me to say,’ Judith replies after hesitating. ‘To be honest, I don’t know the full story either. It hit him hard and he slipped back into his old ways. I think he still hasn’t fully recovered.’

      I remember finding Gabriel in the training rooms before I set out for Rome, drunk but clearly emotional and grieving. He urged me to find Matt, to save him, to protect my loved ones where he had failed.

      ‘Soon after, Charles made the decision to recruit a new team. Your unit: Echo team.’ Judith says.

      ‘And here we are,’ Dave adds as he stands. ‘I’m calling it a night. I suggest you all do the same and get some sleep.’

      ‘I’m going for a walk first,’ I say, rising to stand and stretching my legs. I need to clear my head if I’m going to have any hope of getting sleep tonight.

      ‘I’ll join you,’ Gabriel announces, emerging from the tent with a bottle of rum in hand. ‘I’ve got an evening rendezvous with a certain lady.’

      ‘What poor girl are you going off to hound now?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Could be you, one day, if you play your cards right,’ he replies with a smooth smile.

      ‘Not in a million years,’ she vows, making us all laugh.

      ‘Well, luckily, this bottle is not intended for you anyway,’ he says, an arm around my shoulder and dragging me on. ‘C’mon, Adam. I can’t keep my lady waiting.’

      Gabriel jokes around, laughing loudly until we are clear of the rest of the group and out of earshot.

      ‘You’re still keen on our Emma I see,’ he teases.

      ‘That obvious am I?’ I say, trying to shrug it off. ‘I am trying to forget it.’

      ‘Tough though, ain’t it, when you really fall for them,’ he says with understanding in his voice.

      We continue walking through the camp, seeing the overseer, Hassam, and the Egyptian work crews giving prayers for the fallen. Some of the members from the other teams have joined them. Eva Strindberg is there, as is the other remaining member of the Swedish team and some of the French.

      ‘Tough to lose someone you’ve worked with for so long,’ I say, not really thinking. I curse my insensitivity when I recall Judith’s conversation not ten minutes before.

      ‘You’re not wrong,’ he replies, guiding me farther on through the camp.

      Pretty quickly, we near the area of the camp allocated to the French team. A tricolour flag flies above their tents. I spot Marie instantly. She’s struggling with the lock on a case and swearing repeatedly.

      ‘Careful of that one,’ Gabriel says, seeing who has caught my attention. ‘I know her type. Innocent and sweet, she’ll steal your heart before you know it. Ah, and here is my reason for this little walk. Some girls are trouble but you can’t help yourself.’

      I spot his target quickly; Lita Cruz of the American crew. She smiles, two glasses raised in a hand as she comes towards us.

      ‘And when did that start?’ I ask.

      ‘I don’t like to waste time,’ he says, hurrying away.

      From across the space, Marie is still cursing. ‘Merde, merde, merde, merde, merde!’

      ‘Need a hand?’ I offer.

      ‘Oh, Monsieur Hunter,’ she says, surprised to see me. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Just taking a walk before trying to get some sleep,’ I say. ‘You seem to be having some trouble.’

      ‘The contents of this case we need for morning,’ she says. ‘The keys do not work. Renee will not be happy if I cannot open it.’

      ‘Let me take a look,’ I say.

      Marie seems uncertain at first, eyeing me suspiciously before encouraging me to try. She offers me the set of keys she tried but I pass.

      ‘You don’t always need a key to open a lock.’ I remove the trusty pen-knife from my pocket, a pair of thin metal pins tucked in beneath the blade. The lock on the case is small and tight, but I have worked with far more challenging before. Working the pins past the levers and springs of the lock does not take long.

      ‘Did you have any luck today?’ I ask, making small talk.

      ‘Nothing,’ she admits. ‘Empty rooms and dead

      ends. You?’

      ‘Not much better,’ I say.

      ‘Hopefully we’ll have more luck tomorrow,’ she says. I like her optimism.

      ‘Renee still think this place is the lost capital?’

      ‘Oui,’ she replies. ‘Renee is certain this is Tjenu – more now than ever.’

      ‘And there…we…go,’ I say as I twist the pins and the lock springs open.

      ‘Voila!’ Marie says with delight. ‘Merci beaucoup. Thank you.’

      ‘No worries,’ I reply, slightly embarrassed at the praise.

      ‘So, it is proven then,’ Giovanni Conti announces as he and two of his team approach. ‘The desecrator of Rome is shown for what he is – nothing more than a lock-pick thief.’

      I don’t rise to his challenge.

      ‘A coward it seems, too.’ Giovanni laughs. ‘I wish I was surprised. You turn up here like beggars with your outdated equipment. We have drones, drills, the latest in excavation technologies. Even the headsets you wear, those pitiful glasses, are woefully outdated. I have contact lenses, the best and latest in technology. They give clear readouts and updates are available instantaneously with no loss of signal or fault. The British Museum was behind in this journey into the pyramid before you even left home. Pathetic really. You’re nothing but barbarians.’

      It would be so easy to hit him, but it wouldn’t work

      out well. His cronies would then be on me and it’d turn into a mass fight with my team likely forced out of the camp. I have to control myself.

      ‘Marie, isn’t it?’ Giovanni says, taking a pace closer to her. ‘My friends tell me your team wasn’t very successful today. A shame.’

      He holds up a golden ring, a serpent wrapped around the jewel at its centre.

      ‘Beautiful, isn’t it? I found it today,’ he explains. ‘Not nearly as beautiful as you though, my darling. We uncovered a treasury that housed this and so much more. This is only a small sample of the riches we shall uncover tomorrow. You would do well to join us; you would learn a lot more than staying here. We should talk in private of this, just you and me.’

      She does not like his attention or his words, or how close he stands to her. She tries to back away but there is nowhere to go. It’s time to act. Distract and act.

      ‘That’s a beautiful ring,’ I say, stepping closer and purposely tripping, colliding with the gloating man. ‘Sorry, sorry. I’m so clumsy.’

      ‘Yes you are,’ he snaps, pushing me back as his men pull me away. It gives Marie her chance and she quickly hurries past and away into the tents where the rest of her team is.

      ‘You’ve scared her away,’ Giovanni says. ‘Well, I can at least make sure this night was not a total waste.’

      He punches me hard in the stomach, winding me and leaving me sprawling on the ground.

      ‘That was for Rome,’ he mutters. ‘Thief and a coward. Why you British are here I cannot understand. Hopefully you will end up like the Egyptian and Swedish teams.’

      With that, he leaves with his men who are taking great delight in my suffering. It’s like being in school again, only the bullies weren’t as big and I could take care of them.

      ‘Oh my,’ Marie cries as she hurries over to me and helps me up. ‘Did they hurt you?’

      ‘Only my pride,’ I say, though I wince. ‘And my gut. Worth it though.’

      I show her the empty palm of my hand, twirling my fingers round before Giovanni’s prized golden ring appears in my hand.

      ‘How did you do that?’ She laughs.

      ‘Distract and act. He was too busy thinking I was a clumsy fool and taking his petty revenge to notice his pocket was being picked. Here, you take it.’

      ‘I couldn’t possibly,’ she says in shock.

      ‘Go on,’ I tell her. ‘Think of it as compensation for him being such an asshole. At least you won’t be leaving empty handed. It’ll annoy the hell out of Giovanni if he sees it with you – sweet revenge.’

      ‘Thank you,’ she says, finally accepting the ring. ‘Thank you for stopping him from…’

      ‘Harassing you,’ I finish for her. ‘Not a problem. I hate guys like that.’

      ‘Is it true what he was saying?’ she asks. ‘Is it true what they are all saying? About Rome and what you

      did?’

      ‘A story for another day. It’s a long story’ I say, not really wanting to go into details over how I desecrated Rome and trashed some of the most holy relics on the planet.

      ‘Then perhaps I can join you on your walk,’ she suggests with a promise on her lips.

      ‘I’d like that,’ I reply.

      ‘Hopefully, Giovanni will see us,’ Marie says.

      I’m starting to really like this girl.
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      ISIS, QUEEN OF EGYPT—The gates of Tjenu, capital of the upper & lower kingdoms of ancient Egypt

      Nephthys and I stand together with the gates of the capital behind us. With us are Nephthys’ two small children, boys of seven and five years. My husband, Osiris, stands before us with Anubis and a guard of twenty with him. Rivonous, and another twenty men, stand with my sister and I; all precautions have been taken.

      ‘Set returns to you,’ I say to Nephthys, ‘just as my husband has been returned to me. all will be as it should.’

      My sister looks worried. ‘Set has been absent from me far longer than Osiris was from you. What if he is not the man I remember? What if he no longer remembers his wife?’

      ‘How could he forget beauty like you?’ I give her a reassuring smile.

      ‘You are the one famed for your beauty, my sister,’ she replies. ‘And you and I both know Set is not his brother.’

      Her words speak truth. My husband, Osiris, has always been known as the more honourable and noble of the two brothers. The younger, Set, is known for his ruthlessness in battle and his mercilessness to his enemies. He eagerly volunteered to lead his armies south to battle the invading Nubians; a campaign that lasted near four years. His army of Medji are fierce warriors who are trained from boyhood. They destroy all who oppose them and rarely take prisoners.

      ‘His love for you will not be forgotten,’ I say to Nephthys, but her gaze is fixed on the approaching chariots at the head of the coming army.

      One chariot, bearing only a single occupant, breaks away from the rest, heading straight for us. It is Set. Tall, broad and strong, he is a warrior in every essence of the word. His silver and red armour is dented and scratched from the blows of his enemies. His skin shows the marks of a dozen battles, of many wounds taken and healed.

      As the chariot comes to a stop, Set steps down to the ground, standing before Osiris.

      ‘You’re looking tired, brother,’ Set states. ‘Have the women of the Sinai you’ve been fighting caused you restless nights?’

      Set’s banter elicits a weary look from Osiris. ‘And you’re looking old, Set. Old and fat.’

      There’s silence for a moment before both men laugh loudly and embrace as brothers.

      ‘It has been too long, brother,’ Set says.

      ‘That it has,’ Osiris agrees. ‘It warms my heart to see you again.’

      ‘My King,’ Set addresses his brother for the first time. ‘I return to you now having driven the Nubian invaders from our lands to the south. My army smashed theirs time and again until we were finally able to vanquish them all. The prisoners we have taken, including their queen, are the last of their vile hordes.’

      ‘You captured their queen?’ Osiris asks, surprised at his brother’s unusual mercy – normally he preferred to slay all he faced.

      ‘She led their forces and was more vicious than any of them.’ Set boasts. ‘With her as captive, they will trouble our southern lands no more – and she’s somewhat of a curiosity.’

      ‘Ra has truly blessed us both, my brother,’ Osiris says.

      ‘There is a first time for everything.’ Set laughs, before looking to my husband’s guardian. ‘Still following your uncle’s every step, Anubis?’

      ‘Always, father.’ Anubis is Set’s eldest son and he greets his father with a clasp of arms.

      Set’s gaze then drifts, searching for the rest of his family among the group.

      ‘Go to them,’ Osiris says.

      Osiris and Anubis step aside and Set strides past them. He scoops his sons up into his arms, hugging them tightly before kissing Nephthys passionately.

      ‘I thought you might never return,’ she cries with tears of joy running down her cheeks.

      ‘I would fight my way from the fires of the underworld to return to you,’ he swears. He kisses her again, his gaze falling on to me.

      ‘Isis, you look more beautiful with each passing year,’ he says

      ‘Thank you,’ I reply. ‘It brings joy to the heart to see you return to us unscathed.’

      ‘Not exactly unscathed,’ he says, ‘but still breathing.’

      Beyond him, the remains of his army have finally caught up. They are veterans of long campaigns marching in tight formations towards camp beyond the city where the rest of Osiris’ army is stationed. Hundreds of prisoners are escorted past us, captured enemy warriors the only slaves owned in all of Egypt.

      ‘They were all taken in battle?’ Osiris asks of his brother. I see his reason to question, many prisoners appearing to be boys too young to wield spear and shield.

      ‘All fought against the army of Egypt,’ Set declares. I doubt his words, but in truth, do not know what desperation the Nubian invaders would resort to.

      ‘Now that the northern and southern kingdoms have been secured and protected, all of Egypt is united,’ Osiris says. ‘Our efforts, my brother, have finally brought peace to our nation and ended years of war.’

      ‘Peace,’ Set utters, as if the word is unknown to him. ‘I hope it can last as long as your glorious reign, my King.’

      ‘Let us hope so,’ Nephthys agrees, clutching Set’s arm tight.

      ‘I have had provisions and barracks made ready for

      your men alongside those of the northern army’s,’ Osiris informs his brother.

      ‘Then I will see that they are properly encamped,’ Set replies. ‘I have your leave, my King?’

      ‘As you will,’ Osiris replies. ‘Tonight, there is to be a great feast at the palace in honour of our return to the capital. You, your family and your generals are of course invited to attend.’

      ‘Then we shall be there,’ Set says, escorting his wife and carrying his children to his chariot. Once aboard, Set pulls on the reigns, the horses guiding them towards the marching columns of his army.
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      ADAM—Base Camp, The Great Sand Sea, Egypt

      Emma, Dave, Gabriel, John, Judith and I gather in the tents, Abbey and Matt patched in via the headsets and earpieces. Overseer Hassam is with us, too, overly talkative and cheerful as always until Dave hushes him. He also carries an earpiece, a spare given to him by John.

      I’m stifling a yawn with the back of my hand. Last night, I barely slept. Every time I closed my eyes, I found myself back in that nightmare of the banshee, as if she has decided to take up residence in my sleep. I won’t lie – she terrifies me, even though I know she is nothing more than a projection of my environment and the strange circumstances of the pyramid. Nothing more than a figment of my imagination – and yet…

      A projector displays a hologram in the centre of the room, an image of the great pyramid.

      ‘Abbey and I spent last night drawing this up,’ Matt explains over the headsets and earpieces. The hologram begins to rotate, lines spreading throughout the pyramid to display routes.

      ‘First is the British Team,’ Abbey explains. ‘The initial route taken by Gabriel, John, and Judith, and the secondary route used by Emma and Adam. Then we have the French route, the Swedish route and then those of the US team, and lastly, the Italians. In total, the teams covered over thirty-five kilometres within and below the pyramid.’

      ‘It’s a maze,’ I utter, seeing the twisting, winding routes on the hologram.

      ‘Nobody had any luck yesterday except for the Italians who stumbled upon one of the treasuries,’ Matt explains. ‘Several sweeps were made of the routes already investigated yesterday by a small unit including our very own Charlie Team to make sure nothing was missed.’

      Matt’s tone shows he isn’t impressed, and for good reason. John and Judith were summoned in the night as old friends of the overseer. He was concerned that Eva Strindberg was going back into the pyramid alone. Instead of talking her out of it, they joined her but they found nothing – no sign at all of what attacked the rest of the Swedish team.

      We weren’t impressed that they had gone in without us, but we understood. Eva would have gone in without them and they’re not the sort that would just stand by and let her go alone.

      ‘None of the entrances or routes taken yesterday yielded anything positive,’ Abbey explains. ‘All anyone found were traps, pitfalls, and dead-ends. That is, except for the Italians who will be continuing their excavation, unsurprisingly. None of the teams came close to accessing the upper chambers of the pyramid, which is where you will find the grand galleries and the king’s chamber.’

      ‘It is where we will finally learn who this pyramid belonged to,’ Judith says. ‘Pharaoh, king, queen, whoever it was.’

      ‘And their body, too,’ Gabriel adds.

      ‘There are eight entrances into the pyramid,’ Matt explains. ‘The Egyptian team used one entrance that has been cordoned off since their failed expedition. Five entrances were used yesterday, with the Italians continuing from where they left off. The US and joint French-Swedish teams have already chosen their routes into the pyramid.’

      ‘That leaves us with nothing,’ Abbey concludes.

      ‘So what of it?’ Gabriel asks the overseer. ‘Where do we go?’

      ‘Are you certain there were no other options in the routes taken yesterday?’ Hassam replies.

      ‘Certain,’ Judith says with a yawn.

      ‘We checked throughout the night,’ John says with irritation.

      ‘Several tombs in the Valley of Kings have false walls concealing chambers and…’ Hassam tries to explain cheerfully before John stops him.

      ‘We checked,’ John states.

      ‘Can you not join with one of the other teams?’ the overseer asks, now forcing his smile. ‘Like the French-Swedish unit?’

      ‘They have their hands full as it is,’ Judith says.

      ‘And I’m guessing the Americans wouldn’t take us?’ Emma asks Gabriel.

      ‘Hank usually works alone or with one or two

      people maximum,’ Gabriel explains. ‘He wouldn’t be interested in splitting the prize.’

      ‘And the Italians?’ Hassam dares to ask.

      ‘Not a chance in hell,’ I reply.

      ‘That leaves only one option,’ Matt says. ‘The entrance used by the first team to enter the pyramid.’

      ‘The Egyptian team’s entrance,’ Abbey adds.

      ‘No, that is completely out of the question,’ Hassam argues. ‘I cannot allow this. My government had the cordon instigated. I would need to go to them to make the request.’

      ‘Then do it,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘They’re right,’ Judith says. ‘Hassam, you have known us for a long time. We have been friends since John and I first came to your lands. You know this is the only option.’

      ‘Do this for us, my friend,’ John says. I can see he does not really want to go back into the pyramid again, but if Judith is going, then so is he.

      ‘I will make the request,’ Hassam concedes. ‘This guarantees nothing but I will make the request.’

      ‘That is all we ask,’ Matt says.

      ‘I can have an answer for you within the hour,’ Hassam promises.

      ‘Good, then the day won’t be a total waste,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘One more thing whilst you’re all gathered,’ Abbey says. ‘Part of the headsets’ function is to record everything seen and heard whilst in operation.’

      ‘You record home movies, what’s the point?’

      Gabriel asks.

      ‘Listen,’ Emma says in annoyance, kicking Gabriel in the leg.

      ‘We picked up something,’ Abbey explains, though her voice tremors with uncertainty. ‘It was low, really low, barely a whisper and impossible for human hearing to pick up on.’

      ‘What was it?’ Judith asks.

      The audio plays over the headsets and earpieces, sending a chill down my spine, a horror remembered. We all hear it now, a woman’s voice, low and pleading.

      ‘Ghadar hdha almakan.’

      ‘Leave this place,’ Hassam translates for us.

      ‘How many times did that come up on the recordings?’ John asks, looking to the ground as he shakes his head.

      ‘More than a hundred times,’ Abbey states.

      ‘I’ve heard that before,’ I say.

      ‘When?’ Gabriel asks.

      ‘In my dreams,’ I reply. ‘Nightmares really. An old, withered witch kept repeating it, again and again, before she attacked me.’

      ‘This is crazy,’ Dave mutters.

      ‘I’ve seen it in my dreams, too,’ Judith confesses. ‘Every night since we got here.’

      Her words are met with stunned silence.

      ‘Well that killed the mood.’ Gabriel chuckles, the only one finding the situation funny.

      ‘Why didn’t you say anything?’ John asks.

      ‘I thought it was nothing,’ she tries to explain. ‘Stupid dreams – until now.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Dave asks. ‘You think this place is haunted? Cursed?’

      ‘We’ve seen stranger,’ I tell him.

      ‘You guys have read too many ghost stories,’ the former-soldier says.

      ‘Dave, I also heard it,’ Emma admits. ‘I had the same dream. I thought it was just my mind playing tricks on me but it can’t be a coincidence. The recordings and Adam and Judith having the same dreams.’

      ‘This is crazy,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘The only way to understand all this is to get back inside the pyramid,’ Judith says. ‘Hassam, speak with your people, get us access.’

      ‘Judy, you really want to go in there after hearing that?’ John says.

      ‘Spooked by a nightmare and a few words from an old crone, Jono?’ Gabriel gently taunts.

      ‘You don’t have to come with me,’ Judith tells her husband.

      ‘I go where you go,’ he replies.

      ‘We go as a team,’ I say, getting nods of agreement from them all except Gabriel.

      ‘If we must,’ he concedes. ‘Got a question for you though. When was the last time it rained out here?’

      ‘Barely ever at this time of year,’ Judith explains.

      ‘And snow?’

      ‘Once in over a hundred years, but that wouldn’t

      happen, not now in this heat.’

      ‘Look outside,’ Gabriel urges all of us from the cover of the tent.

      We look out towards the pyramid. Thick frozen flakes of snow fall all around, despite the heat. We hear thunder and there are flashes of lightning in the distance.

      ‘That’s not a good sign, is it?’ I ask.

      Nobody replies.
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      ISIS, QUEEN OF EGYPT—Palace of Tjenu, Capital of the upper & lower kingdoms of ancient Egypt

      The wine flows and laughter echoes through the vast chambers of the palace. Musicians fill the air with the delightful sounds of the flute, bells, drums and horns. There are jugglers, fire dancers, snake charmers and new sights at every turn.

      Osiris and I sit upon the thrones at the head of the vast chamber. Set and Nephthys are seated nearby, along with the generals of the northern and southern armies and the noble families of Tjenu and the neighbouring cities. Rivonous and Anubis are not far from us, ever watchful, as is Set’s own bodyguard and guardian, Silas. He is an imposing brute, etchings carved into his skin to honour the Gods, dead eye and sly smile finishing the nightmare of a man.

      The young children of Set and Nephthys are terrified of Silas, hiding from his ever-watchful gaze before being put to bed. Diona co-ordinates it all, doing all she can to meet the needs of our guests. As in all things, she does not fail.

      In the midst of it all, Set approaches me as Osiris speaks with his generals in loud boisterous laughter. My husband’s brother speaks low enough so that no one can hear us.

      ‘I saw how my brother was with my children,’ Set says, edging close to me. ‘He longs for sons and daughters of his own.’

      ‘Now he is returned to me, maybe his longing will be fulfilled,’ I reply.

      ‘You were young when my brother took you as his bride, barely a woman grown,’ he says, his gaze lingering and intruding. ‘There is still much time to bring children into this world. You are truly beauty unparalleled. My brother is lucky to call you his wife.’

      Thankfully, Set is called away by a messenger.

      ‘What did you and my husband discuss?’ Nephthys asks with a look of worry on her face.

      ‘Only concern for our king,’ I lie.

      ‘I thought I would never see such a sight – all of us together again.’

      ‘I thought much the same,’ I say, looking to my husband. He smiles with a fire burning in his eyes. Has the world ever seen such a man? Has the world ever seen such a king?

      ‘My brother,’ Set announces, the musicians quieting. ‘My brother, our king, I stand before you with a gift. A gift and an offering of entertainment.’

      ‘Proceed, brother,’ Osiris states in surprise.

      Flanked by Set’s guards of Medji, a prisoner is escorted in; a woman with chains about her wrists and neck.

      ‘I present you with Kyleece, Queen of Nubia,’ Set announces.

      ‘Brother, release her of her chains,’ Osiris orders.

      ‘It is not our way to enslave rulers of other nations, despite their crimes.’

      ‘As you wish,’ Set says, signalling to his men.

      ‘Queen Kyleece, from what my brother tells me, you and your people fought with much bravery,’ Osiris states. ‘As my prisoner, you shall be afforded food, wine, and accommodations befitting you. Tell me though, what was your reasoning for invading our lands?’

      ‘They were not always yours to command, King Osiris,’ she replies back with scorn. ‘If it was not for your accursed brother, those lands would be ours again.’

      ‘And I thank him they are not,’ Osiris says, clapping a hand upon Set’s shoulder. ‘Brother, what of these other men you present before us?’

      ‘They are the finest of the Nubian warriors,’ Set declares. ‘With your leave, I would have them display their skills and fierceness in one-on-one combat between themselves.’

      ‘I would see the terrible foes that plagued our lands for so long,’ Osiris states with intrigue. ‘Let us see my brother’s defeated foes.’

      ‘I don’t like this,’ I say to Osiris – something feels wrong.

      ‘Do not fear, my Queen,’ Set tells me. ‘They shall fight with blunted weapons with three of my men to stand watch over each of them. You are quite safe.’

      Seventy-two. Set, his men, his guards and generals, the prisoners, and even the Nubian queen. There are seventy-two of them present, more than double my husband’s guard. Osiris sees my fear and takes my hand in his.

      ‘If we cannot trust our own blood, then we are but savages,’ he tells me, giving me a reassuring smile.

      ‘Let it begin,’ Set announces, his men handing out weaponry to the prisoners.

      Set was right; they are both ferocious and skilled. There is no fear in their eyes, nor remorse in fighting their brethren. Blood is drawn from several, even with blunted weaponry. All at the feast watch on with fascination at the display of brutal violence.

      ‘It is testament to you, Set, that you defeated such warriors,’ Osiris praises his brother.

      Thoth enters the room and calls to us. ‘My King, my Queen!’ He turns to Set, instructing him to stop the fighters. ‘Midnight approaches. Ra’s unending battle with Apophis commences again. May we pray, our words and thoughts giving strength to Ra such as we may see him victorious and the sun to rise again over our world.’

      I see Set share a glance with his bodyguard, Silas, who moves to speak with other guards. Maybe he wants extra security for the prisoners, but the doubts in my mind and heart will not be banished.

      ‘Husband…’ I begin to say before I am silenced by Thoth’s commencement of the prayers.

      ‘Hail to thee, Ra Lord of all light. The bringer of the sun. The light and warmth…’

      ‘NOW!’ Set shouts.

      Chaos and death descends all around us.

      The Nubian prisoners are thrown blades and spears. Set’s Medji soldiers turn on all others. It is slaughter; noble families and Thoth’s priests are torn down as my husband’s guards are ambushed. I pull Diona to me, grabbing a knife from the table and slashing at any of Set’s men who come near. I look for my sister in the carnage but Nephthys is nowhere to be seen. Rivonous is with us, my guardian’s blade already stained with blood. He shoves me back, keeping his mighty form between me and the coming villains.

      Anubis rallies the loyal guards around Osiris but they are vastly outnumbered, and one-by-one they are cut down. My husband fights alongside his men; the bodies of several of the Nubian prisoners are already at his feet.

      ‘Protect the queen!’ he yells at Anubis.

      ‘No!’ I shout back, trying to force my way to my husband, but Rivonous will not waver in his defence of me.

      ‘My King…’ Anubis tries to protest.

      ‘Do as I command, my friend,’ he orders. ‘Protect the queen!’

      ‘No, Osiris!’ I call to him, but quickly, he and the last of his men are surrounded without Anubis at their side.

      Anubis fights towards us, he and Rivonous standing side by side to protect Diona and me. We see Set’s guardian Silas press forward, one of Anubis’ men at his feet.

      ‘No! Meychonus!’ he calls to the fallen man before Silas thrusts his spear through the man’s chest.

      ‘CEASE!’ Set orders his men. The Nubian prisoners lower their blades and back away. During all the chaos, Set has not moved from his seat but now he rises.

      I see my fallen husband, bleeding from a dozen wounds.

      ‘Brother, how did it come to this?’ he asks, looking up to Set standing over him. Kyleece, the Nubian queen, is with him, her teeth bared and eager to spill more blood. She hands Set a blade; their alliance is now clear. The presentation and display of the prisoners was all lies. I had known.

      ‘Father, what is this madness?’ Anubis pleads.

      ‘Quiet, boy,’ Set sneers. ‘Your time will come. Now is the time for my brother, the King of Egypt, ever the fool!’

      ‘Brother…I…’ Osiris tries to speak, his words silenced as Set rams his blade into my husband’s stomach.

      ‘NO!’ I scream, but Set’s Medji surround Rivonous, Anubis, Diona, and me.

      Set grabs Osiris by the throat, dragging my husband out towards the balcony at the rear of the hall. The fire in Osiris’ eyes is already dimming, his chest barely able to draw breath.

      ‘From here, we can see all of your capital,’ Set says, forcing Osiris to the balcony’s edge. ‘From here, you can see the fires growing and my men taking control of the city. From here, you can see beyond the walls that your army is being torn apart by mine. Your queen shall be my whore, your guard executed along with the rest of your generals at dawn.’

      ‘But why, brother?’ Osiris asks, his voice but a whisper.

      ‘You have had your time,’ Set replies, lifting a blade to my husband’s neck. ‘You have squandered your time as ruler, protecting the weak when you should have been conquering lands to bring wealth and glory to our people. Your time is over and now I shall rule both your lands and your wife.’

      Anubis pleads with his father. Diona cries for the fallen and Rivonous swears death to any who threaten their queen. I barely hear any of it – those last moments with my husband are my only focus.

      Osiris’s head turns, his eyes finding mine. Set’s blade rises, and with no further words, it falls, beheading my beloved Osiris with a single stroke.

      I fall to my knees. This cannot be. This is all a terrible dream. The world beneath me falls away and I am torn from my sanity.
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      ADAM—The Haunted Pyramid, the great sand sea, Egypt

      Hassam got the clearance in less than two hours. It took the work crews under Dave’s orders just an hour to clear the entrance.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ Dave says. ‘I don’t like you going in there without me, again. Any trouble, you contact me immediately.’

      ‘No worries on that account,’ Emma promises.

      ‘Dave, we’ll have an eye on them all the way,’ Matt tells him.

      ‘Yeah, what’s the worst that can happen?’ I add, drawing an eye roll from everybody.

      We proceed on, everyone falling silent as we pass through the entrance and into the passages beyond. On the ground, we see the footprints and sand dragged in from the Egyptian team, but something else catches our eyes, something that is a relief to John most of all. On the walls, along with the other hieroglyphs of warnings and spells which we saw before are paintings different to all the others. The most prominent is a man with green skin and white robes, a white and red crown upon his head.

      ‘Osiris,’ John states. The relief is clear in his voice. ‘It is the story of Osiris.’

      ‘I didn’t think you could read the hieroglyphs, Jono?’ Gabriel asks.

      ‘I don’t need to,’ he replies proudly. ‘I would recognise the God of Afterlife, Lord of the Dead anywhere.’

      ‘No sign of Horus or Anubis still,’ Judith says. ‘Anubis is the protector of graves and tombs; his jackal image should be here.’

      ‘But at least he is here,’ John says, still looking at Osiris.

      ‘What is his story?’ I ask.

      ‘The god Osiris was betrayed and killed by his brother Set, god of storms, chaos, and war,’ Abbey explains. ‘Set tore Osiris’ body to pieces, scattering them throughout Egypt, along the Nile.’

      ‘Wow, and I thought me and my brother sometimes have issues,’ I remark.

      ‘Funny,’ Matt replies sarcastically.

      ‘Osiris was named God of the Underworld by the sun god, Ra,’ Judith explains. ‘That is why Osiris is present at every tomb throughout Egypt.’

      Farther on, we see stone obelisks flanking the route.

      ‘Death shall come on swift wings unto whoever disturbs our king.’ Judith translates the hieroglyphs along the sides of the obelisks. The images of Osiris continue further down the passage and Judith inspects them all.

      ‘King?’ I repeat.

      ‘The term king and pharaoh are one and the same,’ Abbey tells us. ‘The people looked to them as they would a god. Whoever is entombed in this pyramid was a ruler of Egypt.’

      ‘Someone truly important,’ Emma says. ‘The traps

      and false routes are beginning to make sense now.’

      ‘Are scans still showing negative for pollutants in the air?’ John asks, with nervousness in his voice.

      ‘Completely,’ Matt replies. ‘We’ve got a running reading, John. Any slight alteration in the air’s chemistry and you will know instantly.’

      ‘Osiris’ story, here it ends with his betrayal, but there isn’t any more,’ Judith says.

      ‘Should there be?’ I ask.

      ‘Much more,’ Judith replies. ‘His death is only the beginning of the myth.’

      ‘Was it left unfinished?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Maybe,’ she replies with concern. ‘I think we’re on the right track, though. Especially as…oh my…wow…I…I don’t believe this.’

      ‘What?’ everyone else asks in unison.

      ‘Renee was right,’ Judith explains in astonishment. ‘It reads, In honour of Him, this holy place was risen from the sands and ruins of Tjenu.’

      ‘The lost capital,’ Abbey states in disbelief. ‘The eldest and possibly first capital of Egypt.’

      ‘This is it,’ Emma says with wonder in her voice.

      ‘A city lost to time, finally found,’ Matt adds, equally shocked.

      ‘This is the greatest discovery of our lives,’ Judith says in amazement, hugging her husband tightly. ‘People have spent lifetimes searching for Tjenu.’

      ‘And here it was, buried beneath the sand the whole time,’ Abbey replies.

      ‘You said the pyramid rose from the ruins of Tjenu,’ Gabriel states. ‘Wonder what happened to the place to become ruined.’

      ‘War? Pestilence? A great fire? No one ever knew,’ Judith says. ‘It was here all this time. I can’t believe it.’

      ‘The question still remains, who is Him?’ I say. ‘Who was this pyramid constructed to honour? There are still no clues.’

      Ten minutes later and we all stop in our tracks as a shriek echoes throughout the tomb.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ I admit.

      ‘Me neither,’ Emma says, drawing her gun.

      The scream comes and goes. Our torches flicker and fall dead, plunging us into darkness. Even my headset fails.

      ‘Guys?’ I ask, reaching into the darkness for the others. ‘Em? Gabriel?’

      My headset flickers on, the night-vision reacting. I cannot see the others but I am rooted to the spot, paralysed by fear as a massive wave of water engulfs me. I tumble, my world spinning as I’m enveloped. Kicking as hard as I can, I try to reach the surface. The current drags me deeper. My chest burns, my head pounds; I’m desperate for air. I’m in the river again – and I am dying.

      ‘Adam! Adam!’ I hear a voice call to me, but I can’t see them. There is only the water. I can’t breathe. I can’t escape.

      ‘ADAM!’ Someone is grabbing me and shaking me. A hand strikes my face hard, and when I open my eyes, the water is gone. I am on the stone floor, bone dry, gasping for air.

      ‘What…what happened?’ I ask Gabriel who is standing over me.

      ‘Water – I’m guessing,’ he says, quickly jumping past me to Judith. She is also on the ground, as is John. They are both writhing with faces pale and terrified. Emma is behind me, cowering against the wall with her eyes closed. I hurry to her, calling out her name.

      ‘Em, wake up!’ I yell at her.

      ‘Fire…fire…’

      Her parents. The car crash. The flames.

      ‘Em, come back to us,’ I try to rouse her. ‘Come back to us, please. Em!’

      Her eyes snap open and she grips onto me tightly.

      ‘She okay?’ Gabriel asks, John and Judith awoken, recovering.

      ‘I... I dunno,’ I reply.

      ‘I saw them,’ Emma whispers to me. ‘They were in the car. The flames… the flames were all around us. They were screaming.’

      ‘What the hell was that?’ John asks, helping his wife to stand and holding her in an embrace.

      ‘Our greatest fears,’ Gabriel says. ‘Water, fire, needles, and flying.’

      ‘Falling,’ Judith corrects him.

      ‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘Clowns?’

      ‘Not quite.’ He forces a smiles for a moment before

      a pained expression surfaces.

      ‘How did you overcome it on your own?’ I ask.

      ‘I’ve faced my fear before,’ he tells me, surveying our surroundings. ‘Something really doesn’t want us reaching the prize.’

      ‘I’m getting sick of this place,’ John says.

      ‘Likewise,’ Emma agrees, showing her old spirit as she releases her grip on me and pulls away to recover her fallen firearm.

      ‘You okay?’ I ask her quietly.

      ‘I think so,’ she says, shaking her head to clear it. ‘Thanks, again.’

      ‘It’s what we do,’ I reply.

      ‘Guys?’ Matt’s voice comes over the headset. ‘Guys what happened? We lost signal.’

      ‘What did we miss?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘Just in the nick of time,’ I reply sarcastically.

      We continue on, the mood having grown more sombre. I turn our minds to what we could possibly find in the upper levels, asking Judith for her expert guess.

      ‘That’s where you’ll find the Queen’s Chamber and the King’s Chamber,’ Judith explains. ‘There, we’ll discover who this pyramid was built for – hopefully.’

      ‘That’s where we’ll find the mummy,’ Gabriel adds.

      Abbey jumps on her cue. ‘It’s interesting how they do that, the whole mummification thing. The body was prepared, cleansed, before the brains, heart, and other organs were removed and stored in special canopic jars. Then the body was wrapped in wax cloth and linen bandages to preserve it. They believed that preserving the body meant the soul could live on in the afterlife.’

      ‘As long as they passed the trials through the underworld with the Book of the Dead, if I remember rightly,’ I say, showing off.

      ‘Exactly,’ Abbey remarks, excited. ‘With the spells and protection of the Book of the Dead, the spirit could reach paradise in the afterlife. The Book of the Dead will be with the mummified body in a sarcophagus in the King’s Chamber.’

      ‘Seventy days is usually the given time-frame between death and the sealing of the tomb,’ Judith adds. ‘They built the tombs long before the pharaoh or king fell ill – often whilst they were still in their infancy.’

      ‘Making sure their place in history was remembered for all time,’ Emma says.
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      ADAM—The Haunted Pyramid & & Tjenu The Lost Capital, the great sand sea, Egypt

      ‘The Egyptian team came this way,’ John says, inspecting the discarded equipment at our feet.

      ‘Left it in a hell of a state,’ Emma replies. ‘How are we going to get across?’ she asks, taking in the broken bridges and stairways.

      There is a single doorway ahead. It’s closed and there are two dials positioned on the other side of a vast pit. I know if we’re to open the door, I need to get to those dials.

      ‘Robin Hood going to save the day?’ Gabriel asks, turning to me.

      ‘You’re damn right he is,’ I say, taking aim and releasing an arrow. It strikes into the far wall, the arrow head automatically drilling into the stone; a little gift from Tristram. I loose five more arrows along the wall before lining up one more on the bow, this one attached to a length of rope, from my pack. This arrow I aim at the ceiling midway across the chamber, its rope hanging down.

      ‘Are you sure they’ll take your weight?’ Emma asks.

      ‘We’ll soon find out,’ I reply. ‘Reinforced shafts and drill-heads so should do the job. If not, I’ll let you know how deep the chasm is. And if that happens, feel free to have a go at Tristram for me, would you?’

      ‘Fiver says you don’t make it,’ Gabriel says.

      ‘Adam, you sure about this?’ Matt asks over the headset.

      ‘Is that doubt I hear?’ I reply, shouldering the bow.

      ‘Concern,’ he says. ‘I know how clumsy you are.’

      ‘As always, thanks for the vote of confidence. Besides, Matt, I thought you said you wanted me to work as part of a team.’

      With a short run up, I leap across the chasm, grabbing onto the rope midway. Now for the tricky bit. With a tight grip, I sway back and forth until I build enough momentum and leap across to the far wall, clambering onto the shaft of the nearest arrow. It takes my weight – just.

      ‘Told you I’d make it,’ I yell back in triumph. ‘John, race you,’ I say, nodding my head in the direction upwards; they are the same as we have encountered before.

      ‘On it,’ he replies, already beginning his climb of the ledges up towards the dial on his side.

      I use the arrows like the monkey bars from school, swinging from one to another. The shafts hold but I move quickly, wanting it to be over before I chance my luck. I lower myself on to the walkway, where rubble from the fallen bridges make annoying obstacles. Within no time, I am at the dial, beating John by mere seconds.

      ‘Ready?’ I call across. John gives me a thumbs up.

      ‘Three, two, one,’ I say before we activate the dials simultaneously. The stone slab tremors before rising; the doorway and route below now clear.

      Unshouldering the bow, I line up another arrow attached to a rope, shooting it to impact just above the

      now clear doorway.

      ‘There you go,’ I shout over to the others. ‘See you there.’
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      ‘Uh, guys…’ Judith says, trying to get our attention. ‘We got company.’

      My view is filled with the barrel of a gun, and when I look round, it isn’t the only one on us. At least four others are all pointing our way and they’re in the hands of the Italian team.

      ‘Woah, let’s just calm down,’ John says, raising his hands.

      ‘Yeah, let’s just take it easy,’ Emma says.

      ‘Stay where you are!’ Giovanni Conti orders, but he is distracted and his gun tracks away from me to the far side of the chamber. My eyes follow its route and I see Renee, Marie along with Eva and others from their combined team, all with their hands raised.

      ‘So, it seems all roads lead here,’ Giovanni states cockily. ‘We discovered the Queen’s Chamber first. We have claim on all this.’

      It is only then I take in our surroundings. It is a vast room with many entrances and stairwells. Nearly every inch of it is covered in gold, jewels, and artefacts; scarab beetle amulets, chains of vast gold, coins piled high, hunting spears and even a chariot laced in jewels. Torches have already been lit at the walls by the Italians to better illuminate the great treasury and their find.

      Either side of the doorways that lead into the chamber are statues of Anubis.

      ‘Anubis,’ John utters, a hand upon the black stone. ‘Protector of the dead.’ He grins, reassured by the statue’s presence.

      At the centre of the chamber is a stone sarcophagus decorated with the painted images of a woman with wings, the lid resting on the floor beside it.

      ‘Isis,’ Judith whispers. ‘Wife of Osiris, goddess of fertility and nature. This must be the Queen’s Chamber. I have never seen a sarcophagus like this – not with the image of Isis engraved into the stone. Could it be…’

      ‘Enough of your talk!’ Giovanni yells at our group.

      ‘This could be the greatest find in history,’ Judith proclaims, undeterred by the firearms pointing our way. ‘If this is the Queen’s Chamber, can you imagine what the King’s Chamber may hold?’

      ‘I don’t need to imagine – that treasure will soon be ours, too.’

      ‘Now, now, there’s no need to be like that,’ the voice of Hank Buchanan calls out as he enters the room from the far side. He and his team are already armed. Hank is carrying what looks like a western six-shooter, and Lita, Gabriel’s lady-friend, is carrying a pair of handguns. The towering Eric flexes his muscles with a grin, his battle-axe in his hands – just like a real Viking.

      ‘Can’t we all just get along?’ the giant asks.

      ‘Leave this place,’ Giovanni orders. ‘Do not make me have to kill you.’

      ‘This is madness!’ Eva calls out, pleading to Giovanni. ‘This place is enemy enough without us turning on each other. Besides, you’ll never get this stuff out of the country. It belongs to Egypt and her people, not you.’

      ‘You lot see the bullet casings on the ground?’ Gabriel says. ‘This is as far as the Egyptian team got. They shot at something, just like the Swedish team did.’

      ‘Why should I share what we have earned?’ Giovanni roars, bordering on madness.

      ‘Listen to reason, you fool,’ Renee pleads. ‘We have all suffered losses in this place.’

      ‘I’ve had enough of this,’ Gabriel says, pacing closer towards Giovanni.

      ‘I’m warning you,’ the Italian team leader says, raising his gun to Gabriel’s forehead.

      ’Do it,’ he replies. ‘Pull the trigger. Do it, I dare you.’

      In the midst of the ongoing argument, I notice my glasses flicker briefly with static. There is a distant sound, like a slow drumbeat.

      ‘You guys seeing this static?’ I ask Matt and Abbey, just as the battery-powered torches begin to flicker.

      ‘Shut up, boy,’ Giovanni yells at me.

      ‘Yeah, we see the static, Adam,’ Matt replies.

      ‘It’s getting worse,’ Abbey adds.

      ‘It’s on mine as well,’ John says, struggling with his own headset.

      ‘We’re getting noises on our earpieces, too,’ Emma says.

      ‘That sound is giving really bad feedback,’ Abbey says. ‘Any greater and it’ll burn out the electronics.’

      ‘It’s getting worse!’ John yells

      ‘It’s an EMP,’ I state in horror as the static grows worse, sparks flying from my glasses. ‘Take off the headsets! Take off the earpieces! Take them off now!’

      I tear off the glasses, the frames burning in my hand as more sparks fly from the lenses.

      Giovanni screams in pain ‘Arrrgghh! It burns!’ He can’t get the contact lenses out of his eyes. Smoke rises from them as he cries out in agony.

      All the coins piled throughout the Queen’s Chamber begin to spin, dancing across the floor of the tomb.

      ‘Oh no…’ I utter.

      Suddenly, a wailing shriek echoes across the chamber, before the electronic torches we carry all short-out, plunging us into the dim gloom; the only light given by the few aflame torches.

      The familiar voice from my nightmares calls to us, ‘GHADAR HDHA ALMAKAN.’

      A sudden gust of wind blows through the chamber, joined by the whispering sound of pouring sand.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ Judith warns.

      ‘Stay together,’ John says. ‘No matter what happens, stay together.’

      ‘What’s going on?’ Giovanni screams, stumbling blindly. His men try to help him but everyone is silenced and still at the sound of a lion’s roar.

      Suddenly, a man of the Italian team cries out before vanishing into the shadows. His comrades call for him but he is nowhere to be seen. Then another cry for help ends just as soon as it began; a member of the combined French and Swedish team gone.

      ‘What the hell is this?’ Hank yells.

      I feel the hairs on the back of my neck standing and the feeling of being watched. Turning, I see the ceiling above me move, flowing as if it is fluid, like sand changing shape.

      ‘They’re coming out of the walls!’

      Shadows surge from the ceiling above. I dive clear as claws and fanged teeth reach for me, trying to tear me limb from limb. As I rise up, I see its true form, the body of a snarling, frenzied lion with the wings of an eagle. Its entire body is made of sand. With instinct, I draw an arrow and loose it straight at the beast but it passes harmlessly through the sand without leaving a mark.

      Emma is with me, firing her handgun, but each bullet tears into the sand-body of the beast with no damage done. Great chunks of its torso and limbs are blown clear but they quickly repair and re-grow. The beast roars at her before lunging again, barely missing me as its claws tear a great hole in the side of my rucksack.

      ‘It’s a sphinx!’ someone shouts.

      A terrified man runs straight at me, colliding and knocking us both to the ground. As we struggle to stand, he is grabbed and nearly torn in two by claws. I try to pull him clear but the lion’s body thunders into me, sending me crashing into a wall.

      Hitting the stone drives the air out of me and I gasp for breath. There is chaos all around me. Guns are still firing, their thunder echoing in the chambers, but the bullets do nothing to stop the beasts emerging. One of the fiends leaps at a woman, disintegrating into a cloud of sand that engulfs her; she is choked and killed within moments. Eric, the towering American, yells with an almighty battle-cry as he tears into the sand-beasts with his axe. Hank is at his side with a shotgun, but even that can only slow the fiends.

      Then I see Giovanni at the centre of the room, near the standing sarcophagus, still stumbling, blind. He is encircled by the beasts and his men are trying to reach him to no avail. He calls for help but the sphinxes do not move. Dark shadows rise from the sarcophagus and reach out, enveloping Giovanni and dragging him nearer. He cries in horror as the shadows wrap around him, covering every inch of his body, binding him tight as he is dragged inside the sarcophagus. The lid rises to seal him inside.

      ‘We’ve got to get out of here!’ Emma yells, grabbing my arm. ‘We can’t fight them!’

      I wrench the nearest aflame torch from the wall,

      needing something to light our way as Emma calls the others to us. We back away towards the nearest unblocked route. Judith and Gabriel carry John, who is covered in blood, as others rally to our call. We are all terrified and eager to escape.

      A sphinx leaps into our path to block our way. Emma and others shoot at the beast but their bullets do nothing. I use what is in my hands, swinging the torch back and forth to force it back. To my shock, it works; the fiend roars in defiance and backs away. I try my luck, lunging forward with the torch and am stunned as the sphinx’s body melts away at the touch of the flames. What is left roars one last time before merging with the nearest stone wall.

      ‘Go! Go!’ Hank yells, passing me and leading the survivors out of the chamber. ‘Get the hell out of here! Don’t turn back!’
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      ISIS, PRISONER OF SET—Palace of Tjenu, Capital of the upper & lower kingdoms of ancient Egypt

      I wake in a cell stinking of excrement. Around me are thieves and murderers. The only face I recognise is that of Anubis. He sits in the corner of his cell, head shaking in disbelief. It is then I remember my husband’s final gaze and his head parted from his body. Tears flow and I scream until my voice is lost to me. Osiris is gone; my life and world are torn apart. I do not even know if my sister still lives. All has been taken from me.

      ‘Do not despair, dear Isis,’ Set’s voice beckons from the darkness beyond my cell. ‘Not all is lost.’

      ‘You animal!’ I scream at him. ‘You murdered your own brother!’

      ‘It was my fate to be king,’ he says calmly, pacing closer to the bars of my cell. ‘It was his fate to fall. I but brought his destiny to light.’

      ‘And what of me now?’ I ask with spite.

      ‘Your beauty eclipses all others in the land,’ he says, glaring at me like a hungry beast. ‘I would see you with me, at my side as I rule Egypt. You will be adored like never before.’

      ‘And what of my sister?’ I reply. ‘Does she even still draw breath?’

      ‘I make this offer to you,’ he replies, ignoring my question. ‘Stand at my side and we shall make Egypt a greater kingdom than ever before.’

      I reply in the only way I can, with Osiris’ final moments in mind. I spit in Set’s face.

      ‘I was going to offer you to my men,’ he replies, wiping his face clean, ‘to be passed between them one after another, but no, that would be too good for you. As we speak, your husband’s body is being torn apart. His remains will be spread across the Nile as warning to all who would defy me. There is no king but I. In such a tragic state, Osiris’ soul will never survive the afterlife and reach paradise. Neither will yours as you join your husband’s fate.’

      ‘I do not fear death,’ I swear.

      ‘You will,’ he replies with a cruel smile on his lips.

      ‘Father,’ Anubis calls to Set from his cell. ‘Father, how could you do this?’

      ‘You will never understand,’ he replies, turning on his son. ‘You threw away your life as a petty guard for my fool brother.’

      ‘You murdered our king in the middle of the midnight prayers to Ra,’ Anubis states. ‘You killed him during prayers, breaking sacred law.’

      ‘I make this offer to you but once,’ Set says, placing Anubis’ jackal helmet in front of his son. ‘Join me. Stand with me as my son or die in this wretched place.’

      ‘I know only one king,’ Anubis states firmly. ‘His name is Osiris. For your crimes, Ra will see vengeance delivered to you.’

      ‘Death is your choice,’ Set states coldly, dropping the helmet and letting it tumble into the shadows.

      ‘Tell me,’ I call to the traitor as he turns away. ‘Is my sister alive?’

      Set laughs, walking away and leaving us in the darkness of the cells.
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      ADAM—The Cursed Pyramid & & Tjenu The Lost Capital, the great sand sea, Egypt

      Only half the people who entered the pyramid this morning made it out again. Every team is missing people. We don’t know if the lost are dead or still alive somewhere in the pyramid. Our team suffered lightly in comparison; we came out with just cuts and scrapes - except for John, who defending his wife, took a deep cut across his torso. He has lost a lot of blood. As soon as we were clear of the pyramid, Dave saw to John’s initial triage, doing what he could before Hassam’s doctors arrived. Now he is sleeping, heavily dosed up on painkillers and very pale, but alive.

      Hank led us out of the pyramid, using the same route his team took to gain access to the Queen’s Chamber.

      Apart from the cries of the wounded and the sobs of loss and mourning, the camp is eerily quiet. Gone is the jubilant atmosphere, the music and laughter from when we arrived. I stand in the mess area, the other survivors called to a meeting by Hassam. Half the seats are empty. Food and drink is handed around but no one is really in the mood for either - except for Dave, who still shows an appetite. At least the snow has stopped.

      ‘The decision has been made to cordon off the entire vicinity and evacuate,’ Hassam announces. ‘This order comes directly from my government and the Egyptian military. We are to withdraw immediately. Flights are being arranged to take you all back to your home nations.’

      ‘What about those we lost inside the pyramid?’ a member of the Italian team, Pietro Desio, calls out. ‘My team has four unaccounted for, including Professor Giovanni Conti. We cannot just leave them here in this cursed place.’

      ‘I saw Giovanni dragged into the sarcophagus at the centre of the room,’ I speak up.

      ‘Then he could still be alive,’ the Italian says.

      ‘There is nothing we can do,’ Hassam argues. ‘We have our orders.’

      ‘Forget orders,’ Pietro spits. ‘I will not leave without my countrymen.’

      ‘Don’t you even think about it,’ Gabriel whispers in my ear. He knows what I am thinking already.

      ‘You saw what this place did to our electronics,’ Eva says. ‘You saw what those beasts did to your men. This is not natural.’

      ‘None of this is natural,’ a beaten and bruised Renee replies. ‘This pyramid, and everything inside, is cursed. The pyramid should not be here. It is centuries older than any other on record and its defences are unlike anything ever seen. The guardians we faced, the sphinxes, are just another layer of protection to prevent us from understanding the truth behind the secrets of this place.’

      ‘We can’t just stay here while they go in on their own,’ I say to my teammates.

      ‘We all saw the boy use flames to beat back those abominations,’ Pietro states, pointing at me. I don’t like his use of boy but I listen on. ‘We can use flames to clear our way through and find our lost friends. I will not leave this place without them.’

      ‘You want to go back in there and face those creatures?’ Gabriel asks in shock. ‘You’re crazy!’

      ‘I will enter alone if I must,’ Pietro states.

      I can’t fault his bravery or loyalty.

      ‘No, this is wrong,’ one of the Italian team argues. ‘We should do as Hassam says and leave this place. Some things should remain lost to history. Mankind was not meant to rediscover this place. It is not worth our lives. There is a curse on those tombs.’

      ‘There’s no such thing as a curse,’ Dave dismisses.

      ‘You didn’t see those things in there,’ Emma replies. ‘How they came out of the walls, and how bullets passed right through them… I’ve never seen anything like it.’

      ‘No one has,’ Gabriel adds.

      ‘I will join you,’ Eva Strindberg states, looking to Pietro. Her arm is wrapped heavily in a bandage with another cut at her brow, but her determination is undaunted. ‘It is clear that what hunted my team, what tore apart the Egyptian team, was those beasts. I owe them a great deal for the lives they took.’

      ‘Screw it, we’ll join you,’ Hank says to my surprise. ‘We owe them for taking Lita from us.’

      Eric carried Lita’s broken body out of the pyramid, a deep gash across her throat.

      ‘We can’t let them go in alone,’ I tell Gabriel, Emma, and Dave. Judith isn’t with us; she’s by John’s side as he receives further medical treatment.

      ‘I’ve got an idea that might help,’ Dave suggests. I see Emma nod in agreement and that is the only encouragement I need.

      ‘We’ll help you,’ I speak for our team. Even Gabriel is giving his support. I think Hank’s mention of Lita was all he needed; a darkness came to Gabriel’s gaze after mention of her.

      ‘We won’t stand by whilst you deal with this alone,’ I say. ‘We would go back in if it was any of our team.’

      ‘Reckon Giovanni would volunteer to help us though?’ Emma whispers to me.

      I don’t reply, but secretly agree with her doubt.

      ‘That’s disgusting!’ someone shouts, throwing their plate of food away. I look to mine and see the food is covered in mould and maggots. Dave spits out a mouthful – all of it rotten.

      ‘It’s in the drinks, too,’ Emma says, pouring hers onto the ground. ‘It was water but now it’s red, like blood.’

      ‘It is blood,’ Gabriel says, sniffing at his own before throwing it away. ‘I really hate this place!’

      ‘Just like the old plagues,’ Renee says.

      Looking around, I see Marie, one of the few people in the camp with a smile on her face, and I blush to realise that I might be the cause of it. I was glad to see she managed to escape the horrors we faced in the Queen’s Chamber.

      ‘We will join the rescue group,’ she says, speaking for herself and Renee, the last survivors of the French team. Renee looks to argue but a sudden howl of wind drowns out her disagreement.

      The wind doesn’t stop, but builds greater and greater. Sand is carried in its wake, blinding us and tearing into the camp. We stagger clear of the mess area, but in the open it’s even worse. I peer through my fingers, seeing the clouds above swirling, lightning rippling through them.

      ‘SANDSTORM!’ Hassam cries at the top of his voice. ‘FIND SHELTER! FIND SHELTER!’

      We run for the tents, but before we can even get close, we see our section of the camp torn apart, our belongings and equipment scattered in the sand.

      ‘INSIDE!’ Dave orders, pointing to the pyramid.

      ‘ARE YOU CRAZY?’ Emma replies in shock.

      ‘WE HAVE NO CHOICE!’ he yells back.

      We run, battered by the winds, the sand tearing into any bare skin. Twice I am knocked over by the strength of the gales, and several times I help and push others on. The doctors carry the wounded, John amongst them; Judith still at his side. As we close in on the nearest stone entrance to the pyramid, I see both Gabriel and Emma draw weapons, wary of any return of the sand-demons.

      We go no farther than the initial entrance and the next chamber. Those who are armed keep watch. Aflame torches are held ready, just in case. All we can do is wait out the storm, the clouds above still crashing with thunder.

      ‘Not a good sign,’ I say, looking out towards the tempest. I see the camp’s vehicles, the Jeeps and quadbikes sent tumbling, and don’t hold out much hope for their survival. Even the massive helicopter of Hank’s American team is blown onto its side, shattering the twin rotors. Something doesn’t want us to leave this place, but turning towards the chambers farther inside the pyramid, I realise something doesn’t want us to stay either.

      ‘Hey, Adam,’ I hear John call to me. He is laid out on a stretcher, hooked up to blood and fluids. John is still pale and his voice is weak. He is covered in sweat.

      ‘I hear you argued to go back into the pyramid,’ he says.

      ‘Yeah,’ I reply. ‘Matt would probably be telling me not to be so stupid or reckless.’

      We lost all communications when the headset and earpieces were damaged; even those in camp are no longer functioning. No doubt Matt and Abbey are worrying.

      ‘No, I think he’d agree,’ John says, wincing as he tries to move.

      ‘I got into all this trying to rescue my brother,’ I tell him. ‘If one of our team was lost, I’d want to go back in.’

      ‘And that’s why you’re a decent lad, Adam,’ John interrupts with a smile. ‘I see why Charles wanted you to stick around.’

      I try to thank him but he’s already unconscious, taken under by his painkillers.

      ‘He going to be okay?’ I ask Judith.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she replies. ‘He’s strong but he needs a hospital. I guess we’re not going anywhere in this.’

      And now the Jeeps are gone, too, I think.

      ‘Marie! Marie!’ I hear Renee call out. ‘Has anyone seen Marie?’

      ‘No, why?’ I ask.

      ‘I lost her in the storm!’ she replies frantically. ‘She isn’t here!’

      Looking back out into the sandstorm, I shake my head, knowing instantly what I’m going to do. I’m already wearing my father’s leather jacket, and I zip it up tightly before pulling on the air filtration unit from my backpack. At least I’ll be able to breathe out there. I also pull on the broken headset, giving my eyes some limited cover.

      ‘Adam, what’re you doing?’ Emma yells after me as I pace down the passage towards the storm.

      ‘Something stupid,’ I reply.

      Outside, I’m instantly battered by the wind. The sand finds its way between the narrow gaps in my clothes and tries to choke me. I push on, peering through the broken glasses and hands that cover my eyes.

      I spot the red rucksack she always carries. It’s half buried in the sand, and when I reach it, I realise it is still strapped to its owner, face down and not breathing. I pull her free of the sand and lift her in my arms before running as fast as I can towards the pyramid. We are blown over repeatedly and tumble in the sand, but each time, I rise back up, carrying Marie on.

      Once we are under the cover of the pyramid, I lay her down on the stone flooring. I remember my training and clear her airways as best I can, administering CPR, chest compressions, and mouth-to mouth. Others hurry to my side, and finally, she gasps with life.

      Marie coughs repeatedly, struggling for breath and clinging to me as she looks straight in to my eyes.

      ‘You found me,’ she says. ‘I lost my way. I couldn’t see anyone… I thought I was going to die, but…you found me, blue eyes.’

      I try to say something, to play it cool, but Marie doesn’t give me a chance, silencing me with a kiss.
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      ISIS, PRISONER OF SET—Palace of Tjenu, Capital of the upper & lower kingdoms of ancient Egypt

      ‘Isis,’ calls voice from the darkness. ‘Isis, where are you?’

      ‘Nephthys?’ I reply. ‘Sister, I am here! Here!’

      ‘Ra’s blessing that I found you,’ she says, reaching to me through the bars.

      ‘I thought you were dead,’ I say with joy until I see Nephthys properly in the dim light. She is dressed in lavish robes and glitters with jewels. A golden crown is upon her brow; it is my crown.

      ‘Sister, did you know?’ I ask of her.

      ‘No,’ she says. ‘I swear to you, I had no idea. Set had his men escort me away as the prayers began.’

      ‘You had no suspicion?’ I question, my anger rising. ‘You had no idea your husband would betray Osiris, our king? You had no idea he would murder my beloved?’

      ‘I swear it to you,’ she pleads. ‘Ra strike me down if I lie. I did not know. I pray for your husband’s soul…’

      ‘That will wander the underworld in eternal suffering because of your husband’s actions.’

      ‘I cannot undo what happened,’ Nephthys says. ‘But I can help you now.’

      She places a key into lock of the cell door, opening it and freeing me before hurrying to the cell of Anubis.

      ‘You do not have much time,’ Nephthys urges. ‘I tainted the wine of the guards but they will not sleep forever. Set will kill you all if he finds you. Get out of the city and never return.’

      ‘Come with us, Mother,’ Anubis says, leaving his cell and reclaiming his jackal helmet from the ground where Set discarded it. ‘Don’t stay here with that monster.’

      ‘Though I did not know of Set’s plot, I must atone for my sins in not coming to your aid during the feast. For that, I shall eternally seek forgiveness. You must go. I cannot let my son and sister be executed.’

      In the next cell, we find Rivonous, with cuts across his body. He is heavy and limp. He had fought to protect me after Osiris fell, defeating countless men before they finally overwhelmed him. How he still lives is a miracle; a gift of Ra. Anubis finds two more of his men, Oxa and Paydun, guards of Osiris captured at the feast.

      ‘My Queen, we ask for your forgiveness,’ Oxa states. He is a big, dark man with long hair tied back with a leather strap.

      ‘We should have protected him,’ Paydun says. He wears the mark of Ra across his cheek and his head is shaved of hair. ‘We swore oaths to protect our king and we failed him.’

      ‘If you wish it, we offer our lives as penance,’ Oxa swears.

      ‘No,’ I tell them. ‘There was nothing you could have done. Claim your freedom and escape this place.’

      ‘We will remain with you, my Queen,’ Paydun says. ‘We offer our lives in service, as we did to our true King, Osiris.’

      ‘I am no longer your queen,’ I say.

      ‘You are still our queen,’ Oxa states firmly.

      I see there is no point in arguing further.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say.

      We find Diona. My servant and loyal friend cowers in the corner of her cell, eyes red with tears. Her body trembles with fear. Despite my words of encouragement, Rivonous has to carry her out of the cell. I see some recognition in her eyes and she clutches the guardian tightly.

      Raised voices alert us to the fact we have been discovered. Without weapons, we can only run.

      ‘Go!’ Nephthys tells me. ‘Go and find a new life for yourself and live it for the both of us!’

      ‘It is not too late for you to flee this place, too,’ I say to my sister. ‘Set’s anger will be unending when he learns of our escape. Don’t stay and face it alone.’

      ‘Go,’ she repeats, pulling me near and embracing as if this is the last time we will ever see each other in this world. ‘I will do what I can to buy you more time. Peace be with you.’

      She tears herself from me, hurrying back into the prison and I whisper to her, ‘Peace be with you.’

      Using the servants’ quarters and passages, Anubis, Oxa, Paydun, Rivonous, Diona, and I escape into the night and the streets of Tjenu. All around us are cries for guards. Set’s soldiers have already cut off many of the streets and roads we would take in our flight from the city.

      ‘All gates and routes out of the city will be heavily guarded,’ Anubis warns.

      ‘How are we to make our escape?’ Rivonous replies in anger. ‘We cannot sprout wings and fly!’

      ‘There are other routes unknown to Set,’ a voice calls to us. Thoth steps out of the shadows.

      ‘You!’ Rivonous yells, grabbing the priest by the throat and pinning him against the wall. ‘You knew of Set’s betrayal! Your prayers to Ra were the signal!’

      ‘I knew nothing of his plans for betrayal,’ he attests, though he shows no fear of my guardian. ‘That monster murdered the brothers and sisters of my temple. That monster murdered my king. That monster brings the wrath of Ra upon him. My Queen, I mourn the loss of your husband. I have prayed for his soul every moment since Set’s treachery.’

      ‘Where were you when the slaughter began?’ I ask. ‘Where were you when my husband, your king, was murdered?’

      ‘I am but one man and no warrior,’ he says. ‘My soul would have joined all those lost to the underworld this night. I would be no use to you dead, but alive, I can aid you.’

      ‘How?’ I question him, hearing the march of soldiers approaching. Set’s men are hunting us.

      ‘I can get you out of the city,’ the high priest says. ‘There are tunnels. I can show you, but that is not all – I am your only hope of returning your husband to you.’

      ‘His desecrated corpse, you mean?’ Rivonous states coldly. His words strike me hard with anger and sadness.

      ‘No,’ Thoth says, with a reassuring smile upon lips. ‘I can reunite you with the man you loved. You will see Osiris once more – among the living.’
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      ADAM—The Cursed Pyramid & & Tjenu The Lost Capital, the great sand sea, Egypt

      It takes two hours for the storm to die down. By then, the camp is a ruin, as is most of our equipment and transport. Luckily, one of the Jeeps is salvaged. It’s beat up but still running, and two of the doctors along with three of the worst wounded, set out into the desert. They will rally aid, as without communications, we haven’t been able to contact anyone. Even the nearest settlement is too many miles away to walk in this heat.

      John remains behind at camp; his condition is worsening, he’s growing paler and weaker. We don’t tell him or Judith about the other injured we have lost, one to fever and another – well… I shake my head trying to shake away the image of the poor man’s chest bursting to reveal a whole colony of spiders. I won’t be forgetting the screams anytime soon.

      John told us repeatedly not to go back inside the pyramid without him, but he can barely walk in his condition. He will stay at the camp with a doctor whilst the rest of us stick to the plan, including Judith. If we push on beyond the Queen’s Chamber she wants to be with us. She has to see this to the end.

      Dave joins us, too, not taking no for an answer this time. Using his military experience, he uses the petrol tanks from the ruined vehicles to patch together two fire units. He doesn’t like it when I correct him and tell him that they are flamethrowers. Dave carries one and Pietro of the Italian team, the other.

      There are seventeen of us in total going back into the pyramid. Everybody arms themselves with what they can find from the ruined camp. Hank offers me a gun but I decline. I stick to the bow and the eight arrows I have left, including one drill-head. I tie cloth around the other seven arrows, soaking them in oil and pickpocketing a lighter from Gabriel. My torn rucksack is filled with what medical supplies we still have, ready for use on any wounded survivors we find.

      Marie falls in beside me as our group gathers at the pyramid entrance. She argued with Renee who wanted her to remain at the camp after her near-death experience. Marie won the argument. We haven’t spoken since the kiss, but we have shared a few glances and smiles. A cursed pyramid, sand-demons, and a kiss from a beautiful French girl. What a trip indeed.

      ‘Ready?’ Dave asks Emma and me. We both nod, eager to begin.

      ‘It’s a cursed life we lead,’ Gabriel says aloud, sharing a hipflask with his former-mentor, Hank. He then looks to us, the members of the British Museum. ‘If I am to die in this place, at least it will be with friends.’ It’s a strange mentality, but I couldn’t agree more.

      ‘Keep together and stay close behind me,’ Dave says, tapping a hand on the fuel tank strapped to his back. ‘Don’t wander off!’

      ‘Why are you looking at me when you say that?’ I ask innocently.

      ‘I wonder,’ Emma replies sarcastically.

      ‘Just stick close,’ Dave says. ‘And the no wandering off rule applies to you, too, Judith. No disappearing to look closer at some wall drawing or something.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ she mocks, but I can see her mind is with John.

      ‘Take this,’ Dave says, handing her a shotgun. ‘Point and pull the trigger but beware the kickback.’

      ‘We don’t stop until we have retrieved our people,’ Pietro announces, bringing us to order. ‘I will lead.’

      The Italian fires up his flamethrower by triggering the ignition. Dave does the same and we all file through the entrance; the former soldier is the last to enter, covering our retreat if needed.

      ‘Flames,’ Emma says. ‘Perfect.’ Her fear is already beginning to show but she is fighting it.

      ‘We’ll be with you all the way,’ I tell her.

      We file through the narrow corridors and past the chambers, which were cleared earlier by the American team. Many of the group, including Emma and Gabriel, carry aflame torches as well as firearms.

      None of us speak. We are silent, listening for any

      noise in the darkness of the tombs. We only slow as we near the Queen’s Chamber.

      Weapons are checked and deep breaths taken before we enter. I light an arrow with my bow drawn ready to loose. We expect carnage, bullets and flames to fly, but there is nothing; there is no sign of a single roaring sphinx. There are six bodies on the ground and we quickly check them for signs of life, finding none, but it is worse than that – a member of the French team lays with his skin and flesh withered, as if the body was over a hundred years old when it died.

      ‘Light fires around the room,’ Dave orders. ‘They might keep those things at bay.’

      ‘The sarcophagus,’ Pietro says, approaching the centre of the room where the vast horde of gold, jewels, and relics are gathered, and where I saw Giovanni incarcerated. A few yards from his target, he stops. The sound of pouring sand has returned.

      ‘Get behind us,’ Dave orders. Everyone quickly gathers behind Dave and Pietro, just as the sphinxes emerge from the walls and ceilings. They gather before the sarcophagus, protecting it.

      ‘Light them up,’ Gabriel yells, and the streams of fire flow from the two flame units.

      The beasts are engulfed and they roar in agony as their bodies disintegrate. The more we destroy, the more appear. One leaps high towards me and I dive beneath it, shooting a flaming arrow into its belly. The fiend smashes into the ground, howling as it falls apart into a pile of sand. Marie is behind me; her hand takes mine and squeezes it tight. There is terror in her eyes. Eric dips his axe into the fiery fluid from the flamethrowers.

      ‘Kill them all!’ he declares with glee, charging the sphinxes in crazed battle with aflame axe.

      ‘Get to the sarcophagus!’ Pietro yells as he clears a path with his flamethrower.

      ‘Don’t separate!’ Dave warns, but the Italians are already advancing beyond the rest of us.

      As Pietro reaches the centre of the chamber, the shrieking sounds again. The woman’s scream echoes through the chamber. Then the sarcophagus cracks open, the stone lid crashing to the floor. Inside stands Giovanni, though now he is barely recognisable. Dark material covers him like blood-splattered bandages and rotted flesh. His eyes are black holes. He staggers forward, now a mummified corpse.

      ‘Capo?’ a young member of the Italian team asks.

      Giovanni turns, his lips parting to let out a droning, inhuman wail. He grabs the young man by the throat and lifts him high. The wail continues. Giovanni’s eyes glow white as his victim screams in agony; he visibly ages before our eyes. Within moments, he is withered and aged until his lifeless head sinks forward. Giovanni drops the corpse and turns towards Pietro.

      ‘Kill it!’ Eva yells, firing her handgun several times.

      The bullets strike the mummified corpse and tear into the rotted flesh but it shows no sign of slowing. I throw a bolas towards the demon, the wire cords trapping an arm to its torso before it tears free and continues closer. The sphinxes are no longer attacking but gather behind Giovanni, waiting and watching like dogs behind a master.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Pietro says, voice heavy with regret as he pulls the trigger of his flamethrower. Jets of fire surge towards his former-leader.

      The mummified corpse lifts its hands just before the flames touch it. I swear I see a sinister smile cross Giovanni’s rotted lips before the flames are sent surging back, engulfing Pietro.

      ‘GET OUT!’ Dave yells before the fuel tank of Pietro’s flamethrower explodes; the blast overwhelms those nearest and throws all the others back.

      My ears are ringing and my head is pounding like a drum. My body aches horribly.

      ‘Adam…’ Emma calls to me. She is terrified; the sight of all that fire has tapped into her darkest nightmares.

      I see Judith rise first, lifting her shotgun high and pulling the trigger twice. The blast sends a dozen shards of metal tearing into Giovanni’s face and skull, ruining more of the corpse, but it still doesn’t stop. It roars back and strikes at Judith, sending her sprawling back. The demon paces towards its nearest prey, stalking towards Gabriel. Its inhuman wail is unending as it drags him up.

      I act without thinking, forcing myself up and taking hold of Dave’s fuel tank.

      ‘Emma, I need you now!’ I yell at her, snapping her from her daze. She sees what I intend, scrambling across the floor to seize a fallen handgun. The sphinxes roar, sensing what I plan to do but I don’t waste a second. I run in closer and throw the fuel tank, sending it clattering between the far wall and the mummified corpse.

      ‘Now!’ I yell.

      Emma fires three shots, the third puncturing the fuel tank and igniting it. The force of the blast throws me down again and damages the walls and ceiling, bringing down stone and rock across half the chamber. Giovanni is all but lost amongst the rubble apart from a severed twitching hand. In the space beneath the now gaping hole in the ceiling, I see smoke rise higher, thickening and becoming like stairs rising up.

      Emma helps me stand. She has a deep cut across her left cheek and blood is dribbling down her face.

      ‘You okay?’ I ask

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ she replies.

      Sand demons clamber over the ruins of the chamber. Eric is back up, fighting again with flaming axe to drive back the beasts. His crazed booming laughter echoes across the chamber.

      We then see Marie, clambering over the rubble and up onto the smoke staircase.

      ‘What the hell is she doing?’ Emma asks, picking up a fallen torch from the floor. ‘Get her back.’

      ‘You said I shouldn’t leave the team…’

      ‘Forget what I said!’ she yells. ‘Get her back!’

      ‘You going to be okay?’ I ask, seeing her reaction to the flames at the end of the torch.

      ‘I don’t have a choice, do I?’ She smiles back.

      I grab my bow from the floor, lighting an arrow on burning debris and letting it fly across the room to drive the sand-demons away from Eric.

      ‘Ha ha, thank you my friend!’ he yells, roaring as he charges the sphinxes again.

      I shout for Marie to come back but she doesn’t stop. She is running up the stairs through the hole in the ceiling. Climbing over the ruins that buried Giovanni, I take uncertain steps on the smoke staircase, my footing somehow solid enough.

      At the top of the stairs, I find Marie standing before a vast set of golden doors, flanked by more statues of Anubis, the guardian of the dead. She is trying to force the doors open but they won’t budge.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I ask with urgency, hurrying to her side. ‘We need to get out of here.’

      ‘No,’ she says with a fierceness in her eyes I have not seen before. ‘We must see what is beyond these doors. It must be the King’s Chamber. We must see this to its end. If not this has all been for nothing.’

      ‘We need to go,’ I urge her. ‘We need to go right now!’

      ‘Help me,’ she says, taking my hands. ‘Help me see what is beyond these doors and then we will leave.’

      ‘Fine,’ I give in. Deep down I too want to see what is beyond the doors. I want to know the truth of this place and why it has cost us so many lives.

      ‘What does it say?’ I ask, pointing to the hieroglyphs above the door.

      ‘It’s gibberish,’ she says with frustration. ‘It makes no sense.’

      ‘Tell me,’ I say, guessing it is another code to break.

      She states a handful of letters and I ask her to keep repeating them. In my head the letters form all manner of combinations of words, and the longer I think it over, the more I am certain it is an encryption.

      ‘It is the fate of all,’ I decode. ‘It is the fate of all that cannot be escaped.’

      ‘Death,’ Marie states.

      ‘In Egyptian?’ I suggest.

      ‘Almawt.’

      The doors tremor before slowly swinging open. With cautious footsteps, we emerge into another room, much larger than the Queen’s Chamber below. I am stunned by what I see. Before us is more wealth than I think possible. Everything is gold and encrusted with jewels. There are more chariots, blades and spears, statues and totems, golden chests piled higher than I can count. Above me is a crystal ceiling, rising to the point we spotted on the drive into base camp; the highest level of the pyramid, and it’s bathing the room in sunlight.

      Marie walks to the very center of the room where a vast sarcophagus sits. It’s golden, like everything else, but it’s carved into the resemblance of a towering jade-skinned man.

      ‘Here lies the mortal remains of our king,’ Marie says, translating the writing at the foot of the sarcophagus. ‘Egypt shall forever remember him for all he gave to its people. He is here forever entombed and awaits in the afterlife, our king, Osiris.’

      ‘This is Osiris’ tomb?’ I ask in shock.

      Suddenly, it all makes sense. The people of ancient Egypt looked to their rulers as gods. What if their earliest kings and queens, their earliest pharaohs, became their gods? This is the oldest discovered pyramid because it was the first made, by the first rulers. All other pyramids are just imitations of this, the first and greatest one of them all, dedicated to their king of old, Osiris. This is why there are no mentions of him as a god, nor any of the Egyptian gods but Ra. This is why Isis’ likeness was in the Queen’s Chamber. Osiris and Isis were real people who were raised to be gods in the eyes of their people.

      ‘Judith would want to be here,’ I state, walking closer and taking it all in. ‘It’s not often you find the remains of a god.’

      Marie looks to me, taking my hand in hers as her smile grows.

      ‘Look,’ she tells me, pointing to the base of the sarcophagus. There is a golden case with what looks like glass jars inside, their lids in the shape of a hawk’s head.

      ‘Canopic jars,’ Marie says with wonder, peering closer at them. ‘Storing the…’

      ‘Organs of the mummified body,’ I finish for her, knowing the ritual.

      ‘But there are no organs inside, only crystals.’

      She is right; a blue crystal in one jar, a red crystal in another, and an amber crystal in the last.

      ‘Heart, mind, and soul.’ Marie translates the hieroglyphs of each jar without touching them.

      ‘What does it say on the case?’ I ask.

      ‘A terrible curse shall befall any who disturb the remains of our king,’ she says, her smile unmoving. ‘The world will end around the desecrator for their crimes. May they lose everything – all loved ones, yet they will live on in suffering.’

      ‘Better not touch it,’ I warn her before seeing something else.

      I pace across the room to a high golden table, where layers of scrolls are laid out. I look closer and see pictures, texts, and more hieroglyphs. Instantly, I know what they are. They are a collection sought by hundreds if not thousands of people over the years. It is an intact collection, unaltered by time and as clear and fresh as the day it was written. It is a Book of the Dead. Osiris’ Book of the Dead. Maybe the first ever written.

      From the chamber below, voices and gunfire roar, snapping me back to my senses.

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ I say, my eyes still on the scrolls.

      ‘I am sorry, but I cannot leave this place empty-handed.’ A voice replies that is not Marie’s.

      Turning to Marie, I see the smile on her lips is different, her eyes are different – she is the same but not. Marie shakes her head before suddenly kicking me hard in the chest. I tumble back into the piles of golden chests, the bow and my arrows scattering in the fall.

      ‘Marie?’ I gasp.

      ‘No, not Marie,’ she replies, her French accent gone, replaced with an English one. ‘It never was Marie, not since before I joined Renee Marquette and her French team. No, I am sorry, Adam, but your sweet, innocent Marie doesn’t exist. The name is Jesse. Jesse Carlyle.’

      Anger sinks in as I realise she has been using me this entire time.

      ‘It was all an act?’ I scream at her. I try to stand but she stops me, striking me hard until I am thrown back again.

      ‘What the ancient Egyptians created was remarkable,’ she says, walking around the room to a set of levers on the far side. ‘I guess you already know that from the traps and obstacles throughout these tombs.’

      The woman who was Marie pulls on several of the levers before a system is activated. The crystal ceiling shifts and moves, rising to grant access directly out of the pyramid. The humming of a helicopter’s rotors sounds from above and a rope ladder lowers down into the chamber.

      ‘And here is my ride,’ the imposter says, carefully

      lifting the scrolls of the Book of the Dead into a cylinder, which she straps over a shoulder. She lifts the case containing the canopic jars and a deep boom resonates through the pyramid. She climbs the swaying rope ladder to the helicopter.

      ‘I saved you from the sandstorm!’ I shout at her.

      ‘Did you?’ She laughs. ‘I am afraid that too was just a deception, a lie to draw you closer and convince you to help when the time came. You played your part magnificently.’

      I force myself up and recover my fallen bow and an arrow from the floor.

      ‘So long, Adam,’ Jesse says, blowing me a kiss. ‘It’s been fun, and I certainly couldn’t have done all this without you and your friends.’

      ‘I trusted you!’ I yell, taking aim as she already nears her escape.

      ‘You wouldn’t shoot me, would you?’ she says innocently. ‘Not after all we have shared, especially the kiss.’

      She played me this entire time. I aim the bow at her to take revenge but cannot bring myself to loose the arrow. I cannot kill her, but I can stop her from escaping with the prizes.

      ‘I knew you wouldn’t do it,’ she taunts, ‘It was a good…’

      Her words stop as the arrow soars past her, tearing through the strap of the cylinder. Diving across the chamber, I save the Book of the Dead before it can hit the floor.

      ‘Until next time, Mr Hunter,’ she calls down to me with a wicked smile before finally escaping, the helicopter moving away once she is on-board.

      ‘You nearly got her,’ I hear Hank say from behind me before suddenly everything goes dark and I feel myself falling to the ground.

      ‘Sorry, lad,’ is the last thing I hear before the darkness claims me.
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      ADAM—Outside judging by the blinding sun and the crazy heat

      ‘Orange soda with ice and a rocket ice-lolly please,’ I ask in my daze.

      ‘On your knees!’ someone yells, dragging me up.

      ‘I am getting sick of being knocked out,’ I mutter. My head is pounding and my wrists are hurting from being bound tightly behind me.

      ‘Silence!’

      ‘Where am I?’ I ask, my eyes adjusting to the bright light.

      ‘You okay?’ I hear Dave ask beside me.

      ‘Where are we?’ I ask him.

      ‘Still in Egypt…’ he begins to reply before we are shouted at again and I see a man, no, several men, standing before us in full tactical, military gear. They all carry heavy firearms. I see the looming pyramid beyond. I haven’t gone far. The ruined camp and the remains of Tjenu are all around us, as are three large helicopters being loaded with crates; the findings from the Queen and King’s Chambers.

      ‘Egyptian military?’ I guess. ‘Or the US, General Walcott and his goons again?’

      ‘No, this is Winterbourne,’ Dave says. ‘Private military contractors, mercs. They’ve beaten us to a few dig sites and taken over excavations before but nothing like this.’

      There are more than a few of them, closer to a small army with all manner of weaponry and equipment. I see Emma and Judith are with us, on their knees, too, along with Eva, Renee, and a few others, including Hassam and his crews. All look like they have been through hell.

      ‘Where’s Gabriel?’ I ask, fearing he was badly wounded when I brought down half of the Queen’s Chamber on the monster that was Giovanni.

      ‘Why am I not surprised to see everyone silent but the fools of the British Museum?’ one of the Winterbourne mercenaries says. ‘Speak again and it’ll be a bullet for you.’

      Beyond him, I see one man giving orders. This one is different to the rest. His body armour is more comprehensive; plates of black metal cover his torso and he wears a helmet with glowing eyes. I guess he is their commander and I’m unnerved when I realise the glowing eyes are staring straight at me.

      ‘I’m sorry it had to come to this, my friends,’ a voice I recognise all too well calls to us. Hank Buchanan steps forward, cigar in hand. Eric is following closely behind.

      ‘You’re not sorry at all, you backstabbers,’ Renee yells.

      ‘We all do what we must in this life,’ Hank replies. ‘I was sick and tired of returning home from countless expeditions penniless with nothing to show for it. When the offer was made by this Winterbourne lot, I couldn’t exactly turn it down.’

      ‘You sold us out?’ Judith says in disgust ‘You sold out your country, too?’

      ‘Oh no, not at all,’ Hank laughs. ‘The American government never sent us. The team ordered to come out here just never received their orders.’

      ‘So now that we’ve done the hard work, you’re just going to go in and strip the pyramid of its treasures?’ Emma guesses.

      ‘Couldn’t have put it better myself,’ Hank says with a grin. ‘We have already taken most of what we need and will leave you all soon enough.’

      ‘What of Marie?’ I ask.

      ‘You mean Jesse, lover boy,’ he replies. ‘She was insurance, hired by the bosses in Winterbourne; nothing to do with me. I am sorry she had to break your heart though, lad. It happens to the best of us.’

      ‘Get away from them!’ a voice yells. John staggers towards us with his gun drawn. He looks worse than ever; he is barely skin and bones. His eyes are sunken and pale, and his skin is waxy. His steps are heavy and difficult, unbalanced.

      ‘Let them go now or I’ll…’

      A gunshot sounds and smoke rises from Hank’s six-shooter. John stands for a moment before looking down to the rapidly growing stain of blood across his chest. He falls to one knee, looking to Judith, before finally collapsing.

      ‘NO!’ she screams, running to John’s body, despite the armed mercenaries yelling at her to stop. She calls out her husband’s name but he doesn’t move. His eyes are fixed in a death gaze.

      ‘You bastards!’ Dave yells.

      ‘Why did you do that?’ I scream at Hank. Anger takes over. I try to rise and hit him, to do something to hurt him, but I am shoved down by the masked leader of the mercenaries. He doesn’t speak, but stares at me. With my hands bound behind me, I reach into my boot, pulling free my pen-knife. Hidden behind me, I draw the blade and work at the bindings around my wrists.

      ‘This life doesn’t get any easier does it?’ Hank says with no sign of remorse. He flashes me a cruel grin. ‘Be thankful I do not execute you all.’

      Hank paces towards me, standing next to the masked man.

      ‘And you, young man – you have been quite the pain in recent weeks. That fun you had in Colorado, that sure messed up our plans and cost us a lot of money.’

      ‘It was you who caused the Celeste Virus outbreak,’ I guess. ‘That town was nearly destroyed because of you.’

      ‘We would have collected our samples and left,’ Hank says, ‘but you had already burned the coffin.’

      ‘It was you who knocked me out, wasn’t it?’

      ‘Right again.’ He smirks. ‘Making a habit of it. You owe me for that though. I dragged your sorry ass out of there before the whole place burned down. No matter, today’s haul will more than make up for any losses we took on that trip.’

      ‘Commander Hawke,’ Hank then addresses the masked Winterbourne leader. ‘Helicopters are fully loaded and I’m more than happy to get out of this hell-hole.’

      The one called Hawke finally looks away from me, signalling to his men to head towards the waiting helicopters.

      I take my chance, the pen-knife tearing through my bonds and freeing me. I rise up, grabbing for Hawke’s holstered gun as I ram the pen-knife into his leg. He stops me instantly, grabbing me by the throat and squeezing hard, the pen-knife ricocheting off his armour without leaving damage. Hawke shakes his head, the glowing red eyes staring into mine before he throws me down into the sand, leaving me gasping for breath. The pen-knife is torn from my grasp and the Winterbourne commander inspects it closely.

      ‘Well, our time’s up,’ Hank says. ‘Egyptian military is getting awfully close and we’ve got about all we can carry. I wouldn’t recommend going back in there. We had to leave part of the haul including ol’ Osiris’ body and casket. We’ve got plenty though to keep us going and we can’t thank you all enough for doing the hard work.’

      I see past Hank and the other mercenaries to Eric; the towering brute is staring at John’s body. He looks shocked at the death he’s witnessed.

      ‘So you’re just gonna leave us here?’ Dave asks,

      seeing the last of the mercenaries board the helicopters.

      ‘Yep,’ Hank says. ‘And there’s nothing you can do about it.’

      With that, he turns and walks away. Eric slowly follows behind. All we can do is watch.

      ‘Well, they didn’t quite make off with everything,’ Gabriel’s voice calls out from behind us as he hurries over, using a knife to free us.

      ‘We thought you were dead,’ Dave says.

      ‘Or with them,’ Emma says.

      ‘Thanks for the trust,’ he replies. ‘No, I was just doing as you Hunter boys say. Distract and act. You were the distraction and I acted, by stealing their biggest prize from right under their noses.’

      He swings the cylinder round, settling it into my hands.

      ‘I think that traitorous scumbag took your Book of the Dead, Mr Hunter,’ he says, but the smile on his face disappears when he sees Judith.

      ‘Jono…no, no, no,’ he says, running to his friend’s body.

      ‘Did you know?’ Judith screams at him.

      ‘Know what?’ Gabriel asks, freeing Judith of her bonds and then falling to his knees at John’s side.

      ‘Hank did this,’ she says, voice growing to a scream. ‘Your friend, Hank, did this!’

      I look to the cylinder and then to John where Judith is crying over his body.

      ‘This wasn’t worth it,’ is all I can say.
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      ISIS—The Dunes West Of Tjenu, ancient Egypt

      Using the tunnels beneath the city known only to Thoth, we escape to the dunes beyond the walls. At the priest’s urging, we hurry towards the gates for the chance to ambush Set’s men before they set out with Osiris’ remains. Without weapons, or even horses, I do not rate our chances, but this could be the only opportunity we have.

      Atop the nearest hill to the city, we stop, gazing out and seeing our efforts are in vain. Already, chariots and wagons are past the gates and hurtling along roads to unknown destinations. We have failed Osiris again. Falling to my knees, I scream, swearing vengeance upon Set and his shameless, murderous followers.

      ‘My Queen, we must leave this place,’ Diona says, helping me to stand. Her senses are returned, courage found in our flight from the city. ‘We must go or risk discovery.’

      Our small group travels west, bound for the nearest town of Arkinha, where supplies and horses might be found. It is a tough trek through the sand dunes, and we only stop once the sun begins to rise in the distance. Ra has been victorious in his nightly battle once again. A fire is lit, but with no food or water and with the heat of the day growing with every moment, all of us question how long we can continue. Most of us sit and rest in silence, but I seek words with Thoth.

      ‘Tell me, how would you return Osiris to the land of the living?’ I ask of the priest.

      ‘Ra has shown me the way,’ he explains. ‘Recover his body, all his mortal remains, and I will reunite it with his soul once more. That is all I can tell you for now.’

      I want to know more, to ask how he can know such, but I can tell that the priest will speak no more of it, even to his queen.

      ‘Within days, my husband’s body could be spread across all the Nile,’ I utter in frustration. ‘How did it come to this?’

      ‘Ra will guide us,’ Thoth tells me, though his words do not reassure.

      ‘My Queen!’ Anubis calls to me, alarm in his tone as he hurries over. ‘Oxa and Paydun have spotted riders in the valley beyond the next hill. Set’s patrols have found us.’

      ‘They have not given up in their hunt for us yet then,’ I reply.

      ‘Prepare to move,’ Rivonous commands. ‘We need to get as far from here and the city as possible.’

      ‘Wait,’ I tell him and all the others of our small group. ‘Do not flee with such haste. We have no food, no water, no weapons and no horses. They will find us if we run. In this heat, we will die of thirst before we reach Arkinha.’

      ‘What would you have us do?’ Rivonous yells back in frustration.

      ‘Begin our vengeance,’ I tell him.
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      Alone, I walk the valley, seeing the riders approach. There are ten of them, all on horseback, all armed and carrying supplies; men chosen for a long hunt. They slow as they near, several jeering and hurling insults at me before recognising their deposed queen.

      ‘Set will reward us handsomely for her,’ one man laughs.

      ‘She is beauty,’ another cheers. ‘Maybe he will let us have her for a night before she meets the same fate as the fool Osiris.’

      I smile as they celebrate in their triumph, not one of them suspects the doom rising around them.

      Anubis strikes first. He wears the jackal helmet, his face and head covered by the snarling beast. Rising up behind the rearmost rider, he pulls the man from the saddle and crushes his skull with a rock. Anubis quickly takes the rider’s spear and shield as Rivonous, Oxa, and Paydun attack others in silence; the lead riders are unsuspecting as their comrades fall. The fools. Their lustful eyes are still on me. Only when the sixth rider breathes his last, is the alarm raised, but it is already too late. The royal guards fight with unmatched skill from years of training and battle, dispatching their foes swiftly.

      The nearest rider charges me, with a spear aimed at my heart. I duck away at the last moment and the tip of the spear barely misses me. The dagger in my hand, given by Thoth during our flight from Tjenu, rises to tear through the rider’s arm. He grunts in pain and I do not give him time to recover, throwing myself at him and barging him from the saddle. We crash to the ground and fall apart.

      ‘I will show you your true place, bitch!’ he warns. He expects me to charge but I do not, I duck beneath his reaching arms and slam my dagger into his gut.

      ‘My place is as your queen,’ I whisper to him as the life in his eyes fades.

      Spears fly and blades fall around me until only one of the riders is left.

      I approach the surviving rider who has a deep wound to his chest and is bleeding heavily.

      ‘Tell me of your master’s plans?’ I command, raising my dagger to his throat.

      ‘Do it,’ he mutters, blood dribbling from his lips. ‘You’ll kill me anyway.’

      ‘You see those men,’ I say, pointing to the royal guards around me. ‘Unarmed, they destroyed your patrol with ease. Your master murdered their king. What do you think they will do to you if I hand you over to them? Your end will not be swift, and it certainly will not be without suffering. If you answer our questions, I will be merciful. Now tell me, what are Set’s plans and movements?’

      He looks to me and then the guards, his next words quickly confirming his choice.

      ‘He mobilises the Medji,’ the man states quickly.

      ‘An entire army in pursuit of us?’ I ask in surprise.

      ‘No. Set is tearing the city apart to find you and his son,’ he says. ‘Set sends patrols out in search for you, too.’

      ‘Not faring too well are they.’ Rivonous laughs as he cleans the blood from his taken blade.

      ‘And his Medji?’ I ask. ‘What is his army doing?’

      ‘Preparing to march in pursuit of the rebel General Herihor.’

      I recognise the name, one of Osiris’ three trusted generals in the northern army.

      ‘I thought Herihor was slain with the rest of the army in Set’s treachery?’ I ask the man.

      ‘He escaped with near half the army before Set’s trap could destroy them.’

      My heart lifts at the news. An ally survives and with sizable force no less.

      ‘Where does Herihor march?’ I question.

      ‘I do not know,’ the captive states.

      ‘Where?’ I repeat, applying pressure on the dagger to his throat.

      ‘I swear, I don’t know,’ the man cries. ‘Set himself does not. Herihor and his forces disappeared into the night once news reached them of…’

      ‘The murder of their king,’ I finish for him. There is fear in his eyes as he sees my anger. ‘Where are my husband’s mortal remains being taken?’

      ‘To the Nile,’ he replies quickly.

      ‘Where?’ I repeat.

      ‘Chariots have set out for Alexandria, Thebes, and Aswan.’

      Alexandria to the north, Thebes to the east, and Aswan to the south. Alexandria is the closest to us and with the captured horses we could be there in days.

      ‘Thank you,’ I say, lifting my dagger from his neck and nodding to Rivonous as I pace away.

      ‘You swore you would be merciful,’ the man states in panic as my guardian towers over him.

      ‘And your master, Set, swore he would be forever loyal to his brother and king,’ I reply coldly. ‘He broke that oath as I break mine. Peace be with you.’
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      ADAM—Flying for home

      ‘And that’s everything,’ I say, using an earpiece to communicate with Abbey and Matt back at the British Museum.

      ‘How is everyone?’ Matt asks.

      ‘Not great,’ I admit, taking a look around the seats of the plane.

      It’s now five days since Hank betrayed us and left us in the desert. Two hours after the Winterbourne helicopters disappeared over the horizon, the Egyptian military arrived, providing transport for all who survived the pyramid, back to Cairo. Hassam was relieved of his duties, but in all honesty, I think the overseer was glad to get away from a place that had seen so much death.

      I offered Hassam the Book of the Dead, keeping to the original deal of the Egyptian authorities having first say on all recorded artefacts. It was clear to see the entire ordeal had shaken him. He wanted nothing to do with the relic and begged me to take it away. I felt sorry for him; all his dreams of fame and respect for the successful expedition of a long lost pyramid shattered by the horrors we endured inside.

      ‘In this life or the next, my young friend,’ were his parting words to me, though even those were tinged with sorrow.

      The few survivors of the French, Italian, and Swedish teams headed straight for their homelands, the bodies of their lost teammates travelling with them. We are heading home too, flying for London. John’s body was placed in a wooden casket and rests in the cargo hold of the plane. We waited an extra day so that he could fly with us, none wanting to leave Egypt without him.

      Judith has taken his loss hard, as expected. She has barely eaten or slept. Gabriel has been quiet since losing one friend and being betrayed by another. He has hit the bottle hard.

      Dave and Emma have been quiet, too. They are eager to return home and put this tragic episode behind us. Everybody is angry about the betrayal. We trusted them and that trust was torn apart. Even worse, I helped Jesse. She manipulated me.

      ‘Don’t take it too hard, Adam,’ Matt says.

      ‘There’s nothing you could have done,’ Abbey adds.

      ‘I should’ve known,’ I reply. ‘I let us down again, charging off to save the day.’

      ‘No, you did what any sane person would,’ Matt says.

      ‘Besides, it’s not like you to go head over heels for a girl,’ Abbey tries to joke, but I don’t laugh.

      ‘Is Charles angry?’ I ask.

      ‘Not at you,’ Matt replies. ‘Interpol is leading the search for Hank Buchanan, Eric Jackson, Jesse Carlyle, and of course, Winterbourne. They’re ghosts though, Adam. For years, agencies and countries have searched for Winterbourne without luck. I don’t hold out much hope if I’m honest. The only chance we may have is with Jesse, if that is her real name. Using the images taken by our headsets, Interpol have tracked her likeness to a dozen thefts over the past couple of years. Her hair and eye colour are different in each case, even her weight and build are different.’

      ‘A professional thief,’ I reply.

      ‘Certainly seems so,’ he says. ‘You sure know how to pick your girls.’

      ‘We have to find them, Matt,’ I say, my anger building. ‘All of them. They killed John, held the rest of us at gunpoint and…’

      ‘I know, Adam,’ Matt says. ‘I doubt you’re the only one wanting to hunt them down.’

      ‘The sooner you get home, the sooner we can lay John to rest,’ Abbey says. ‘It’s hit everybody here at the museum hard. He was a well-liked guy.’

      ‘He didn’t deserve this,’ I say. ‘No one who died in that pyramid deserved it.’

      We fall quiet for a moment, not knowing what to say until I break the silence.

      ‘Any idea what happened to our equipment?’ I ask. ‘The headset and earpieces, I thought you said they were all protected from Electro Magnetic Pulses.’

      ‘That was no EMP,’ Abbey states with certainty. ‘EMPs wouldn’t cause that much damage or injury to a person.’

      I remember Giovanni’s eyes and the contact lenses, his screams of pain. That was before he was trapped within the sarcophagus, his mind and body warped by the evil of that tomb. That was when everything started to go wrong.

      ‘Your new mobile phone should activate any minute now,’ Abbey tells me. ‘Same number as before, and your contacts will instantly upload.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I tell her.

      ‘Get some sleep, Adam,’ Matt urges. ‘You must be tired after everything you’ve been through.’

      ‘You sound like our mother,’ I reply.

      ‘She’s eager to see you,’ he says.

      ‘I bet,’ I say sarcastically. To be honest though, I’d quite like to see her, too.

      ‘She calls daily to find out how you’re getting on.’

      ‘How’s the leg?’ I ask, changing the subject.

      ‘Still the same,’ he replies, a hint of annoyance in his tone.

      ‘Try getting out of the chair and losing the leg support and crutch and you might see some improvement,’ I suggest.

      ‘Now who’s sounding like our mother?’ Matt replies.

      I force an exaggerated yawn down the mic of the earpiece, showing that he is boring me.

      ‘Yeah, yeah, smart-arse,’ he says with a laugh. ‘We’ll see you when you land.’

      ‘Sleep well, Adam,’ Abbey says as they both sign off.

      I’m tired but I know sleep won’t come easily. I keep thinking over what happened, what we saw in the pyramid. It’s all too much, going round and round in my head.

      ‘I can’t sleep either,’ Emma says, taking the seat next to me.

      ‘Haven’t had much since we left the pyramid,’ I tell her.

      ‘Me neither,’ she replies. ‘I keep going over what happened, thinking over what I could have done differently.’

      ‘What you could’ve done differently?’ I say in surprise. ‘What about me? They wouldn’t have even gained access to the King’s Chamber if I hadn’t…’

      ‘It wasn’t you who betrayed us, Adam,’ she says, and like when Abbey and Matt said it, it’s good to hear but does nothing to relieve the guilt.

      ‘Still drawing?’ I ask, seeing the notebook in her hands.

      She looks defensive at first, but then relaxes and opens the pages.

      ‘I don’t show many people this,’ Emma says. ‘I don’t think they are that good…’

      ‘They really are,’ I promise, seeing the sketches of monuments, relics, and members of our team. ‘If you ever give up on all this, you should be an artist or something.’

      ‘At times like this, I do wonder,’ she says sadly.

      ‘How’s the cheek?’ I ask. Her cut is covered by a dressing.

      ‘It’s gonna leave a scar,’ she says, placing a hand to the bandage.

      ‘Girls like scars, don’t they?’ I ask jokily.

      ‘On guys,’ Emma says, laughing for a moment. ‘I’m sorry about what happened with Marie or whatever her name was.’

      ‘I think a girl likes me and she turns out to be the villain,’ I reply. ‘Typical.’

      Emma is about to say something before stopping. My pocket is vibrating loudly.

      ‘Sorry, new phone must’ve activated,’ I say. ‘I lost the other one when our camp was destroyed in the sandstorm.’

      A yawn escapes me; my body and mind showing how in dire need of proper rest I am.

      ‘I’ll let you get some sleep,’ Emma says. ‘Goodnight.’

      ‘Goodnight,’ I reply.

      As she leaves, I take the phone from my pocket. There is already a message from Duncan.

      ‘Sir, you should not have that turned on,’ a stewardess tells me.

      ‘Sure,’ I say, about to switch off the phone before I see Duncan’s message.

      ‘Damn,’ I whisper, my heart sinking at the message. I won’t be getting any sleep this night.
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      ISIS—Bahariya Oasis, Ancient Egypt

      With the slain scouts’ horses we travel north. At the Bahariya Oasis we meet caravans of traders, merchants and other travellers, all stopping for the night to eat and rest. We join them; Anubis and Rivonous bartering for food, water, shelter for the night, and word of Set’s movements. Paydun and Oxa keep watch from the hilltops, ever wary of more riders seeking us out. Thoth returns to his prayers, still believing in our Gods’ wisdom, despite all we have suffered.

      Diona and I remain with the horses, making sure they are fed and watered and that the wandering eye of thieves don’t spirit them away. Children are playing in the waters of the oasis; happy families with no cares in the world.

      ‘Until these past days, I had never thought of having my own children,’ I say sadly.

      Diona smiles. ‘You will be a mother like no other,’ she says.

      ‘Not without Osiris,’ I reply sadly. The remembrance of what happened to my husband has destroyed any hope.

      ‘What of you?’ I ask Diona, trying to banish the cruel memory.

      ‘One day,’ she replies, her gaze falling upon Rivonous. I have long suspected she has feelings for my guardian. She is drawn to him as I was to Osiris. I am not the only reason Diona remains with our group.

      My gaze falls on Thoth, who is kneeling and facing the sky above us. I do not wish to disturb his prayers but I know I must talk with the priest. I have to know his promises are not false.

      ‘My Queen,’ he says. His eyes remain closed as I approach. ‘Ra’s light will shine upon us and bring us luck this day.’

      ‘That is why I seek words,’ I say. ‘Ra’s words, how do you come by them? How do you know it is possible to bring Osiris back from the underworld?’

      ‘Ra has shown me the way,’ he states.

      ‘I need more than that,’ I say. ‘I cannot lead our group into such danger with only your word that this is Ra’s will.’

      ‘What more can I offer, my Queen?’ he asks.

      ‘The truth. How do you know of Ra’s intentions? How do you know what so many do not?’

      ‘Is faith not enough?’

      ‘Not this time.’

      The priest sighs heavily, turning to me and finally opening his eyes. ‘I cannot control it,’ he explains. ‘The visions come to me in a tangle of memories. They take me when I am at prayer, when I slumber, even when I labour. They have shown so much. All of Egypt and the lands beyond; forests of lush green trees, lands of ice and rock, creatures and beasts I cannot name. Entire worlds that dwarf our own.’

      ‘Dreams and fantasies?’ I ask. My anger is building.

      ‘Ra’s will is no fantasy!’ Thoth snaps, showing rare rage before his voice softens. ‘Do you recall the first time we met, my Queen?’

      ‘I confess, I do not.’

      ‘It was Ra’s will,’ Thoth says. ‘I was shown your home and your beautiful mother. I sought her out for many years before I finally found her. You were but a baby, but already your independence was clear. Your mother, a beauty in her own right, urged me to take you.’

      ‘My mother?’ I ask, a tear rising in my eye.

      ‘A pestilence had taken hold of her city,’ he explains with sorrow. ‘All were stricken, and I am afraid your mother was among the losses. She knew what was to come and urged me to save you.’

      ‘I never knew her,’ I say with tears now rolling down my cheek. ‘I never even knew her name.’

      ‘Neuth was her name,’ he says. ‘She loved you deeply. Even when her mind was all but taken, it was still clear to see.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I say.

      ‘Ra guided me to her, and to you. I saw to it that you were raised with the royal family, Osiris himself chose you above all others. It was Ra’s will. Ra guided me to you. I have seen you standing above all of Egypt. I have seen your son…’

      ‘Enough,’ I command. ‘I cannot hear anymore.’

      ‘I am sorry if my words upset you, my Queen,’ he apologises.

      ‘No,’ I say, wiping away all traces of my tears. ‘You have given me faith. Thank you. You are the wisest of us all; you are gifted by Ra.’

      ‘Not always,’ he confesses. ‘If only I was shown Osiris’ murder then I could have done all in my power to prevent it.’

      ‘My Queen!’ Anubis calls. He and Rivonous return to us with a look of concern. ‘We have bartered for food and water to last us three days at most,’ he explains.

      ‘And some of the merchants witnessed chariots of Set’s army travelling north,’ Rivonous adds. ‘They passed by not long before we arrived.’

      ‘The bearers of Osiris’ remains,’ I say.

      This is my chance; my only chance. For two years I have waited to be reunited with my husband. I must see him again.

      ‘What is our destination, my Queen?’ Anubis asks. ‘We could seek sanctuary in the Sinai lands with our new allies, or we could take to the seas to further lands…’

      ‘No,’ I state firmly.

      ‘Where would you have us go?’ Anubis asks.

      ‘We know where Set’s riders are taking my husband’s body,’ I reply.

      ‘You would have us fight Set’s Medji?’ Rivonous asks. ‘We are no army. We have few weapons and the horses are in poor condition.’

      ‘My Queen, see reason,’ Anubis pleads. ‘Osiris is gone; he has been beheaded and torn limb from limb. His murderer, my accursed father, now rules and he will not stop until he has reclaimed you. We cannot remain in Egypt.’

      ‘Ra will see our true king returned to us,’ Thoth states calmly. ‘I have seen it, as I have seen the fall of the traitorous Set.’

      ‘You would place faith in the priest whose own call to prayer was the scene of your husband’s murder?’ Rivonous asks.

      ‘If there is chance to return Osiris to me, I have to take it,’ I say to them. ‘He was our king. He is our king. He would have given everything, even his life for each of us. His entire rule was spent trying to bring Egypt together in peace, and to protect its people. There is a chance we can return him to us. I, for one, will not let it slip from my grasp.’

      ‘Is this worth risking life for?’ my guardian asks.

      I take Rivonous’ arm in mine, looking into my guardian’s eyes. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I will see him returned to my arms or join him in the afterlife. My friend, you have followed me this far and for this long, will you stay the course, no matter what fate it leads us to? Are you with me?’

      ‘Into the very underworld if you willed it,’ he says with a wry smile, shaking his head.

      ‘I am with you, my Queen,’ Diona states. Thoth’s nod of his head confirms his allegiance.

      ‘What of you, Anubis?’ I ask the great warrior. ‘I cannot do this without you.’

      ‘This is madness,’ he mutters, looking away and towards the horizon.

      ‘Then you are free to go,’ I say with bitter disappointment. ‘I hold none of you to oaths of loyalty for I am Queen no longer. If you join me, do it of your own will. Anubis, live your life and find peace if that is your fate.’

      ‘No,’ he replies, turning back to me. ‘It was my life to protect our king. I now make it my life to protect my queen. This crusade of yours may be madness, but I stand with you, as will Paydun and Oxa. If given the chance, we will see Set pay for his crimes and take vengeance for all he has done.’

      ‘We will see that day come,’ I swear. ‘We will take back all that he has taken from us and the free people of Egypt.’
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      ABDUL—Cairo, Egypt

      I look over the names again and again; Antonia Matteo, Pietro Desio, Niccolo Vivaldi, Giovanni Conti, Lita Cruz, Johan Lange, Margaretha Svarsson, Ester von Rosen, Otto Wulfe, Jacques Gaultier, Lucas Cartier. The last name hits the hardest. John Westmore. These people came to Egypt because of me. I summoned them. I called for help and it is because of me they died in that cursed place.

      The bottle of whiskey, gifted to me by old friends, is awfully tempting. Four glasses and sleep will claim me, but I fear the demons waiting for me in my slumber. I fear seeing the faces of those I failed.

      ‘Abdul,’ my wife calls to me. ‘Come to bed, Abdul.’

      ‘Soon, my love,’ I say. ‘Soon.’

      Above me, the window shows the night sky and the stars shining brightly above. Staring at them, the names continue to echo in my head. They won’t go away. I should honour those men and women; the guilt will remain with me forever. My country calls for an investigation, my resignation, and perhaps worse. It is nothing less than I deserve.

      ‘In this life or the next, we all shall be reunited,’ I say to myself, losing the battle and reaching for the bottle of whiskey.

      The door creaks, and thinking my wife stands in the doorway, I say, ‘I said I would come to bed soon, my love.’

      ‘Sorry to disappoint you, old friend,’ the traitorous voice of Hank Buchanan utters.

      Grasping the bottle, I swing it towards the American’s head but my arm is grabbed by a masked man before I can strike. The whiskey falls to the floor, smashing and spilling everywhere. My assailant quickly grips me by the throat.

      ‘Hassam, we need to talk,’ Hank says, taking a seat at my desk. ‘We need your help one last time.’

      ‘Why would I help you?’ I struggle to say through the fingers squeezing my throat tight.

      ‘Oh, you don’t have a choice in the matter.’ The traitor laughs as a great golden case is brought into my room.
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      ADAM—Richmond, London, England

      I’ve never been a fan of funerals. It’s tough to see those you love suffering, and every funeral reminds me of my father’s.

      My mother is sitting with me in the church, holding my hand to offer support. I thank her for that. She has been nothing but kind since my return from Egypt. Our differences seem forgotten for now. She hugged me for a long time when I came back from Egypt.

      ‘And now we ask for Mr Bowen’s widow, Elizabeth, to say a few words about her late husband,’ the vicar states from the altar.

      I watch her rise from the first row of pews, her eyes and cheeks red from crying, her hair whiter than I remember. She takes her place at the altar, a trembling hand upon her husband’s coffin. I have known the Bowens for years. Whenever things were getting too tough with my own mother, our arguments raging into full blown rows, I could always rely on them for a place to spend the night. They were the perfect family, and I dreamed my own would be like them if my father still lived.

      Duncan’s younger brothers and sisters, his grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, are all here, but where is Duncan?

      ‘Alastair was a brave and strong man,’ Elizabeth says, a tear running down her cheek. ‘We created our family together and he was always loved. We created our company, Bowen Inc., together and it became a global giant. Alastair had so much to give this world, and he deserved so much more from it. When he was diagnosed, I swore I would use all our resources to find him a cure. I searched the world, but I failed him. I ran out of time. I will regret that for the rest of my life.’

      Her final words come out broken and her voice trembles as more tears begin to flow. Another member of their family, a sister to Elizabeth perhaps, climbs the steps to her side, offering support.

      ‘Goodbye, my love,’ Elizabeth says, placing a hand one last time upon the coffin.

      The funeral service finishes soon after, and my mother and I put flowers on the grave.

      ‘Jane, Adam,’ Elizabeth greets us. ‘Thank you so much for coming.’

      ‘Liz,’ my mother says. ‘If there is anything we can do…’

      ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘It’s been tough for all of us. It was so sudden. He deteriorated so quickly. It was a shock, especially for Duncan.’

      ‘I am so sorry for your loss, Mrs Bowen,’ I say. ‘Mr Bowen was a great guy and you were both always so kind to me.’ They made me feel a part of their family, but I won’t say that in front of my own mother.

      ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘It means a lot to hear that.’

      ‘I didn’t see Duncan in the church,’ I say, wondering where he is.

      ‘He has been very shut off since…’ Elizabeth says. ‘I don’t know where he is, to be honest. Duncan has missed you since you left college, and his father passing… My son has been very distant.’

      She stops with the ring of her phone.

      ‘I was not to be disturbed,’ she says angrily into the phone. Her eyes are such a dark brown that they’re almost black, and when angry, she appears almost demonic or possessed, something Duncan and I often found out as kids.

      ‘Are you certain they are en route? Good. Do not contact me again unless you have further news.’

      She hangs up on the call, her anger passing as she looks to us.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ Mrs Bowen says with sadness. ‘Even today, I cannot escape work.’

      ‘Understandable,’ my mother says. ‘The world continues to spin, despite our losses.’

      We exchange some last words with Elizabeth before we leave her with family members and other well-wishers. Then we pay a quick visit to my father’s grave, leaving flowers and checking in with him.

      ‘It’s nearly ten years now,’ my mother says.

      Ten years since he left the house on a business trip, a flight bound for Japan. Ten years since that phone call telling us he wouldn’t be coming home. There’s not a day I don’t think of him; the pen-knife, the jacket, his bike before I wrecked it, all constant reminders and they allow me to keep him with me wherever I go.

      ‘He would be proud of you,’ she says. ‘You’re just like him in so many ways. Your work with Matt… he would… he would be proud of both of you.’

      She stops but I can tell there is more she wants to say. I leave it for now, not wanting to press the subject. She looks tearful.

      ‘I am proud of you,’ she says.

      I’m stunned. ‘Thanks, Mum,’ I reply.

      It is her turn to look surprised.

      ‘You haven’t called me that in years,’ she says with a smile on her face and a tear in her eye. I haven’t seen her smile for such a long time. For a brief moment, I forget all the arguments and anger that have passed between us.

      We part at the car park, my mother taking her car whilst I fire up the engine of the Yamaha Tracer I borrowed from the British Museum. My mother shouts the thousandth warning about me riding a motorcycle as she leaves. As I watch her drive away, I realise our relationship has never been better than it is now. I just hope it can last.

      My destination was going to be the museum but I have an idea of where Duncan might be. It doesn’t take me long to reach the destination; the northern area of the vast Richmond Park. There I aim for a solitary tree. It’s an oak, which stands apart from others. It is much older and taller than most of the rest. Climbing the tree, I see my guess is right.

      ‘You know, suits aren’t really made for tree climbing,’ I say, trying my hardest not to scuff or catch my one and only suit on a branch.

      ‘Hello, stranger,’ Duncan replies coldly.

      I had a feeling he might say something like that. ‘Yeah, sorry I haven’t been in touch lately,’ I apologise as I climb up to a branch near the one he occupies.

      ‘Lately? Jeez, I’ve barely heard from you since the End of Year Ball,’ he replies with anger.

      ‘Again, I’m sorry.’

      I’ve been busy, yes, but that’s no excuse not to call or text my best friend. His father was ill and I wasn’t there for him. I would understand if he never wanted to speak with me again.

      We are as high as you can get, and from our perches we can see over much of Richmond. We can see our homes, our old school and the church and its cemetery, too. This is the spot where we met years ago. Duncan was a newcomer to our school and he discovered me in my favourite place in the world. Instantly, we bonded, chatting about girls, joking around and getting into trouble. He’s been my best friend for years, and because of me and what has happened over the past few months, a distance has grown between us. It’s my fault, I know.

      ‘I missed you at the funeral,’ I say. ‘Your mother missed you, too.’

      ‘You didn’t see him,’ Duncan says. ‘We kept the illness secret because of the family business and some rubbish about how the news would affect the share prices. The way he got worse at the end …’

      ‘You should’ve told me he was so ill,’ I say. ‘I could’ve helped somehow.’

      ‘Every boy looks up to their father like he’s a hero,’ he replies. ‘To see him getting worse… to see him like that at the end… it wasn’t him anymore. He wasn’t my father. He died a while ago and I came to terms with that.’

      ‘Your mother…’ I begin to say, before realising it’s probably best I don’t say any more.

      ‘How was she?’ Duncan finally asks.

      ‘She was strong,’ I lie. It wouldn’t help to tell him how she broke down during the service.

      ‘Thanks for being there,’ he says. ‘I just couldn’t…’

      ‘Anything for your family,’ I reply. ‘After everything you’ve all done for me, it was the least I could do.’

      ‘So how are things going with Matt at the museum?’ he asks, changing the subject. ‘Still saving the world?’

      ‘Not exactly,’ I say, thinking back to Egypt. Duncan was the only person I told about what happened in Rome with the Eagle, but now isn’t the time to tell him about the pyramid and the people we lost. I need to be here for him, get him talking and help him.

      ‘How’s college?’ I ask.

      ‘Rubbish without you there,’ he replies. The comment hits me hard.

      ‘Any girls on the radar?’ I ask, trying to change the subject again.

      ‘You’d know if you ever answered your phone,’ he replies.

      ‘That’s a yes,’ I reply. I know him too well. ‘Who is she?’

      ‘Sara,’ he confesses, blushing.

      ‘Starr?’ I say in surprise.

      ‘Since you left, we’ve grown close,’ he explains. ‘I was gonna ask her out but...’

      ‘Go for it,’ I reply quickly. ‘You’d make a good couple. Captain of the athletics and footie teams and the queen of the college. It’s perfect if you ask me.’

      ‘You two only just split up,’ Duncan remarks. ‘I didn’t want to do anything without speaking to you first.’

      ‘She dumped me,’ I say. ‘Besides, we only went on the one date. I’m fine with it, honestly. Besides, with your father passing away, you’ll get the sympathy vote with her. She’ll definitely go out with you!’

      ‘That’s really inappropriate, you jerk.’ He laughs.

      ‘Finally, I see my old friend.’

      ‘I’ve missed you mate,’ he says.

      ‘Yeah, I’ve missed you, too.’

      ‘You wanna do something tonight?’ he asks. ‘Get into some trouble like in the old days?’

      ‘I can’t, I’ve got to…’ I check my watch, horrified by the time. ‘Oh my God, I am gonna be so late.’

      I begin climbing down the tree as fast as I can. ‘I’ve got to go,’ I shout up to Duncan as I near the bottom. ‘I’ll give you a bell tomorrow morning, yeah?’

      ‘You better,’ he shouts back. ‘Thanks, Adam.’

      ‘Take care of yourself, mate,’ I say, looking back to my friend one last time before sprinting towards the borrowed motorcycle.

      I throw a leg over the bike, pull on my helmet, and fire up the engine. I have less than twenty minutes to get from Richmond Park to the British Museum. I’m never going to make it.
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      ADAM—The British Museum, London, England, seventeen minutes late

      I don’t think I hit the brakes a single time, not even when I fly through the gates of the museum. The queues of smartly dressed people lining up to enter hurry out of my way. I bring the bike to a skidding halt right next to the main steps, leaving the bike there and bounding up the stairs three at a time.

      ‘Adam!’ Matt shouts to me from the entrance. ‘Come here!’

      I hurry over to him, trying to straighten my suit and running a hand through my hair. My brother is in full tuxedo and bow tie, smarter than I have ever seen him before. He is still using a crutch, but at least the metal support around his leg is absent, which is progress.

      ‘Where have you been?’ Matt asks as I hurry over. ‘Are those leaves and twigs in your hair?’

      ‘Maybe.’ I laugh, still trying to sort myself out.

      ‘Knew you’d forget a bowtie as well,’ he says, handing one over to me. ‘You know how formal this event is, yeah?’

      ‘Black-tie, so you keep telling me,’ I say. I look to the bowtie in utter confusion; I have no idea where to begin.

      ‘You’ve never tied a bowtie?’ he asks.

      ‘When would I possibly need to?’ I laugh, brushing my hair again with a hand.

      ‘Come here,’ he says, unfolding my collar and going to work on the tie. ‘What would you do without me, huh?’

      ‘Don’t say that after today,’ I say.

      ‘How was the funeral?’ he asks.

      ‘As tough as John’s,’ I reply.

      ‘Tonight is about honouring him,’ Matt says as he finishes the bowtie. ‘Honouring all those who lost their lives. It’s all we can do at the moment.’

      ‘I know,’ I say. ‘I’m just I’m really not looking forward to this.’

      ‘Me neither, but it’s part of the job,’ he says, taking a step back to inspect me. ‘Ready?’

      I catch my reflection in the bronze door of the entrance.

      ‘Course I’m ready.’ I chuckle. ‘I’m Bond. James Bond.’

      ‘Still an idiot,’ Abbey calls, ‘but a very smart-looking one.’

      ‘Not looking too bad yourself,’ I reply, seeing her standing before me in a full red ball gown. Her hair is swept back and she looks quite beautiful.

      ‘Ssh, not so loud,’ she says, blushing.

      ‘I don’t care.’ I laugh, raising my voice so that many others can hear. ‘I’m just saying how incredibly hot you look.’

      ‘Jeez you’re embarrassing,’ she says, blushing bright red. ‘I will get my revenge.’

      ‘I’m sure you will,’ I say with certainty. ‘And today’s guess… Cooper.’

      ‘I swear you’re getting worse at this, Hunter.’ She laughs.

      ‘I remember a time when you called me Hunter,’ Matt says.

      ‘If you stopped relying on that crutch and got back into the field then maybe you’d earn the name again,’ I taunt him.

      ‘Shall we?’ Matt suggests, changing the subject and leading the way inside the British Museum.

      We walk through the main entrance, security guards permitting us access without need of ID. The line of smartly dressed guests still leads out beyond the main gates, but the museum is filling. In the vast hall of the Queen Elizabeth II Great Court, rows of tables seat hundreds of people. The usual tourist café stations have been turned into elegant cocktail bars and canape stations and lighting fixtures and fairy-lights have been strung, giving a magical look to the tessellated glass roof. There are several banners, which read,

      
        
        TJENU, THE LOST CAPITAL

        THE COMPLETE BOOK OF THE DEAD

        THE TRUTH OF THE EGYPTIAN GODS

      

      

      In the centre of the vast hall is the Reading Room, which has been converted into a temporary display for the pages of the Book of the Dead. After tonight, the book will go on display along with what could be recovered from the ruins of Tjenu after Winterbourne had taken its pick of finds. It is a big event for the museum; the first complete Book of the Dead recovered intact and the first proof we had found the lost capital of Egypt.

      Charles convinced us this night was needed, some positive outcome from the tragedy we endured. I didn’t want to attend, but as Matt said, this was to honour John and all the others. It should be a great occasion, a monumental victory for the museum, but the betrayals and losses we suffered have robbed it of any joy.

      ‘Is Judith here?’ I ask Matt and Abbey. Both shake their heads.

      There’s a collage of photos of John gathered near the entrance to the museum, cards, messages, and flowers have been placed all around it. The last we saw Judith was at John’s funeral.

      ‘No Dave or Em?’ I ask.

      ‘Dave’s a no, spending time with the family,’ Matt explains. ‘Haven’t seen Em yet.’

      ‘What about Tristram?’ I ask Abbey.

      ‘He’s kinda here,’ Abbey says with a glance at her feet, meaning he is down on one of the floors below us. ‘He’s still working on the headsets and earpieces, trying to figure out what went wrong with them. He said he might come up later,’ she says. We all know he won’t.

      ‘Lucky him,’ I say, pulling at my tight collar.

      ‘C’mon,’ Abbey says, grabbing my arm and pulling me over to the Reading Room. ‘You’ve got to see it.’

      ‘Enjoy,’ Matt calls after us, staying put.

      An armed security guard steps aside as we approach. He flashes her a look that is more than recognition.

      ‘He fancies you,’ I whisper.

      Abbey hits me on the arm but she can’t hide the blush. The Reading Room is a massive circular space at the centre of the Queen Elizabeth II Great Court, topped by a vast dome and lined with thousands of bookshelves, every inch of them occupied. They are not the main attraction though.

      There are partial artefacts and samples of stone sections of Tjenu, displays of photographs and recordings of the lost capital and ruined city. It was all we could carry before we were escorted away by the Egyptian military. There’s even more photographs and videos of the pyramid and its interior, images taken by the headset glasses, including the Queen’s Chamber and the vast horde of gold and relics. Also on display are two golden coins, which Emma and I claimed from the tombs and donated to make up for the lack of other recoveries.

      At the centre of the Reading Room is the coveted prize taken from the pyramid’s King’s Chamber; Osiris’ very own Book of the Dead. The dozens of pages are stored in glass cases, bullet-proof and light protected. It is our one item of undoubtable proof that Osiris, Isis, all those known as the Egyptian gods, were living, breathing people. Each page is covered in hieroglyphs, inscriptions, drawings and more; not a single blank space is to be seen. The artistry is superb; I have to step right up to the glass to see every tiny intricate detail. According to Charles, this recovery is causing quite a stir in the historical community, whatever that means.

      ‘It’s really something, isn’t it?’ Abbey says.

      ‘It sure is,’ I reply as we gaze on the pages of writings and hieroglyphs.

      ‘Spells, protections, warnings, and that’s only the first page of the book,’ she explains. ‘You see that emblem there with the concentric circles? That’s a symbol of Atlantis! There’s so much we can discover in these pages and we need Judith to properly translate the rest.’

      ‘And now the world can see it,’ I say, still looking upon it all with wonder.

      ‘Makes the job worthwhile,’ Abbey says. ‘Sure there’s a lot we need to keep hidden, but we can give this back to the public.’

      ‘The job,’ I repeat. ‘I wonder how long Charles will keep me around once Matt is back.’

      Abbey moves to reply but she is silenced by an announcement over the speakers.

      ‘THE OPENING STATEMENT WILL BEGIN IN TEN MINUTES.’

      ‘We don’t want to miss that,’ Abbey says, and we quickly leave the Reading Room to re-join Matt in the main hall. He is speaking with an attendant of the museum, who hurries away before we reach him.

      ‘Last minute changes,’ Matt explains to us.

      ‘So what else is…’ I begin to ask before spotting something so terrifying to anyone my age that I stop mid-sentence.

      A formal orchestra with space for dancing.

      ‘No, no, no,’ I whisper to myself, looking away and thankfully spotting Gabriel at the make-shift bar that normally serves as the museum’s ticket desk. ‘Drink, anyone?’

      ‘No, thanks,’ Matt says, shifting uncomfortably on his crutch. I remember what Doc Wallace said about his slow recovery and must remember to talk with him about it later.

      ‘Just water please,’ Abbey says.

      ‘Adam?’ A voice I recognise all too well calls me over.

      ‘Kat!’ I say in surprise, hugging my brother’s girlfriend. ‘I didn’t know you were coming.’

      ‘Spur of the moment thing,’ she replies. ‘Glad to finally meet Matt’s co-workers. Besides, I needed an excuse to get out of the house.’

      ‘Wow – you’ve got so big’ I say, and then fluster when I realise that is the last thing you should say to a pregnant woman. ‘Not that you’re-’

      ‘Yep, I’m a fat cow,’ she says, happily caressing her swollen belly.

      ‘Not even close,’ Matt says, kissing her on the cheek.

      ‘Yeah, you’ve got a long way to go yet,’ Abbey adds. ‘You’re gonna get huge!’

      ‘Looking forward to that,’ Kat says in confusion.

      I roll my eyes at Abbey and smile. ‘This is Abbey.’

      ‘Hi,’ she says, shaking hands with Kat.

      ‘Ah, now it all makes sense,’ Kat says. ‘Matt’s said a lot about you.’

      ‘I’m sure he has.’ I laugh.

      ‘And what exactly have you been saying, Matt?’ Abbey asks my brother.

      ‘Nothing,’ he replies too quickly. ‘Well, not exactly…’

      ‘She’s nice,’ Kat whispers to me as Matt and Abbey argue.

      ‘Don’t you start.’ I laugh, knowing what she is hinting at. Kat’s always trying to set me up with a girl. ‘She’s already spoken for.’

      ‘Shame,’ Kat replies with her mischievous grin.

      ‘I did invite our mother but she came up with excuses,’ Matt explains, trying to escape Abbey’s interrogation.

      ‘Don’t take it personally,’ I say. ‘She still has an issue with Charles.’ There is more to that than I fully understand. At some point we are going to have to have a conversation about why she hates our boss so much.

      ‘Kat, drink?’ I offer.

      ‘No thanks,’ she replies, bottle of water already in hand.

      As the orchestra begins to start, I quickly join Gabriel at the bar. Two empty glasses rest in front of him, a third is in his hand.

      ‘You got dragged along, too then?’ he asks, downing the contents of his glass.

      ‘Just here for John,’ I say, making my order of bottles of water from the barman who recognises me. ‘Good of you to be here.’

      ‘I’m only here for the same reason as you,’ he says. ‘That and the free bar.’

      ‘Not surprised,’ I reply with a grin. A thought comes, to mind, a question I hadn’t had a chance to ask yet that is still bugging me.

      ‘In the pyramid, when we all faced our fears,’ I begin to say. ‘I saw water, Emma saw fire. All of us, including John and Judith, were overwhelmed by our fears, but you weren’t. Didn’t you see anything?’

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ an announcer calls over the speakers. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, if we could all convene, the head of acquisitions, Mr Charles Lovell, will soon be making the opening speech.’

      ‘Saved by the bell,’ Gabriel says, not bothering to turn around, and instead, he orders another drink. ‘Head of acquisitions. I guess that’s one way to put it.’

      Charles stands at the top of the staircase so as to be seen by everyone. He needs no microphone; his voice projects across the hall. He looks tired but is forcing a smile for those who do not know him.

      ‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to this gala dinner

      and grand unveiling of Osiris’ Book of the Dead.’

      A loud round of applause sounds from the guests and I add my own to the chorus.

      ‘No doubt you will have all seen it on the news. A pyramid was discovered in the heart of the Great Sand Sea of Egypt. My team was one of the first to enter this pyramid; the very first people to enter it in thousands of years. Within, proof was found that this was the site of Tjenu, one of the earliest capitals of Egypt, a city we had all thought lost to time. The discoveries made on this expedition will help re-shape what we know of Ancient Egypt. This pyramid is the oldest in recorded history and, as we have discovered, the first ever built.’

      Charles has the crowd’s full and undivided attention. He’s a skilled public speaker.

      ‘Chief among the discoveries was this magnificent tomb. The occupant was none other than Osiris, previously thought of as singular god of Ancient Egypt. The discoveries by our team from the British Museum have proved he was a living, breathing man; his legend risen from King of Ancient Egypt until he was known by millions as God of the Underworld.

      Applause echoes across the hall, only hushing when Charles raises his hands.

      ‘In Osiris’ tomb, as with any Egyptian pharaoh or king, was his Book of the Dead. It is the most intact example ever recovered. Our experts have begun deciphering the pages of Osiris’ Book of the Dead and have already uncovered a great deal. Within the pages is the story of Osiris, his love for Isis, his loyalty and brotherhood with Anubis and Thoth, and his betrayal and murder by his brother, Set. The story concludes with Isis’ desperate attempts to resurrect her lost husband. These were living, breathing people. They were warriors and priests, kings and queens. They were loved and revered by their people and raised to the status of gods in their eyes. The love between Osiris and Isis went on to become legend.

      ‘Osiris, we believe, is the first man to ever be mummified and his burial set the standard for all future pharaohs. Today, this great artefact goes on display to the public, for millions to see right here in this very museum. It is for this cause, we at the British Museum commit ourselves…’

      He stops for a second, lingering on that sentence. I’m sure I see him glance at John’s dedication of photos and flowers.

      ‘This great recovery was not without sacrifice. Many lives were lost by teams from around the world. One of our own gave his life protecting other members of our team. Tonight’s gala presentation is dedicated to him, John Westmore. He was a good man and a good friend, taken from us far too soon. He will never be forgotten.’

      Gabriel, still not facing Charles, begins to clap and the applause spreads through the room.

      ‘Tonight,’ Charles says once it quietens, ‘I welcome you all. Enjoy the meal, enjoy a dance, gaze upon our new relic, and of course, make a donation to our cause. Thank you.’

      The applause erupts again before breaking down into chatter. The orchestra begins to play and people start to dance.

      ‘Well, that’s about it for me,’ Gabriel says, downing another drink.

      ‘Not sticking around?’ I ask. ‘This is all thanks to you. You stole back the scrolls.’

      ‘Only after you found them in the first place,’ he says, clapping me on the shoulder. ‘Catch you later.’

      As he hurries away, I look over the room, watching the people talking, laughing, donating to the museum and queuing to see the recovered Book of the Dead. I snort a disbelieving laugh at it all. How am I here amongst these people? Historians, government officials, world leaders, even a celebrity or two, and then there’s me, a college dropout. The world is a crazy place.

      Turning back towards the make-shift bar to grab mine and Abbey’s water, I catch my reflection in the glass of the doors,  barely recognising myself in the tuxedo. My attention is gripped by the reflection – there is something off about it. I swear I can see a figure over my shoulder. It’s unfocussed at first but quickly forms into that of the old crone from my nightmares in the desert. I turn and see that she is not there; she’s nothing but a figment of my imagination. I turn back to the glass and there’s just me. I need to get more sleep.

      Shaking my head, I walk back to the others and hand Abbey her water.

      ‘Well said, boss,’ Matt says as Charles approaches.

      ‘I bloody hate speeches,’ he replies sourly, pulling at his bow tie.

      ‘What you said about John was… good,’ I say, struggling for the right words.

      ‘He deserved more,’ Charles says. ‘As for you, Mr Hunter, we still have your debriefing to go through. I am particularly looking forward to how you explain aiding an international thief…’

      ‘And I’m sure he is, too,’ Emma interrupts from behind me, her hand grabbing mine and pulling me away. ‘But Adam’s busy right now.’

      ‘When did you get here?’ I ask but she doesn’t answer. I follow her willingly, until she abruptly stops at the centre of the space in front of the orchestra.

      ‘Oh no, no, no,’ I say, but she has a firm hold of my hand. ‘I’d rather face your uncle’s wrath.’

      ‘And here I was thinking I’d helped you,’ Emma says, guiding one of my hands to her back while still holding the other.

      ‘Of all the crazy things I thought I’d do working in this place, the last thing I thought would be dancing.’

      ‘Woo!’ I hear Abbey cheer.

      ‘Go, Adam!’ Kat yells, trying to embarrass me.

      Emma laughs and it’s then I look at her properly. She is wearing a full purple gown. A silver necklace, which holds a simple cross, nestles in the contours of her neckline. She has pinned her hair up with a jewelled clip that twinkles in the soft light. The healing wound across her cheek is still there but I don’t really notice it. She is simply stunning.

      ‘Wow,’ I say, unable to stop myself. Her smile grows.

      ‘This doesn’t mean anything, you know,’ she says, still smiling. ‘I just saw a chance to save you a grilling and to dance. I like dancing.’

      ‘Drawing and dancing. You’re almost a stereotypical, normal girl,’ I remark.

      ‘Who can kick the ass of anyone in here, can operate pretty much any vehicle, and can hit a target dead centre with a nine-millimetre handgun from two thousand yards.’

      ‘I did say almost,’ I reply, drawing another laugh from her.

      ‘I didn’t know you are religious,’ I say, looking down at the cross on her necklace.

      ‘I’m not,’ she replies, sadness quickly appearing in her eyes. ‘It was my mother’s before…’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I quickly apologise. ‘I’m always saying the wrong things.’

      ‘No, that’s okay, it’s just…’ She stops, something near the entrance distracting her. ‘A little late for a delivery, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yeah, it is,’ I agree, seeing a deliveryman approach Charles and hand him a parcel.

      I don’t know why but something compels me to watch, and as I do, a sinking, dread-filled feeling comes with it. I suddenly see dozens of the crone from my nightmares, phasing in an out of focus. She is everywhere. Identical banshees, standing silent and unseen. They are watching but then, all together they begin to turn their attention towards Charles. My heart begins to pound and I’ve broken out in sweat. Something is terribly wrong.

      I leave Emma and walk hurriedly towards him, my pace quickening as he tears open the parcel. All over the covering are letters – no words. My mind is trying to read them through my panic. And then the words come together.

      
        
        DEATH SHALL COME ON SWIFT WINGS

      

      

      My last few steps are a run and I’m standing by Charles, ready to attack the delivery guy, convinced he is part of a terrible plan. My eyes glance to the package, and I see glass and gold; one of the canopic jars from Osiris’ tomb. Its hawk head lid has been rigged to unlock as Charles opens the parcel. The contents of the jar falls into Charles’ open palm. An amber crystal is revealed from the pouring sand. Charles is panicking; trying to push the contents back into the jar but resisting the instinct to drop the box and its contents.

      The crones around us start to smile and then their terrifying screams echo throughout the museum. The lights flicker and the crones disappear to the crack of thunder. It is followed by a deep wailing that fills the room. The guests erupt in screams and cries of fright. The museum is trembling and shaking as if in the grips of an earthquake. Lightning strikes, shorting out the fairy-lights and theatre light sets, blowing them free of their rigging. They are falling towards the people below.

      Matt leaps across a table, his crutch forgotten as he pulls his girlfriend and unborn baby clear just as the lights and their rigging crashes to the floor where Kat was standing just seconds before.

      ‘It’s from the pyramid!’ I shout at Charles, tearing the crystal from his grasp and running for the museum’s entrance. Everything is linked; the spectres, the crystal, the canopic jar, the storm, and earthquake – all of it.

      I run past groups of people who are cowering for safety, and leap over fallen tables and chairs, heading towards the entrance, only for it to collapse right in front of me. The borrowed motorcycle is crushed beneath the rubble and it’s a miracle no one is caught by the falling stone. Masses of people are blocking the fire escapes and I realise there’s only one more route, the roof.

      Sprinting back into the room, I see Emma, Abbey, Matt, and Charles helping people, as the museum continues to shudder around them. More sections of lighting falls, pillars crumble, and the glass ceiling shatters above us, sending dangerous shards raining down onto the remaining guests.

      ‘Adam, look out!’ I hear Charles yell, but it’s too late.

      A massive section of the glass ceiling smashes down onto me, shattering on impact and tearing apart tables and chairs. I’m floored by the impact, yet feel no pain. Quickly checking myself over, I find no cuts, no bleeding, and no broken bones. I can’t believe it, but I’m fine. Only my clothes show sign of damage; there are tears across the jacket and trousers of my suit.

      Pushing myself on, I bound up the staircase around the Reading Room and past the lift that would take me down to the hidden, secret levels of the museum below. At the top of the stairs, I tuck the crystal into a jacket pocket and climb a ladder to reach the hatch above, forcing it open and then clambering out onto the roof. I nearly fall back, the building beneath me still shaking.

      Looking up, I see masses of storm clouds circling and rippling with lightning. The museum is at the heart of the storm. Rain begins to fall, but when I see the drops on my hand, they are red blood, just like in the desert. In the midst of the crimson downpour, the heavens above me roar. Shards of ice and fire rain down like comets, tearing at everything in their path all across London.

      The earthquake tremors increase in their ferocity. Great clouds of dust and rubble are sent into the air, filling the streets. Homes, businesses, and tower blocks crumble and collapse. Below me, the streets fill with fleeing people. Out towards the river, the London Eye falls and crashes down into the Thames. Beyond it, the great clock tower that holds Big Ben burns further down the river. Westminster is aflame.

      An explosion erupts a few streets down, spreading fires to nearby structures. The thunder is unlike anything I have heard before. Sirens blare as the police, fire, and ambulance services do all they can for the people. It’s a nightmare. I can’t believe it. All this caused by one crystal gem. I have to get it out of the city.

      Crossing the roof, I jump to the next section of the museum and then the next before leaping over to the building beyond, landing hard on the tiles. I don’t stop. It takes all my experience of free-running to keep going.

      When I look up, the circling clouds are moving as if following me. It’s working.

      ‘Adam!’ a yell, accompanied by a car horn sounding, comes from the ground. ‘Adam!’

      Peering down, I see Matt’s convertible with the roof down. Emma is at the wheel.

      ‘Adam, get down here!’

      Dropping down to a lower roof, I finally crash down through some trees before hitting the ground, hard. It’s not my smoothest landing. Matt’s car screeches to a halt next to me and I climb inside. Emma hits the accelerator and sends us hurtling down the street.

      ‘Still got that damned thing?’ she asks, turning a sharp corner without braking.

      ‘Yeah,’ I reply, still catching my breath and feeling the crystal in my jacket pocket. ‘Does Matt know you’ve got his car?’

      ‘You’re not the only one who can borrow things,’ she replies. ‘You got a plan?’

      ‘Yeah, improvise!’

      ‘That’s not a plan!’ she yells back. ‘Hang on!’

      The road ahead of us cracks and falls away. Crevices open and block our path. Emma circles our car around them, reacting quickly before another car strikes ours.

      ‘Since when were you such a good driver?’ I ask.

      ‘You’ve never seen me properly drive,’ she replies. ‘Besides, you should’ve guessed by how I can handle a motorcycle.’

      ‘Just keep it up,’ I reply, pointing to the building directly in front of us as it begins to fall.

      We corner sharply but the cloud of dust and rubble from the collapse engulfs us. Emma hits the accelerator, and unable to see, we hurtle on down the street. Only once clear do we force our eyes open. It’s too late to see the telephone box in front of us.

      ‘Get down!’ I yell as we smash headlong into the telephone box. The bonnet and windscreen are ruined but the car still soldiers on.

      ‘Matt is gonna be so pissed!’ I yell, kicking the smashed windscreen clear.

      ‘I’m blaming you!’ Emma laughs. Even among all this chaos and destruction, I can see she is enjoying it.

      We keep going even though the smoke pours from the engine. Eventually, the quakes begin to die down and the storm clouds dissipate. When we are clear of central London, I feel my mobile phone vibrate in my pocket.

      ‘Abbey?’ I yell into the phone.

      ‘Yeah,’ she replies. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘With Em,’ I say, ‘heading north out of the city.’

      ‘Hey, Abbey!’ Emma yells.

      ‘She says hey,’ I repeat.

      ‘Put me on speakerphone,’ she says. ‘I’ve got Charles and Matt with me.’

      ‘Done.’ I crank up the volume on the phone.

      ‘You two all right?’ my brother asks.

      ‘We’re fine. What about the rest of you?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Not brilliant, Mr Hunter,’ Charles says. ‘And you shouldn’t be either. That falling glass should have killed you.’

      ‘Just lucky, I suppose.’

      ‘There’s not a scratch on him but his torn suit,’ Emma says.

      ‘Someone’s looking out for you, little brother,’ Matt says.

      Abbey thankfully changes the subject. ‘The storms seem centred on that crystal.’

      ‘It’s from the pyramid,’ I say. ‘This one and two others were in canopic jars, just like Charles was sent. They were at the foot of Osiris’ sarcophagus.’

      ‘And were taken by your former-friend, Jesse?’ Charles asks.

      ‘Yeah,’ I say, realising this is all because of her. She took the case containing the canopic jars. Did she send Charles the package knowing what would happen?

      ‘Has it stopped now?’ Emma asks.

      ‘Yes,’ Matt says. ‘Although according to our scans, they are building again in north London.’

      ‘They’re following the crystal,’ Emma says.

      ‘We’ll get this one away from the city,’ I say. ‘There were two other canopic jars with two more crystal gems taken by Jesse.’

      There’s quiet for a moment on their end and a sinking feeling comes to me.

      ‘It seems London was not the only target,’ Charles says. ‘Similar patterns of extreme weather and phenomena have also struck in Paris and Stockholm.’

      Paris and Stockholm, the capitals of France and Sweden; the other teams sent to the pyramid. We were targets.

      ‘Oh, God,’ Emma exclaims. ‘We did this. Our going into the pyramid… we did this. Three cities, all those people….’ There are tears in her eyes.

      ‘No, Emma,’ Charles says firmly. ‘We did not do this. It was not our fault.’

      ‘Winterbourne,’ I state with certainty. ‘This was Winterbourne.’

      ‘I think you are right again, Mr Hunter,’ Charles replies before coughing deeply.

      ‘We have managed to contact Eva and Renee,’ Matt says. ‘Both were sent similar packages.’

      ‘They’re trying to get the crystal gems out of their cities as well,’ Abbey says. ‘But from the sounds of it, they’ll need help. They were hit a lot harder than us. We were lucky you two got our gem out as quickly as you did.’

      ‘I wouldn’t call it lucky,’ I reply, remembering the events that ripped through London.

      ‘According to scans, the storms in Paris and Stockholm are building,’ Abbey says in a shaking voice. ‘National states of emergency have been announced. They need our help.’

      ‘And they’ll get it,’ Charles states. ‘I’ll call in Dave and Gabriel and send them immediately.’

      ‘They’ll need help,’ I say.

      ‘Adam, you have to keep the crystal you have as far away from major populaces as possible,’ Matt says.

      ‘I didn’t mean me,’ I reply. ‘Abbey, is Matt leaning on his crutch again?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she replies, confusion in her voice.

      ‘Trust me, kick it away,’ I say. I’m surprised and pleased she only has to be asked once. The sound of a crutch clatters in the background.

      ‘He still standing?’ I ask.

      ‘Yep,’ she replies.

      ‘Thought as much.’

      ‘What was the point in that?’ Matt asks with annoyance.

      ‘Doc Wallace said you should’ve been improving,’ I explain. ‘And I saw you rescue Kat when the lighting came down. It’s in your head, Matt. The torture from Makov did a number on you but don’t let it control you.’

      He doesn’t reply.

      ‘It’s time to get back into the field, bro,’ I say.

      ‘Fine,’ he finally says. ‘Count me in. Em, what about you? Adam can manage by himself.’

      It’s Emma’s turn to be silent now. She is still shocked by all the destruction she’s seen, and I can see her anger mixed with remorse. I take her hand and grip it firmly.

      ‘We didn’t cause this,’ I say, ‘but we can help stop it.’

      Slowing the car to a crawl, she looks me straight in the eyes without blinking.

      ‘Yeah, okay,’ she relents.

      ‘Are you sure, Emma?’ Charles asks, protective of his niece.

      ‘How are we going to stop it?’ she asks, ignoring Charles’ question. ‘We can’t just keep on the move with these disasters following us.’

      ‘The Book of the Dead,’ Abbey says. ‘There were mentions of curses, and that line about death on swift wings. I bet it says somewhere in there how to stop all of this.’

      ‘Call in Judith,’ Charles says, his voice sounding distant. ‘Get her to translate it immediately, all of it.’

      ‘We just got a report in from Cairo. Abdul Hassam is dead,’ Matt says somberly.

      ‘How?’ I ask, dreading the question.

      ‘Footage from his home security systems showed a confrontation between him and armed intruders,’ Matt explains. ‘Their leader wore black armour – and his eyes… glowed red.’

      ‘Hawke,’ I say. ‘It was Winterbourne.’

      ‘They held Hassam’s family at gunpoint and forced him to open a golden case –’

      ‘—that contained the canopic jars,’ I finish. ‘Jesse gave her employers the chest and they forced Hassam to open it. They must have rigged the jars to open once they arrived in London, Paris and Stockholm.’

      ‘Hassam died at midnight, local time in Egypt,’ Matt explains. ‘His actual death wasn’t because of the altercation.’

      ‘No?’

      ‘No, a fever claimed him and his organs started giving up. The moment his heart ceased beating, there was a total blackout across Cairo; all electrical power was lost.’

      ‘Just like when Lord Carnarvon died shortly after opening Tutankhamun’s tomb,’ Abbey says. ‘The curse of the tombs, they called it.’

      ‘Charles…’ Matt suddenly calls out. ‘Charles!’

      ‘What’s happening?’ Emma asks frantically.

      ‘It’s your uncle,’ Abbey replies, distress in her voice. ‘He’s collapsed! Em, he’s really pale and he’s shaking!’

      ‘Somebody get an ambulance!’ Kat screams.
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      ISIS—The road to Alexandria, Ancient Egypt

      We travel day and night, stopping only to eat and rest the horses. We avoid major roads and routes likely to be taken by Set’s patrols, but keep a watchful eye on the road to Alexandria for the chariots and wagon carrying part of Osiris’ remains.

      Less than half a day’s ride from the city, we finally have some luck, spotting Set’s wagon. From a distance, we see most of its guard is working to repair a broken wheel; its escort of five chariots is advancing towards the city. Even with the chariots gone, their numbers still easily eclipse ours. We wear the armour and emblems of the usurper’s riders taken from the dead, and surprise will once again be our advantage.

      ‘Ra blesses us again,’ Thoth declares.

      ‘We’ll see,’ Rivonous replies.

      ‘Thoth, Diona, remain here in safety,’ I instruct them.

      ‘As you should remain, too, my Queen,’ Anubis states as he pulls on the jackal helmet.

      ‘As Rivonous would tell you, it is nigh impossible to stop me from doing as I wish,’ I say, drawing a dagger in each hand.

      ‘She’s stubborn,’ my guardian agrees.

      With the matter ended, Anubis, Oxa, and Paydun lead the way, Rivonous and I are following; my guardian is staying close at my side. Fear creeps into me but as we near Set’s men, it quickly gives way to anger – as it did when we ambushed his patrol in the dunes.

      ‘Greetings, friends!’ a man calls to us from the rear of the wagon. The rest of the men are still working on the wheel. He recognises the arms and colours of Set’s army that we wear.

      ‘What happened here?’ Oxa asks, speaking for us as Anubis may be too easily recognised. I remain in disguise to the rear of our group, silent. There are no women in Set’s forces.

      ‘Wheel cracked and splintered from hitting a ditch,’ the man replies. ‘We tried to repair it but our success is… doubtful. It is a hindrance when we are so close to our destination. How goes the hunt for that whore, Isis?’

      ‘Not well,’ Paydun replies. ‘She will be brought to justice soon enough.’

      ‘I hope so. If not, it’s all our heads,’ the wagon guard mutters.

      As they talk, I count the ten men struggling with the wheel. Two further men are relieving themselves in the distance, and another pair is tending to a fire, roasting meat. There are fifteen of them, including the one who speaks.

      ‘Where is your escort?’ Oxa asks.

      ‘Gone to the city for aid in replacing the wheel,’ he says. ‘They will return shortly.’

      That does not give us much time.

      ‘May we share a meal?’ Oxa asks, gesturing towards the fire. ‘Our supplies run low and our stomachs grow empty.’

      ‘We are well stocked,’ the man says. ‘Join us.’

      We dismount, tying the reins of our horses to nearby trees. I am thankful for the soldier’s armour I wear, masking my identity and feminine form. The guard leads us to the fire. The spot is well sheltered from the wind, and fortunately, on the far side of the wagon, unseen by the men who work on the broken wheel.

      When all is calm, we strike, taking the men at the fire by surprise and then the pair returning with empty bladders. No alarm is raised or warning given. The five of us stand with bloodied blades and spears. Oxa and Paydun take to the left of the wagon and Rivonous and I take the right. Anubis takes the more direct route, climbing on top of the wagon and jumping down into the midst of the men tending to the wagon’s wheel.

      Our foes are unarmed and most fall to Anubis’ shocking display of skill before the rest of us can reach them. Anubis is master of death and he is venting his rage at failing to protect his king. Anubis, Oxa, and Paydun do not stop until all of the men are dead. Rivonous and I are not needed.

      Instead, my guardian and I approach the contents of the wagon. Inside are a dozen chests. Rivonous hammers off the locks and we search each of them. We find severed heads, many I recognise as guards or families loyal to Osiris. They are to be used as a warning from Set. When we come to the last chest, we see it is marked with a falcon head.

      ‘I will look,’ Rivonous says. I silently thank him, knowing what likely lies inside. I do not think I can bring myself to look upon the contents.

      Rivonous opens the chest and quickly, with shake of his head, closes it again.

      ‘It is Osiris,’ my guardian says. ‘It is his torso. His limbs and head are absent…’

      ‘Sent to other destinations,’ I say, desperately trying to fight back tears and the growing rage within. ‘Bring it. Untether the wagon’s horses and have them carry the chest.’

      He does so without words. Anubis and the others strip the fallen of weapons, supplies, coins, and anything else of use.

      ‘My Queen!’ Paydun calls to me in alarm. ‘The escort returns!’

      I see them in the distance. Their chariots are approaching from the city, great clouds of dust kicked up in their wake.

      ‘They have the advantage,’ Anubis says. ‘We can lose them in the rocky terrain to the south, where their chariots will not be able to follow.’

      ‘Agreed,’ I say, already mounting my horse. ‘Thoth and Diona will just have to find us. Go now!’

      We hurry, but already the chariots are nearing, their pace quicker than I thought possible. Fleeing south, a quick glance over my shoulder reveals Set’s own bodyguard, Silas, at their lead. I see the vile man draw back on bow and send an arrow soaring towards us, barely missing Anubis. We hurtle on, reaching the rough ground, but still the chariots are at our heels. Silas’ arrows are still flying.

      ‘Up into the dunes!’ Anubis yells. ‘They can’t follow us there!’

      When we are midway up the incline, I risk another look behind us, seeing the chariots finally wheeling away, their pursuit ending.

      ‘Chariots can never match horses at…’ Paydun cheers before his words are silenced; an arrow head, glistening red with blood, has torn through his neck.

      ‘NO!’ Anubis cries as Paydun falls from his horse. He is dead.

      Anubis pulls hard on his reins, turning his horse, and for a brief moment, I fear he will charge the chariots in madness. Instead, he stops his horse and raises his spear towards Silas.

      ‘I will see your blood flow!’ Anubis swears.

      I am certain I see Silas laughing.
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      ADAM—About an hour north of London

      I really wish I’d picked up a more comfortable motorcycle. I’m feeling every single bump in the road through the beat-up Kawasaki bike. Emma took Matt’s convertible back to the museum to regroup with the others and dropped me off at the nearest petrol station where I could get transport.

      Matt had called us before, to tell us Charles had been moved to the University College London Hospital but had shown no signs of recovery, and if anything, his condition was worsening.

      ‘He’ll be okay,’ I had told Emma. ‘Charles will pull through this. He’d never let some Egyptian voodoo take him down.’

      ‘Keep on the move and stay out of trouble,’ she had replied, not wanting to talk about her uncle.

      I stick to motorways and away from cities and towns. I keep one eye on the sky. I’m struck hard by the gales of a sandstorm, which in the middle of England is something I’d have thought impossible until this day. Before the storm can grow stronger, I push the bike on.

      My mobile phone vibrates in my pocket, and at the next chance, I pull in to a layby.

      ‘Tell me you’ve got good news,’ I say into the phone, climbing off the bike and stretching my legs.

      ‘Emma, Matt, Dave, and Gabriel are on their way to France and Sweden,’ Abbey explains. ‘They should arrive within the next couple of hours.’

      ‘Any news about how it’s going over there?’ I ask, keeping watch on the sky around me.

      ‘Not good,’ Abbey says.

      ‘As bad as London?’

      ‘Worse. Matt has been speaking with the national governments, trying to explain to them what this whole sorry mess is about but they are having a hard time believing it. The US is sending aid to all three sites – a certain General Walcott is leading the relief efforts.’

      ‘I’m sure he is,’ I say. This is the same general who nearly destroyed the town in Colorado when his experiments got out of hand.

      ‘We can’t let the crystals fall into his hands,’ I say, remembering his interrogation of me all too well.

      ‘We won’t, Hunter,’ she promises. ‘Renee managed to get in touch. Apparently they tried to destroy their gem.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Not a scratch on it, no matter what they tried. This’ll interest you though. Bowen Inc. are also launching relief efforts to all three cities.’

      At least that will keep Mrs Bowen’s mind busy as she grieves for her husband. I wonder if Duncan will be helping her.

      ‘I can’t keep driving,’ I tell Abbey, ‘especially on this piece of crap bike.’

      ‘At least you haven’t destroyed this one yet,’ she replies, trying to stay cheery. ‘All the others you’ve ridden have been ruined.’

      ‘Abbey, we need a plan.’

      ‘And we might have one,’ Judith’s voice says, joining the conversation. ‘Adam, I’m translating more of the Book of the Dead. It’s not exactly straightforward or easy, even with the complete collection of the scrolls, but I think I’ve found something. There are several mentions of Osiris’ heart, mind, and soul.’

      ‘That’s what Marie said was on the chest that held the canopic jars,’ I say.

      ‘You mean Jesse?’ Abbey teases.

      ‘Those crystal gems must be representative of the heart, mind, and soul,’ Judith explains. ‘The red crystal for the heart, blue crystal for the mind, and the amber crystal for the soul.’

      ‘The soul, huh?’ I say, taking the crystal out of my pocket and holding it to the light. ‘And if the crystals are separated from Osiris?’

      ‘Once the canopic jars are opened, great and terrible plagues will follow wherever the thief takes them,’ Judith says. ‘Death shall follow their every step, cursed for all existence.’

      ‘On swift wings,’ I say, remembering the warning. ‘We need to get these crystals back to the pyramid.’

      ‘You think that’ll stop the curse?’ Abbey asks.

      ‘If anybody else has a suggestion, I’m all ears,’ I say, seeing the clouds begin to circle above me and hearing the thunder crack in the distance. ‘I’ve got to get moving.’

      ‘I’ll keep translating the scrolls,’ Judith says. ‘We’ll be in touch if I discover anything else.’

      ‘Abbey, can you charter me a flight from the nearest airport back to Egypt?’ I ask, pulling the motorcycle helmet back over my head.

      ‘I’ll arrange it,’ Abbey says. ‘Adam, even if you do get back to Egypt, and the others recover the remaining two crystals, it might not be of any use.’

      ‘Why?’ I ask. As I fire up the bike’s engine, a stream of black smoke coughs out of the exhaust.

      ‘Reports are coming in from Cairo. Sandstorms are battering the country again. The sand is burying the pyramid. The Egyptian military have pulled out. It could take weeks, months to dig our way back down to it again.’

      ‘I’ve got a feeling I’ll find a way,’ I say, feeling the crystal inside my pocket.

      A thought strikes me. We found proof in the pyramid that Osiris, Isis, Anubis, all of them were real people. Yet if the crystals hold such power to unleash plagues like this, were they actually gods walking the earth?
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      ISIS—The road to Thebes, ancient Egypt

      We regroup with Thoth and Diona farther south of Alexandria. They witnessed our flight from the chariots from a distance. Our next destination is Thebes to the east. The journey is sullen; we are all saddened by the loss of Paydun. I feel guilt for his death, knowing if it was not for me, none of our group would face such dangers. Thoth tried to reassure us Paydun’s soul will live on in the underworld, but all of us damn ourselves for leaving his body behind. In truth there was nothing we could have done, not with Silas and Set’s men waiting for us.

      None mourn Paydun’s loss more so than Anubis. Paydun, Oxa, and he were the last of Osiris’ guard, serving together since boyhood. Their bond is stronger than any friendship.

      ‘I will slay them all,’ he swears. ‘My father’s Medji, his army, that snake Silas, every single one of them will meet the underworld.’

      ‘And your father?’ Rivonous questions.

      ‘Set is no father to me,’ Anubis replies coldly. ‘He is a usurper, a murderer. His betrayal has earned him a fate worse than death.’

      ‘And I hope to see you deliver it,’ I say.

      ‘As do I,’ Diona adds.

      ‘It is good to see your fire returned to you, my friend,’ I say. ‘When we found you in that dark cell, I thought you were lost to us.’

      ‘Apologies, my Queen,’ she replies. ‘I have shamed myself in my actions.’

      ‘There is no shame in feeling fear,’ I try to reassure her.

      ‘There is in being overwhelmed by it,’ she replies. She is angry with herself.

      ‘After all we saw and endured, it is to be expected,’ I say. ‘All of us thought we were to be executed the next morning.’

      I see her glance towards Rivonous again and see the smile at her lips. It is because of him life has returned to her.

      ‘You should tell him how you feel,’ I whisper.

      ‘I don’t know what you mean, my Queen.’ She feigns innocence.

      ‘Tell him, whilst you still have time,’ I say, before raising my voice. ‘Diona, you and my brutish guardian have been loyal to me since before I can remember. You are like a sister to me and he is like a father.’

      ‘Daughters listen when told not to do something,’ he grunts in acknowledgement over his shoulder.

      ‘Regardless, I cannot thank either of you enough for staying by my side all this time,’ I say. There is a rare smile on my lips as I see the pair of them share a glance.
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      Thebes is an impressive city. It is still growing – it has aspirations to be greater than even the capital, so rumour says. Osiris spoke of one day making the journey here and seeing the marvels of the city. Now, I ride towards its entrance without him. I pray to Ra, as I have so many times, that Thoth is right and he can return my husband to me.

      We join the long caravan of entrants into the city. We are still in the armour and colours of Set. I am surprised there is no sign of ‘traitorous’ heads on top of the gates, nor anything of Osiris. Surely Set’s men had reached the city by now. That is unless the words given by the captured rider were false.

      We have no choice but to enter and seek information on the whereabouts of Osiris’ remains. Even if we discover nothing, we can resupply and plan our next move.

      ‘There are many guards,’ Anubis warns as we slowly file through the gates.

      ‘And they’re all looking at us,’ I reply. From the battlements of the city, from the top of horses, and within guardhouses, they peer at us. They are silent.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ I whisper.

      ‘We should leave,’ Rivonous says, but at his words, the great gates close behind us and we are trapped within the city.

      I realise all other people have been ushered away, leaving us in the centre of the street and surrounded by the armed guards of the city.

      ‘Dismount and drop your weapons!’ voices shout from the battlements. There are dozens of bowmen with their arrows drawn and ready to rain down on us.

      ‘What is the meaning of this?’ Anubis demands as a group of ten horsemen approach with ready spears. Their leader wears fine shining armour and animal pelts. He is a large and menacing man with a crooked grin.

      ‘Do as you are ordered,’ the lead horseman states with authority. ‘I am Joba Muhathi and I lead the people of Thebes. Surrender and your end will come without suffering.’

      Anubis looks to me and I signal for him to obey. We dismount, placing spears, shields and daggers on the ground as the guards close in.

      ‘Take them to the gallows!’ Joba commands.

      ‘Wait!’ I try to call to him as the guards bring their spears down towards us. ‘Why are you doing this?’

      ‘I did not know that cretin Set filled his ranks with women!’ Juba laughs. ‘The usurper will go to any lengths in his murderous rampage!’

      ‘We are not Set’s men,’ I plead.

      ‘Yet you wear his armour,’ Juba replies without giving me chance to explain further. ‘You shall join the other guests of his Medji we have entertained.’

      He gestures towards the gallows in the distance and I see men already hanging from nooses, their bodies feasted on by vultures. The spears of the guards force us towards the gallows, despite our cries of innocence. Rivonous, Anubis and Oxa try to resist, but unarmed, they can do little. Diona is behind Rivonous, gripping his arm tightly as he moves to protect her – just as he has done for me countless times.

      No, no. I have led all of us to this doom. We face the noose because of my actions and my desire to see Osiris return. I have led us to this fate. I have damned us.

      ‘All traitors hang,’ Juba declares. ‘Set is nothing to us. The only king we know is Osiris.’

      ‘As he is to all of us!’ Thoth declares loudly. ‘As he is to our queen!’

      At that moment, the clouds above us part, the sun revealed and unleashed. I am bathed in light for all to see. The hood of my cloak is blown back by the sudden breeze, revealing me properly.

      ‘My Queen!’ Juba states in shock; his menacing glare is quickly broken as he dismounts and falls to his knees. All around us, his men do the same. They lower their weapons and bow.

      ‘Apologies, my Queen. I did not recognise you beneath the usurper’s colours,’ Juba swears. ‘Forgive me, I beg of you!’

      ‘There is nothing to forgive,’ I say, equally in shock at his reaction. ‘How do you know me?’

      ‘I was one of many thousands in attendance of your union with Osiris and coronation as our queen,’ he states with his head still bowed. ‘It was a spectacle like no other. No man could forget your beauty.’

      ‘Rise,’ I tell him, ignoring the compliment. ‘All of you.’

      They do as I command. The guards around us appear suddenly sheepish as they back away.

      ‘Tell me, what happened to Set’s men?’ I ask Juba, gesturing towards the gallows.

      ‘They came to deliver a message, my Queen,’ the ruler of Thebes explains with a growing grin. ‘We did not approve of their message.’

      ‘You killed them?’ Anubis asks.

      ‘They killed our king,’ Juba simply replies.

      ‘Set has proclaimed himself king now,’ I say.

      ‘Thebes knows only one king,’ Juba replies. ‘His name was Osiris.’

      ‘And you hanged Set’s men,’ Thoth states coldly.

      ‘They dared to bring the remains of Osiris here,’ Juba states, with certainty in his actions. ‘They brought the heads of loyal allies of Tjenu, allies of Thebes. They warned us we could expect the same treatment if we did not bow to Set.’

      ‘And you did not heed his warning,’ I say, trying not to smile. I like this man’s courage.

      ‘It was not Set who came to the aid of Thebes when the Nile ran dry,’ Juba attests. ‘It was not Set who drove off Sinai rebels from raiding our lands. This city remembers Osiris marched for us. He fought and bled for us. We remember him as our king. We remember, as does all the Nile.’

      ‘Set will come for you,’ I warn him, gesturing to the gallows. ‘He will besiege your city and seek vengeance for this.’

      ‘His forces are vast and will swarm over the walls of your city,’ Anubis states.

      ‘Let the usurper try.’ Juba laughs. ‘My Queen, what brings you to our fine city? I can offer you the protection of Thebes. You can make this your home and new capital should you wish it.’

      ‘We cannot,’ I tell him, ‘but we could use supplies and fresh horses.’

      ‘They are yours,’ he promises.

      ‘I have one more request,’ I say, dread creeping inside me as it had on the road to Alexandria.

      ‘Just name your demand and I shall see it fulfilled,’ he says.

      ‘Show me the remains of my husband.’
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      EMMA—Stockholm city centre, Sweden

      ‘I can’t believe this,’ I say with trembling lips.

      The entire city has been devastated; hit repeatedly by storms and earthquakes. In the distance, tornados rip through buildings and streets as if they are nothing. It took us two hours to get to Sweden, four hours since the plagues were unleashed. The damage has already been done.

      ‘How can this have happened?’ I ask.

      ‘This is what happens when people mess with things they don’t understand – and can’t control,’ Dave replies with anger. ‘Chaos unleashed.’

      ‘Perhaps that’s what Winterbourne wanted,’ I say. ‘Chaos.’

      ‘Well, they got it,’ he says, steering our Jeep sharply down another street. The roads are cracked and broken; houses are laid to ruin with people. Families have gathered all around seeking shelter.

      Our contacts arranged a helicopter to take us from the airport to the city. The pilot would only take us so far. She was terrified of the destruction she saw ahead. Though we offered her money, she wouldn’t go any farther. We didn’t blame her at all. We acquired a Jeep as soon as we landed.

      It’s too much for the emergency services, especially with the storms still raging ahead of us. An evacuation has been called and still people are being escorted from the city. Everyone is heading in the opposite direction. We are the only fools to head towards the disaster zone.

      ‘Abbey, have you heard anything from Eva Strindberg?’ Dave asks into his earpiece.

      ‘Nothing,’ she replies. ‘The storm is still centred on her last known location, though.’

      ‘Directly ahead of us,’ I say. ‘Any news from Adam?’

      ‘Em, is that concern for our young Hunter I hear?’ Abbey teases.

      ‘Just checking he hasn’t done anything stupid yet,’ I reply.

      ‘Thou doth protest too much,’ she replies. I swear if we weren’t friends…

      ‘Abbey!’ I shout at her, showing I’m not impressed.

      ‘He’s doing fine,’ she replies with an annoying chuckle. ‘His flight has just taken off from Luton airport. The storms are still following him but he succeeded in keeping them away from major populations.’

      ‘The kid did well getting it out of London,’ Dave adds, looking at the damage done to the city around us.

      ‘He had a little help,’ I reply sourly.

      Dave and I fall silent as we continue towards the centre of the storms, the lightning strikes leading our way. We both feel our vehicle shaken by the storm and Dave hits the accelerator to speed up our approach. The closer we get, the more destruction we see; buildings torn down and flattened, streets ripped open, entire regions without power, and worse, some on fire.

      ‘They should’ve abandoned the city hours ago,’ I say, tortured by the amount of people we still see trying desperately to find shelter.

      ‘We can help them by getting that bloody crystal out of here,’ Dave replies. ‘Eva should’ve done it long before it got this bad.’

      We rumble on, the vehicle struggling as the storms intensify. Circling round to avoid the worst of the destruction, we cut through what streets we can until we are finally able to get close to the heart of it all.

      ‘Abbey, please tell me Eva wasn’t in that skyscraper,’ I say, seeing one tall building at the very heart of the chaos. There are flames in small pockets of the building. Windows are smashed and steelwork is twisted; the entire building is barely standing.

      ‘The Kista Science Tower,’ she confirms. ‘Thirty-two stories, four hundred and seven feet tall.’

      ‘We didn’t need to know that,’ Dave replies.

      ‘Dave…’ I mutter, looking up towards the sky above us.

      ‘What?’ he asks, continuing on.

      ‘Dave…’ I repeat, seeing the clouds twist and turn.

      ‘What?’ he says, still not paying attention.

      ‘Dave!’ I yell this time, seeing the clouds become a funnel, reaching down towards us. ‘Go! Go! GO!’

      He finally sees it and slams down on the accelerator just as the tornado touches down, ripping into everything behind us. We hear an almighty groan from above; the tornado is not giving up its hunt and it surges after us.

      ‘Don’t stop!’ I yell, hating that I have no control at all.

      ‘Hold on,’ he says, heading straight for the Science Tower, not braking as we hurtle through the remains of a fallen building and then smash past an already flattened car.

      ‘It’s still behind us!’ I warn him.

      ‘I know!’ he yells back. ‘I know! Hold on!’

      He slams down on the accelerator again as we cut across the street. The tornado is almost upon us, tearing into the ruins of buildings, ripping up trees from their roots and sucking cars into the mighty cyclone. It pulls at our vehicle, forcing us to swerve, and Dave barely manages to keep control.

      ‘You got your seatbelt on?’ Dave asks.

      ‘Yeah, why?’

      ‘Because I’m not stopping,’ he says, our car heading straight for the lobby of the Science Tower.

      A smile creeps across my lips; my heart pounds in my chest. This is why I signed up with the museum; the excitement, the adventure. Driving into a building with a twister on our tails, I live for this!

      With lightning cracking overhead and the tornado behind us, we enter the heart of the storm, mounting the pavements and smashing through what remains of the glass revolving doors. Glancing off a marble pillar and then another, we finally come to a stop as we crash headlong into the entrance’s reception desks. The Jeep’s airbags inflate instantly, hitting me hard in the face and chest but taking most of the impact.

      ‘You okay?’ Dave asks as he gasps for breath.

      ‘Not your best landing,’ I reply, wincing from the pain in my chest.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he repeats strictly.

      ‘Yes,’ I say, kicking the door open and staggering into the deserted lobby. Thankfully, nobody was in here when we made our grand entrance. The tornado that had been chasing us crashes into the building, forcing both Dave and I to duck for cover as wind and glass thunder towards us. The twister tears at the Science Tower before rebounding away to cause more ruin.

      ‘Abbey, you still with us?’ I ask into my earpiece.

      ‘Your signal…weak. Em…barely…you…’ she replies, her words obscured by static. ‘Where… where…you?’

      ‘The eye of the storm,’ I say. ‘We’re in the tower. Any idea where Eva could be?’

      My only reply is static.

      ‘We’re on our own then,’ I tell Dave.

      ‘You hear that?’ he says, alert as always. All I can hear is the destruction beyond the tower, alarms sounding, sparks of electricity, thunder and cracks of lightning and the roaring terror of the tornados.

      Dave hurries away, clambering through the ruins of the rooms to the rear of the lobby. We pull away fallen beams, sections of wall and plasterboard, clearing the way until we reach a huddle of six people.

      ‘We’re here to help,’ I say, finally putting my knowledge of the Swedish language to good use.

      ‘Please, we’ve been trapped here for hours,’ one person tells us.

      ‘We were told aid would be sent, and transport out of the city,’ a young woman says. I note the dressing wrapped around her head. ‘That was two hours ago. Nobody came back.’

      ‘Agta needs to get to a hospital,’ says a man, cradling the head of a very pale woman who has bloody bandages wrapped around her stomach. Dave goes to her first, inspecting the wound and applying fresh dressings from the first aid kit in his pack.

      ‘She’s lost a lot of blood,’ the man holding her says. I translate for Dave.

      ‘And she’s losing more,’ he replies, shaking his head. ‘She’s ruptured an artery. If the bleeding doesn’t stop, she’ll die. I have to find the tear and seal it. I can’t leave her.’

      ‘Can any of you tell me where Eva Strindberg is?’ I ask.

      ‘Eva was in the labs,’ one of the wounded says. ‘Twenty-seventh floor.’

      ‘Go, Emma,’ Dave tells me. ‘Find Eva. Find the crystal and get that bloody thing away from here.’

      ‘You got it,’ I tell him as another boom of thunder deafens us.

      ‘Emma,’ Dave calls to me as I hurry towards the stairs, knowing the lifts won’t be safe to use. ‘We don’t have much time. Hurry.’

      I understand him perfectly. The woman, Agta, she won’t last much longer and needs more aid than a former-combat medic and a first aid kit can give her.

      ‘Hold tight, everyone,’ I say. ‘This’ll all be over soon.’

      On a concrete pillar I see a map of the levels, lifts at the centre of the floors and stairwells in each of the four corners of the building. For the first five floors, I take the non-functioning escalators, bounding up their metal steps. I listen for calls for help but hear none, continuing on until I run out of escalators. The lifts aren’t an option, the lights and other electrics flickering and sparking throughout the building. The stairs are my only choice, and after checking each of the four corner stairwells, I go with the corner least damaged by the tornados, earthquakes, and everything thing else that has hit the city.

      I am forced out of the stairwell as I reach the tenth floor, a growing heat of a blaze above blocking the way. Cutting across the floor, I see sprinkler systems soaking offices untouched by fire and more fallen walls and ceilings. I feel the floor shifting, the building swaying as another tornado smashes into it. I quickly grab on to the nearest concrete fixing, holding on for dear life until the structure settles, the cyclone spinning off to find another target. This place is going to collapse any minute. I have to find Eva.

      I climb the staircases, switching between them as

      more sections are blocked and collapsed and others are covered in flames. I run out of options – there is one other route though in a gaping hole between levels that goes all the way up through the rest of the structure to the roof. I stack tables and other office furniture to climb and then jump up to grab onto the edge of the ruined ceiling above me, pulling myself up to the next floor.

      ‘One more,’ I mutter. ‘Eva, you’d better be here.’

      I stack more tables and chairs and begin to climb again, but as I take hold of the ceiling above me the building tremors again. Debris falls through the gap, tumbling down and barely missing me. I keep climbing, pushing on. Find Eva, find the crystal, and stop all this.

      Gasping for breath, sweating and filthy, I emerge onto the twenty-seventh level, rolling onto the floor in exhaustion.

      ‘Eva!’ I shout from where I lay. I’m astonished when I hear a reply.

      ‘Help…,’ calls a weak voice. The cry gives me renewed energy and I force myself up, searching through the level, careful with my footing as I find more gaping holes between the floors.

      Finally, I find her, body trapped beneath steel and concrete from the tower’s collapsed roof. Only her head and an outstretched arm are clear and I have no idea what other injuries she has beneath all the debris. She’s in a bad way; weak, pale, and barely conscious. With all the steel on top of her, there’s no way I can get her out. I try but all it does is cause her more pain. Rescue services could reach her if they could get to the tower. That’s the hard part.

      ‘Where’s the crystal?’ I ask her. ‘Where’s the gem from the pyramid?’

      Eva doesn’t answer at first, struggling for understanding as her eyes struggle to stay open. Then she raises her free hand to point across the floor. There I see it, the canopic jar with its seal already broken. Within is the red crystal.

      ‘Thank you,’ I tell Eva, taking her hand in mine. ‘I have to go. I’m so sorry but I have to go. I will send someone for you. You’ll be okay. They’ll find you.’

      A faint smile creeps across her lips.

      ‘Thank you,’ she whispers.

      I grip her hand tightly for a moment before letting her go and hurrying across to the canopic jar. I tear the crystal from within and secure it away in a zipped pocket. That’s when I hear the deep rumble and boom that sounds like explosives. Running to what were the windows, the glass shattered and gone, I peer out across Stockholm and see the streets below are cracking. They are coming apart, steam is rising out and an orange fluid emerging. Lava.

      ‘Time to go,’ I say in stunned horror. I have to get the crystal out of the city.

      I begin my descent, slowly climbing down through the gap in the floors. Before I can reach the next level, another tremor hits the tower and I cling on desperately. Debris strikes me hard and I lose my grip, falling through two levels before hitting the carpeted office floor below. I don’t feel anything. No pain, not even loss of breath. How?

      The building is still shaking and I force myself up and on, but my path is blocked as more of the above levels collapse down. I can’t reach the staircases, the fires on this floor spreading further, but the lifts are open ahead of me. I throw myself into the lift.

      Before I can do anything, the lift falls, leaving my stomach many floors above. An alarm sounds and I hear the screeching of what I guess are emergency breaks activating. It isn’t enough and the lift plunges down the shaft. I can’t catch my breath; my eyes are clamped shut. The lift strikes the ground floor in a mess of twisted metal with a deafening crash.

      I expect my world to have ended, to be greeted in heaven or the other place, but my heart is still beating. In fact, there isn’t a scratch on me. I place a trembling hand upon the crystal and feel it is still zipped away, secure, but now giving off a strange heat. How is any of this possible?

      I stagger clear of the wreckage, emerging onto the ground floor where our damaged Jeep is still waiting.

      ‘Emma?’ Dave asks in amazement. His clothes are covered in the blood of his patients, but he is more shocked that I have emerged from the ruined lift.

      ‘That fall should’ve killed you,’ he tells me.

      ‘I know,’ I simply reply, barely able to contain stunned laughter.

      Beyond him, I see the streets, the cracks and the steam pouring free, the deadly lava approaching.

      ‘Mind if I take the car?’ I ask without waiting for an answer.

      I clamber inside the battered Jeep, the keys still in the ignition, and thankfully, the engine starts on the third attempt. Reversing clear of the destroyed reception desks, I turn the vehicle before shouting out to Dave.

      ‘I’ll get the crystal as far from here as I can and head for the airport,’ I tell him. ‘Once I’m clear get Abbey to call in rescue aid for the civilians. Eva is still on the twenty-seventh floor, trapped and in a bad way.’

      ‘I’ll get them out,’ he promises me. ‘You look after yourself, all right.’

      ‘Always do,’ I tell him, slamming my foot on the accelerator.
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      MATT—Motorway, south of Paris

      ‘Right, thanks, Abbey,’ I say through the earpiece, signing off with the museum.

      ‘You get that, Gabriel?’ I ask him via the earpiece. We weave through the traffic on the back of our 1600cc Avinton motorcycles provided by our contacts in France. The roads outside Paris are filled with people fleeing the city, panic taking hold in the face of the plagues.

      ‘Retrieve the crystal, return it to the pyramid, break the curse and save the world,’ he replies, overtaking a truck ahead. ‘Just an average day for us, Matt!’

      Swerving through more traffic I pass a convertible and remember the wreck of my own. Emma and Adam will pay for that. As I shift my weight on the saddle of the bike I feel a dull ache of pain in my leg. My wounds from Rome are still healing but at least the painkillers are helping.

      ‘I don’t see Adam’s fascination with these bikes,’ I say to Gabriel. I know how to ride one but have never had anywhere near the obsession my brother does.

      ‘Perhaps he likes that you don’t normally have to deal with chit-chat on them,’ my colleague replies flatly.

      Renee Marquette received her rigged package at the Paris Carnavalet Museum. Just as happened in London, the curse was unleashed the moment the crystal escaped the canopic jar. An almighty sandstorm struck first, burying half the city before plaques of lice, flies, and locusts filled the air. By the time Renee managed to smuggle the crystal out of the half-buried Paris, what remained of the streets were filled with frogs and snakes.

      From the sounds of it, Stockholm was hit worst of the three cities, but Paris is our immediate concern.

      ‘Matt!’ Abbey yells over the headset. ‘Renee contacted us! Their convoy is under attack! They need help now!’

      ‘And they’ll get it,’ I say, accelerating the bike on. ‘How far away are we?’

      ‘Just under a kilometre from your position at last contact,’ Abbey says.

      ‘I can tell,’ I reply, seeing the storm clouds circling ahead of us.

      ‘There they are,’ Gabriel calls out, signalling towards a pair of trucks.

      Smoke billows from the engine of the rear truck as it takes gunfire from the armed occupants of a Jeep at its side. As we close in, the truck veers away, a tyre blown out and several bullet holes through its windscreen. The truck collides with two cars and then a barrier, the impact forcing it to tip over onto its side before coming to a stop of twisted metal and shattered glass.

      ‘That was a male driver,’ Gabriel says as we race past the wreckage.

      ‘Renee must be in the lead truck,’ I reply. ‘Circle the jeep and get their attention.’

      ‘Got it boss,’ Gabriel replies, engine revving before he launches forward. I follow closely, keeping my left hand steady on the bike as I draw my Glock 17 handgun, fifteen bullets loaded and ready. The gun has an effective range of fifty yards so I need to get close.

      Gabriel swerves in front of the Jeep, forcing their driver to steer clear. The armed men shout obscenities and fire warning shots at my colleague, but he responds with a one-fingered salute.

      ‘Hurry up and make your move, Matt,’ Gabriel yells, having to veer wildly as the gunmen start to fire at him.

      ‘Hang on,’ I say, pulling up alongside the Jeep, the occupants too distracted by Gabriel. They all wear black combat armour, similar to what Adam said the Winterbourne team wore in Egypt. Even their Jeep is military, the windows probably bullet-proof, but I pray the tyres aren’t.

      Steadying myself as much as possible, I take slow and careful aim before pulling the trigger of my handgun. It takes four bullets to puncture the front right tyre and only one bullet for the rear tyre. Instantly they lose control, the Jeep pulling hard to the right. I have to quickly break and swerve clear to avoid hitting them. The Jeep slams into a car and then another, finally stopping as it rear-ends a truck.

      ‘Abbey, can you put me through to Renee?’ I ask, accelerating to catch up with her truck.

      ‘Here you go,’ Abbey says.

      ‘Renee?’ I ask.

      ‘I take it that is you on those bikes?’ she replies in her strong French accent.

      ‘Matt Hunter,’ I explain. ‘We’re from the British Museum.’

      ‘Hunter, like Monsieur Adam?’

      ‘That’s my younger brother,’ I reply. ‘Do you have the crystal?’

      ‘Yes, I have this damned thing,’ she spits.

      ‘We’ll escort you to the nearest airport,’ I explain. ‘From there we’ll take the crystal back to Egypt and hopefully break the curse.’

      ‘Hopefully?’ she questions.

      ‘It’s the only plan we have.’

      ‘We can leave the crystal with you if you’d rather?’ Gabriel suggests.

      ‘No, please take it,’ she quickly replies. ‘Get that accursed thing out of my country.’

      ‘Gabriel, form up alongside the truck,’ I order.

      ‘Matt, they’re setting up a blockade to stop us,’ Gabriel warns me.

      I see them ahead, two more Jeeps blocking most of the road. I see stinger traps in the hands of the crews; beds of nails designed to puncture tyres.

      ‘Speed up, Renee!’ I shout at her.

      ‘What?’ she says in shock. ‘Are you crazy?’

      ‘Speed up and keep your head down,’ I order. ‘Your truck will be able to force its way through. Gabriel, form up behind her.’

      ‘You see those stingers?’ Gabriel asks.

      ‘Renee, speed up!’ I yell.

      She does, the truck hurtling towards the blockade. The mercenaries open fire, a hail of bullets hitting Renee’s vehicle but it does not stop, smashing through before the stingers can be thrown into our path. Gabriel and I follow, keeping our heads down too as more bullets fly towards us.

      ‘Renee, you still with us?’ I ask urgently.

      ‘My vehicle is shot to hell, but yes, somehow I’m still here,’ she replies, voice shaken.

      ‘Well done,’ I tell her. ‘You did great.’

      ‘We can’t keep this up, Matt,’ Gabriel tells me.

      ‘Abbey, where’s the nearest airport from here?’ I ask via the earpiece.

      ‘Ten kilometres following this road east,’ she replies.

      ‘Ten kilometres,’ I repeat. ‘Just ten more kilometres.’

      ‘There are just the two of you, yes?’ Renee asks.

      ‘Only the best,’ Gabriel replies.

      ‘Then what about the others?’

      ‘What others?’ I ask, before seeing them in my mirror.

      Three motorcycles riding in tight formation are closing on us fast. The front wheel of the lead bike rises up, the other two joining in unison before all three thunder down, revealing the automatic weapons slung over the shoulder of each rider.

      ‘You seeing this, Gabriel?’ I ask.

      ‘Yep, got a plan?’ he asks back.

      ‘Stay with the truck,’ I tell him. ‘Renee, you have to get to that airport. Don’t stop for anything. Gabriel, stay with her.’

      ‘I’m not leaving you behind,’ he tries to argue.

      ‘I’ll catch you up at the airport,’ I tell them. ‘Go, I’m right behind you.’

      Gabriel argues more but I ignore him, centring myself directly in front of the three approaching bikes before braking sharply. They scatter as I expected, one veering into the way of a car, slamming hard into its bonnet. The other two steer clear, one accelerating after the truck whilst the other opens fire on me. I shoot back but he hits the target first. My bike tremors from the impact and my arm screams in agony as white hot pain rips through it, a bullet striking just below the elbow.

      I can barely hold onto my handgun but manage to squeeze the trigger one last time before the weapon falls from my grasp. My bullet strikes the front wheel of the enemy rider and he loses control, slamming into a barrier dividing the road.

      Smoke pours from my bike, the engine hit and fuel leaking at an incredible rate. I see the remaining, final biker heading for Renee’s truck, gun held high and aiming straight at her window.

      ‘Gabriel?’ I call, but I see he’s already aware of the threat. He veers straight at the enemy rider, who banks aside and unleashes a burst of automatic fire. Without stopping Gabriel leaps from his bike to the truck, barely clinging on to the door as the bike falls away in a hail of bullets and explodes. I only just miss the flames and shards of metal but ahead see the rider take aim at Gabriel again.

      I push my bike on; giving everything it has left to catch up. This is Adam level of stupid. Without my gun I only have one choice and slam my motorcycle into our attackers, both bikes sent flying and my world tumbling.

      I hit the road hard, missing traffic by some miracle and rolling with my momentum. The museum’s uniform takes most of the damage, but my body is still aching horribly by the time I stop, especially my leg and arm. Ahead I see Renee’s truck driving into the distance, Gabriel pulling himself inside the cabin, safe.

      I stagger towards the other rider, forcing myself to stand and fighting off the growing dizziness from the agony of my wounds. Already my foe is reaching for his weapon and I sprint on, ignoring the pain and kicking him hard, knocking the gun from his reach. I tear off his helmet, hitting him hard across the face with my left fist.

      ‘You’re Winterbourne, aren’t you?’ I yell at the man. I feel it, all the anger, all the fear, and everything I endured under Makov’s torture released in a rage against this one man. I hit him again and again, the pain from the gunshot wound in my arm forgotten in my fury.

      ‘Why did you do this? Why did you destroy these cities? Why?’

      I stop, forcing myself to step away and letting my anger pass. All the man does is laugh.

      ‘It isn’t over.’ He chuckles, not caring for his injuries or the beating at my hands. ‘When was the last time you spoke to your precious little brother?’

      ‘Abbey,’ I call to her via my earpiece, filled with dread. ‘Where’s Adam?’

      Before she can reply, the plagues of Paris finally catch up to me, the air filled with sand, flies, locusts, wasps, and more, swarms of them. I can’t breathe, diving over the barriers of the motorway for cover, crouching down and covering my eyes and mouth. Vehicles collide all around me, their drivers as blind as I am as they try desperately to escape the chaos.

      Through the gaps in my fingers I peer out and see the other rider, the Winterbourne mercenary, flies and locusts forcing their way into his mouth and filling his throat. He thrashes in terror with muffled screams before his body stills, looking to me in death’s stare with empty eye sockets.

      ‘Abbey!’ I yell into my earpiece above the drone of the swarms. ‘Abbey! Where’s Adam?’
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      ADAM—Somwhere over the Mediterranean Sea, so I’m told

      ‘Wakey wakey, sunshine!’ my overly cheery pilot, Paul Jacobs, says.

      ‘How long was I out?’ I ask before a long yawn.

      ‘Couple of hours before you started calling out,’ he replies. ‘Some sort of bad nightmare, I bet. You must be beat.’

      ‘You can say that again,’ I say, stretching out and checking that the amber crystal is still in my pocket. It was the crone again, the banshee haunting my dreams.

      ‘How long we got until Cairo?’ I ask, trying to forget her horrible, twisted grimace and piercing scream.

      ‘About an hour until we land,’ Paul answers. ‘Maybe less. We’ve made good time.’

      Especially aboard a private charter two engine plane, I think to myself. It was the best Abbey could arrange on such short notice, paying a fortune for all the fuel stops in several countries on the way. Finally we are on the final leg of the journey, next stop Cairo. From the cockpit of the plane, alongside the pilot, it’s definitely the best view I’ve ever had. The most nerve-wracking too, fearing that in my clumsiness I’ll hit the controls accidentally. Earlier in the trip, Paul offered a few quick lessons if I wanted, the controls in front of me perfectly functioning. I passed on the offer. I can’t even keep a motorcycle in one piece let alone a plane.

      My phone rings and I look to Paul if I can answer it.

      ‘I don’t care,’ he replies with a shrug. ‘If we plunge to our doom though, I’m blaming you!’

      I risk it, answering the call.

      ‘Adam?’ Judith’s voice asks. ‘Adam, you awake?’

      ‘I’m here,’ I reply, yawning again. ‘How’re things going? The other teams having any luck?’

      ‘I’ve no idea to be honest,’ Judith replies. ‘I’m currently on a plane following you to Cairo.’

      ‘Okay…’ I say in confusion.

      ‘I translated more of the Book of the Dead,’ she explains. ‘I’ve found a way to stop this, all of it. The disasters, the plagues, the curse, everything.’

      ‘Go on,’ I say. She definitely has my full attention.

      ‘We got the translation wrong before,’ she tells me. ‘When we entered the pyramid, the words, the warning, it wasn’t complete. It should have read; Death shall follow the steps of those who disturb his rest and on swift wings the world shall tremble. In the Book of the Dead, the warning continues. The thief shall be damned, forever haunted by the loss his actions reek upon the world.’

      ‘I guess the damned thief they speak of is me at the moment, isn’t it?’ I reply, feeling the crystal in my pocket again.

      ‘Well, you and the others once they retrieve the

      crystals,’ she replies.

      ‘How does this help us?’ I ask.

      ‘You were right about the pyramid,’ she explains. ‘It may be buried in sand now but the Book of the Dead states that with it, the carrier of the texts can enter the tombs safely to pay homage to lost loved ones.’

      ‘So if I carry the Book of the Dead, I should be able to get back inside the pyramid,’ I say.

      ‘That’s why I have it right here in the seat next to me,’ Judith says.

      ‘And with it I can return the crystals, Osiris’ heart, soul, and mind.’

      ‘And break the curse. That’s what it says in the scrolls anyway. It wasn’t just spells for the afterlife they recorded but how to protect their earthly remains. Curses, plagues, all of it was real.’

      ‘Thank you, Judith,’ I tell her. ‘I know this can’t have been easy for you.’

      ‘It’s what we do, I guess,’ she says. ‘We step up even when things are bad. Besides, I know he’s still here with me. The Egyptians had their beliefs in the afterlife and I have mine. John is still with me.’

      ‘I’m certain he is,’ I agree.

      ‘I’ll make contact when I  land in Cairo,’ she tells me. ‘Keep on the move.’

      ‘You don’t need to tell me,’ I reply before signing off.

      I think of Matt, Emma, Dave, and Gabriel. I hope they’re okay, knowing of the destruction done to London and what might await them in Paris and Stockholm. Paul told me that news reports were full of it, experts unable to explain the tragic and catastrophic events. When I land in Cairo I will need to keep moving, the storms still chasing me and the plagues building every time I stop. We nearly didn’t manage a few of the take-offs from our fuel stops, Paul threatening to call the flight off until I offered more money.

      Looking out the window, I notice we are now flying low over land, the plane barely above the sand dunes below.

      ‘We low on fuel again?’ I ask.

      ‘Nope,’ Paul calmly replies.

      ‘I thought you said it was still an hour to go?’ I ask.

      ‘Yeah, to Cairo,’ Paul says, ‘but we aren’t headed for Cairo.’

      Dread fills me, but before I can act I feel the cold metal of a gun barrel rest against the side of my head.

      ‘Sorry, fella, but someone offered more money than you did,’ Paul says, banking hard and lowering the plane again.

      ‘You don’t know what you’re doing,’ I warn him.

      ‘Dead or alive, they didn’t specify,’ he says, priming his gun. ‘Make it easy on yourself, please.’

      Looking out the cockpit window I see a runway ahead of us, military vehicles too, and armed soldiers. Winterbourne. I can’t let the crystal fall into their hands again.

      Distract and act.

      ‘Sorry, Paul,’ I tell him, grabbing the controls in front of me and turning them hard. The plane suddenly banks, turning hard to the right. At this low altitude the wing collides with the ground. Paul’s gun goes off, deafening me, before the world becomes chaos, the plane crashing into the sands below.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes flicker open, vision blurred as I wake. I’m being dragged by the arms away from the burning wreckage. Everywhere, there is twisted metal and flames. Paul’s body is dragged free too, bloodied and broken but still alive.

      I see him, the masked armoured man with glowing red eyes standing over me. In Hawke’s hand is the amber crystal. I have failed.
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      ISIS—South of Thebes, ancient Egypt

      It was difficult to leave Thebes. Juba offered us safety and protection. We had a chance at a new, safe life behind the high walls of the city, even if it lasted but a short time before Set’s rage reached Thebes’ walls. Though tempted, I could not accept, but I know I was not the only one who considered the offer. I overheard Diona and Rivonous talking when they thought they were alone. I saw their reflection in the bronze mirror upon the wall.

      ‘You know of my affection for you?’ Diona tells my guardian.

      ‘I have known for some time,’ I hear him reply.

      ‘Yet never spoken of it?’ she questions.

      ‘I am old enough to be father to you.’

      ‘I do not care for that,’ she replies, hand rising to caress the scars on his face.

      ‘You are servant and closest friend to our queen,’ he replies, voice softening. ‘I have sworn my life to protect her. That is my duty and nothing can….’

      She silences him with a kiss. I have never been prouder of Diona.

      I walk away, leaving the pair alone. I pray that Thoth’s promises to us are not false. Diona and Rivonous would have happily remained in Thebes together but for my quest.

      The priest will still reveal nothing of his plans to return Osiris to us, stating that we have almost everything we need. I know what is absent; the last piece of my husband. His limbs resided in Thebes under close guard of Juba’s men and we already have his torso. Now it is only my beloved’s head we must find, Aswan our destination. All I can do now is continue on my journey and show faith in the priest. Hope is all I have. Hope is all any of us have.

      We continue on until the sun begins to set, plunging the land in darkness.

      ‘We should make camp soon,’ Oxa advises.

      ‘Quiet!’ Anubis warns, his eyes peering to our left, then right.

      ‘What is it?’ I ask, drawing my dagger from its scabbard.

      ‘We’re being watched and followed,’ Anubis says in a low voice.

      ‘Numbers?’ Rivonous asks with urgency.

      ‘Too many for us to combat,’ Anubis states, his keen eyes taking in everything.

      ‘Can we flee back north?’ I suggest.

      ‘Oh, it’s too late for that,’ a voice announces from the darkness, an arrow thudding into the ground before my horse.

      Another arrow whistles through the air, then others, all from different directions, all as warnings. Suddenly, I feel hands grasp me, wrenching me roughly from the saddle. I swing my dagger blindly at them but they catch my arm, tearing the blade from my grip. Around me I hear the others, Rivonous, Diona, Anubis, Oxa, and Thoth, each disarmed and taken, dragged away into the darkness of the night.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What have we here?’ a voice asks, though I can see nothing. Blindfolded and chained to a post, I am once again a prisoner.

      ‘Initially I thought you thieves, spies maybe for Set’s Medji...’ the voice continues.

      ‘You are not with the usurper?’ I ask.

      ‘Ha!’ The man laughs. ‘I spit on the thought. Yes we thought you to be spies, until we found your cargo. Now I am certain that you are his followers. Why else would you carry the desecrated body of our king?’

      ‘I was…I am his wife,’ I plead.

      ‘I know that, my dear,’ the voice replies as the blindfold is torn from my head.

      My eyes blink furiously to adjust to the light, and as my sight returns, I recognise my captor. The white thinning hair and narrow eyes, the armour marked with the falcon of Osiris. He is General Herihor, loyal soldier of Osiris’ northern army.

      ‘I had heard rumour of your escape,’ I tell him.

      ‘I’m sure you did, from that snake Set,’ the General says, pouring himself cup of wine and drinking deep. He appears aged since I saw him last atop the steps of the palace, tired with new scars on his face and arms.

      ‘What do you accuse me of?’ I ask him.

      ‘I have also heard rumours that you were complicit in our king’s murder. I have heard that in the midst of the high priest’s prayers that it was your dagger, or maybe the priest’s, that tore into Osiris’ back and drew first blood.’

      ‘I have come too far and endured too much to hear your lies,’ I state, flushed with anger. ‘I would never harm my husband, let alone…’

      ‘No, you wouldn’t,’ he quickly agrees. ‘Anyone could see that you were devoted to our king, the same as anyone could see that the old man could not strike such a blow. I do wonder why you would travel with our king’s remains and in the company of the tyrant’s own son.’

      ‘Anubis has cut all ties with his father,’ I explain. ‘If given the chance he would tear the heart from the man who murdered our king.’

      ‘As he himself has said,’ Herihor agrees. ‘What of Osiris’ body?’

      ‘That is more difficult to explain,’ I say. ‘We seek to reclaim the remains of my husband. Thoth believes he can return Osiris from the underworld.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘He would not reveal his secrets to me.’

      ‘Yet you set out across half of Egypt anyway.’ Herihor laughs. ‘Maybe the priest can explain further.’

      Thoth is summoned and the priest is dragged into the shelter with his hands chained.

      ‘Tell us old man, how do you seek to return our king to us,’ Herihor states. ‘Speak quickly for I am short of time.’

      ‘I know not what you mean…’ the old priest tries to lie.

      ‘Do not try falsehood,’ Herihor warns. ‘I will not be merciful. How will you resurrect our king?’

      ‘Ra shows all in visions to me,’ Thoth states, eyes closing with head bowed.

      ‘What did you see, old man?’ the general asks. I listen intently too, eager to hear Thoth’s explanation.

      ‘I saw a demon strike at a falcon in nest,’ the priest explains. ‘The betrayal of Osiris by Set. If I had but understood the warning…I wish I could have done more.’

      ‘What else?’ Herihor utters, pouring himself more wine.

      ‘I saw myself, following the flight of a sparrow-hawk.’

      ‘Another bird,’ the general muses. ‘Who did this one represent?’

      ‘Our queen,’ Thoth says. ‘She summons her husband once again, guiding him body and soul to reunite at the sands of the desert.’

      ‘Any more miracles?’

      ‘I saw Osiris standing before me, organs bejewelled, body wrapped yet whole. He was our king returned.’

      ‘And you believe Ra gifted these visions to you to set you on your path?’ the general questions. I cannot tell if he is in belief of the priest’s words or not. Nor do I know if I truly believe.

      ‘Ra showed the way and will guide us farther,’ Thoth swears.

      ‘Quite the tale,’ Herihor states. ‘It is one that I do not trust.’

      ‘It is the truth,’ I say, trying to stand, yet my chains will not permit it.

      ‘Truth or not does not matter,’ he says. ‘I grow weary of your childish stories. Our words have run to conclusion and our sands of time run empty. I am needed elsewhere.’

      ‘Wait,’ I plead to him. ‘You wear the falcon of my husband upon your armour.’

      ‘What of it?’ he asks impatiently.

      ‘You still fight in his name?’ I ask with hope.

      ‘I was able to escape the slaughter of the night we lost Osiris with half his army,’ Herihor explains. ‘It was chaos of fire and blood, yet somehow we survived. We have been on the march ever since, but as I said, the sands of time run empty. Set’s Medji approaches and I am tired of running.’

      ‘You face Set himself?’ I ask.

      ‘Set and his Nubian allies.’ He laughs. ‘They outnumber us greatly; five of them for every man I have under my command.’

      ‘You cannot defeat such numbers.’

      ‘I grow tired of running,’ he repeats with a wry smile, ‘as do the men. We will not surrender to that tyrant. We will show the usurper and his cohorts how true Egyptians fight.’

      ‘Is there no escape?’ I ask of him.

      ‘For my men, no,’ Herihor says. ‘But perhaps for a small group.’

      The general summons guards who quickly approach Thoth and me, releasing us of our chains.

      ‘There are paths west through the dunes that can be navigated easily enough by a small number of riders,’ Herihor explains. ‘If I am to die, I would not have my queen’s life be forfeit as well. Osiris was a brother to me. He trusted you and so shall I.’

      Two chests are brought to us, both marked with the falcon along with a third as well, the last needed.

      ‘I return to you what was taken,’ he says, placing a hand upon the third chest, ‘and give to you the final piece. My men fell upon Set’s riders destined for Aswan.’

      I am overjoyed at the news. Before me are finally the assembled remains of my husband.

      ‘Thank you, Herihor,’ I say to him. ‘You have given us everything we have sought since leaving Tjenu.’

      ‘Do what you must, my Queen.’

      ‘Peace be with you,’ I tell him. He merely laughs, marching away with his men to ready for battle.

      ‘The ritual?’ I ask of Thoth.

      ‘We need time to make the necessary preparations,’ the priest says. ‘We cannot do this with Set and his horde so close.’

      ‘Then we ride again,’ the voice of Rivonous greets as he, Anubis, Oxa, and Diona enter, shackles removed by their guards.

      ‘West is the only route left to us,’ Anubis states. ‘Set’s riders patrol to the north and south. It is a wonder we were found by Herihor’s men at all.’

      ‘There is only one place we can go to the west,’ Rivonous says with caution.

      ‘We have no choice,’ I tell my guardian.

      The chests are carried out to waiting horses and strapped between them, ready to travel. Around us we see horses, chariots, archers, and spearmen, hundreds of them. Thousands. They will not be enough. We see it on the horizon, the immense army of Set marching across the plains. It dwarves the forces of Herihor.

      ‘I will not be joining you on this final journey,’ Oxa states, surprising us all.

      ‘Don’t be foolish,’ Anubis tells him.

      ‘I will remain here,’ Oxa says firmly. ‘I will stay with the last of my brothers of Osiris’ northern army. For three years I served and bled among them. If their fate is to fall this night, then I will fight as one of them once again.’

      ‘If this is your wish,’ I say, shocked but trying to understand the man. If I had choice again I would wish to die with the one I devoted my life to.

      ‘I should remain also,’ Anubis says, looking out towards Set’s army of Medji.

      ‘No,’ Oxa refuses. ‘See to the fate of our queen. Protect her as we protected Osiris all those many years.’

      He clasps Anubis’ arm, their foreheads meeting for a moment in silent goodbye.

      ‘Go,’ Oxa tells him, forcing a smile. ‘I will see you again someday in the afterlife, my brother. Make it not this day. Return our king to the living.’

      ‘In this life or the next, we shall be reunited,’ Anubis replies.

      When they part, I see tears in Anubis’ eyes. Oxa and he are the last of Osiris’ guard, brothers in arms since boyhood. Anubis does not look back as he mounts his steed and leads it away from camp.

      ‘Where lies our destination?’ Diona asks me.

      ‘We return home,’ I state with certainty. ‘We return to the only destination left to us.’
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      ADAM—A bunker, somewhere near the centre of the earth judging by the heat

      Sweat absolutely covers me. My mouth is as dry as the sand of the desert. I have no idea how long I’ve been here, sitting on the stone floor of my cell, wrists chained together. I taste salt on my lips, a dull ache behind my eyes not helped by his endless droning.

      ‘You look a tad warm, kid,’ Hank taunts me, that same cruel grin across his face as there was when he took John’s life. ‘Are you sure I can’t tempt you with a cool, refreshing glass of water?’

      I say nothing, staying as silent as I have since I was dragged down into the depths of this bunker. Though out of the sun, the heat is just as bad down here, the shirt of my tuxedo soaked through, the jacket torn to shreds in the plane crash.

      ‘It’s a shame,’ Hank says, taking a long draft from a glass of water with ice. ‘You seem like such a bright lad and certainly more than capable from what I’ve seen. I could use you in my crew, finally a replacement for that lovesick fool Gabriel. You won’t be of use to anyone dying of thirst down here.’

      I still don’t speak.

      ‘I get it,’ he says. ‘You’re angry over what happened to that fella. Jack his name?’

      ‘John,’ I finally say through pained, cracked lips.

      ‘John, yeah that was it,’ he says. ‘I am sorry about that. Casualties in this line of work are an occupational hazard. He shouldn’t have been so foolish as to draw a gun on me.’

      I return to silence, knowing he’s only trying to goad me into a fight. I save my energy, waiting for a decent opportunity. A knock sounds at the door as it unlocks, no chances taken in case I try to escape.

      ‘We’ve run out of time,’ Hank says, pouring the rest of the glass of water onto the stone floor. ‘What a shame.’

      ‘They say the ninth circle of hell, the worst punishment of all, is what awaits traitors,’ I tell him. ‘For what you did to John, I hope it’s true.’

      ‘Cute,’ Hank remarks before striking me hard across the jaw. ‘Your days are numbered, kid.’

      ‘Thanks for letting me know.’ I chuckle.

      As he walks out of my cell, I see Eric waiting outside, battle-axe still strapped to his back. He fixes me with a pained expression before I see her, the other traitor. Her black hair is gone, replaced with blonde, but it is still her.

      ‘She’s a pretty one, isn’t she?’ Hank says, stroking a hand along her neck. ‘Perhaps she will have better luck with you.’

      ‘Lose yourself in a bottle, Hank,’ Jesse says, pulling away from his touch and slamming the door in his face.

      ‘Well, if it isn’t Jesse Carlyle,’ I say in mocking tone. ‘Or is it Marie Devaux? Benedict Arnold? Judas?’

      ‘Very funny,’ she replies, that same wide and enticing look in her eyes. ‘C’mon, Adam. Don’t be mad at me.’

      ‘Is Jesse even your real name?’ I ask. ‘Or is it just thief?’

      ‘I promise I’ll tell you one day, blue eyes.’ She chuckles with a cruel smile.

      ‘Why are you doing this?’ I ask her. ‘Why stab us in the back? Why unleash the curse and cause all this loss of life?’

      ‘That wasn’t my idea,’ she says, walking to me and placing a hand upon my cheek. ‘Believe me, my employment was simply to secure the riches of the pyramid. Meeting you, playing our little game of love, it was just a happy coincidence.’

      Her face lowers to mine, nearing as if to kiss me before her smile spreads and mocking laughter returns.

      ‘Men, you make this all so easy,’ she says, before switching to her French accent. ‘Or do you prefer it when I am innocent and frightened, needing a strong man like you, Monsieur Hunter?’

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘To see the great Adam Hunter again,’ she teases me, returning to her English accent.

      ‘Leave me alone, thief.’

      ‘No, I mean it. I wanted to see you again,’ she says. ‘I wanted to see you because you changed everything. You were seen by the world, lifting that Roman Eagle and proving that myths and legends can be true. You proved that real power and riches do exist in our world. Everyone knows now, everyone wants to know and you started it all. You changed everything.’

      ‘Why come to me?’ I ask, tired of all the deception.

      ‘Oh, I had to,’ she says. ‘Especially after hearing of all the fun you and your friends have been having since our time together in Egypt. I had to see you to ask why you would go to such lengths to obtain the crystals.’

      ‘To stop the curse your people unleashed,’ I tell her, beginning to lose my patience. ‘To protect the people of those cities you tried to destroy. Hundreds of them, thousands maybe might have lost their lives because of your actions.’

      I see confusion in her face, doubt beginning to surface.

      ‘You didn’t think of that, did you?’ I ask. ‘The toll you would inflict in handing over the canopic jars.’

      ‘I had no idea that Winterbourne would send them out to you,’ she tries to protest in innocence. ‘Nor did I know what those things would unleash. I’m freelance, Adam. They hired me to do a job and I completed my contract. I never expected any of this. How could I? I don’t even know who’s running this whole show.’

      ‘You mean you’ve done all this and you don’t even know who you’re really working for?’ I laugh. I continue laughing, seeing how uncomfortable it makes her. Good. I want her to hurt for what she has done.

      ‘Treat all the ladies like this?’ she asks.

      ‘You’re no lady,’ I reply. ‘But I can see that a part of you cares.’

      ‘Don’t…’ she tries to warn me, but I continue on regardless.

      ‘Jesse, you don’t have to do this. You don’t have to keep working for Winterbourne or whoever the hell they are. You can put right the mistakes you’ve made. I can stop the curse from harming anyone else.’

      The confusion remains on her face before she forces a smile.

      ‘It’s too late for that now, sweet Adam. It’s like Hank said, we all do what we must in this life.’

      ‘I preferred you as Marie,’ I taunt her.

      She turns to leave, stopping at the door and looking to me over her shoulder.

      ‘If it’s any consolation, I am sorry,’ she says.

      ‘This isn’t the end,’ I say, forcing a grin. ‘In this life or the next.’

      ‘In this life or the next,’ Jesse repeats. ‘Catch you later, blue eyes. I’m off to a beach in the Caribbean.’ Then she’s gone, leaving me in darkness again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      ISIS—Tjenu, my home

      The streets of the capital are empty, the people of the city hiding in fear. Set has wrought terror throughout Tjenu, my home no longer the jovial place where children laugh and roam the streets. This place is more graveyard than capital.

      Among the high dunes, we saw the battle between Set and Herihor unfold. The conflict lasted most of the day, the loyal men of my husband’s army proving difficult to slay until they were finally surrounded and overwhelmed. The men who once marched with Osiris did not fall without inflicting severe losses to Set, half his horde of traitorous Egyptians and Nubians dragged to the afterlife with them. When the last of Herihor’s men fall, we finally turn away and continue on, saddened again at the loss of another of our group and more good people.

      We enter the city through another of Thoth’s secret passages, the priest aware of much in the capital unknown by the rest of us. The journey is tough, the chests containing Osiris proving difficult to manoeuvre and keep out of the gaze of the guards patrolling the city. The darkness of nightfall helps us travel unseen. We find the temple of Ra burned to the ground, as are the homes of many families known to be loyal to Osiris. We instead hurry towards the palace, certain that among the hidden lower chambers we can avoid discovery.

      The palace roof is burned and much of the interior lost to fires, the halls deserted much like the city without Set in attendance. We discover that the lower chambers are cut off by more damage wrought by flame and instead make preparations in the largest of the servants’ quarters, Diona our guide.

      ‘I must prepare the body,’ Thoth says, opening the chests one by one.

      The priest lays Osiris’ body upon a vast table in the centre of the room as if it were an altar. I cannot bear eyes upon it, my husband’s body dishonoured and defiled, limbs torn from shoulder and hip, head severed at the neck. I will see Set burn for what he did.

      ‘Go,’ Thoth instructs me, seeing my discomfort. ‘I will summon you when the ritual is ready.’

      I long to stay, to never leave my husband’s side again, but the shouts of alarm from the halls above draw all attention.

      ‘I need time,’ Thoth tells us.

      ‘And you shall have it,’ I promise him.

      Anubis, Rivonous, and surprisingly, Diona, stand with me.

      ‘I will see this done,’ Diona says, spear in hands.

      ‘Do you know how to wield that?’ I ask of her, drawing a swift thrust into the air from my servant.

      ‘Rivonous is not the only one to receive training in how to defend our queen,’ she says, forced smile through her fear.

      ‘Upstairs,’ Anubis instructs, leading the way.

      In my hands are daggers. I spent too long and lost

      too much recovering my husband’s body to let it fall into the clutches of Set and his minions again.

      We return to where we feasted and witnessed the deaths of so many; the main hall of the palace. All of us stop and look on in horror at what we find. Hanging above the centre of the room, wrists and ankles held suspended by chains is my sister, Nephthys. Her clothes are stained bloody and stinking. She must have been here for days.

      ‘What have they done to you?’ I utter in shock.

      ‘Sister…’ her weak voice calls to me. ‘Sister….run…’

      ‘It’s too late for that,’ a voice mocks from the balcony of the hall.

      ‘I knew you would return to us,’ another states.

      They were waiting, Set’s bodyguard, Silas, and the Nubian queen Kyleece, a group of six guards waiting with them.

      ‘You have returned to where your husband died, right here in this very spot,’ the Nubian queen taunts. Gone are the chains that held her when first she entered this hall. The golden crown, my crown, is now atop her head.

      ‘You will pay for your treachery,’ I warn them.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Silas replies, his cruel smile once more upon his lips. ‘I was hoping that we would meet again. You escaped me before. Well, not all of you. Your friend…’

      ‘Paydun,’ Anubis says his name through gritted teeth.

      ‘Paydun, yes, that was it,’ Silas says, smile growing broader. ‘He still drew breath for a time after you abandoned him. I threw him to the jackals. His screams were unending.’

      A roar of anger and hatred bellows from Anubis as he throws his spear with all the strength of his arm. The weapon flies across the hall, Silas ducking away, but the spear impales in the chest of the man behind him.

      Rivonous, Diona, and I roar as lions, senses lost to bloodlust and we charge the traitors. Anubis is with us, crossing blades with Silas as Rivonous and Diona face his men. I focus only on Kyleece. She snarls like a wildcat, leaping towards me with clawed nails. They tear across my cheek, warm blood flowing across my face. My daggers swing near but she is too fast, spinning away and clawing at me again.

      ‘You were not worthy of this crown!’ she spits at me.

      ‘Maybe,’ I tell her, ‘but upon your brow it is tainted.’

      I throw one of my daggers, but this time she is too slow, the blade tearing into her shoulder. Kyleece screams like a feral beast, drawing a club from her belt. She swings it again and again, and it is my turn to back away from her reach, but she is faster than I, the club hammering into my arm. The bone cracks and a cry of agony escapes my lips. She swings again and catches the side of my skull, the force of the blow sending me tumbling to the floor. More of my blood flows free. My world continues to spin even as my body ceases movement.

      ‘Queens must be warriors,’ Kyleece leers, cackling like a hyena. ‘You are just frightened child.’

      I say nothing, the agony of my head and arm clouding all. I can see the bone puncturing the flesh of the limb, blood covering the floor.

      ‘And look,’ Kyleece says, gesturing towards the ongoing fights around us. ‘You will not be entering the afterlife alone.’

      I see Anubis facing Silas and two of his men, spears surrounding the warrior. It is not he who draws tears from my eyes, but the sight of my guardian and my closest friend. Rivonous and Diona lie still upon the floor, blood covering them, their arms reaching out to each other in their last breaths.

      I see them, Rivonous and Diona, Oxa and Paydun, Nephthys and Anubis, and of course, my husband, Osiris. All are lost or soon to die. All has been taken from me. No more tears will come, all shock and sorrow forgotten as burning rage overwhelms me.

      The roar from within me is unlike any other. With my good arm, I grab my remaining dagger and charge at Kyleece, ramming the blade through her heart. Her smile finally ceases, but I do not stop, drawing the dagger free and then thrusting it into her body again.

      ‘Isis!’ Anubis yells to me, snapping me from my madness.

      Rising up, I tear the dagger through the throat of one man and, ducking beneath the swinging spear of the other, ram the blade through his chest too. Anubis takes his chance, hitting Silas over and over before wrenching the spear from his hands and thrusting it through the eye of the villain. Silas’ dead eye looks on in disbelief before Anubis forces his body back and over the balcony, crashing down to the ground far below.

      ‘You will burn forever in the underworld for murdering our king!’ Anubis calls after him.

      My head spins, the agony of my arm and head threatening to overwhelm me. Anubis hurries to Rivonous and Diona, his head shaking.

      ‘Silas reached them before I could…’ he sadly says.

      ‘Their souls will be together in eternity,’ I say, stumbling and almost falling before Anubis catches me. ‘Go to my sister. Cut her down and get her to safety. Save her life if you can.’

      ‘My Queen!’ Thoth’s voice echoes from the chambers below us. ‘My Queen, the time is upon us!’

      ‘The ritual,’ I utter, steadying myself and forcing my steps on.

      ‘Sister…’ Nephthys calls weakly to me as Anubis tries to free her of the chains.

      ‘We will be reunited,’ I tell my sister, but I cannot focus. Staggering on and falling several times I make my way down towards the servants’ chambers, one word repeated from my lips.

      ‘Osiris.’

      Thoth has already begun the ritual. The chamber is covered in candles, barely lighting the chamber, yet I can see all. My husband lies atop the table still, his body wrapped tightly in cloth, his face covered in a jade mask. Three jewels rest at his feet; crimson, sky blue, and amber. At the centre of each is what appears to be an organ; brain, heart, and others I cannot name. Each emanates a pulsing glow like a heartbeat, its speed slowly growing. Beneath the jewels are gatherings of papyrus, pages that flutter in the non-existent breeze, spells etched across the scriptures. In each corner of the table is a golden coin, all spinning without slowing.

      ‘Ra, let your light guide him,’ Thoth says, voice deep and not his own. His eyes are rolled back in his head, body twitching, tremoring as he speaks.

      ‘His heart, mind, and soul return to him. Use this Book of the Dead to guide him from the afterlife. Ra, let your light guide him.’

      Red flames erupt from Thoth’s palms, though the priest shows no sign of pain. The flames spread across the room and reach out to envelop the still body of Osiris. I scream his name but cannot move, watching in stunned awe. A deep boom sounds above us, the palace trembling, the stone walls and floor beneath feet shaking as if they will tear apart. Lights flicker in the chamber, blinding me. The booms sounding again and again as the jewels flash brightly.

      ‘My Queen,’ Thoth calls to me, his voice returned

      as he takes my wounded arm. ‘My Queen, we cannot stay here.’

      ‘No, I must stay with him,’ I say. ‘I must stay with my husband.’

      ‘My Queen, we must go!’ Thoth cries.

      Though I try, I cannot fight him, my strength gone. The priest half carries me out of the chamber. We hurry on, the palace still trembling, seeking the nearest escape before the stone walls fall down upon us.

      We escape into the night beyond the palace, rising sands covering the streets.  Once we are clear, the palace finally crumbles and falls. The building where I spent most of my life is gone.

      ‘Osiris,’ I cry with a whisper, my voice unheard as a great booming crash of light tears across the sky. Fire ripples above us, and though it is the middle of the night, we see the sun emerge, bathing all in light and heat. Around us, the people of the city begin to emerge, amazed at the sight overhead.

      The very city shakes, the sky fire falling to strike among the ruins of the palace. It blinds all in the city, striking again and again. The tremors grow until many buildings in the capital begin to collapse. I see it rise from the ruins of the palace just as I think the very ground beneath us will crack open and swallow us all. Stone, perfectly cut and carved, layer upon layer, rising high and destroying the last of the palace and the surrounding buildings. Its pointed summit shines brightly, the crystal peak reflecting the sun’s light. Only when it towers over us does it cease its ascent, a mighty pyramid standing tall.

      He is there at its summit where the entire city can see him. His skin is pale, his wounds where flesh and bone were parted now marked with scars and his face shaded pale where the mask had rested. He staggers with his first step atop the stone pyramid, his eyes slowly opening and shining golden. I fall to my knees, as do all in the city, shocked and stunned at his return, a low chant now echoing.

      ‘OSIRIS. OSIRIS. OSIRIS.’

      He looks upon the city below him, confusion in his eyes until he sees me. A smile flutters across his lips and he walks slowly, uncertainly, climbing down the stepped side of the pyramid. I do not wait, running to him, climbing the vast steps as fast as my legs can carry me. My wounds are forgotten in my desperation to reach him, but as I near, he holds a hand up to stop me.

      ‘Isis?’ he says, confusion and fear in his eyes. ‘I thought myself lost to the underworld for all eternity. I saw it, all of it. How can I be standing here now? How can this be?’

      ‘I don’t care,’ I tell him, closing the distance between us and embracing my husband tight. His skin is cold to touch. He kisses me fiercely as if more than time had parted us. I never want him to let me go.

      ‘Ra granted my return,’ he states as our lips part, his confusion lost and the certainty and passion of my husband returned. ‘Ra granted my return but it was you who led me back to the living.’

      ‘I could not live parted from you,’ I tell him.

      ‘Your wounds,’ he says, looking to my head and the bone of my arm.

      ‘I don’t care,’ I repeat, but he takes both in his hands, warmth emanating from them. As he lifts his hands I see that the damage is undone, not even scars remaining where the flesh was torn and bone broken. It is as if I was never wounded at all.

      ‘How?’ I ask in disbelief.

      ‘I do not know,’ he says before suddenly looking beyond me towards the horizon.

      ‘Set?’ I ask.

      ‘My brother approaches,’ he confirms, though there is no fear in his words. ‘We do not have much time.’

      ‘Then we must flee,’ I tell him. ‘Flee and give you chance to regain strength.’

      ‘That was not my meaning,’ he says. ‘I do not have much time. It will not last. Ra’s strength that returned me, I feel it fading. I have only this one night.’

      ‘No,’ I say. ‘You are not returned to me just to be taken so soon.’

      ‘Ra has shown me the way,’ Osiris says, kissing me again. ‘We will not flee. We have this one night before Set’s arrival. Let us not waste it.’

      Behind us, the stone of the pyramid parts, revealing tunnels and chambers within. Osiris takes my hand and leads me inside, fire rippling in the sky above us.
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      ADAM—Still in the bunker, right next to the sun or the sun or the fires of hell by the heat down here

      My thirst grows with every passing moment. I may have been here for days, weeks even, I have no idea. I’m almost thankful when a voice calls out to me over a speaker.

      ‘Mr Adam Hunter,’ the voice says, the accent European, German or Swedish maybe. ‘How are you today?’

      ‘Bored,’ I reply with sarcasm.

      ‘It is good to see that your mind is still with you after all you have endured,’ the voice tells me. ‘It was quite the accident you had out on the runway. My name is Professor Karl Vietnar and I just wanted to thank you for bringing the Egyptian crystal to us. It is quite the discovery, one that I was not permitted to exam when we first acquired it.’

      ‘Not without unleashing the curse,’ I reply.

      ‘Exactly,’ the professor says. ‘The effects of such a small gem are quite remarkable. It draws down tremendous extreme weather patterns, a homing signal for insects and vermin and so much more. I do wonder what would happen if all three crystals, the heart, soul, and mind of Osiris, were reunited, but that is a test for another day. No, today’s test is just as intriguing.’

      ‘I’m not going to help you,’ I tell them.

      ‘You won’t have a choice, my friend.’

      The door of my cell swings open, two of their thugs marching in and forcing something into my hand. I know what it is just by the touch; the amber crystal. The men file out of the cell, securing the door behind them.

      ‘Now what?’ I ask. ‘Surely the storms have already started?’

      ‘Yes, they have,’ the professor says. ‘Thunder, lightning, earthquakes, and more. Rest assured, we are quite safe down here in this bunker, far below the surface. That is not why we are here. My friend, you were in a plane crash. It is lucky that you and your pilot survived. In fact, Mr Paul Jacobs has broken over a dozen bones in his body. You though, you crawled out of the wreckage without a scratch on you.’

      I had wondered about that. How is it possible that the only thing damaged were my clothes?

      ‘This is not the first time you have pulled off such a miracle,’ he says. ‘At the British Museum you survived a pane of glass smashing down onto you from a tremendous height, also without suffering a single injury.’

      ‘How do you know about that?’ I question.

      ‘We have our contacts among your friends at the museum,’ Professor Vietnar says. ‘That was why my employer sought to reclaim the crystals from you and your colleagues in Paris and Stockholm. We had to know more of your miraculous survival. We had to conduct tests. Now, judging from the bruising on your face from your interactions with Mr Hank Buchanan, you are not indestructible without the crystal, but…’

      His words stop as fire erupts in the corner of the room, nozzles across the ceiling pumping flammable gas inside. Quickly the flames spread across the cell towards me. I try to back away but my chains hold me in place and unable to escape. All I can do is force my eyes shut as the fire engulfs me.

      Amazingly, I feel no pain, the blaze surrounding me but not burning my skin. Stretching out my empty hand, I open my eyes to see the flames wrap around it, weaving between my fingers. Still there is no pain, but heat emanates from the crystal in my other hand.

      ‘Remarkable,’ the professor exclaims as the fires extinguish.

      Though the flames did not burn me, they certainly burned away everything else, leaving me butt-naked but for the ash of my clothes.

      ‘Are you crazy!’ I scream at him and anyone else watching. ‘You just barbecued me!’

      ‘Can we get him some clothes?’ the professor says as I quickly try to cover myself. ‘Thank you, Mr Hunter. This has been very enlightening. You see, the writings on the golden case that held the canopic jars, they revealed more truth than we previously thought.’

      ‘Death shall follow the steps of those who disturb his rest and on swift wings the world shall tremble. The thief shall be damned, forever haunted by the loss his actions reek upon the world.’

      ‘You see, the one who holds the crystals, the heart, soul, and mind of Osiris, the thief shall remain unharmed whilst the world around them suffers from the unleashed plagues. Their friends, their family, all would suffer whilst the thief remains unharmed but forever alone.’

      A curse upon the thief that would unleash great plagues wherever they went, killing all and any they love. They would never be able to love or find comfort with anyone, forever alone. It’s a horrifying defence to protect the tomb of Osiris. The warnings should have been listened to.

      ‘A punishment worse than death,’ I state.

      ‘Exactly, Mr Hunter,’ the professor says. ‘Now as you can expect there are many uses we could find for such items. All we need is to find your friends from the museum. Rest assured, we shall take back what was unleashed upon Paris and Stockholm.’

      ‘Good luck with that,’ I state with a dark grin. Emma, Matt, Dave, and Gabriel won’t give up the crystal gems easily.

      A loud bang sounds from somewhere above us, the room shaking briefly and then again, stronger and louder.

      ‘Feels like that storm’s getting worse,’ I say.

      ‘We are quite safe down here,’ Professor Vietnar states with confidence. ‘We are done for now. Thank you, Mr Hunter. I shall return for further testing when the time is right.’

      As the two guards enter my cell with clothes, the lights suddenly go out, the bunker shaking as the storm rages beyond the walls. When the lights return, I see one more person in the cell, towering over us all. He draws his battle-axe, and for a moment I think this must be my execution. Instead, the axe hammers into the other men.

      ‘Get dressed,’ Eric orders, throwing me the clothes.

      ‘If you have to,’ Jesse’s voice calls from the doorway, peering over at me.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I ask in shock, trying to cover up.

      ‘Coming for another kiss, blue eyes,’ Jesse says. ‘That and getting your sweet ass out of here.’

      ‘We saw what happened to Paris, Stockholm, and London,’ Eric explains. ‘We couldn’t let that happen again.’

      I fix him with a hard glare, unsure of whether to believe or trust him.

      ‘I was as shocked as any with Hank’s actions,’ Eric tells me. ‘I followed orders but his killing of your friend sickened me. I hope to make amends.’

      ‘As do I,’ Jesse confesses. ‘My contract was to secure the artefacts, not this, not all they have done with them. Besides, Eric offered me money to help you.’

      ‘Just as I was beginning to think you had a heart,’ I reply.

      ‘A girl’s got to eat,’ she says with her tempting smile.

      ‘I couldn’t just sit by and do nothing,’ Eric says apologetically.

      ‘This is a start,’ I tell him as the giant unlocks my restraints. I pull on trousers, a shirt, and some really ill-fitting boots. Jesse also offers me a handgun but I decline.

      ‘You’ll need it if we’re to get out of here,’ she says.

      ‘I’m more likely to shoot you than them,’ I tell her before speaking to Eric.

      ‘I’m in your hands,’ I tell him, trying not to look at Jesse. To me, her betrayal was worse. ‘Lead on.’

      I secure the amber crystal in a pocket and proceed out of the cell, more fallen guards in the corridor outside. We pass quickly, seeing no sign of Professor Vietnar. Around a corner we see three guards marching towards us, Eric and Jesse advancing on them while I’m told to wait out of sight. They approach without any cause for concern until they are right next to the guards, taking them down swiftly, and more importantly quietly, without gun or axe.

      I emerge and run to catch up to them but a door ahead of me opens, two guards stepping out.

      ‘Stop where you are!’ they shout.

      As they raise their guns I am already sprinting, sliding down across the floor and slamming into the legs of one of them, sending him tumbling. Rising up, I slam the gun of the second guard up, the weapon firing uselessly into the ceiling before I sweep the man’s legs out from under him. Using the wall for momentum, I leap up and over both men before they can stand, picking up their fallen guns and pointing them at their heads.

      ‘Back into the room!’ I order, seeing that the room is some sort of storage facility with no other exit. I close the door as soon as they are through, kicking the lock hard to break it and trap them.

      ‘Nice moves, blue eyes,’ Jesse says as I remove the ammunition from both guns and throw them away.

      ‘Not far to the main lifts,’ Eric says, leading us on farther.

      ‘Then it’s just a short trip to freedom…’ Jesse says before the bunker suddenly tremors, once at first, but then again and again.

      ‘The storms are getting worse,’ I tell them, feeling the crystal in my pocket. The bunker shakes again but more violently this time, the lights flickering before an alarm blares throughout the compound, a call for evacuation.

      ‘No, this is worse than a storm,’ Eric says.

      The giant leads us away in another direction and into an abandoned room filled with computer screens. Each screen shows locations across the world, much like the operations rooms back in the British Museum. At the far side of the room I see it, a Holy Grail for me, a mini-fridge stocked with bottled water. I hurry over, tearing the lid from a bottle and downing the contents in one go before moving onto the next. I then finally look to the computer screens.

      On one of the monitors we see the view of the desert beyond the bunker. The storm clouds are there, flashes of lightning with tornados tearing down. Swarms of flies and locusts fill the air, the sands stained with blood rain. Shards of ice and fire rain from the sky like comets, just like in London. It’s a nightmare again. At least the desert is empty, no lives at risk but those stupid enough to be in this bunker.

      ‘The sun,’ Jesse says in shock, pointing to another of the screens.

      We see it, the sun slowly eclipsing, casting the world into darkness.

      ‘This can’t be just one crystal,’ I state, realising that of course it isn’t. Distract and act. Matt, Emma, the rest of the team. They’re here.

      ‘C’mon, we need to…’ Eric begins to say before we see him, the masked commander of the Winterbourne mercenaries, Hawke. The glowing red eyes of his helmet look straight at us.

      Jesse fires her gun three times, but the bullets merely bounce off the mercenary’s armour. Before she can pull the trigger again, Hawke launches forward and strikes her hard, knocking the gun away. I take a chance, kicking out and catching him unaware. He recovers instantly, grabbing me and throwing me across the room.

      I see Eric attack, swinging his battle-axe round and chopping down towards the Winterbourne commander. The mercenary dodges away and hits the brute three times hard and fast. Hawke then pushes a massive computer monitor off a desk to crash down onto Eric, immobilising him. Jesse lunges towards him but he uses her momentum, slamming her into a work station.

      With Jesse and Eric fallen, the masked commander turns towards me. He catches my fist and twists my arm to hold me in a lock. Though I feel no pain thanks to the crystal gem, any more pressure and I fear the arm will break. He pushes me on, throwing me into the next room and locking the door behind us. I try to rise up but he kicks me down again before holding a hand out to stop me.

      ‘Wait,’ he says, the first word I have heard him speak. Hawke lifts off his helmet, revealing blonde hair and a scar running from one of his green eyes down a cheek. He’s in his late twenties, early thirties maybe, his stare fixed on me.

      ‘Ta da,’ Hawke says under his breath.

      The door behind him suddenly tremors from impact, likely Eric’s axe, the brute trying to reach us.

      ‘We don’t have much time,’ Hawke says, but I don’t listen, rising up to hit him.

      He blocks my attacks, striking me and forcing me back.

      ‘Why did you do it?’ I yell at him. ‘Why did you send us the crystals? Why did you unleash the curse and destroy so many lives?’

      ‘I’m afraid you have the wrong person,’ Hawke says with a shake of his head. ‘No, Adam, even I report to someone. You have made some powerful enemies.’

      ‘That deranged professor?’ I guess.

      ‘Professor Vietnar?’ Hawke laughs. ‘No, even he isn’t crazy enough to unleash the plagues on major cities.’

      ‘Makov?’ I ask.

      ‘That trickster? No, it wasn’t him either.’

      ‘Then who?’ I demand.

      ‘I’m sorry but I can’t deny you the opportunity of discovery,’ he says with a sly smile. ‘That is a game for another day.’

      ‘This is a game to you?’ I say, throwing more punches and avoiding his own before he finally makes contact, hard. I feel no pain but I still can’t beat him; he’s too fast and too strong.

      ‘This is the greatest game of all,’ Hawke says with a smile like the devil. ‘Survival of the fittest and strongest. Yes, it’s a game, and I like to play.’

      ‘You’re just like Makov,’ I tell him.

      ‘Maybe,’ he replies. ‘Your enemy I speak of, the one who unleashed the plagues in those cities, their rage is unlike any I have ever witnessed. They told me it was a test, a challenge to judge the strengths and weaknesses of our rivals - the British Museum in particular. It was a chance to eliminate the unworthy competition. That was the reason given, but I saw through it. No, I think they just wanted to see the world burn.’

      ‘And you let it,’ I roar, lunging towards him. He is

      too fast again, and he uses my momentum to send me crashing across the room.

      ‘Honestly, I also wanted to see how the famed Hunters of the British Museum coped. Trust me, you did not disappoint.’

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘A question for another day,’ he says, pulling his helmet back on as Eric’s axe bursts through the door. ‘We will speak again, Adam, very soon but right now, you have a world to save.’

      He holds something up in front of me before throwing it my way; it’s the pen-knife my father gave me and which Hawke stole in the desert.

      Hawke is gone, taking another door.

      ‘Yeah, you’d better run,’ I mutter, struggling to stand.

      He spoke as if he knew me and the museum.  He has left me many questions that must wait for another day.

      ‘Where is he?’ Jesse demands with her gun raised as she bursts into the room. The door is pretty much reduced to splinters by Eric’s axe.

      ‘Gone,’ I tell them. ‘C’mon, we need to get out of here.’

      We hurry. Eric leads us down the corridors, towards a big industrial lift meant for equipment and vehicles, which should take us to the surface. It’s already occupied, and as it lowers towards us, we prepare for a fight, ready with weapons and fists.

      ‘Adam!’ Matt yells from the lift as it comes to a stop. He runs to me, hugging me tight.

      ‘Matt, Em…’ I say in shock. Gabriel is there, too, as is Judith.

      ‘We came to rescue you,’ Emma says.

      ‘Seems you were already halfway there,’ Gabriel replies, gun pointed towards Eric and Jesse. ‘Have you forgotten how they betrayed us at the pyramid?’

      ‘I’ve forgotten nothing,’ I say. ‘They helped me get this far.’

      ‘Where’s Hank Buchanan?’ Judith asks. She has the cylinder containing the Book of the Dead strapped to her back. She also has a handgun in her hands and vengeance on her mind, as does Gabriel.

      ‘We don’t know where Hank is,’ Jesse says, unwilling to lower her own weapon.

      ‘He’s probably long gone,’ I say. ‘Most of the bunker’s already evacuated. How did you find me?’

      ‘Abbey received a strange anonymous message with co-ordinates that led us here,’ Judith explains. ‘It was marked with the image of a Roman Eagle.’

      ‘That was me,’ Eric states, hand raised as if in class.

      ‘When we saw the storms building, we guessed the amber crystal had to be here,’ Emma says, holding the red crystal in her hand.

      ‘And with the crystals together,’ Matt says, holding the blue crystal up, ‘we sure had a big enough distraction to get into this place. Distract and act.’

      Emma throws me an earpiece and my hearing is

      deafened by a sudden shout as I put it on.

      ‘Adam!’ Abbey’s voice yells in my ear.

      ‘Not so loud,’ I moan.

      ‘We were so worried about you!’ she says, not calming at all.

      ‘Any news on Charles?’ I ask, but instantly know it isn’t good from Emma’s expression.

      ‘His condition’s deteriorating,’ she tells me. ‘The hospital machines are keeping him alive but I don’t know for how much longer.’

      ‘Soon after we took the crystals, both Eva and Renee fell into serious conditions, too,’ Emma explains, clearly upset. ‘Eva was bad already but now all three of them who opened the canopic jars have slipped into comas.’

      ‘Our work isn’t finished yet,’ I announce with the amber crystal in my hand. ‘Where’s Dave?’

      ‘Saving lives,’ Emma replies.

      ‘It’s what we do,’ I say, drawing a smile.

      ‘How do we get out of this hole?’ Gabriel asks. ‘Our transport was heavily damaged just getting here and we can’t go back the way we came.’

      ‘I can take us to transport,’ Eric states.

      ‘Lead the way,’ Matt replies, with a hand still on his firearm, cautious of the giant.

      ‘What did you do now?’ I ask, noticing the bandage around my brother’s arm.

      ‘Shot,’ he says with annoyance, ‘again!’

      ‘You are just a bullet magnet,’ I taunt.

      With Eric at the lead, we hurry through the

      Winterbourne base. Still the storms batter the bunker, the electrics failing many times; the walls and ceilings crack and threaten to come apart and bury us. We encounter few of Winterbourne’s mercenaries. Most have already evacuated or are fleeing in the face of the growing plagues. We use another of the lifts to reach a vast hangar.

      It is chaos. The storms rage beyond the hangar doors, and Winterbourne personnel are trying to escape by any means possible. The plagues are worse than London, Stockholm, and Paris combined. Jeeps, motorcycles, helicopters, and planes all try to escape, but in the face of the plagues, many are forced back or destroyed. Jeeps and bikes are swept aside whilst a helicopter spirals out of control and crashes into the sands not far from the hangar entrance.

      ‘Here!’ Eric calls to us over the howling wind, signalling to a twin rotor helicopter, similar to that which he and the American team arrived at the pyramid in.

      We draw a lot of attention as we cross the hangar. Bullets hiss past our heads but we keep going. Piling in, Eric and Gabriel take to the controls of the helicopter with the rest of us filling the cargo bay. As we lift off, the hangar doors are torn apart as another Winterbourne plane crashes into them in its attempts to take off.

      ‘Hold on, friends!’ Eric warns as the helicopter thunders out of the hangar and into the open. It rocks violently as the storm threatens to tear the vehicle apart.

      ‘It’s gonna be a bumpy ride!’ Gabriel yells from the cockpit. ‘Yee-hah!’

      ‘Just get us out of here!’ Judith screams.

      Lightning strikes, comets of fire and ice streak across the sky, blood rains, and swarms of flies and locusts descend. The desert is hell on earth. Warnings sound from the cockpit and we hear Gabriel and Eric struggling with the controls. We are thrown from side to side in the cargo bay, and we are forced to cling on to anything we can.

      ‘C’mon, girl! C’mon, girl!’ Eric repeats, doing all he can to keep the helicopter in the air.

      ‘This is your captain speaking!’ Gabriel yells from the cockpit. ‘You may be experiencing some slight turbulence! If you look out your windows to the left and right you will see the end of the world!’

      ‘Not funny!’ Matt yells back.

      ‘I’m sorry to disrupt your flight,’ a voice calls to us from the shadows of the cargo bay, ‘but I cannot allow you to return the crystals to the pyramid. My employer will not allow it.’

      Stepping out of the darkness, we see Hank Buchanan – his six-shooter in hand pointing straight at us.

      ‘You vile…’ Judith rages before Hank turns the gun on her.

      ‘Now, now,’ he warns. ‘I am disappointed in both of you, Eric and Jesse, but not surprised. Neither of you are strong enough for this life, nor are you smart enough. Now, hand over the crystals and none of you will be hurt. Resisting will be a waste of your lives.’

      ‘I will kill you for what you did to John,’ Judith swears.

      Hank sees the pair reaching for their weapons, and shoots a bullet between them.

      ‘That was your one and only warning,’ Hank states. ‘Give me the crystals and you are free to go. Don’t make me kill you.’

      ‘Don’t do this, Hank,’ Gabriel says, walking through from the cockpit with his gun raised. Eric has been left at the controls of the helicopter.

      ‘C’mon, Quinn. I’ve looked out for you since you were a kid,’ Hank says. ‘Do you really think you can pull the trigger?’

      Gabriel falters for a moment before lowering his gun. Thankfully, he has given me all the distraction I need.

      ‘He might not be able to pull the trigger,’ I state, ‘but I can press a button!’

      I slam my hand down on the controls beside me causing the loading ramp of the helicopter to lower. Everyone frantically grabs on to what they can to save themselves from being sucked out and into the storms. Hank stumbles and loses his gun in the confusion.

      ‘This is for John!’ Judith shouts, lunging forward and kicking Hank hard in the chest. He flies down the ramp and out into the storm, falling to the desert below. Gabriel leaps across the cargo bay and grabs hold of Judith before she too is lost. She stares out into the desert with tears in her eyes.
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      ISIS—The Great Pyramid

      We stand on top of the crystal summit of the pyramid, the vast army of Set’s Medji below us. They are ready to conquer what is left of the capital, my home. The walls and gates fell during the rise of the pyramid; few buildings are still standing yet the people remain. They wait at the foot of the pyramid; men, women and children, devoted and prepared to give their lives to protect their returned king.

      ‘Thank you,’ my husband tells us from the top of the pyramid. ‘All of you. If it were not for your actions and those lost to us, I would not be standing here.’

      He walks to each of us in turn, hand on the shoulder of Anubis first, then Thoth, and lastly, he places a kiss upon my lips.

      ‘The protector, the wisdom, the beauty,’ Osiris tells us each in turn. ‘You have done more for me and all of Egypt than can ever be repaid.’

      ‘To see you standing and breathing again, my King…’ Anubis says, struggling for words and understanding. ‘I still do not believe it.’

      ‘Ra blesses you, my King,’ Thoth states. ‘Ra blesses us all.’

      I asked Thoth if his miracle could be repeated, if Diona and Rivonous could be returned as Osiris was. The priest looked to me with sadness, shamed that what he did for Osiris could not be done again. He did what he could for my sister though, tending to her wounds and placing her in the chambers of the pyramid.

      ‘What of Set?’ Anubis asks. ‘We have no force to stop him and the people of the city are not soldiers.’

      ‘Your father, my brother, will pay for his crimes,’ Osiris promises. ‘We need no army. Ra has provided all we need.’

      We wait and watch, Set’s Medji marching closer and closer until it is within the outer edges of the city, no more than an arrow’s flight from us. At its lead is the chariot marked with skulls, its rider looking to us with untampered rage. On his head is the crown of the King of Egypt – Osiris’ crown.

      ‘Should we not seek shelter?’ I ask, seeing the archers and spearmen of Set’s army.

      ‘You are perfectly safe here, my love,’ Osiris says, kissing my cheek softly. He faces away from his brother, Set.

      ‘Traitors!’ Set yells towards us. ‘What have you done to my city? I will see you hang for your crimes against your King!’

      Osiris turns, revealing himself, stepping forward to face Set from on top of the pyramid.

      ‘This cannot be!’ Set utters in shock. ‘What trickery is this?’

      ‘No trickery, brother,’ Osiris calls to him. ‘I am returned to this life to see you punished for your crimes. You murdered me. You had my body torn to pieces, and yet, here I stand!’

      ‘An imposter!’ Set snarls in anger. ‘Demon! Lich! Undead creature! People of Tjenu, my loyal subjects! Leave this monster’s shadow and join me in returning him to the underworld. I would see his skull and that of his whore wife’s mounted upon my chariot!’

      Not one person around the pyramid moves; they all fix Set with hardened stares.

      ‘Then you are all traitors!’ Set declares. ‘You shall all hang!’

      ‘You are the only monster, brother,’ Osiris says. ‘Leave now. Leave these lands and never return. Ra commands it. I, Osiris, rightful King of Egypt, command it.’

      ‘I am King!’ Set roars. ‘I will see this deformity, this abomination, burn, and this stone blight torn down!’

      The signal is given, arrows and spears readied.

      ‘Father!’ Anubis calls out. ‘Father, do not do this!’

      ‘It is too late for pleading, boy!’ Set yells back.

      ‘Your fate is sealed, brother!’ Osiris declares.

      His golden eyes glow brighter, and as his hands lift, a great shadow rises above us all. Darkness clouds the sun, eclipsing the world.

      ‘It is but a trick!’ Set yells to his men. ‘Tear down this false god!’

      ‘I am not false, brother,’ Osiris replies with a smile. He lifts the golden falcon helmet atop his head, the same helm he wore throughout the wars and upon his return to the capital.

      The ground trembles and the sky fills with fire again.

      ‘Show this demon no fear!’ Set commands. Arrows and spears are unleashed into the air, raining down towards us as hundreds of mounted soldiers and chariots charge forward.

      ‘No fear,’ Osiris repeats, gazing at the arrows and spears hurtling towards him.

      Suddenly, the air is filled with the drone of flies and locusts; great clouds swarm down amongst the arrows and spears. Not one of Set’s weapons reaches us, as they are engulfed by the swarms.

      The sands around the pyramid tremor and writhe as forms rise in the shape of beasts, mighty lions with the wings of falcons. They roar at Set’s charging horses and chariots before thundering towards them, some soaring as they take flight. The two forces clash, a storm of sand, animal, and man, the flies and locusts surging down to join the chaos.

      ‘You brought this upon yourself, brother,’ Osiris states as the sky above Set’s Medji army begins to twist and turn. Great swirling vortexes surge down and destroy all in their path.

      Fire and rocks join the assault, falling from the sky upon Set’s forces. Then comes the rain, the drops crimson, choking the very air. Ra’s vengeance has truly been unleashed. No, that is not right; it is my husband’s vengeance, my vengeance, the vengeance of all Egypt upon one man and his horde.

      The screams of his army are unending. Blinded, burned, and torn apart, their torture is everlasting until

      they take their last breath. I see him amongst the carnage, still alive, still riding his chariot. His men are being slaughtered around him, but he does not falter. He stares intently towards the pyramid, towards his brother, Osiris.

      ‘Let him come,’ my husband states.

      Set takes the chance, urging his chariot on through the city. Osiris proceeds down the great steps of the pyramid, stepping slowly but with more strength than when he first returned to us.

      ‘We stand with you, my King,’ Anubis swears, moving to join him as I do.

      ‘Thank you,’ my husband says, ‘but I will face him alone. Stay here, all of you.’

      ‘Osiris…’ I call to him.

      ‘Trust me, my Queen,’ he tells me with the briefest of smiles.

      The people of the city part and bow down at Osiris’ feet. They pay no mind to Set’s arrival.

      ‘I make this offer one last time,’ Osiris states, breathing heavy from the descent. ‘Leave this place with your life whilst you still have it.’

      ‘You should not have returned!’ Set roars, lunging with his spear.

      They fight, spears thrusting and crashing together. They fight, teeth bared, curses sworn and anger unleashed.

      ‘I will not see Egypt fall to its knees at your rule!’ Osiris swears.

      ‘The world will fall to its knees at my rule!’ Set roars back.

      Set grasps Osiris’ spear, pulling him close and hitting him hard across the face with his fist. Osiris lashes back, kicking his brother away and striking with the staff of his spear. The usurper does not slow. He spits blood from his mouth as he charges again. Their spears clash before Set cuts Osiris’ arm. No blood flows from the pale, parted flesh.

      ‘Demon!’ Set rants, but it is Osiris who strikes next, his spear tearing across his brother’s face, gouging an eye free and tearing the crown from his head. Set stumbles away, cursing and clutching at the grievous wound, blood seeping through his fingers.

      ‘You were never fit to wear this,’ Osiris states, picking up the fallen crown from the ground.

      ‘Neither of us was!’ Set roars in anger, throwing his spear. It hits with a sickening thud deep through Osiris’ chest where the heart should beat.

      My husband does not even blink. He tears the weapon free and lets it drop to the ground. No blood flows from the wound.

      ‘How is this possible?’ Set states in horror, backing away towards his chariot.

      ‘Our king stands with Ra!’ someone cheers from the crowd; the words repeat and become a chorus.

      ‘Leave, brother,’ Osiris states, his golden eyes still shining. ‘Leave now, whilst you still can.’

      Set says no more, mounting his chariot and pulling hard on the horses’ reins. The storm of beast and fire and swirling vortex lifts, leaving only Set’s mutilated men in its wake. The people of the city roar in triumph as the tyrant flees the city alone.

      Osiris raises an arm in victory, his people cheering all around him. Our king basks in the glory that is rightfully his. He begins to climb the pyramid to return to its peak, but midway to the summit, he stumbles, falling to his knee and struggling for breath. I run to him, tripping and falling several times myself in my haste but only stopping when I reach my husband. He is weak, his words are but a whisper as I hold him.

      ‘My time is at an end,’ he says, removing the falcon helmet and placing a gentle kiss on my brow. ‘I will see you again in the afterlife, my love.’

      ‘No,’ I plead. ‘No, you cannot leave me. Not again.’

      ‘If it were my choice, I would remain at your side until this very world came to an end. My love, do not despair. Death is not the end, as you have already proved. I do not leave you alone this time. I live on in you, my beautiful Isis.’

      My tears run free down my cheeks. Osiris lightly places his fingers on them. A brief smile is on his lips, then his golden eyes fade.

      ‘At least… this time… you are… in my arms.’

      He takes one last breath as our lips meet, his body falling still and silent once more.
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      ADAM—The Great Sand Sea, Egypt

      We near the site of the ruins of Tjenu and Osiris’ pyramid an hour after escaping Winterbourne’s base. We haven’t evaded the storms; the power of the three crystals is so strong that we cannot outrun the plagues.

      ‘I’m not going to be able to get us much closer!’ Eric warns from the cockpit. ‘She’s barely holding together as it is!’

      ‘Can we land?’ Matt asks as the helicopter is rocked again.

      ‘Not in these conditions,’ Eric yells back.

      ‘We’ve got to jump,’ I say.

      ‘You’ll be torn to shreds,’ Judith warns.

      ‘No we won’t,’ Emma says, lifting up the red crystal. ‘Not with these.’

      ‘Get us as low and as close as you can, Eric,’ I call. ‘Once Em, Matt, and I are clear, you have to get the others as far away from here as possible.’

      ‘Hang on,’ Matt says, hurriedly checking his pockets.

      ‘Missing something?’ Jesse asks, holding up the blue crystal

      ‘Oh, Matt.’ I laugh, guessing Jesse pickpocketed him.

      ‘Hand it over, thief,’ he orders.

      ‘We’re all thieves in this line of work,’ she argues. ‘Besides, I just burnt my bridges with Winterbourne to help you people!’

      ‘For money,’ I add.

      ‘I am not missing out on this,’ Jesse finishes before they all start to shout and argue.

      ‘Shut up!’ I yell, silencing them as I take the cylinder containing the Book of the Dead from Judith. ‘Look, this storm is getting worse and Charles and the others don’t have much time. Em, Jesse, come on. Let’s get this thing over with.’

      ‘Knew you couldn’t resist me for long, blue eyes,’ Jesse says, blowing me a kiss.

      ‘I really don’t like her,’ Abbey says via the earpieces. ‘She’s…’

      A massive crack of lightning suddenly strikes the helicopter, blowing a gaping hole in the fuselage. We are thrown across the cargo bay. Alarms sound throughout the helicopter as it fills with smoke. Goggles and facemasks are quickly handed out, both for the smoke and sand blown in by the storms.

      ‘Get out!’ Gabriel yells from the cockpit as Eric stumbles through to us. ‘I’ll keep us going as long as I can to get the crystals closer! The rest of you get out, now!’

      ‘Hold the Book of the Dead up at the site of the ruins!’ Judith yells to me as the loading ramp lowers. ‘Say the words Fath lana, Osiris! It means Open to us, Osiris! The pyramid should then emerge from the sands!’

      ‘Here’s hoping!’ I reply, forcing a smile.

      ‘Inside, you must give yourselves to her judgement,’ Judith explains.

      ‘Give ourselves to whom?’ I ask.

      ‘You’ll recognise her,’ she replies. ‘She will judge each of you for your purity of heart.'

      ‘That’s not going to go well for one of us,’ Emma says, looking over to Jesse.

      ‘Remember, I have a gun,’ she replies spitefully.

      ‘That’s as low as I can get!’ Gabriel shouts from the cockpit.

      ‘Go, Judith!’ I order her as I hit the controls to lower the ramp. ‘You too, Eric!’

      ‘Get to shelter,’ Emma calls out to them. ‘We’ll find you when this is over.’

      ‘I should be the one doing this!’ Matt shouts to me. ‘Give me the crystal!’

      ‘No, Matt,’ I protest. ‘Not with your arm in that state. For once, will you just trust me?’

      He staggers over to me, gripping me by the arm, but stops when he meets my eye. I know he wants to argue but he must see my certainty.

      ‘Get it done,’ he says. ‘Get it done and get out of that place. Don’t you dare get yourself killed. That goes for you too, Em! Cursum perficio! Finish the race!’

      ‘We’ll try,’ I say before Matt, Judith, and Eric hurry down the ramp, each giving us one last look before jumping. It’s still a long way down but the sand of the dunes below cushions their falls.

      ‘You sure about this, Gabriel?’ Emma yells to our remaining pilot.

      ‘No!’ he shouts back, making us laugh. The ramp remains down, the engines really straining now as smoke continues to pour in through the gaping hole in the helicopter’s side.

      ‘Are you sure about this, Em?’ I ask her. ‘I can finish this on my own if you give me your crystal.’

      ‘Have you learnt nothing, Adam?’ she replies. ‘We’re a team. I’m not going anywhere.’

      ‘Me neither,’ Jesse says.

      ‘All this just for money?’ I ask her.

      ‘Shut up, blue eyes,’ she replies with a grin, pulling me close and kissing me.

      ‘What was that for?’ I ask in surprise.

      ‘Facing almost certain death,’ she says with a shrug. ‘Figured it might be my last chance.’

      ‘When you two are ready,’ Emma mutters under her breath. I’m not sure if it’s jealousy or not.

      ‘Blue eyes?’ Abbey teases over the earpiece, but her words are mercifully cut short as Gabriel calls out to us.

      ‘GUYS, GET OUT, NOW!’ he orders. I’m about to ask why when the entire helicopter tremors as if it hit a concrete wall. The flames are spreading inside the helicopter, the smoke growing even thicker and forcing us back towards the ramp.

      ‘GABRIEL!’ I shout to him. I try to reach the cockpit but the flames block my path.

      ‘GO!’ he yells back, coughing heavily. ‘GO!’

      ‘WE HAVE TO GO, NOW!’ Emma yells as she pulls me towards the ramp. Jesse, Emma, and I finally jump from the crippled helicopter.

      It’s a long way down, too far, and I hit the sand hard. I should have at least broken a few bones, but with the crystal in my pocket, I land without any harm at all. Above us, the helicopter veers away, struck at first by one tornado and then another. The vehicle spins, streaming smoke from both engines before crashing beyond dunes to the east. I can’t see the impact but can see the rising flames and smoke. There’s no way anyone could have survived that.

      ‘Gabriel!’ I cry.

      ‘You…. okay….Adam…you…okay?’ Abbey asks via the headset. Her words are heavy with static, barely able to hear her at all.

      ‘No worries,’ I reply, my own voice distant as I look out towards the helicopter crash. ‘But Gabriel…’

      ‘Get to…Get to… the pyramid!’

      ‘We have to keep moving!’ Emma yells at me above the howling winds. She helps Jesse stand but the thief pushes her away.

      ‘Abbey, how far?’ I shout.

      ‘Less…. a…. less than…. kilometre! North! North!’

      Despite the immense winds, and the air filled with sand and ash, I can see the sun is still eclipsed above. Lightning strikes ahead of us, more tornados and comets of fire and ice fall from the sky. Even with the goggles and masks, it’s near impossible to see and just as tough to breathe.

      ‘I’m guessing it’s a kilometre straight ahead?’ I ask Abbey.

      ‘Yep,’ she replies. ‘Charles… Charles… losing him…’

      ‘We’ve got to go!’ I yell to Emma and Jesse, shouldering the cylinder containing the Book of the Dead. ‘Straight ahead! Keep moving and don’t stop! Go!’

      We run. With all the strength and energy left to us, we run. Blasted by the gale-force winds, blinded by the lightning and engulfed in the falling ash, we run.

      ‘COME ON!’ I shout to them. ‘IT’S NOT FAR!’

      The sand beneath our feet tremors, the dunes shifting as the ground tears apart. All of us stumble and fall but we cannot stop. The air becomes crimson with blood raining from the clouds above.

      ‘KEEP GOING!’ Emma shouts. ‘DON’T STOP!’

      A tornado tears across our path and we struggle to stay standing, pulled towards the swirling vortex until it passes. All around us, the lightning, fire, and ice falls, blinding and deafening, but still we run. Sweat drips down my face. My body is aching, screaming at me to stop.

      ‘ST…. STOP… STOP!’ Abbey’s voice yells over the headset. ‘YOU’RE…. ERE…. YOU’RE THERE!’

      ‘STOP!’ I call to the others.

      I unshoulder the cylinder containing the Book of the Dead, keeping a tight grip as I am blasted by the winds again.

      ‘VATHA LARNA, OSIRIS!’ I shout with the Book of the Dead held high.

      ‘YOU’RE STILL AWFUL AT LANGUAGES!’ Emma yells. ‘FATH LANA, OSIRIS!’

      The entire desert shifts; great waves of sand are thrown high into the air as the plagues and storms continue to rage. The ground in front of us sinks, unearthing the great pyramid, its crystal summit, and eventually, the ruins of Tjenu below.

      ‘GO!’ I shout, but as I take a step, I feel every hair on my body rise to stand. My world is engulfed in light as Emma, Jesse, and I are blown clear by a bolt of lightning striking down directly in front of us.

      ‘OW!’ I yell, half-buried in sand from my landing.

      ‘SOMETHING DOESN’T WANT US GETTING IN THERE!’ Jesse shouts as she staggers to her feet.

      My senses return and I see, though I am unharmed, my jacket is on fire. Rolling in the sand quickly extinguishes the flames but the earpiece has been fried by the lightning.

      ‘COME ON!’ Emma says. ‘LOOK!’

      I see where she’s pointing. On the nearest face of the pyramid to us, the stone slabs shift and move, revealing a single entrance just below the crystal summit. All the other routes into the pyramid we used before are still buried beneath the sand, giving us no other choice but to climb.

      ‘UP THE STEPS!’ I yell, urging us on to ascend the face of the pyramid.

      We hurry past the unearthed ruins of Tjenu, clambering over the stone remains that were once a mighty city. Once clear, we reach the steps of the pyramid’s face and begin the climb. The winds threaten to blow us off the pyramid but we push on, clinging to the stone for dear life.

      ‘KEEP GOING!’ I shout, seeing dozens of comets hurtling across the sky towards us. They hammer into the pyramid, causing great tremors throughout the stone and I almost lose my balance and fall. Emma’s grip fails and she begins to tumble away, but I leap across to catch her, grabbing her arm and stopping her descent.

      ‘THANKS!’ she shouts.

      ‘THANK ME WHEN IT’S OVER!’ I reply, pulling us on and farther up.

      ‘COME ON!’ Jesse yells from just above us.

      Every step and every level is a struggle but we fight on, crawling towards the top. We force ourselves on, every step a battle.

      ‘WE’RE ALMOST THERE!’ I shout, pushing Jesse on as she slows and struggles. ‘COME ON! IT’S RIGHT THERE! COME ON!’

      She screams, forcing herself on as we climb the final steps towards the crystal summit. Emma reaches the top first and pulls us up into the entrance of the pyramid. With one step inside the stone passageway, there is utter silence. All we can hear is our breathing. The walls have already shifted behind us, trapping us within the tomb.

      ‘No going back now,’ I say, removing the goggles

      and facemask and dusting off the layers of sand.

      ‘Adam…’ Jesse calls to me, drawing my attention back.

      Instantly, I notice the difference. The walls, floor, and even ceiling are shining as if polished new. There are lit torches lining the walls and the hieroglyphs on the walls are glowing. There are bronze statues of the jackal-headed Horus, crossing spears to block the way, but they move aside as I approach with the Book of the Dead. Even after hundreds of years, the pages still hold their power.

      Beyond the statues of Horus, we see a robed woman standing in front of us, her shroud concealing her features. Even without seeing her face, I know she is the one who has been haunting my dreams since we first arrived in Egypt.

      The banshee raises her head, and I see her sunken eyes, her rotted face, and her fanged teeth. She slowly looks to each of us in turn, gazing at Jesse, then Emma, and lastly, me. I hold out the Book of the Dead before her in one hand, the amber crystal in the other. Emma and Jesse do likewise with the blue and red crystals.

      The witch stands straighter, taller, rot and disfigurement vanishing as youth slowly returns. Even her shabby torn clothing improves, becoming colourful fine robes and golden jewellery. A headdress of gold and blue appears on her head. She has transformed into a young, beautiful woman. I’ve seen her likeness before in the hieroglyphs – she is Isis, goddess of fertility, beauty, and nature.

      ‘Which of you was the thief?’ I hear her voice in my head translated to English. I guess Emma and Jesse hear the same as both look to me in confusion.

      ‘A price must be paid. A debt must be taken from one of you.’

      ‘It was…’ Jesse begins to say before I stop her.

      ‘It was me,’ I say, taking the blame and whatever punishment comes with it. ‘I took the crystals and the Book of the Dead.’

      Isis looks to me and I feel a white-hot wave ripping through my head. I am forced to my knees by the pain as visions flicker through my mind. I see my father still alive, my mother as a young woman and myself drowning in the river. I see the moment I first met Duncan, discovering the hidden vaults of the British Museum, and lifting the Roman Eagle. She is searching my memories, judging me, until suddenly, I am released.

      ‘Adam?’ Emma says, kneeling with me. ‘Adam, are you okay?’

      ‘Snap out of it,’ Jesse says, but the next voice I hear is from Isis.

      ‘Your heart is pure,’ she proclaims within my head. ‘Proceed and pay homage to my husband, the rightful King of Egypt.’

      Isis nods her head slowly before turning and walking away, vanishing into thin air.

      ‘You took the bullet for me,’ Jesse says in shock. ‘Nobody’s ever done anything like that for me before.’

      ‘Forget it,’ I say, rubbing my head as the searing pain fades. ‘I’m going to be feeling that tomorrow.’

      ‘Now what?’ Emma asks as she helps me stand. ‘Forward?’

      We have no choice but to go on. We hear music, harps and flutes playing, and drums beating. We pass Egyptian men standing either side of the passage; guards with bronze armour, spears and shields, and helmets fashioned as falcon’s heads. They do not move, not even to breathe.

      The passageway opens out into a vast chamber, filled with music, laughter, and Ancient Egyptians. They’re talking, laughing, and dancing at a feast greater than the British Museum’s gala ceremony. Everything shines with gold and jewels; there is greater wealth in that one room than I will likely ever see in my life. Perhaps this is their paradise in the afterlife.

      Around the edges of the court are the sphinxes, the sand demons standing steady, their eyes fixed on us whilst all others continue on without notice. A man in robes gazes upon the festivities, reciting prayers with mentions of Ra, their sun god.

      At the head of the court are the king and queen. I recognise them instantly from the hieroglyphs we saw throughout the pyramid and the woman who judged us moments ago. Osiris and Isis. Isis looks as stunning as she did in the passageway. Osiris is tall and strong, every bit the king although lacking the green skin from his hieroglyphs. At their feet is a little boy playing with a falcon-headed helmet.

      ‘Horus,’ Jesse states, shocked like the rest of us. ‘That boy will grow to be the God of the Sky and Kings, most famed and revered of them all. It is he who finally vanquishes the dreaded Set, murderer of Osiris.’

      I understand it as I watch the family. The traps we found when we first entered the pyramid, the curse unleashed upon intruders, they were never about punishing thieves – all of it was meant to defend this family and their remains, keeping them together in the afterlife. It was all for love and family, not vengeance.

      ‘How is this possible?’ Emma asks, smiling with amazement. ‘Have we… have we entered the afterlife?’

      I do not answer but look to the Book of the Dead slung over my shoulder. Its purpose was to grant safe passage to the afterlife. I take a step forward, but Emma grabs my arm to stop me.

      ‘Are you sure about this?’ she asks.

      ‘Absolutely not,’ I say, stepping closer, regardless.

      I lead us towards Osiris and Isis and kneel down before them, placing the amber crystal at their feet. Emma and Jesse follow suit with the red and blue crystals, each shining brightly.

      ‘The curse was placed by you, wasn’t it?’ I ask of Isis, hoping they understand my words. ‘That’s why you keep haunting my dreams; you were trying to protect the remains of your husband. I understand that now. You were real people, not gods. You lived and breathed, you fought and loved. Why wouldn’t you want to protect your loved ones, in this life and the next? Now, please, I beg you, call off the spirits that haunt us. We have done all you asked. Please call off your curse.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I hear the voice of Isis in my head. ‘Your judgement has proven you worthy. Rise and leave this place in peace. Go, before you join us in this afterlife for eternity.’

      I unshoulder the cylinder containing the Book of the Dead, but Isis raises a hand to stop me.

      ‘Keep it,’ Isis says. ‘We have no use for it now.’

      A deep boom sounds above, beating again and again.

      ‘Time to get out of here,’ I say, shouldering the Book of the Dead and backing away from the throne. Osiris and Isis are no longer looking to us; they are both focused on their son, united as a family.

      ‘Yeah, time to go,’ Jesse agrees as we see sand quickly pour into the vast chamber.

      We turn and run, the sand surging behind us as the pyramid shudders, the walls moving. Jesse stumbles to the shifting floor and we grab her arm, pulling her on as the sand begins to rise and envelop her.

      ‘GO, GO, GO!’ I yell, urging both Emma and Jesse on until we see natural light ahead of us. ‘JUMP!’

      We dive for the exit, bursting out into the streaming sunshine as the sand rises all around the pyramid. It catches us like a wave, only stopping when all the ruins of Tjenu and the entire pyramid are swallowed by the sands once again. Jesse, Emma, and I are half-buried but alive, laughing in disbelief that we actually pulled it off.

      ‘That could’ve gone worse,’ I say, pulling myself from the sand. ‘Ow. I guess the protection of the crystals has worn off.’

      ‘Never a dull day with you, is there, blue eyes?’ Jesse says as she rolls over, her face very close to mine. ‘You know, you’re pretty good at this line of work. You fancy, I don’t know, teaming up some more? Could be fun, seeing what trouble we can get into.’

      ‘I’ll pass thanks,’ I say, shrugging off her flirting. ‘Em, fancy getting that drink yet?’

      ‘Still not giving up, are you?’ Emma replies with a chuckle as she brushes sand from her clothes. ‘We just escaped that cursed place with our lives and you ask me out?’

      ‘Like there’s going to be a better time.’ I laugh.

      ‘Come on, Adam. You’re not going to pass me up for this annoying girl, are you?’ Jesse remarks.

      ‘Look, thief, it’s never going to happen,’ I say to Jesse before turning to Emma. ‘And you, I will probably never give up on.’

      And there it is, that smile, those shining green and blue eyes. They are all the encouragement I need. Though I keep telling myself to give up on Emma, I know deep down it’s too late,

      ‘Hey, guys!’ we hear Matt calling. Eric and Judith are with him, running towards us. ‘Guessing the curse is broken?’

      ‘Cursum perficio!’ I shout back with a thumbs-up, already planning to spend the next week sleeping. I lift the cylinder containing the Book of the Dead high.

      ‘At least the trip’s not a total waste! Can we go home now?’

      ‘I bloody well hope so!’ a voice shouts from the distance.  Gabriel staggers towards us before tumbling down a sand dune, dazed and confused. Just like normal really.

      ‘How the hell are you still alive?’ I laugh.

      Above us, the clouds and storms are gone, the sun no longer eclipsed. In fact, it’s going to be a beautiful day.
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      ISIS, QUEEN OF EGYPT—The Great Pyramid Of Osiris

      I stand on top of the crystal summit, gazing out from the pyramid to the horizon. It is as the morning after Osiris returned with his army to the capital, the sunrise bathing all the land in golden light. It is true beauty gifted by Ra.

      ‘Has Thoth completed his work, my Queen?’ Anubis asks as he joins me.

      ‘Osiris has been laid to rest,’ I reply. ‘Thoth wrote more pages for the Book of the Dead to protect our king’s soul in the afterlife.’

      ‘And what of those who would seek to disturb his remains?’ he asks. ‘There are still hundreds of people gathered around the pyramid wishing to lay sight upon the king they now name god.’

      ‘My husband’s rest will not be disturbed again,’ I vow. ‘Any who seek his body will unleash the very curses that destroyed Set’s hordes. Their families, their loved ones, all shall die around them, witnessed by any thief who would disturb my husband’s body.’

      ‘Set will return some day. What will we do then?’

      ‘We will face him,’ I swear with my hand stroking my belly.

      ‘You are certain it is a boy who grows within?’ he asks, to which, I nod.

      ‘Osiris would want him to have this.’ Anubis hands me my husband’s helmet – the golden falcon head.

      ‘I shall call him Horus,’ I state with a smile as I look upon my husband’s armour.

      ‘It’s a fine name, the falcon god,’ Anubis states as he leaves me alone in peace.

      ‘We shall see you again, my love,’ I say, looking to the helmet. ‘In this life or the next, we shall all be reunited.’
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      CHARLES—University College London Hospital

      ‘That’s excellent news, Abbey,’ I say over the phone. ‘Let me know when their flight lands in the UK. We’ll send in crews to the Winterbourne bunker as soon as possible to retrieve what they stole from us.’

      I am still in a hospital bed, a precaution, but I do feel significantly more like myself. I cannot explain what happened to me, but am more than thankful for the efforts of my teams. I must discharge myself from the hospital soon for there is much work to be done to clean up the mess made by those crystals and their curse. I’ll spend one more day at the hospital as I continue my, ‘miraculous recovery’. Thankfully, the conditions of Eva Strindberg and Renee Marquette have also improved. All three of us woke from our comas once Osiris’ remains were returned to the pyramid.

      ‘The team will need to go through a thorough debrief when they return,’ I say to Abbey.

      ‘I’m sure they’ll be looking forward to that,’ she says.

      ‘We all know the procedure,’ I reply. ‘It’s late. You should get some rest.’

      ‘Roger that,’ she says with a yawn. ‘You too, boss. Make sure you get some sleep. We’re all glad to hear you are okay.’

      ‘Thank you, Abbey.’

      I lean back in the hospital bed, rubbing my weary eyes before stifling a yawn. Abbey was right, I should get some sleep. I was closer to death than I will ever tell the team. I don’t want to worry Emma more than I have to. It is thanks to them all that I still draw breath. My doctors still cannot believe it.

      I know that once I return to the museum, I will have the United Nations and Interpol breathing down my neck, not to mention the British government. This is only going to get worse; the situation has spiralled ever since the incidents at the Vatican and Rome. They know about our world now; everybody does. The cat is well and truly out of the bag.

      I sense he is in the room before he speaks. His footsteps and breath are almost silent. I turn, raising my walking stick like a weapon, ready to strike. Even from this hospital bed, I can defend myself.

      ‘Mr Hawke,’ I greet the intruder.

      ‘I see you haven’t lost any of the old instincts,’ he says, stepping out of the shadows to reveal a face I have not seen in almost ten years.

      ‘Ta da,’ Hawke says. ‘I never thought I’d see you speechless.’

      ‘I thought you were dead,’ is all I can say.

      ‘I did, too,’ he says. ‘For a while, at least. I’m not here to talk about me though.’

      ‘How did you get in here?’ I ask.

      ‘Putting my skills to good use,’ Hawke says. ‘Surely you must remember. It hasn’t been that long.’

      ‘You’re with Winterbourne,’ I realise, seeing his body armour. ‘You caused all that death, all that destruction.’

      ‘Not my idea,’ he says. ‘That would be the boss. She has plans, big plans that will affect all of you.’

      ‘She?’ I ask.

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Hawke says. ‘And she is angry. She wanted the world to burn. She wanted you to suffer most of all, and from the looks of it, you certainly have.’

      ‘Who is she?’ I demand, my anger rising.

      ‘Those eyes of hers, almost black like the night,’ he says. ‘They even scare me sometimes.’

      ‘Why are you here?’ I ask.

      ‘To warn you,’ he says. ‘I had a run in with one of the Hunter boys. The youngest one, Adam. He doesn’t know, does he? You’ve recruited him and the older one, Matt, but they don’t know, do they? They have no idea about the truth, about the museum, about you and…’

      ‘You leave those boys alone,’ I warn him. ‘I don’t know why you’re doing this, but stop before you hurt anyone else. You saw what Winterbourne, your commander did. Leave them before it’s too late.’

      ‘Oh, it’s already too late,’ Hawke says, stepping back into the shadows. ‘The Hunter brothers will discover the truth soon enough. If I was you, I’d tell them before they find it out another way. Dark times are coming, Charles. I give you this warning because of our past.’

      ‘Aaron, wait!’ I call to him.

      ‘The past can return to haunt us,’ he says. ‘I would’ve thought you and the British Museum would know that better than anyone. Rest up, Charles. You’re going to need it.’
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      The Ancient Egyptian myth of the god Osiris is known across the world and is one of the first stories of betrayal, war, revenge and resurrection. Set, along with his seventy-two allies, betrayed and murdered the ruler of Egypt, his own brother Osiris. Osiris’ body was then torn apart and scattered either into the corners of Egypt or along the length of the Nile. Isis, in some versions with the aid of Thoth and Anubis, recovered Osiris’ body and embalmed the remains creating the very first mummy. Upon his resurrection Osiris conceives a child with Isis before his return to the dead to become God of the Underworld. Their son, Horus, would later wage a war with Set lasting a hundred years.

      Most people remember the battles and wars and Osiris’ resurrection, but to me it was always the devotion and love Isis showed for her husband that stood out. Whether alone or with Thoth and Anubis, she travelled across Egypt to reclaim the pieces of Osiris and through her devotion he was granted a brief return to life. The stories of her actions and those of all these Egyptian gods would be re-told to generations.

      Tjenu, or Thinis as it is also known, was recorded as the capital city of the first dynasty of ancient Egypt. Though there are many presumed locations, this city is as yet undiscovered but mentioned by many historians over the years. I could not resist making this the site of the first pyramid created, Osiris’ tomb giving inspiration to the future wonders of the world.

      You cannot talk about the pyramids or the tombs without mentioning the curses. The first tales of Ancient Egyptian curses were given life by the English newspapers following the excavations of Tutankhamun’s tomb. The Egyptologists Lord Carnarvon and Howard Carter opened the tomb of Tutankhamun in the Valley of Kings together in November 1922. In the spring of 1923 Lord Carnarvon died from a sudden fever and the tale goes that when his heart ceased beating all the lights in Cairo mysteriously went out. The English press jumped on this and thus the ‘Curse of the Pharaohs’ and ‘Curse of the Mummy’ were born.

      There are more than seventy pyramids along the Nile, with the three pyramids of Giza being the most well-known, along with the towering Sphinx. These pyramids were built over 4000 years ago yet still draw millions of visitors every year. The wonder of the pyramids, the mummies and maybe even the curses still draws on many people’s curiosity. Of course the Hunters of the British Museum would be drawn to them too.
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      So here we are, back for Book 2. This would not have been possible if it wasn’t for all the people who supported Book 1. It was truly staggering to see how people reacted to the book, the story and the characters and the praise they received. For that I cannot thank you all enough.

      A big thank you again goes to the British Museum. Their Ancient Egyptian collection, the largest outside of Egypt, truly illustrated the period, the culture and its history and was great for inspiration. Another thank you goes to the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. I had a lot of questions, especially regarding the mythology, and their staff and historians gave me more detail than I could possibly fit into this book.

      Book 2 was a lot harder to write than the first – the Relic Hunters’ world expanding with greater scope and bigger ambitions. I cannot praise the patience and expertise of the proof-readers and editors who I have the great fortune to work with. Book 3 will be even tougher so I hope they’re ready!

      I thank you all.
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