

[image: image]






About the Book




A FRANTIC ROOFTOP RACE. ALCHEMY LESSONS ON A ZEPPELIN. A BOOBY-TRAPPED PYRAMID . . . JUST THE START OF SEMESTER TWO AT PROMETHEUS HIGH


Athena and Marceline are on a mission to unearth Marceline’s past – if their foolhardy plans don’t get them expelled or killed.

Godfrey’s lonely without his friends, so when Emily needs a favour he’s eager to help. But is her request all that it seems?

Meanwhile, on the airship Atet, an ancient monster of unsurpassed power and fury is about to awaken . . .
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Athena held her breath as the wood-and-brass Creation clunked into view. Cogs ratcheted and steam valves hissed. To her left and right, nothing but bookshelves. Nowhere to hide. She froze as the automaton crossed the intersection between the stacks. If it turned its head ninety degrees, it would see her, barely four metres away, back against the stacks.

Please don’t look. Please don’t look.

The wooden faceplate didn’t turn, and the automaton disappeared from sight.

Athena let out a breath. She’d assumed the Bibliotheca Alexandrina would be empty five hours before opening time. Stupid.

‘Close one,’ came a whisper from above her.

Marceline was crouched on the top of the bookshelf, three metres from the ground.


‘How did you get up there so quickly?’ Athena whispered back.

Marceline shrugged. She didn’t need to reply as Athena already knew the answer.

Super strength and super speed, that’s how.

Marceline was Created, stitched together from multiple bodies and brought to life with energies harnessed from lightning. With that came certain benefits.

‘I can see the sign to the freight entrance from here,’ Marceline said, looking across the top of the shelves. ‘Straight ahead and four aisles to the right. But there are at least three bots between here and there.’

Great, Athena thought. The library was huge, containing four art galleries, a planetarium and a laboratory for restoring manuscripts. It contained over eight million books. And, of course, they’d entered from the wrong end.

Also, automatons apparently patrolled the library after hours.

Marceline’s head snapped around. ‘There’s another one coming,’ she whispered. ‘Quick!’ She got to her feet and pranced along the top of the bookcase before leaping the two-metre gap to the next one, all without making a sound.

Easy for you to say, Athena thought. Some of us aren’t superheroes.

A hiss and clank behind her spurred her into action.

Athena moved quickly, tiptoeing across the polished floor. She dashed through an intersection, moving one aisle to the right as Marceline sped across the bookcase high above her. Approaching another junction, Athena was about to change aisles again when Marceline signalled anxiously from above.

Palms out, eyes wide – one blue, one brown. Her expression said, Wait.

Athena stopped, looking behind her. She could hear the clunky automatons on all sides, the whine of their mechanical joints echoing off the wooden floor. Were they closing in? There was no way to tell. She’d dressed head to toe in black for the occasion – beanie, jumper, leggings and sneakers – but the tungsten filament lightbulbs hanging every few metres afforded her no shadows. She put her back to the shelving, as if to make herself smaller.

The tshhhhCLANK, tshhhhCLANK of an automaton came closer and closer. Owl-like, Athena’s head swivelled from left to right, unable to tell which direction it was approaching from. If it caught her, she wasn’t entirely sure what would happen. At the very least, it would report her to the authorities. And the Creators at Prometheus High. And, worst of all, her mother.

Heart hammering, she considered making a break for it.

It sounds heavy. And slow. Maybe I could outrun it. But which way?

Marceline caught her gaze, as if reading her mind. She shook her head with a stern expression, as if to say, Don’t do it.

With a final tshhhhCLANK, it came to a stop. A ratcheting sound followed, then the heavy thud of a book being put on the shelf.


Athena felt a vibration at her back – the automaton was in the aisle behind her, with nothing but the bookcase separating them. Turning, she looked through the two-centimetre gap between the tops of the books and the shelf above. She could make out the woodgrain on the automaton’s carved faceplate. Holding her breath, she waited for it to move on. If it lowered its head the tiniest amount, its eyes would be level with hers.

It turned then put another book onto the shelf to the right of Athena. The tactile sensors must have needed recalibration, because it pushed that bit too far. As a consequence, a book on Athena’s side was tipped over the edge of the shelf and thudded onto the floor by her feet.

Panicked, she looked up at Marceline. TshhhhCLANK, tshhhhCLANK. It was coming around to pick up the book.

Move! Move! Marceline was motioning frantically.

Athena broke into a run, reaching the end of the aisle in five long steps. She spotted a segmented wooden-and-brass leg step into view just as she slipped around the corner.

Marceline had already leaped to the next row. ‘Straight to the end and hang a right,’ she whispered.

Athena nodded and took a step forward.

‘Wait!’ Marceline suddenly hissed.

Athena stopped, her shoes giving a very loud SQUEAAAAK.

There was a sudden chorus of clanking that sounded like half-a-dozen automaton librarians. They’d all heard her shoes.

Marceline gave her a withering stare.

What do you expect?! Athena held her hands up in frustration. It isn’t my fault they just waxed the floors!

‘Quickly!’

Athena reached down and pulled off both shoes, then padded silently along the aisle. Marceline had clambered down the bookcase and was waiting by the door. Arabic script was written in gold across the mottled glass.

‘Is this it?’

‘Think so,’ Marceline replied as the sounds of the automatons closed in. ‘One problem.’

‘It’s locked?’ Athena guessed.

‘It’s locked,’ Marceline confirmed.

It was a circular doorhandle with a keyhole in the centre. ‘Can you break it?’ Athena asked.

‘Sure. It’ll be loud though.’

Athena snatched a nervous glance over her shoulder. The automatons would be upon them at any moment. ‘One second,’ she said, skipping to the nearest bookcase. She grabbed a book – a heavy hardback – then came back to Marceline’s side.

She held the book in one hand, looking over the top of the bookcase. ‘Ready?’ she whispered.

Marceline nodded. ‘Do it.’

Athena hurled the hardback up and over the bookcase. Hand on the doorhandle, Marceline watched it arc out of sight, trying to calculate its trajectory. The book thunked into a bookcase two aisles away, then hit the floor on the other side –

– just as Marceline twisted the handle sharply to the right.

There was a wooden CRACK as the handle came free of the door. She deftly caught the other pieces of the lock as they fell.

They slipped into the room. Marceline pushed the door to and laid the pieces of the handle on the ground.

Athena looked around. They were in the storeroom used for new deliveries. The shelves here were industrial and grey, nothing like the ornate ones in the library proper. They were filled with crates and boxes with words stencilled on the outside. Athena walked along the aisle, her fingers dancing over Arabic, Greek and Spanish markings.

‘Some of this stuff has been here for a while.’ Marceline blew on a wooden crate, sending up plumes of dust. ‘You’re sure it’s here?’

‘Has to be,’ Athena replied. ‘I overheard Major Stein talking to Ivory. The library on board the SS Unbound had been taking on water, so they were in a hurry to move the inventory. The delivery was due yesterday afternoon.’

The distant clanking of the automatons could still be heard outside.

‘They’re going to notice the missing doorhandle sooner or later,’ Marceline said.

‘Just give me a second. You’re stressing me out!’ Athena said tersely.


There were so many labels on so many crates. It could take them hours. Then there was the possibility that the restricted items were delivered separately to the rest of the inventory, and wouldn’t be here at all.

No, stop it. It’s here. It has to be here.

‘How long till they cast off?’ Athena asked.

‘Twenty-nine minutes.’

We have time. Stay calm, work along the shelves methodically. It has to –

‘Here!’

A cluster of crates sat by one wall, freshly stencilled.


PROPERTY OF PROMETHEUS HIGH


Marceline was at her side in an instant. ‘It’s like three dozen crates!’ She knelt down to pull open the nearest one.

‘Stop.’ Athena put a hand on her shoulder. ‘It’ll take ages to go through them one by one.’

Marceline looked at the broken door. ‘They sound like they’re getting closer.’

Athena was studying the crates. ‘You said it was in the Restricted Collection, right?’

‘Yes. So?’

‘So, it’s not going to be in a simple wooden box like the rest.’

There! A rectangular metal chest sat at the far end of the crates. They scooted over to it.

‘That’s a really big padlock,’ Athena said, disappointed.


‘It’s doable,’ Marceline announced. She stepped away for a moment before returning with a large crowbar. ‘Same problem as before, though. They’re definitely gonna hear it.’

No way of throwing something to misdirect them in such a small room, Athena thought. They’ll be coming through that door no matter what.

‘We’ll have to be quick then,’ she said. ‘Don’t suppose you know what it looks like?’

‘No idea.’

Athena shrugged. ‘Now or never.’

Marceline slid the end of the crowbar between the lock and the chest then gave it a sudden jerk to the side. The lock snapped and clunked to the ground.

There was an instant mechanical flurry from the library.

Athena hefted open the chest. Inside were close to thirty huge, aging hardback books. They started digging through them, putting aside ones with titles in Latin, Aramaic and Ancient Greek.

‘Here!’ Marceline exclaimed.

She withdrew the book reverently, like it was fragile. Bound in worn leather, it had a strange cerulean sheen that glinted in the light. And written across the cover in silver were the words:


THE BOOK OF CREATORS


Prometheus High’s most closely guarded secret tome. The one that promised answers to the mystery of Marceline’s past: when she was Created, where she was Created, and most importantly, the identity of her Creator.

Marceline exhaled through pursed lips like she was trying to keep a lid on her excitement. Athena felt her heart swell. Her friend’s anticipation was infectious.

‘At last!’ Marceline said.

A sudden tshhhhCLANK issued from the door. A warped approximation of a human face appeared in the mottled glass window.

‘We need to leave,’ Athena whispered.

By the time the door swung open, the metal chest was closed and Athena and Marceline had slipped behind one of the shelves. The automaton moved into the room with the stealth and agility of a small locomotive (which is to say, none at all).

Still carrying her shoes in one hand, Athena snuck along the storeroom aisle. Marceline followed, slipping the book into an old over-the-shoulder laptop bag she’d brought with her. They paused at the end of the aisle and Athena peeked around the shelf. She gasped as a second library automaton moved into the storeroom, brass joints glinting and small jets of steam shooting from the exposed pistons.

‘We’re going to have to run,’ she said, turning to Marceline. ‘And they’re going to hear us.’

Marceline nodded.

Athena looked around the edge of the shelf again, ‘On the count of three. One . . .’

The automaton turned its wooden faceplate in her direction and she moved back sharply, banging heads with Marceline.

‘Ow!’ Athena exclaimed, hand going to the back of her head.

The automatons suddenly went silent . . .

‘Oh no.’

. . . then recommenced, louder and more urgent, moving towards them.

‘Run,’ Marceline said.

Athena broke into a sprint, dashing down the next aisle – the last one, with the wall on her right side. It was a straight line to the door only metres away. She was going to make it!

A robotic hand shot into view through the shelf just ahead of her, boxes spilling onto the floor. She squealed, ducking under the metal-and-wood fingers as they reached for her. She turned and yelled a warning.

Speeding towards Athena, Marceline leaped up, kicking off the wall with her right foot. She twisted in the air to deliver a roundhouse kick to a crate. It was pushed through to the other side, colliding with the automaton.

‘Keep going!’ Marceline yelled.

Athena ducked through the door and yelped as she came face to face with another automaton. She spun, dancing away from its grasp. But her socks slipped on the wooden floor and she fell onto her back. The emotionless faceplate of the automaton looked down on her.

‘You – stsshshhh – are visiting – stssshshsh – outside of library opening hours,’ it said in a warbled, tinny voice that sounded like it was coming from an old gramophone. ‘You will be issued a fine.’ It withdrew a set of handcuffs from a compartment at its hip.

‘No, wait!’ Athena put her hands out, pleading.

Marceline sailed into view, flying feet first into the robot’s head. The robot tipped sideways and crashed into the nearest bookshelf, wood splintering. There was a grinding of gears and a bang like a car backfiring. Smoke began to pour out of the automaton’s midsection.

‘Stshhhsh . . . you have exceeded . . . ssstttshs . . . your loan limit,’ it sputtered.

‘What are you doing on the floor?’ Marceline said.

‘I slipped!’ Athena replied. ‘It’s really polished!’

‘Then put your shoes on!’

‘Oh. Right.’

She pulled them back on and stood up just as Marceline yelled a warning. ‘Incoming!’ She ran past Athena, jumped up and then pushed off the shelf with her foot, landing on the shoulders of another automaton.

‘Please produce – stsshshhh – your library card – ssthshhh,’ it said, trying to swat at her.

Marceline kicked its hands away and rained punches on its faceplate as the automaton lurched from side to side. ‘Run!’ she yelled.

Athena got to her feet and sprinted past them. Looking up at the dozens of skylights that lined the ceiling, she tried to work out where they had entered.

‘Please – stssshstsh – do not run in the library,’ said an automaton that clunked into view several metres ahead of her.


‘Gahhh!’

Athena shoved a nearby book trolley towards it. It crashed into the Creation, which tipped over. The trolley upended and dozens of books slapped the floor around it.

‘The – tsssshtshh – returns chute is located near the entrance,’ it called after her.

Athena rounded another corner. Relief washed over her as she spotted the rope ladder they had used earlier. She climbed the bookcase quickly. The rope ladder stretched all the way to the open skylight above.

One hand on the ladder, she turned to survey the huge circular library. From this angle, the aisles of bookcases with automatons rushing about between them resembled an old video game. Two automatons rounded a corner from opposite directions and collided, tinny voices spewing library protocol. Athena saw a trail of four fallen robot librarians coming from the storeroom.

And there was Marceline, running full pelt towards her.

‘Get up that ladder, Athena!’ her roommate yelled, grabbing a nearby book and hurling it over her shoulder as an automaton moved into her aisle.

‘Please – tsssthh – use your inside voice,’ it said right before the book hit it in the face.

Athena was halfway to the roof when she felt the ladder lurch. She looked down to see Marceline gaining on her. She sped up.

Another five steps and she was out into the open. The sun was just rising, and the early morning Alexandria air was still cool. She had emerged in the centre of the huge disc-shaped roof of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, flat like the top of a sundial tilted towards the sea. Skylights peppered the roof at regular intervals.

And above that loomed the huge ellipse of the airship Atet, two hundred and ninety metres long with four bullet-shaped engine cars protruding on struts from the base of the main body. It was as awe-inspiring as the first day Athena had seen it. It was also not where she expected it to be.

Marceline burst onto the roof, pulling up the rope ladder before slamming the skylight shut. She saw the look of confusion on Athena’s face. ‘What?’

‘The Atet. It’s moving.’

Marceline followed her gaze to the mooring tower that stood next to the library.

Less than an hour earlier, the Atet had been tethered there and the two of them had dropped a rope ladder from a service hatch near the tail fins. Now, that ladder dangled ten metres ahead of them, and was being dragged along the roof of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina.

‘Quickly!’ Marceline cried. ‘Once it’s past the roofline we won’t be able to reach it!’

Athena broke into a run, sprinting down the slope of the roof.

‘It’s leaving ahead of schedule!’ Athena puffed. ‘Why didn’t they tell us?’

‘Because we’re supposed to be asleep in our beds, not out thieving,’ Marceline called back.


A skylight flipped open just ahead of them and an automaton popped its head up. Athena jumped straight over it, landing on the other side of the skylight.

‘Keep going!’ Marceline yelled, kicking the automaton as she sailed over it. It fell out of view.

Another librarian popped up.

Heart thumping, Athena altered her course, slipping past it on the left, then had to skip back as another one emerged before her. Like a giant game of whack-a-mole, the automatons popped up through skylights to the left and right.

The ladder was only three metres ahead of her now, the end scudding along the rooftop. The downward slope meant it would soon be out of reach.

‘Grab the rope!’ Marceline called out, leapfrogging another automaton.

Panic rippled through Athena. She stretched her arm out as far ahead as she could, hands only centimetres from the dangling rope ladder. Pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease!

She grasped it just in time, then lifted her feet onto the rungs.

‘Marceline!’ she screamed over her shoulder.

Feet moving like pistons, Marceline closed in on the ladder as the bottom rung rose past head height. She leaped off the edge of the roof and caught the rung at the last second.

Athena sighed in relief, climbing up to give her room. Using her superhuman strength, Marceline was able to move up the ladder using only her arms as the Mediterranean Sea heaved beneath her.


The airship began to turn back towards the city, completing a huge circle so that they were soon over the Bibliotheca Alexandrina again. The sun came over the horizon, light spilling across the rooftop, and Athena saw several automatons standing at the highest point, observing the airship. Even though she was almost a hundred metres above them, she couldn’t resist calling out.

‘We’ll return the book when we’re finished!’ she said with a chuckle.

Another figure climbed out of the topmost skylight. Instead of the bronze-and-brown of the automatons, this one was completely white from head to foot. Ivory, the Galatea. Prometheus High’s stone librarian.

Oh no, Athena thought, we’re done for. Ivory would report them to the Creators.

An automaton approached the living statue, no doubt asking for orders. To Athena’s surprise, Ivory made a dismissive motion with her hand, as if telling them to stand down.

Relief mixed with confusion. Why is she calling them off?

Ivory’s red eyes locked onto the airship, now two hundred metres above her. To Athena it felt as if the Galatea was looking into her very soul.
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Athena climbed through the hatch and then helped pull Marceline inside. Athena’s hair whipped about her face as she tried to close the trapdoor they’d left open when they snuck out earlier. She didn’t get very far.

‘I’ve got it,’ Marceline said, reaching past her to swing the trapdoor shut.

She spun the wheel lock with ease, and Athena wished she had even a portion of Marceline’s strength. Or her ability to beat up robots. That would be neat.

They both slumped on the metal floor. They were in the keel corridor, a tunnel bordered by steel girders, which ran the length of the airship, from nose-cone to tail fins. This part was for maintenance access only – passengers would usually be confined to the front third of the airship, from the passenger deck to the mooring platform just inside the nose-cone. Above them loomed one of the airship’s sixteen enormous gas cells filled with the helium that kept the airship afloat.

‘Ivory saw us, right?’ Athena said.

‘Seemed that way to me,’ Marceline replied, still catching her breath.

Athena chewed on her lip, remembering that look in Ivory’s eyes. ‘What do we do? She’s probably already on the phone to Major Stein.’

‘Nothing much we can do,’ Marceline said. ‘If she’s going to report us, she’ll have done it already and the Creators will be waiting for us. Best to act like nothing unusual is going on, and get to work studying the book in private as quickly as possible.’

A clanging echoed along the corridor.

‘What was that?’ Athena whispered.

They both turned towards the tail. The keel corridor stretched before them, with nothing but the occasional access door or cupboard to break the monotony of steel grating.

Athena pictured Major Stein approaching, her expression a mixture of anger and disappointment. Demanding they hand over the book. It hasn’t been that long since the Creators were mad at me for what happened on the Unbound! She’d only been willing to take such a risk to steal the book because it meant so much to Marceline.

There was another tinny reverberation, then a small eight-legged metal box skittered into view.

‘Just one of Doctor Singh’s maintenance bots,’ Marceline said, letting out a breath.


Doctor Singh – a Creator as scatterbrained as he was brilliant – was Prometheus High’s resident robot expert. The bot before them was the size and shape of a shoebox, with a pair of tiny arms at the front for stitching leaks in the gas cells or cleaning out ducts. It beeped to itself as it crossed the corridor, thoroughly unconcerned with their presence.

A small shadow suddenly pounced on the bot, knocking it over.

‘Erwin!’ Athena exclaimed.

Her patchwork Created cat had the bot in a death grip, back paws trying to disembowel its undercarriage. The bot bleeped in protest, metal legs waving in distress.

‘Let it go, Erwin,’ Athena said.

Erwin released it and sat back and started licking his paws, determined in his own cat way to make it look like he had stopped because he wanted to, not because he was told to.

‘I don’t know how Erwin got out of the cabin,’ Athena said, putting the maintenance bot back on its feet. It scurried away and disappeared through a hatch. ‘He’s like an escape artist.’

‘Maybe expecting him to stay in that tiny room is the problem,’ Marceline said.

Athena frowned, surprised by her tone. Erwin was her first Creation, resurrected on the roof of her house in the middle of a lightning storm. Athena loved that lopsided, one-eyed feline. However, Marceline had opinions about his existence, even if she didn’t elaborate.


‘Come on,’ Marceline said, rolling her eyes. ‘We have to get back to the passenger deck before anyone notices we’re missing.’

They continued their trek towards the nose of the airship, pausing at every junction just in case someone walked around the corner. It was slow going. There was a mechanical hum that made the floor throb when they passed the rear engine car, but other than that, the airship was strangely quiet. Nothing at all like the unrelenting crashing of waves and creaking of the Unbound that had been a constant soundtrack to semester one.

It was ten minutes before Athena, Marceline and Erwin passed through a door and found themselves on B Deck. The floor was carpeted a dark red colour, while the wallpaper depicted various flight paths taken by the airship over the years. The maps were so old that Athena could spot countries that no longer existed.

Erwin dashed along the carpet and up the stairs at the far end, heading for their cabin. They moved quickly past the Creators’ accommodation and showers, then took the stairs up to A Deck. They reached the top of the stairs just as Godfrey scuttled into view, atop his hexapod.

‘There you two are!’ he exclaimed, deftly moving the six-legged machine along the narrow corridor. He had built the hexapod from spare parts to replace his wheelchair. Using the joysticks and buttons on his control panel, he could curl the limbs into arches either side of him to move low to the ground, or straighten them to lift him so high that his scruffy hair would brush the top of a doorway.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked.

‘Uhh . . .’ Athena began.

‘Showers were full,’ Marceline said quickly. ‘There were two free down on the Creators’ level though.’

Athena was the only person who knew Marceline’s secret, so their mission to the library had been hush-hush, to the extent of keeping Godfrey in the dark. She felt queasy watching Godfrey buy Marceline’s lie.

‘Oh! Good thinking. Yeah, Major Stein did say we have to keep our showers short so everyone has a turn. It’s funny, I got so sick of going up and down the length of the Unbound, but two weeks aboard the Atet and I’m wishing we had more space.’

While the airship was in immaculate condition, the rooms were smaller and the corridors narrower. The passenger decks were only a fraction of the zeppelin’s mammoth size, the rest being taken up by the gas cells that kept the airship afloat.

‘Totally, yeah. More space would be good,’ Marceline said. Her expression didn’t match the warmth in her voice. She was holding the laptop bag to her chest, like she was worried it would run away.

Athena recognised the look in Marceline’s eyes. Marceline was desperate to dig into The Book of Creators.

If Godfrey noticed Marceline’s expression, he didn’t say so.

‘Where are your sashes?’ he said, hooking a thumb through his own bright orange sash as if they wouldn’t know what he was talking about.

‘Oh, ah . . . they slipped our minds,’ Athena said, wincing at her unconvincing tone. The sashes were back in their cabin. Unsurprisingly, bright orange didn’t suit night-time skulduggery.

‘Just as well I always keep a couple of spares with me.’ He twisted in his seat to open a small compartment behind him, then handed over two identical orange sashes.

‘Thanks,’ Marceline said.

Godfrey beamed. ‘No problem, that’s what friends are for.’

They slipped the sashes over their clothes. They still looked like matching cat burglars, with their all-black ensembles, but at least they were wearing their official school sashes.

‘We’re already late to our first mummy class, so you might as well turn around.’

As she pocketed her beanie, Athena regretted not concocting a story in case Ivory had reported them. Marceline’s dismissal of the idea seemed like a mistake now that they were about to head into class. Too late now. Godfrey was ushering them back the other way.

The student cabins ran along the inside of A Deck, while the converted classrooms were on the outer edge. The three of them hung a left and found themselves in what was previously the passenger lounge. Here, once upon a time, travellers had sat back and relaxed while a pianist tinkled on the grand piano at one end of the room.


Apparently, the piano had been too big to remove, so it was pushed up against one wall. A whiteboard stood at the far end in front of thirty chairs and tables.

It seemed they were the last to get to class, for twenty-seven students already sat behind desks facing the whiteboard.

‘You three are late. Not a great start to your first official day of term!’

The voice belonged to a slim woman at the front of the class. Her jacket and severely ironed suit pants were black, her white shirt spotless.

‘I was just welcoming everyone aboard.’ She beamed. ‘I know you’ve been here for a few days now, but since today is the official start of term, let’s all pretend we haven’t already bumped into each other in those oh-so-narrow corridors. In case you haven’t heard, my name is Professor Thalia Selinofoto. My friends call me Thali but don’t even think about trying that out yourselves. I will answer only to Professor Selinofoto. Or Professor.’ She picked up a marker pen. ‘Or, if you’re really short on time . . .’

She scrawled PROFSTER on the board with a big arrow, turned and stood so the arrow was pointed at her head, smiling. There were some chuckles from the students.

‘So, in case you hadn’t noticed, you’re on an airship. The airship Atet, to be precise. My pride and joy. I’ve had her lovingly restored over the years. Can anyone tell me where the name comes from?’

A hand shot up.


‘Yes! Hideo, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Professor.’

‘What’s your answer?’

‘Is it some ancient Egyptian thing?’

Professor Selinofoto squinted. ‘That wasn’t the most elaborate of guesses, but you’re technically correct, so A-plus for giving it a red-hot go. The sun god, Ra – sometimes conflated with the likes of Amun, depending on the era we’re talking about – was said to travel through the sky on a solar barge called the Atet, providing light to the world. This is my airship, and I co-pilot it with my brother, whom you will meet soon enough.’

Another hand shot up.

‘Yes?’

‘What are the chances that a monster will get loose, cause an explosion and we’ll plummet to our early deaths?’

Chitters from the audience. Athena tried to shrink into her desk. She’d been enjoying class up until that moment. Last semester, she had Created a monster in secret that escaped and wreaked havoc on the SS Unbound. It wasn’t the sort of thing you lived down.

Thankfully, the Professor didn’t look in Athena’s direction. Maybe she didn’t know about what had happened last term.

The Creator tilted her head to one side, smirking. ‘I get the feeling you don’t have much confidence in Prometheus High’s safety record.’

‘Ehh, little bit,’ a boy with blond hair answered.


‘What’s your name?’

‘Drew.’

‘Well, that’s fair enough, Drew. In making that very on-the-nose joke, you have inadvertently stumbled upon the main reason we learn aboard an airship. You see – and apologies for the spoilers – we’re going to be studying mummies. And the thing about mummies is that they are very different from other Creations. I’m not just talking about the whole bandages thing and being in dire need of some moisturiser. They are powerful. Very powerful. In fact, they are most powerful when on the sands of their ancestors. And, in case you hadn’t noticed, several kilometres below our position right now is, well, the sands of their ancestors.’

Over the railing and past the promenade level a metre below, Athena could look through the 45-degree angle windows to Giza as it slowly moved beneath them. White-and beige-coloured buildings were clustered tightly together, broken up by the occasional palm tree.

‘We only conduct resurrections while aboard the Atet for that reason, to keep some space between the Creations and the land. We’ll soon be mooring the airship just above the Giza complex, where we will remain for the rest of the semester. Close to the pyramids and the secrets hidden within, but far enough away from the ground that we can safely interact with the Mummy on board.’

Students shared excited glances. There was a mummy on board? Athena’s interest was piqued. There were only so many places to keep a sarcophagus on an airship. A voice in her head told her to calm down. You’re not going to go off exploring on your own like first semester, Athena. Nobody’s forgotten how that ended.

Godfrey raised his hand.

‘I’m glad to see you all so full of questions,’ the Professor said. ‘I didn’t account for that, but lesson plans are for the weak, aren’t they? Your name?’

‘Godfrey, Profess– uhh, Profster.’

The Professor smiled. ‘This one gets it!’

Godfrey and the Professor spoke at roughly the same velocity, somewhere between mach 3 and mach 4. It wouldn’t surprise Athena if they got along very well.

‘Yes, Godfrey?’

‘You said mummies are powerful. Are they . . . dangerous?’

Athena frowned at Godfrey’s delicate tone. Only months earlier, they’d been chased through the corridors of the Unbound by a monstrous predator known as the Bluthund. His question sounded innocent but Athena wondered if Godfrey was truly over the experience.

‘Good question, Godfrey. And I love your bug chair thing, by the way. Let’s state the obvious first: all Creations are dangerous. We should know that by now. When it comes to mummies, however, it’s important to realise why they were mummified in the first place. The ancient Egyptians mummified people in order to preserve and prepare the body for the afterlife known as Aaru, the field of reeds, a heavenly paradise ruled over by Osiris. I can only imagine it’s filled with beanbags, all the streaming networks and ice-cream sundaes on tap. You fill in the gaps. Anyway, when we resurrect mummies, we are yanking them back from that afterlife. Which means they are often grouchy. Understandably.’

On the Unbound, the Creations they’d given life to had been confused, for the most part. Scared. Athena couldn’t imagine bringing to life a Creation that was angry.

‘So, when it comes to resurrecting, I’ll be doing it up here, on the Atet, and not down in their tombs. And definitely not on a ship with so much rust that it would more accurately be described as a sieve.’ She lifted her hand to her mouth like she’d said something naughty. ‘If anyone repeats that to Major Stein, I will deny, deny, deny. And I’ll know one of you is responsible. So, zip it, okay?’

She grinned once more. ‘Getting back to Mummy 101, let’s talk about the basics. You can only yank back those who have been properly mummified, and even then, they are unreliable. Difficult to control, if you don’t know what you’re doing. This is one of the many reasons you won’t be plundering tombs and ancient monuments during class. First off, you’re stealing, and just like in Greece where I’m from, they’ve had enough of that around here. And secondly, every time you take a mummy out of its tomb, you risk awakening it. Accidental resurrections can happen, like that time in the British Museum, or they can happen on purpose, as we saw with the sinking of the Titanic.’

She paused, watching the class for their reactions.

What? Is she serious? Athena wondered. A mummy sank the Titanic?


Emily’s hand went up.

‘Yes, you with the pigtails.’

‘What about accidental mummies?’

‘You’ve done some research! I like that! Explain to us what you mean by an accidental mummy.’

Emily cleared her throat, blushing. ‘Um, like people who drowned in tar pits and stuff, or those bog bodies they found in Dutch fens.’

‘Oooh, bog bodies! My favourite. Short answer: no. They weren’t properly prepared, so they can’t be brought back the same way. You’d have to resort to other means for Creations such as those. Long answer: ewwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww. Bog bodies.’

The Professor stuck her tongue out like she’d tasted something gross. Athena reckoned it was the first time the Creator had paused since the beginning of class.

‘Right, now that the most obvious stuff is out of the way, let’s get back to my actual lesson plan. Oops, one more thing,’ she said, looking up, ‘I hope you had a good night’s sleep, because tonight we’ll be going on our first nocturnal excursion.’
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By lunchtime, Godfrey had filled ten pages of his notebook. Professor Selinofoto’s teaching style was a revelation. From an early age, Godfrey had been repeatedly told that he was too much. Talking too much, too quickly, too loudly. ‘Not everyone needs to know every single thought that goes through your mind,’ his mum had said in between dozens of requests for him to use his ‘inside voice’. So, over the years, he’d learned to temper his excitement, always taking a breath before speaking, modulating his tone and otherwise keeping a lid on things. Professor Selinofoto wasn’t like that at all. She spoke like he thought. And it was AAAAMAAAZING.

The students moved to the dining area for lunch. It was on the port side of the passenger decks, the equivalent size and shape of the classroom on the other side. Sitting around circular tables in fours and fives, the students were all nattering about the morning’s class. Godfrey fumbled at the hexapod controls, trying to manipulate the two front legs to move a chair out of the way so he could sit at the table.

‘Gonna need some more practice,’ Athena observed, stepping in to grab the chair just as it fell.

‘Thanks. Geez. And I thought getting all six legs to walk was difficult.’

‘You’ll get there,’ Athena said.

Some people were overly keen about making provisions for Godfrey. Athena was really good at only taking action when he needed help, and never making a big deal out of it.

Two robotic kitchen staff were hard at work behind a counter at the far end of the room. Godfrey, Athena and Marceline took turns going up to grab their food, returning with plates full of rice, lentils and some kind of meat on skewers.

‘I know it’s early, but I just want to say that Professor Selinofoto is probably my favourite teacher,’ Godfrey said between mouthfuls.

‘She operates on a higher frequency,’ Athena said with a chuckle. ‘I could barely keep up.’

‘I know!’ Godfrey exclaimed. ‘Isn’t it great? She said we were going on an excursion tonight. What does she mean by that?’

‘No idea,’ Athena said.

Radul took a seat at the table. ‘Does anyone know if any of the animal-headed gods in the ancient Egyptian pantheon had any relation to actual Creations?’


Whilst Godfrey was skilled in robotics, Radul’s focus was on transplantation – mixing and matching the body parts of different creatures. He kind of treated Creation like an all-you-can-eat buffet, where you loaded up your plate with as many different types of food as possible. It didn’t surprise Godfrey that the likes of the jackal-headed Anubis or the crocodile-headed Sobek would pique his interest.

‘I don’t think so,’ Godfrey said.

Radul looked disappointed. Though he was the same age as them, his huge size and stubbled jaw made him look older.

They all lapsed into silence as Drew suddenly appeared beside their table. Normally, Drew spent every waking hour making it clear that he didn’t have time for any of the other students, that he was better than them. The only person he put up with was Emily, who followed him around despite the fact he seemed a terrible friend. So, the fact that he was standing right next to Athena was very weird.

With a distant look in his eyes, Drew pulled out the one free chair and then sat down, sighing. Everyone shared looks of confusion. Drew was simply staring past them, like he was in another world.

‘Drew?’ Athena finally said, clearing her throat.

He snapped to attention. Emily was waving to him from another table, a look of disbelief on her face. Drew realised where he was and tried to re-engage his usual scowl.

‘Oh. I . . . um . . . what?’ He shot up, knocking the table so that the crockery rattled. ‘As if I’d want to sit with you losers!’ he snapped, then walked away.

Godfrey watched as Drew sat down next to Emily. ‘What was that about? It took, like, a whole minute for him to insult us.’

‘I have no idea,’ Athena replied.

‘What about you, Marceline?’ Godfrey said, going back to the subject at hand. ‘What did you think of the Profster?’

Marceline flinched, like she’d been taken by surprise. She hadn’t spoken a word since they’d left class.

‘She’s fine. Knows what she’s talking about, I guess.’

Godfrey bit his tongue. In the past two weeks, he’d tried really hard to get to know Marceline. He was used to feeling like he exhausted people, but she had barely let him in.

Everyone gives me a hard time for not having a filter, he thought. But maybe it’s that everyone else is too filtered!

‘Anyone know who we have this afternoon?’ Athena said, picking up the slack left by Marceline’s lacklustre answer.

‘Major Stein, I think,’ Radul said, then let out a huge sigh. Everyone looked over at him. ‘Sorry,’ he explained. ‘No offence to the Major, but it’s hard to get excited about raising monsters when we’ve, you know, already been there and done that.’

‘I’m sure she’s got lots of stuff lined up,’ Godfrey said. ‘The Major’s always prepared.’
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‘Sorry, everyone,’ Major Stein said, breezing into class, ‘I haven’t really prepared for today’s lesson.’

Athena grabbed at the papers that fluttered from the Creator’s bag.

Reaching the front of the class, Major Stein put her things down on the grand piano, ran a hand through her greying hair then did a double take. ‘They really couldn’t have taken the piano out?’ she muttered. Her shirt was half-untucked and she had bags under her eyes. ‘I’ve been overseeing the transfer of everything from the Unbound, and between helping Ivory with the library inventory and packaging and labelling all of the Creators’ belongings, I’ve barely had a chance to catch my breath.’

Her head snapped up, looking to the back of the class. ‘Hey! Just a minute!’ she called out.

Athena’s heart leaped into her mouth as the Major scooted towards her, fearful the Creator was about to accuse her of sneaking off the airship. But the Major went straight for the doorway just as Mx Hollybow appeared.

‘You yelled for me, Frankie?’ Mx Hollybow asked. The witch was wearing a black skivvy and olive culottes, and had several books under one arm. They were wheeling a suitcase behind them.

‘Did we get a final delivery before we set off this morning?’

‘Certainly did. Should be everything now.’

The Major dropped her voice and asked, ‘Did they get everything?’

‘As far as I know, yes. That’s it.’


Being right at the back of the class, Athena could hear the two Creators, even though they were keeping their voices low.

‘Including the safe?’ the Major asked.

‘Safe . . . and sound.’ Mx Hollybow smiled. ‘I saw it myself.’

‘Wonderful. Excellent.’ The Major let out a long breath, beaming.

Athena frowned. What safe?

‘Thanks. I better get back to it,’ the Major said.

‘One more thing,’ Mx Hollybow added.

‘Yes?’

‘I just got off the phone with Ivory.’

Athena turned to Marceline and they shared expressions of alarm. When Marceline had asked her to help steal the book that held the key to the mysteries of her Creation, Athena had said yes straightaway. She owed her friend. A lot. Marceline had literally saved her life. But now, with the prospect of getting into trouble with Major Stein at the very start of semester yet again, she regretted her decision.

‘And?’ the Major prompted Mx Hollybow.

‘She said everything’s been successfully transferred from the ship to the Bibliotheca Alexandrina. All the inventory is accounted for.’

‘That’s great to hear,’ the Major said.

Mx Hollybow departed and the Major resumed class.

Marceline looked at Athena in confusion. Maybe Ivory hadn’t recognised them from that distance. She couldn’t imagine the automatons would have made good witnesses. Even so, the Galatea must have realised something was missing. This should have been good news, but she still felt uneasy.

It didn’t add up.

[image: image]

Athena returned to the cabin after dinner in time to see Marceline shove something under her pillow.

‘Sorry,’ Athena said and smiled, remembering when their positions had been reversed, and she had been hiding her reading from Marceline. ‘I should have knocked.’

‘It’s fine,’ Marceline said. ‘I’m a little on edge. Keep expecting one of the Creators to come storming in to demand that I return the book.’

‘I know, right?’ Athena walked over to stroke Erwin. He purred loudly. ‘You heard what Mx Hollybow said?’

‘It doesn’t make any sense. I was sure that Ivory spotted us. That’s why I’m in such a hurry to go through the book, because I figure it’ll be taken off me at any moment.’

‘Well, come on then. Tell me what you’ve found out!’

If their cabin on the Unbound had been cramped, this one was positively tiny. It was like something you’d see on a submarine. There were two bunk beds set into the wall, with barely enough room to sit up without banging your head. It was just over a metre from the side of the beds to the opposite wall, where there were inbuilt cupboards and two small hinged formica desktops that swung down, one of which was open. Erwin sat on it, tatty tail switching gently from side to side in the hopes of getting more pats.

Athena sat down next to Marceline on the bottom bunk. Because of the steel ladder leading to the top bunk, there was barely enough room for them to sit shoulder to shoulder.

‘Yeah, that’s the thing,’ Marceline said, sliding the big book out from under her pillow. The light caught the cover again, with its weird blue sheen. ‘It’s not what I expected.’

‘What do you mean?’

Marceline opened the book and flicked through the pages. Every single one was blank.

Athena’s mouth dropped open. ‘That can’t be right.’

The pages were yellowed and the corners were worn, as you’d expect from a very old book that had been read over and over. And yet it was completely free of text.

‘Is there some kind of trick to it? Invisible ink?’ Athena posited.

‘I suppose it’s possible,’ Marceline said. ‘But I don’t want to risk setting it on fire by holding a candle to the paper.’ She slumped in disappointment.

‘No. I don’t accept this,’ Athena said. They’d gone through too much to get the book. ‘We’re not giving up yet. What about if we asked Godfrey? Three heads are better than two, and he’d love a puzzle like –’

‘No!’ Marceline said, cutting her off.

Athena flinched.


‘It’s not some puzzle, Athena. It’s my life. If we ask him, he’ll want to know why I’m so interested in the contents of the book. I don’t know if I can trust him.’

Athena knew Godfrey was trustworthy, but she didn’t press the issue. It was, after all, Marceline’s secret, and a closely guarded one at that. Athena had been sleeping in the same room as her for weeks before she found out the truth, and even then it was only by accident.

She tried to sound upbeat as she broke the silence. ‘Look, there’s no way the book was kept in the Restricted Collection if it was worthless. Maybe that’s why Ivory didn’t dob us in. Because she knew the book was unreadable to anyone who didn’t know the trick. And she wasn’t surprised because she remembered you asking about it at the start of first term, back on the Unbound. Maybe she . . . I don’t know . . . put a spell on it or something?’

Marceline hugged the book, burying her face as she let out a grunt of frustration. ‘Sorry for putting you in danger this morning,’ she said, face still hidden.

Athena leaned into her, bumping shoulders. ‘Don’t give up. We’ll figure it out. And you know what’ll make it easier?’

‘What?’

‘We have actual, legit internet access on board,’ she said, pulling her phone out of her pocket with a flourish. ‘One, sometimes two whole bars of reception!’

Marceline chuckled. ‘Wow. The future is now.’

‘So, first things first . . .’ Athena began.


There was an almighty THUMP at their door. They both jumped, causing Athena to hit her head on the upper bunk.

‘Ow!’ She rubbed her crown.

There was a scrabbling, scratching sound from the other side of the door. Like a dog that wanted to be let in. A big dog.

‘What on earth?’ Marceline said.

With a click, the door swung open, revealing Godfrey in the centre of a tangle of metallic legs.

‘Sorry!’ he said. ‘Doorhandles are gonna take some getting used to.’

Athena saw a mess of scratches in the paintwork by the doorhandle. ‘You couldn’t have just, I dunno, used your own hands to open it?’

‘I wanted to practise,’ he said indignantly. ‘Anyway, that’s not why I’m here! We’re expected at the top of the stairs right now!’

‘What for?’

‘Night excursion. We’re going to the pyramids!’
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Athena had a skip in her step, barely able to contain her excitement, as Professor Selinofoto took the class along the keel corridor to the mooring platform inside the nose cone. They followed her up a ladder and then through a hatch, until they emerged into the cool night air at the top of the mooring tower, some seventy metres above the ground.

The tower stood at one end of the Giza complex. Directly ahead, past some ruins, stood the Great Pyramid. Athena had seen it from the Atet earlier in the afternoon, but it was a completely different experience at night-time. Spotlights aimed at the pyramid made it a radiant focal point, a golden triangle before the black night sky. Athena tripped several times on the way down the zigzagging steel stairs of the mooring tower because she couldn’t take her eyes off the enormous structure. Never in her life had she expected to see the pyramids in person.


‘Come on, everyone. We haven’t got all night!’ the Professor called from the base of the tower as some stragglers made their way down. She’d changed into a grey suit since the morning’s lesson. Athena was impressed with the Professor’s fashion choices.

The moment the last student was on the ground, they set off. The drones, Edison and Tesla, hovered alongside the line of students as they made their way across the sand. Athena was glad she’d rugged up, wearing a large coat over her jumper and jeans. She might not be as classy as the Professor (or, indeed, some of the other students) but at least she was prepared! Night in the desert was surprisingly cold.

Professor Selinofoto accelerated past the caravan of students, power walking her way to the front. ‘Watch your step as we move through the cemetery, please. Most of the bodies have actually been removed by grave robbers or archaeologists, so skulkers shouldn’t be a problem, like they can be in more modern cemeteries. However, just in case, no Creating tonight, Ms Strange,’ she said as she passed Athena, ‘we have a schedule to stick to.’ She held her palm in the air. ‘Not-raising-bodies high five!’

She said it with a wink and a smile, but Athena was too embarrassed to slap the Professor’s proffered hand. Clearly, the Creators gossiped.

‘Too soon?’ the Professor mused out loud. ‘Fair enough, then.’

The ruins of the cemetery were almost the same colour as the sand beneath their feet. The tombs were carved from massive stone blocks, some sagging as if they’d melted in the heat of the day. Metal gates had been installed at the entrances of any open tombs, restricting entry. Between the metal bars, the tombs beckoned, pitch black maws. As Edison’s light flashed past one such entrance, Athena caught a split-second glimpse of hieroglyphs on the inside wall.

‘The cemetery complex dates back to the fourth, fifth and sixth dynasties, somewhere around 2686 BCE to 2345 BCE, otherwise known as A Really Long Time Ago. I’m not going to spend much time explaining that because I know you’re only interested in the main event, otherwise known as the Great Pyramid.’

They rounded the edge of a crumbling stone wall to find themselves before the pyramid itself. There were gasps as the students stared up at the huge structure.

‘For centuries, Creators have made pilgrimages to the Great Pyramid. It is a landmark of significance for more than one reason. We are here in order to better understand the ancient Egyptian rituals, but you will also find reference to the architecture and mysticism associated with the pyramids coming up again and again in our studies. As you can see, the waxing moon is almost perfectly aligned with the tip of the pyramid,’ the Professor continued. ‘Of course, I booked the moon for tonight well in advance. And trust me when I tell you that Luna’s a busy satellite indeed.’

Nobody seemed to notice the Creator’s joke, too busy staring up at the majestic pyramid.


‘Unappreciated in my time,’ the Professor said under her breath. ‘So, some vital statistics. The Great Pyramid stands 138.8 metres tall. It used to be 148.7 metres high, back when it was encased in its original limestone and topped by its golden capstone. This means that like humans, the pyramid has shrunk with age. Again, that’s a joke. Feel free to laugh, everyone.’

There were a few appreciative titters.

‘I’m sure you’ve noticed the building opposite the entrance to the pyramid. That’s the solar barge museum. It was built to surround the reconstructed four-and-a-half-thousand-year-old ship that was found buried in that exact spot. It’s the only modern building of consequence in the entire complex.’

The museum was a long, tapered hexagon. Almost coffin-shaped, it was a white and sandstone colour so that it blended in with the rest of the complex.

‘The barges were often buried in or close to the pharaohs’ tombs,’ the Professor continued, ‘so that they might have a means to get to the afterlife.’

Athena’s gaze moved from the museum to the cluster of people at the base of the pyramid. Tourists. Lots of tourists. A line of them snaked along the base of the structure then curved up a ramp that led to the entrance. At that moment, a group of three people entered the pyramid. The line shuffled forward ever so slightly, like an arthritic caterpillar. Athena’s spirits plummeted. Were they going to have to join the back of the line?

‘Professor, how long are the wait times?’ Godfrey asked.


‘My students, waiting in line like common tourists?’ the Professor said with a frown. ‘Not today, Apep!’ she scoffed. ‘Follow me.’

They orbited the pyramid until they were on the opposite side, completely free of tourists. The Professor walked to the base of the wall, then climbed up the first three steps. Athena could see nothing but crumbling blocks all the way up to the apex.

‘As I’m sure you know, by the time foreigners made their way inside the Great Pyramid, there wasn’t that much to see. It had long been plundered. Napoleon himself visited the King’s Chamber to find nothing more than an empty granite sarcophagus. So, you’re not missing much by skipping the tour back there.

‘With the pyramids, you’ll find there is always more than meets the eye. While everyone and their dog has visited the King’s Chamber, few have seen everything the Great Pyramid has to offer. One hundred metres below the pyramid lies a subterranean chamber that’s off limits to the public. We’re not entirely sure of its intended purpose, however experts agree that the pharaoh died before they could finish it. That’s not the only secret within, however.’ She took a deep breath, enjoying the moment. ‘I’d like to point your attention towards the moon once more.’

The moon was just past the apex of the pyramid, dazzling in the cloudless night sky.

‘Khonsu was the ancient Egyptian moon god. He has his own temple still standing in Karnak. But his presence is infused in architecture all over the country, such that we wouldn’t be getting into the pyramid if Luna wasn’t in the sky tonight. Khonsu went by many other descriptors. He was the Traveller, the Embracer and, most importantly, the Pathfinder.’

The Professor kicked her heel against the step behind her. With a grating of stone, the steps rippled and folded inward, revealing a rectangular entrance.

‘Behold, the Khonsu door, otherwise known as the lunar door!’ she said and beamed.

The students all clambered up the stairs to gather round, eager to see inside. Athena strained to snatch a glimpse between the shoulders of two students in front of her. The passageway led into blackness.

‘Okay, settle down,’ the Professor said. ‘We’re all going in. Let me light the way first.’

She reached for something on the wall inside the entrance. There was a short, sharp grating noise, like stone striking stone, then a torch on the wall sprang to life with a psshht. The noise echoed down the passageway – psshht psshht psshht psshht psshht – until the entire corridor was illuminated.

‘The fables say that the pyramids offered both doom and salvation. The salvation bit only applied to the owners of the tomb. The doom was reserved for any tomb robbers. Rule number one, class: there are many ways to die in a pyramid. Traps, poisonous mould –’

‘Poisonous mould?’ Drew said, unconvinced. ‘Like they didn’t have their staff scrub the grouting properly?’

‘Hardly the same thing, Drew. I’m talking about mould specifically developed to harm trespassers. Airborne spores that instantly spread through the human body, killing off the organs one by one. Incurable, so the legends say.’

Drew swallowed and tried to look casual as he lifted his orange sash to cover his mouth. Looking down the passageway, his eyes darted to the corners.

‘So, take it slowly,’ the Professor concluded.

The passageway was just wide enough to admit students walking two abreast. Athena and Marceline walked together, with Godfrey and his hexapod following. For such a large tangle of metal, it moved dexterously within the small space, the quiet whirr of its engine accompanied by the squeaks of the metallic joints. He mightn’t be able to manage doors yet, but Godfrey was skilled when it came to perambulation.

The passageway sloped upwards then did a hairpin curve, like a switchback trail cut into the side of a mountain. The flickering light from the torches illuminated rows and rows of hieroglyphs etched into the stone walls. Athena identified pharaohs, livestock, crocodiles and trees among the imagery.

‘Who can tell me what’s wrong with these hieroglyphs?’ the Professor asked.

Athena scanned the rows of symbols, but she barely knew anything about hieroglyphs. She had a vague memory that they weren’t always read from right to left, but that was it.

‘Yes, Emily?’

Athena turned to look at Drew’s usual hanger-on. He must have given Emily permission to talk, she thought to herself. As usual, Emily was wearing the type of pretty dress that looked like she was expecting to have high tea with the Queen.

‘There aren’t any hieroglyphs inside the pyramids, officially,’ Emily said.

‘Bing! Ten points to your house!’ The Professor jabbed her forefinger in the air triumphantly.

‘We . . . we don’t have a house system,’ Emily said, brow creased in confusion.

‘Bing! Also correct! Another ten points to your made-up house!’

‘Um. Okay?’

‘Moving on, you’ll be surprised to learn dozens of tourists are currently crammed in the Grand Gallery barely two metres from us,’ the Professor said, pointing to the right-hand wall. ‘The heavy stone blocks are incredibly good sound insulators. If that sounds cool, please remember that if you get trapped inside a pyramid, there’s every chance no one can hear you scream.’

The Professor said that with the same enthusiasm as every other factoid she’d listed so far. She almost sounded excited about the possibility of being trapped inside a pyramid. As if that wasn’t enough, she took a moment to point out some squares on the floor near her feet. They were made out of a different stone, rust-coloured instead of the usual limestone and granite mix.

‘Please, whatever you do, do not stand on the red squares,’ she instructed. ‘They trigger the wheel traps that are in the walls either side of you right now.’

The students looked from left to right in alarm. Athena spotted one instantly – a slit in the wall that she’d first mistaken for a gap between the stones. Each one was two metres high and ten centimetres wide.

‘In each of those slots is a stone disc, standing like a coin balanced on its side. If you put pressure on the red squares, the discs roll out of their slots, crushing anyone in their path.’

Athena saw that there was a similar gap in the wall opposite. Her breath caught in her throat as she remembered the diary she’d found last semester, written by a Creator who had almost been killed when exploring a pyramid one hundred years ago.

‘The gaps within the walls curve upward at each end,’ the Professor explained. ‘So perfectly crafted that once released, the stone discs can roll back and forth under their own momentum for a very long time before they come to rest. Perpetual motion, like one of those toy birds bobbing up and down in a glass of water. Except, you know, bloodier. So – again – don’t step on the red squares. Not-getting-crushed high five!’

The students appeared suitably horrified. Athena was impressed that the Professor was trusting enough to escort her students to places normal teachers wouldn’t dare.

‘Anyone? No? Are you lot always going to leave me hanging? Do kids not high five any more?’ The Professor dropped her hand.

Everyone moved with a lot more caution as they resumed their trek further into the pyramid. Athena noticed Godfrey leaning over his control panel, taking care where he put the front four legs of his hexapod. He couldn’t see the rear leg placement with ease, so instead directed them to step on the walls either side as he made his way through the passage. Even the drones seemed to be exercising caution, their aetheric energy generators little more than a low hum.

The Professor stopped at an opening on the left-hand side of the passageway. ‘Inside this chamber, you can see all manner of shiny stuff,’ she said.

The room was absolutely filled with treasure. Hoard was the only word to describe the dozens of statuettes, plates, shields and spears spread about the room. Tesla flew inside, his lights dancing across the objects within. Athena spotted a bronze sickle-shaped khopesh sword, a padded linen helmet and a tunic covered in segmented bronze pieces that was hanging on a wooden stand.

‘Tesla, heel! Get back here!’ the Professor reprimanded the drone.

It zipped back out of the treasure room to hover in the passageway above her.

‘You’ll notice that while there are chests overflowing with amulets and bracelets – made from lapis lazuli, garnet and obsidian, among other stones – you won’t see any coins. That’s because coins didn’t become official currency until 500 BCE. If you look on the shelf to the left, you’ll see a large heart scarab carved out of grey stone. The scarab had an important place in the ancient Egyptian idea of rebirth. After all, the sun god, Khepri, was said to die each night as the sun went down, then be reborn each morning as a scarab beetle.’


Athena felt a sudden pang of guilt. Her Creation had been called Khepri. Barely hours after his ‘rebirth’, he had gone on a rampage and been swept out to sea.

‘Out of the way, Strange. Let someone else have a look,’ Drew said, shouldering past her to stand in the doorway.

‘Everyone gets a turn to look at the treasure,’ the Professor said. ‘No need to push. Also keep in mind that if you take one step inside the room, there’s every chance you’ll be killed instantly.’

Drew swallowed nervously. ‘Killed? Are you serious?’

The Professor raised one eyebrow. Crouching down, she found a small pebble on the floor of the passageway and threw it into the chamber. It made a pok-pok-pok sound across the floor before coming to rest on a tile that was a slightly different shade to the others. A split second later there was a click and a shhhhnnk! Something shot through the air at head height.

They all stared at the wooden shaft protruding from the opposite wall, still vibrating.

‘A super-thin arrow shaft.’ The Professor grinned. ‘It mightn’t look like much, but the trap propels it with such force that it could go clean through your skull and out the other side. The consequent hole in your head would whistle when you walked. Assuming you survived. Which you wouldn’t.’

Athena noticed that there were at least a dozen differently coloured stones spread across the floor of the chamber. Like ants – the moment you spotted one, you couldn’t help but see more.


‘G-g-good to know,’ Drew said, looking at the arrow shaft with horror.

The Professor raised a palm then dropped it. ‘No point asking for high fives that aren’t reciprocated, Thali. So, yeah, don’t go handling the merchandise,’ she said, resuming her walk up the passageway.

Everyone fell into line, resuming their ascent.

‘If the stone discs and arrows weren’t enough, there’s also a good chance you’d set off the guardians.’

Guardians? A moment later Athena saw the cavities in the walls, spaced at regular intervals. Statues of warriors stood in the alcoves, dressed in wrap-around skirts and tunics. They each held a large rectangular shield in their left hand and a spear or khopesh in their right. While the bodies were carved from stone, the weapons gleamed beneath the tarnish, as if they were real.

‘Nice statues, hey?’ The Professor smiled as she nodded, before dissolving that nod into a shake of the head. ‘Nuh-uh. Tomb guardians. Encased in each stone carapace is a mummified soldier, left here to guard the pyramid from looters. These guards aren’t your usual mummies. They’re dead, but they aren’t up in Aaru, having a pool party. Instead, they are somewhere else,’ she waved her hand, ‘close by. A waiting room of sorts. Ready to be roused at a moment’s notice.’

Athena turned to Marceline, whispering in her ear. ‘Is she being serious?’ The Professor’s constant joking and high fives made it hard to be certain. ‘They just look like statues to me.’

Marceline was looking at the two rows of guardians, six on each side of the passageway. Her lip curled in a snarl. ‘I dunno. Wouldn’t put it past humans to set up something like this.’

Athena pulled back, shocked by the undercurrent of anger in her friend’s voice. For Marceline, this wasn’t an intellectual curiosity. Another reminder that they were at Prometheus High for different reasons.

A giggle caught Athena’s attention. Two students were posing before the statues for selfies, taking photos on their phones. Feeling ashamed, Athena bit her lower lip, hoping Marceline wouldn’t notice.

‘If anyone posts photos of their visit to the super-secret tomb that nobody knows about, ensure that you include #justbeenexpelled under the image,’ the Professor said with a sigh. ‘Come on, then.’ She waved everyone to follow her as they turned up another switchback to discover that the passageway terminated in a doorway.

The Professor paused underneath the stone lintel, on which was painted the image of an eye in blue and teal. Athena recognised it as the Eye of Horus.

‘As I’m sure everyone has noted by now, the art and styles present inside the pyramid are from all over the shop. Contrary to popular belief, pharaohs and their sarcophagi were often moved – upgraded, downgraded – as tombs were taken over by the more recently dead. The Great Pyramid has been here so long that you will see evidence of multiple ancient periods on show. And a perfect example of this mishmash can be found through this doorway.’

She ushered them inside a large room with walls that tilted inward, making the space feel oppressive. Athena wondered if these walls also housed traps. In the centre of the room was a stone dais, on which lay a massive stone sarcophagus. The lid was carved in the image of a dead monarch. He wore a brimless hat, his right fist was over his heart and he clutched a flail that dangled over one shoulder.

‘Remember how I said that Napoleon entered the King’s Chamber to find an empty sarcophagus? That’s because the Pharaoh had moved house, so to speak. Well, moved to the apartment next door, actually.’ Edison circled the room slowly as the Professor spoke, keeping his light focused on the sarcophagus. ‘Here lies Khufu, second pharaoh of the Fourth Dynasty, son of Sneferu, who died some four and a half thousand years ago. We know very little about the ruler himself, aside from the knowledge that he kept a hundred cats.’

‘A hundred cats?’ Godfrey said.

‘Yep. You’re thinking about all the litter trays he would have needed, aren’t you? Me too.’

The hieroglyphs covering the walls of the chamber were painted in gold that shimmered in the torchlight. Athena’s attention was drawn to a large square-shaped break in the hieroglyphs on the nearest wall, where an image had been carved into the rock. It depicted three humanoid figures. In the centre was a male with a feather tied to his head, while below him lay a man covered in green leaves. Above both of them loomed a woman, arched over with her hands and feet on the ground, as if providing shelter.


‘A beautiful petroglyph, is it not?’ the Professor said, following Athena’s gaze. ‘Nut, Shu and Geb, the gods of sky, air and earth. Anyone want to have a go at translating the hieroglyphs at the bottom of the petroglyph?’

Athena expected Drew to speak up, but it was Radul who answered.

‘Um . . . something about being below then going up to heaven?’ he attempted.

‘Nice work!’ the Professor said. ‘Oh, I see, you’ve got a hieroglyph app on your phone. Smart thinking. More precisely, it’s “Those who are worthy below, are allowed to ascend through the door that is always shut”. Judgement before being welcomed to the afterlife is a common theme in not just many Egyptian eras, but in cultures all over the world.’

‘How close to the top of the pyramid are we?’ Athena asked.

‘You’ve noticed the walls, I presume?’ the Professor said. ‘Very observant. We are, indeed, right near the top, which is why the room is narrower towards the ceiling.’

The square ceiling was roughly four metres by four metres. There was something inscribed up there too. A figure. Was it another depiction of one of the gods?

‘Check out the throne!’ Godfrey said. His hexapod was poised before a carved stone chair sitting at the opposite wall.

‘Before anyone gets any ideas, do not sit on the throne,’ the Professor said forcefully. ‘I mean, at this point it should be common sense, right? Right? Please say, “Yes, Professor, we won’t sit on the throne”.’

‘Yes, Professor, we won’t sit on the throne,’ several students mumbled.

Athena noted that Shu, the god of the air, was also carved into the back of the throne. She recognised his headband with a feather sticking out of it.

‘Where have you been?’ the Professor asked, as Tesla entered the throne room.

Athena hadn’t even noticed he’d been missing. The drone fell in line with Edison’s slow orbit.

The Professor shook her head. ‘I need leashes for you two.’

‘When do we raise this guy?’ Hideo said, standing next to the sarcophagus with a look of excitement in his eyes.

‘Never,’ the Professor answered. ‘I’ve shown you three types of traps within the pyramid. Rest assured there are many, many more. Khufu – or at least his architects – were rather paranoid. So, we won’t be attempting to resurrect this guy. We’re here to learn through observation only.’

‘Aww,’ Hideo said, slumping.

‘I’m sorry to disappoint you with my once-in-a-lifetime exploration of a secret tomb,’ the Professor said drily. ‘It’s about time we got back to the Atet, anyway.’

Everyone started towards the doorway when a short, sharp CRACK issued from the passageway. The students near the front stopped so suddenly that the ones behind bumped into them.


‘What’s the hold-up?’ the Professor asked, frowning.

‘There was a sound,’ Drew said. He was one of the students right at the front of the pack, looking nervously through the doorway.

‘A sound? What kind of sound?’

‘Kind of like something snapping?’ Emily said.

‘Snapping, yeah. Or crumbling,’ Drew added, pointing through the doorway.

The Professor took a deep breath. ‘All right, make a path.’ Everyone parted to make way for her. ‘Methinks I may have set off some overactive imaginations.’

She passed through the doorway and disappeared from view. Once her footsteps had receded, there was silence.

‘What’s she doing?’ Godfrey asked. He looked nervous, tightening his seatbelt to ensure he was secure in the hexapod.

‘Dunno,’ Drew answered from his position by the door. ‘She went around the corner. I can’t see her.’

Thirty seconds passed. Then a full minute. Still nothing. All the students turned to one another, whispering.

‘Should someone go after her?’ Athena said, sharing a concerned glance with Marceline.

There was a sudden squeal from Emily. The Professor was standing in the doorway, staring past the students, face pale.
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Athena shivered. It was as if the Professor’s frozen expression had lowered the temperature of the room.

‘Profster?’ Godfrey said.

The Creator snapped to attention. ‘All right, everyone. We’re going to stick to the plan,’ she said.

‘What plan, Professor?’ Athena asked. The Professor’s barely disguised alarm made her break out in a cold sweat.

‘We’re leaving.’ She checked over her shoulder, licking her lips nervously. ‘Single file this time, though.’

‘What’s going on, Professor?’ Emily said, anxiety creeping into her voice.

‘We’ve got to get a move on, everyone. Calmly but quickly. Tesla and Edison, stick close to me and don’t go exploring.’ She turned and left the chamber once more.

After an awkward pause, the students began to file out. Godfrey hung back, waiting for a space to clear. Athena and Marceline stood with him.

‘Why has the Profster lost her mojo?’ Godfrey asked, checking again that his seatbelt was secure.

‘Something’s wrong,’ Marceline said.

‘Really wrong,’ Athena agreed.

Realising they were the only ones left in the chamber, Athena forced herself to step through the doorway. Marceline followed with Godfrey bringing up the rear.

On the way in, the passageway had echoed with excited voices. Now, it was deathly silent, except for the muted whirring of Godfrey’s hexapod behind them. The students further down the passage watched where they put their feet, wary of traps. Others looked above them as they walked, as if fearful the pyramid could collapse at any moment.

There was a gasp from someone up ahead, like they’d seen something. Pulse going into overdrive, Athena stood on her tippy-toes but couldn’t see who had made the noise. Or what had scared them.

‘That’s it,’ the Professor’s voice drifted back to them, ‘nice and steady.’

If she had meant to put them at ease, it hadn’t worked. She sounded like she was trying to defuse a bomb.

When she reached the first of the tomb guardians, Athena realised what had made the student gasp. There was a crack halfway up the arm of the stone soldier, like it had chipped. And in that sliver of missing stone, Athena could see a strip of linen.


‘Am I going crazy or was that crack not there before?’ she whispered, pointing.

‘Surely not,’ Marceline said under her breath.

‘WHAT CAN YOU SEE?’ Godfrey called out from behind them.

Athena spun to face him, finger to her mouth. ‘Shhhhh!’

There was a SHHHHHNNNK from behind her. She shivered as a breeze brushed the back of her neck. She looked down to see strands of her own hair falling to the floor. A ripple of stone pops echoed through the passageway.

‘Down!’ Marceline cried, grabbing Athena by her jumper and yanking them both to the ground.

A pointed bronze blade swept the air where Athena’s head had been a moment earlier. The tomb guardian brandishing the weapon stepped out from its alcove. It looked down at them, the stone coating around its neck cracking and falling to the floor.

‘It’s awake!’ Godfrey wailed.

Screams from the other students filled the passageway. There was an eruption of footsteps scuffing the stone floor coupled with cracks like pottery shattering.

They’re ALL awake, Athena realised. Panic streaked through her.

The guardian nearest them turned to face Godfrey, whipping its spear around. Still crouched, Marceline swept the floor with her leg, tripping the stone guard. It lost its balance, falling into the torch on the opposite wall. Sparks flew. Marceline stood up and kicked at the base of the spear, flipping it out of the guardian’s grasp. She caught it just below the blade as it lanced towards her. Pirouetting, she spun it in both hands then jabbed at the guardian. The blade went straight through the gap in the stone casing under its chin. The tomb guardian let out a muffled growl from beneath its stone mask, scrabbling to pull the blade out. Marceline yanked the spear left and right. The guardian was flung back and forth, hitting the walls. With each collision, more shards dropped from its body.

Athena was still crouched on the floor. There was a scream from behind her. Two students held onto the sword arm of a tomb guardian that was forcing the blade towards them. Without thinking, Athena leaped up and snatched the shield from its other arm.

The tomb guardian looked down at its empty hand with as much surprise as Athena felt. Its stone gaze met hers as she charged, shield held out in front of her. She knocked it off its feet to fall back into its alcove. She dropped the shield on top of it and put one foot on it, using her weight to hold the creature pinned.

‘Run!’ Athena said to the two students she’d just saved.

There were still ten tomb guardians stepping out of the alcoves between her and the Professor at the front of the group.

There was an almighty CRASSSH from behind her. More of the casing was crumbling from the tomb guardian still skewered by Marceline’s spear. The bandages beneath were tattered, a mixture of dirty yellow and tar black. With a SNAP the guardian broke the spear, leaving Marceline holding a splintered wooden haft. The tomb guardian’s eyes were still encased, like a stone visor. Below that, the mouth behind the dirty bandages barked something that sounded suspiciously like language. It pulled the blade of the spear out from under its chin, then flipped it and stabbed downward like a knife.

Marceline successfully deflected with the wooden haft, but it flew out of her grasp on impact. Leaving her without a weapon. She ducked as the guardian continued its attack, then jumped over the blade as it arced beneath her feet.

A giant metal bug sideswiped the tomb guardian, knocking it to the floor.

‘Back off!’ Godfrey shrieked, hands working furiously at the controls of the hexapod.

The metal legs stomped on the guardian’s limbs. Stone chips flew in all directions. Each time the creature tried to wriggle out from underneath, another one of the hexapod’s feet skewered it, keeping it pinned.

‘Get a move on, you two!’ Godfrey said. ‘I’ll follow!’

Marceline broke into a run, grabbing Athena’s hand as she overtook her. ‘Come on!’

They leaped over the tomb guardian Athena had felled, then ducked under the next two guardians that swung at them simultaneously. Their swords clashed just centimetres behind them.

‘Godfrey!’ Athena yelled over her shoulder, anxious he’d get left behind.


She needn’t have worried. The hexapod was following, six legs a metallic shimmer in the torchlight. The tomb guardian on the floor jumped up, but Godfrey dodged, driving the hexapod up the wall and upside down, corkscrewing its way past the next two as they lashed out.

Marceline punched a tomb guardian in the chin as they ran past. It fell backwards into the wall, stone casing cracking, then sloughing off in a large sheet. Six more steps and they were free of the last guardian. As they turned a corner Marceline immediately pulled up short. Athena ran straight into her.

‘Why are we stopping?’ she said.

Marceline didn’t need to answer. The passageway with the wheel traps separated them from the rest of the students down at the next switchback. Someone must have stepped on one of the trigger tiles, because they were all active, rolling back and forth. A dozen stone discs moving from left to right.

Athena stared open-mouthed. The discs were almost two metres in diameter, and moved with an awful grinding sound. Only ten centimetres thin, she told herself. But also really, really heavy. She bit her lip, focusing on the closest one. Counting. Trying to time how fast it was moving.

She turned to Marceline. ‘I think if we run past them one at a t–’

Marceline yanked her into action. A split second after the giant stone wheel grinded past them from left to right, she pulled her through. Then skidded to a stop only centimetres from the next wheel, waiting for it to move from right to left. Marceline counted out loud like she was preparing to jump rope, then ran forward again. They repeated this start-stop dash each time, Athena’s heart in her throat.

They cleared the final stone wheel and collapsed to the tunnel floor, coughing up stone dust. Wiping her eyes, Athena looked up to see the Professor and some of her classmates staring at them.

‘That was amazing,’ Radul said, his voice cracking.

‘That was indeed impressive,’ Professor Selinofoto said, holding out a hand.

Athena grabbed it and the Professor pulled her up. ‘It was all Marceline. Former athletics champion, you know,’ she said as she tried to catch her breath, repeating a lie she’d used before.

‘Evidently,’ the Professor said.

‘Look out!’ came a cry from behind them.

They spun to see the upside-down hexapod skittering along the ceiling towards them. It cleared the top of the final stone wheel with only centimetres to spare before sliding down the wall to land on the stone floor.

‘Nice driving,’ Marceline commented.

‘Thanks,’ Godfrey said, sweat dripping off his brow. ‘But the tomb guardians don’t seem worried about the traps.’

There was an explosion of stone, then another. Looking back along the passageway, Athena caught glimpses of the tomb guardians each time a wheel rolled out of sight. They paid no attention to the stone traps. One walked directly into the path of a wheel and was crushed against the wall in a puff of bone dust. Another followed straight on its heels, slipping past the trap. The next wheel rolled right over its foot. It continued to advance.

‘Everyone, keep moving back!’ the Professor called out. ‘All the way out, thanks!’

They sprinted down the last section of passageway as the remaining tomb guardians – now freed from their stone sheaths, bandages dangling, some missing limbs – followed them.

Finally, they were out in the night air. The Professor moved to one side as Marceline and Athena exited the Khonsu door. Godfrey joined them a second later.

‘They should stop coming now that we’ve left the tomb,’ the Professor said.

But the tomb guardians were flat out running, closing the gap at an alarming rate.

‘Professor?’ Athena said. ‘It doesn’t look like they’re stopping.’

‘Why on earth? One moment,’ the Professor said, digging in her handbag.

The tomb guardians were only ten metres from the entrance now. The one at the front gave a guttural snarl.

‘Profster?’ Godfrey said.

‘One moment!’ the Professor snapped, withdrawing a small stone figurine and a marker pen from her bag. Pulling the lid off with her teeth, she began to scrawl on the figurine.

The tomb guardians were only five metres from the door.

Two metres.


‘Profster!’ Godfrey shrieked.

The Professor hurled the figurine at the base of the Khonsu door. It shattered. The advancing tomb guardian slammed to a halt as if hitting an invisible wall. The next one crashed into it, then a third.

The Professor stood less than a metre away from the snarling tomb guardians, seemingly stuck at the edge of the Khonsu door. The guardian at the front growled at the shattered pieces of stone lying on the floor.

‘They won’t be able to pass the threshold,’ she said, putting the marker pen back in her handbag.

She adjusted her suit jacket and kicked the step with her foot. The stones rippled back into place, sealing the pyramid once more, leaving no trace of the door.

‘They should return to their stations,’ the Professor said, taking a deep breath. ‘I think. This hasn’t actually happened to me before.’ She turned to face the rest of the class gathered on the sand. ‘Is everyone all right? No injuries? Good to see. Escaping-from-the-Great-Pyramid-with-our-lives high five,’ she uttered feebly, not bothering to hold up her hand.

‘What happened?’ Athena asked. ‘Why did they attack?’

‘Something set them off,’ the Professor replied. ‘Or someone.’

‘What do you mean, someone –’

There was a distant BOOOM, followed by a series of crackles.

‘Oh no,’ the Professor said.


Athena looked up towards the Atet. Green fireworks blossomed high in the sky, reflecting off the white outer frame of the airship.

‘Not now.’ The Professor put her head in her hands.

Three more BOOMS. Pink! Blue! Orange!

‘Look at the zeppelin!’ Godfrey said. ‘There’s someone up there!’

Athena squinted. The dazzling firework trails illuminated a figure standing atop the outer frame of the airship, right at the front towards the nose cone. Another crack! Athena followed the firework as it soared across the sky to explode in a shower of purple.

‘They’re the one setting off the fireworks,’ she realised out loud.

‘Of course he is,’ the Professor said and sighed.

The figure suddenly ran to the front of the zeppelin and leaped off.

‘He jumped!’ Emily screamed.

There were squeals. Gasps. Bleeps of concern from the drones.

As the figure plummeted, sparks shot out from his shoes, giving him the appearance of a shooting star.

‘Honestly.’ The Professor shook her head, unconcerned about the man plunging to his death.

Then, with a FWOOMPH, a parachute blossomed, catching the air. With sparks still flying from his shoes, the figure used steering lines to guide his descent, turning towards the pyramid.

‘He’s coming this way,’ Godfrey observed. ‘Wait. This is all for us?’


‘No, no,’ the Professor said, ‘this is most definitely for him.’

The moment the parachuting figure landed, the students’ ears were assaulted by the sounds of heavy metal music.

‘Where is that coming from?’ Emily asked.

The pounding drums and buzzing guitars were joined by a chorus of voices chanting in Latin.

‘He actually set up speakers.’ The Professor was pressing the heel of her hand into her forehead. ‘I can’t even.’

A huge firework shot up to crackle and bloom above the man. Multicoloured, it formed a symbol in the sky: a circle inside a square, inside a triangle, inside a circle.

‘What’s that?’ Marceline asked.

‘It’s an alchemical symbol, I think,’ Athena said.

‘Alchemy is amazing!’ Godfrey cheered, eyes alight.

‘It’s not alchemy. It’s fireworks. They’ve been around for two thousand years,’ the Professor said drily.

Having disconnected the parachute, the figure strode across the sand towards them, flanked by golden sparks that shot up from fire pots set at regular intervals. He walked with a long staff and a white cloak spilled out behind him.

‘Okay, this is getting kind of boring now,’ Radul said, looking at his watch. ‘He couldn’t have landed any closer?’

One of the fire pots sent a spark flying the wrong way, straight towards the figure with the staff. He yelped as his cloak caught fire. He dropped, rolling in the sand.


A second later he jumped up again, straightened his half-charred cloak and resumed, shuffling his steps as he tried to get back in sync with the beat. As the music died down, he stopped several feet from them and bowed. A tall man, he had short curly black hair and a neat beard. He wore a cream linen shirt and pants with a vest. He was, to be blunt, built like someone who spent a lot of time in the gym.

There was a staccato golf clap from a dozen students that quickly fizzled out.

‘Thank you and greetings!’ the man announced, addressing the bemused students as if they were an adoring crowd. ‘My name is Theodotus Pagonis, Hermeticist, scholar of the Seven Heavens and interpreter of the Ancient Doctrine.’

Godfrey resumed enthusiastically clapping, then stopped when he realised he was the only one. An awkward silence followed.

‘Okay, well, now that that’s done –’ the Professor began.

‘My spectacular arrival is but a taste of things to come!’ the man continued with a theatrical flourish. ‘You thought the Great Pyramid was impressive? Just wait till you see what my teachings have to offer.’

‘The pyramid actually left a much bigger impression than intended,’ the Professor said.

‘I like your staff!’ Godfrey piped up.

Standing almost as tall as the man, the staff featured a pair of entwined serpents and was topped by outstretched wings. It was the same colour as his clothes, while the knob on the top was painted gold.

‘Why thank you, young man,’ the alchemist said, beaming.

‘That’s like the symbol you see at a pharmacy, right?’

‘No, this is different –’ the man began.

‘Yeah, I’ve seen it, too,’ Radul chimed in. ‘It’s to do with medicine.’

‘No, you see, it’s often confused for that –’

‘Ohhh, maybe you call it a chemist instead of a pharmacy?’ Godfrey suggested helpfully.

‘No, I assure you, this is quite different,’ the man snapped. He took a breath before once more beaming his bright white smile. ‘This is a Rod of Caduceus, the symbol of Hermes. You’re thinking of the Rod of Asclepius, which only has one snake and no wings.’

‘Anyway,’ the Professor said, ‘it’s time we got back to the Atet, especially because one of us is supposed to be on board at all times, remember, Theo?’

‘But, sister! It’s moored.’ He pointed up at the airship.

Sister? Athena thought. They looked nothing alike. Stepsister, perhaps. Or maybe one of them was adopted?

‘At all times,’ the Professor repeated. ‘Come on, everyone. You’ll be blessed with Mr Pagonis’s teaching methods in a couple of days.’

‘But my presentation isn’t finished.’

‘It totally is finished, Theo. Come on.’ She swept past him. After a moment, the students followed.

‘But I had a thing planned . . .’

‘That was definitely a thing. We have seen the thing. We are done with the thing.’


‘No, but . . . but . . .’ Though a lot taller than the Professor, he somehow seemed smaller when he was running to keep up with her.

‘Make sure you collect all your fire pots,’ she said. ‘We don’t litter in the Giza complex.’

He ran back and started picking them up one by one. Athena stifled a giggle.

‘I can help you carry them, sir,’ Godfrey said, opening the small compartment behind the seat on his hexapod. It wasn’t very deep, but wide enough that he could fit several fire pots standing side by side.

‘Thank you, young man. And I am most impressed by your mechanical hexapod.’

‘Thank you!’ Godfrey said, clearly chuffed that he had correctly identified it. ‘It’s got magnets and microspines in the feet, too, so it can climb walls.’

‘Are you aware of the Chrysina aurigans, a beetle whose forewings have a multilayer nanostructure that tricks the light so that their bodies appear to be made of solid gold?’

‘No? Wow!’

‘And pick up that parachute, before it blows away!’ the Professor called over her shoulder.

‘Yes, sister,’ Mr Pagonis said, handing more fire pots to Godfrey and rushing over to his parachute as it flapped in the night air.

‘Everyone okay?’ came a call from up ahead. Major Stein approached the group. She wore the same long grey coat as always.

‘Everything’s fine,’ the Professor said.


‘I’m hoping someone can explain the fireworks to me.’

‘Hello, Frankie!’ Mr Pagonis said, rolling up his parachute.

‘Oh, never mind. That answers my question,’ the Major said. ‘You okayed the use of fireworks so close to the Atet, Professor?’

‘I assure you, I did not,’ the Professor said curtly.

‘Also, isn’t one of you supposed to be on the airship at all times?’

‘Yes, that is correct,’ the Professor said through gritted teeth.

‘We can talk about that at the next staff meeting. The main thing is that no one was in danger.’

‘Yes. Well. About that . . .’

The two of them closed ranks and lowered their voices.

Athena turned to Marceline. ‘It’s been a really long day,’ she said with a yawn.

‘Mmm,’ Marceline agreed.

‘What?’ Athena frowned, noting Marceline’s distant expression.

‘All that talk about bugs reflecting the light. It’s got me thinking.’

‘About the book, you mean?’ Athena dropped her voice to a whisper.

‘Exactly. What if light is the key?’
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Marceline had hoped they could test her theory about the book when they returned to the airship. The moment they got back on board, the Major and the Professor ushered everyone to bed quick-smart. Perfect, Marceline thought. Maybe we can try once everyone’s in their rooms. But Athena inadvertently nixed that idea. Her roommate had been nattering nonstop about the pyramid, the sarcophagus, the tomb guardians and the traps, not to mention the Professor, such that the moment she lay down she was out cold. Marceline tried to push back against her disappointment. Athena was, after all, a Creator. It made sense that her interest in a Creation’s origins didn’t match Marceline’s own determination. But it still stung. During the day, they usually hung out with Godfrey, so the only time Marceline could speak freely about her quest was in the privacy of their cabin.


Just not tonight, it seemed.

Marceline stood there a moment, looking longingly at her bag, and the rectangular outline of the book within, before deciding to get a start on it first thing in the morning. She turned off the light and climbed into bed.

The ceiling was so low that when she lay down, she could touch it with her fingertips. It was a good thing she wasn’t claustrophobic. When they’d first been allocated the cabin, Athena had taken one look at the narrow space and begged to have the bottom bunk, which had more headroom. Marceline had been happy to oblige, saying that she didn’t have a problem with enclosed spaces. In fact, she found them rather cosy.

And now, with the soundtrack of Athena’s snoring coming from below, Marceline was left with her thoughts. Lots of people didn’t like small spaces because they reminded them of being trapped, stifled. To them, it was uncomfortably close to the idea of being buried alive.

If I’m not bothered by it, what does it say about me?

Did not being claustrophobic make her less than human? She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was okay with enclosed spaces because she’d already spent time in a coffin.

Pulling up her left sleeve, she ran the fingers of her right hand along the ring of thick scarring that trailed around her forearm. Made from many people, she was technically more than human. Yet somehow, that also made her feel very much less than human.


Sleep came uneasily. But when it did, she slipped into a slumber thick with visions. They were dreams she’d had before, for as long as she could remember. Dreams of the lighthouse, the scarred man and the mother-of-pearl compass.
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Marceline awoke to the muted thumps of people running along the corridor, doors being slammed and students calling out ‘good morning’ to each other. It seemed everyone was still buzzing after their first day of semester.

‘Why is it so noisy this early in the morning?’ she said, yawning.

There was no answer from Athena. Marceline stuck her head over the edge to discover that the bottom bunk was empty. She climbed down and opened the door, almost getting taken out by a passing student.

‘Sorry!’ called out a boy whose name she couldn’t remember.

Closing the door again, she checked her phone. Still a good hour before classes. There was time to dive into the book. She quickly got dressed, unzipped her bag and reached in just as the door flew open again.

It was Edison. The metallic disc came to a halt, hovering at head height, its aetheric energy generator glowing green.

There was a click before a tinny recording sputtered to life. ‘Hmm? Why are you looking at me like that, Edison?’


Marceline recognised the voice of the ever-forgetful Doctor Singh.

‘Oh, right! Yes. Good morning, student. Edison is here to tell you that you must vacate your room in T-minus one minute as one of my maintenance bots will be coming in to clean. Apologies for the inconvenience.’

The recording clicked off. Edison didn’t move. Though it didn’t have a face to emote – just a couple of blinking lights – Marceline realised the drone was waiting for her to leave.

‘All right, all right, I’m going,’ she said, slipping her bag onto her shoulder.

She’d have to find somewhere else to dive into the book.
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Marceline was really beginning to miss the SS Unbound. While the ship had been little more than a floating death trap, at least it had been easy to locate a quiet corner to herself. When it came to the Atet, the outer hull was massive, three and a half times the length of a 747 jet, but the actual crew and passenger section was tiny. The thirty students took up all the berths on A Deck, without a single bed to spare.

As usual, all the bathrooms on A Deck were full. There were even students standing outside the doors, waiting their turn. She took the stairs down a level. Although the smaller B Deck was reserved for Creators rather than students, the Professor had made it clear that they could use the facilities if the student bathrooms were full.

Turning a corner, she was almost bowled over by a huge Creation. Made from ochre-coloured clay and nearly as wide as the corridor itself, Clayton, the golem, had seen better days.

‘Whoa, stop, Clayton!’ Marceline said, putting a hand on his huge ceramic arm.

Clayton stopped in his tracks. Then tilted forward. Normally this would have meant he was face to face with Marceline, except that was impossible right now. Because he didn’t have a face.

His neck ended in a jagged ceramic ring. Clayton still hadn’t been repaired after being the victim of a particularly nasty ghoul that had snuck onto the Unbound in search of bodies to consume. From this angle, not only could Marceline see inside the hollow Creation, but also the glowing inscription beneath the broken line of his neck. Those words gave Clayton life. The only reason that he was up and about was because they were located just below his injury.

‘Clayton! You big oaf! What are you doing here?’ a voice bellowed.

Marceline turned to see Monsieur Renaître approaching, a frown on his face. Prometheus High’s resident zombie expert had a very short fuse.

Is this man ever in a good mood? Marceline wondered.

‘I think he’s lost,’ she said.

‘The same could be said for you, surely,’ the Creator replied, scratching his short black hair.


‘The Professor said we could use the showers down here if they were all full upstairs.’

‘Very well,’ he said, sighing as if he was annoyed that she had a legitimate reason to be there. ‘Come with me, Clayton.’ He reached over and grabbed the golem’s huge clay hand. ‘I’ll take you back to the cargo bay.’ He scowled at Marceline. ‘And you, return to A Deck the moment you’re done.’

‘Yes, Monsieur,’ she replied to the tiresome, forever-angry Creator.

Being lower down the underside of the cigar-shaped airship, B Deck had a similar layout to A Deck, minus a promenade section. Two rows of Creator cabins fringed the corridor, with a shared bathroom between every second cabin.

All the bathrooms were full here, too. Typical.

Ugh. Why is it so hard to get a little privacy?

She had almost given up when she passed the door to the toilets. Was she really that desperate? She opened the door, noting that all four cubicle doors were vacant.

Yes. She was that desperate.

Marceline entered the last cubicle, locked the door, closed the toilet lid and sat down. Then she pulled out the book that supposedly held the truth of her Creation.

Except, of course, it didn’t. It was just blank page after blank page.

There has to be a trick to it. It can’t be empty.

She lifted the book up so the lightbulb shone through the paper, hoping to spot variations in the paper grain. A watermark. Anything.


Nothing.

This was so frustrating! What was the point of planning a heist, breaking into a Restricted Collection and then fighting off a bunch of automatons if all you had to show for it was an empty book?

She was actually considering Athena’s invisible ink idea, as ridiculous as it sounded, when the door to the bathroom was flung open and somebody entered. Their shoes squeaked as they came to a halt on the tiles, followed by the bag-of-rocks sound of a handbag being dumped onto the bench. Then a long, drawn-out sigh.

Marceline froze.

Don’t be silly. You’re allowed to be here.

Not with the stolen book, she wasn’t. She looked down at her lap, worried that slipping the book into her bag would make too much noise.

‘Come on, Thali. You got this,’ she heard a voice exhale.

It was Professor Selinofoto. Talking to herself.

‘You’ve got the expertise. You’ve got the talent. You’ve got the experience.’

It sounded like a mantra. Marceline had caught the woman in a private moment. Now Marceline really didn’t want to alert the Professor to her presence.

‘You aced the presentation at the board meeting. Just be that person again.’ Another long, slow exhalation.

Marceline was curious. The Professor must have been talking about the mysterious Board that controlled Prometheus High. The one that pulled the strings.


‘You do what they ask, you keep the school afloat, and you teach the kids some important life skills. It’s what you were born to do.’

Keep the school afloat?

Marceline carefully slid The Book of Creators into her bag, wincing with the effort. She stood slowly, making sure she didn’t lift the toilet lid with her, and lined her eye up with the gap between the hinges in the door.

It was the Professor all right, wearing a dark blue pants suit and a black shirt. As Marceline watched, the Creator undid her top two buttons, folded up some paper towels and reached into her shirt to dab her armpits.

‘Take it one lesson at a time. One day at a time. One week at a time. Patience is most fitting.’

The door to the room was flung open once more. Marceline jumped, thumping the cubicle wall with her elbow. Luckily, the Professor flinched at the same time, knocking over her bag. A purse, mini binoculars and keys clattered to the floor.

‘Sorry, Thali. Didn’t mean to give you a fright.’

A short figure moved into view. Marceline recognised the eye-patched Major Stein wearing her usual combat boots, grey pants and white shirt. The Major crouched to help the Professor gather her things.

‘That’s quite all right, Frankie,’ the Professor said. ‘I was in the zone, you know. Going over my lesson plan in my head.’

‘Everything okay? You seem frazzled.’


‘I’m fine. No need to second-guess me,’ the Professor said curtly.

A flicker of surprise spread over the Major’s face, replaced by her usual furrowed brow. ‘Sorry. Just making sure you didn’t need help with anything.’

These two clearly aren’t BFFs, Marceline thought.

‘I don’t –’ The Professor stopped herself, then continued in a quieter voice. ‘There’s a lot riding on this semester, and the first excursion to the pyramids didn’t exactly go as planned.’

‘Do you think someone set off the traps?’ the Major asked. ‘I can help question the students if you think –’

‘No need,’ the Professor said. ‘I’m almost certain it was one of the drones. Tesla was curious about the treasure room. Stupid of me to take them along. The Board was already on my back, even before last night.’

‘Tell me about it. When are they not?’ Major Stein smiled.

‘This is different,’ the Professor said, refusing to meet her smile. ‘There’s a lot at stake. I can’t let this semester end in disaster, too.’

Silence cut the air between them like a guillotine. The Major put her hands into her coat pockets, then took them out again. The Professor looked up, down, left and right. Anywhere but at the Major. Which was difficult, considering how many mirrors there were.

Marceline could feel the tension.

‘Anyway, I have some last-minute preparations to make for the resurrection this morning,’ the Professor said, organising her handbag.


‘You moved it forward?’ The Major sounded alarmed. ‘Why so soon?’

‘Several reasons. Firstly, start things off with a bang. If the students see the end result of this semester’s studies, they’ll have something to work towards. They’ll be less likely to become impatient, you know? Less likely to try to experiment in their own time.’

The Major folded her arms. ‘Like last semester, you mean.’

The Professor didn’t answer her as she continued. ‘And because of the Board. They want to know the location of the Ankh.’

‘And you’re okay with that?’

‘There’s a time to have an opinion, and there’s a time to sell cars,’ the Professor said and sighed.

‘I see.’

‘And right now we need to sell some cars. I shouldn’t have to explain that to you.’

‘And you’re going to ask the Creation for the location? In front of the students?’ asked the Major.

‘Yes, Frankie. That’s exactly what I’m going to do. They need to know that this is a business.’

The Major’s mouth opened then shut. She studied her boots for a moment. ‘It’s also a place of learning,’ she said, then turned and exited the bathroom.

The door shut with a bang. The Professor stood in silence. Marceline saw the fingers on the Creator’s left hand moving rhythmically. Her thumb touched each of her fingertips in turn. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Then back the other way. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Almost like exercises. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap, tap.

‘All right,’ the Professor finally said. ‘Game face on, Thali.’

Marceline had her eyes pressed up against the gap in the door, so she didn’t notice her bag, which had been leaning against the wall, topple over with a thud.

Crap.

The Professor spun, noticing the ENGAGED sign on the lock for the first time. ‘Hello?’ she said. She stepped forward, knocking on the door. ‘I know you’re in there.’

Marceline didn’t respond. Panicking, she looked about the cubicle. For what, she didn’t know. Anything that could help her.

Try to slip under the wall to the next cubicle, then out of the room? Or kick the door open in her face, and run while she’s down?

‘If you can’t respond, I’m going to assume you’re unconscious, or can’t unlock the door for some reason. I’ll be obliged to help,’ the Professor warned, digging around in her handbag.

Marceline knew she had mere seconds to act. She dived into her own bag, retrieved her earbud headphones and stuck them in her ears.

‘Okay, I’m letting myself in,’ the Professor said, swinging open the door.

Marceline squealed. It was a high-pitched, girly squeal. Something she had never, ever done before.

The Professor’s hand went to her chest in surprise, the coin she had used to unlock the door rolling across the floor. ‘Oh my goodness. Marceline, isn’t it?’


Marceline pulled out the earbud headphones. ‘I’m sorry! I didn’t hear you over the music,’ she said, trying to look embarrassed as she buttoned her pants. ‘I’m not in trouble, am I? I was told we could use these toilets if upstairs was full.’

The Professor looked from the headphones to Marceline. ‘No, of course. That’s fine. When you didn’t answer, I thought that something was wrong. I guess you couldn’t hear me.’

‘Morning playlist,’ Marceline said, ‘to get the blood pumping, ready for the day, you know?’ She gathered up her things and slipped past the Professor. ‘Gotta go, don’t want to miss out on breakfast.’

‘Don’t forget to wash your hands, please!’ the Professor said.

Marceline skidded to a stop. ‘Oops!’ She smiled, rinsed her hands in the nearest sink, then ducked back out again.

Close call. Too close. You’re slipping, Marceline.
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The door before her had been painted over, but if Athena squinted, she could still make out the words: SMOKING ROOM.

Gross. That sounds like the worst type of room ever.

All of the students were crammed into the bar that had formerly stood outside the Smoking Room. Some were still around a corner, back towards the keel corridor. There was excitement in the air, mixed with disbelief. Was the Professor really skipping forward to resurrection so early in the term? It had been weeks before Major Stein got to the actual Creation part of making a monster.

As the door opened, her nose wrinkled in anticipation. But was that sandalwood? No. Cinnamon maybe?

Professor Selinofoto was framed by the doorway. ‘Morning, class! Glad to see everyone’s ready to go. Apologies for the close quarters, but hopefully you’re getting used to living cheek by jowl. These doors open up all the way, so you can move forward in a moment, meaning that everyone can see. Godfrey, I see you brought a lot of books with you. You realise this is a practical lesson, right? You don’t need to take notes.’

‘Righto, Profster!’ Godfrey replied from his hexapod.

Athena had to stifle a giggle as he shoved several pens, a highlighter, two notebooks – and for some reason, a set square – into the compartment in the back of his hexapod. Godfrey was nothing if not prepared.

‘Excellent,’ the Professor said. ‘And thanks for calling me Profster again, Godfrey. Ten points to your house!’

‘But we don’t have a –’

‘All right, so remember to be quiet. Be respectful. This will be a momentous, solemn and spiritual experience. So please treat it with the dignity it deserves.’

She turned and parted the accordion doors, doubling the size of the space. The room behind her had been remodelled to resemble an ancient Egyptian tomb. Blue and gold hieroglyphs adorned the walls. Huge palm fronds splayed like peacock feathers from a tall pot in the corner. Two braziers stood at either side of the room, filled with bright hot coals. And atop a stone plinth sat a golden sarcophagus.

‘If you’re having trouble seeing over the heads of the person in front of you, try looking up.’

There was a large angled mirror on the ceiling.


‘As below, so above,’ the Professor said, smiling as if she’d just made a joke.

Thanks to the mirror, Athena could see the immaculate craftsmanship that adorned the lid of the sarcophagus.

‘You stand in the presence of something three-and-a-half thousand years old,’ the Professor said with reverence. ‘The occupant is a little bit younger, as I’ll explain in a moment. It is, as you’d expect, a dazzling piece of artistry.’

She wasn’t kidding. It appeared to be made out of solid gold. Athena knew that couldn’t be right – it had to be gold leaf or something – but it positively gleamed in the light of the braziers. Studying the reflection in the ceiling mirror, Athena noted that the sarcophagus depicted a woman with blue hair coming to just past her shoulders, arms crossed with a serene expression on her face. A repeating braid pattern was carved into the lid, with glyphs of feathers, water and birds down the centre.

‘As I mentioned yesterday, only bodies that have been properly mummified, following precise rituals, can be resurrected. A lot of these processes have been lost in the sands of time, meaning that we only have an approximate understanding of proper mummification practices. If someone were to die today, the chances of us successfully mummifying them and resurrecting them are close to nil.’

‘Then why are we studying it?’

‘Good question, Drew, if a little blunt,’ the Professor replied. ‘First off, history is a valuable resource, but only some things were recorded for future generations. Ancient Egypt was home to one of the first ever recorded systems of medical treatment, but our understanding of such practices is limited to the papyri that have survived the thousands of years since. Mummies have firsthand experience of the past – what if they could be the key to unlocking ancient remedies to modern illnesses?’ She took a breath. ‘Secondly, we can’t mummify and resurrect someone in the present day . . . yet. My dream is that we will one day discover the secrets of successful mummification.

‘So! Let’s talk about the gooey stuff. Broadly speaking, once dead, the body was drained of fluids. All of the important organs were removed. The brain was siphoned out through the nose. They used natron, a salt mixture that was found in dry lake beds, to dehydrate the body. This had a secondary purpose. In the process of absorbing the water from the body it would become more alkaline, and thus hostile to bacteria.’

Athena glanced at Marceline, remembering how her roommate had found replantation class a difficult experience last semester. There was nothing in Marceline’s expression that suggested that was the case now, however. If anything, she looked cross.

The Professor wheeled a small metal workbench over and parked it at the feet of the sarcophagus. On it sat four white jars carved from limestone, each the size of a two-litre bottle of milk. The lids were fashioned in the shape of the animal-headed gods.

‘The organs were placed in these four Canopic jars. The baboon-headed one here is Hapi, containing the lungs. The second one is Duamutef, the jackal-headed god. Inside is the stomach. Imsety here is depicted with a human head, and contains the liver, while Qebehsenuef, with her falcon head, contains the intestines.

‘Now,’ the Professor continued, ‘for the successful resurrection of a mummy, you must have all four of their Canopic jars. That’s no easy task, considering how many of the jars have been destroyed, stolen or otherwise gone missing over the centuries. These belong to Queen Tiye, mother of Akhenaten and the Great Royal Wife of Amenhotep III. We will be speaking with her shortly.’ She stepped back to place a hand on the golden sarcophagus. ‘Pop quiz! I have already told one untruth. Can anyone point out what that is?’

The students all shared confused expressions.

‘Yes, Marceline?’

Athena looked at her roommate in surprise. She wasn’t usually one to speak up in class. Spotting a Creator’s lie, however, did seem on-brand for her.

‘You said all of the important organs were removed,’ Marceline answered. ‘But the jars only contain the lungs, liver, stomach and intestines. You already mentioned the brain. What about the heart? Surely that’s important?’

‘Aha! I can see that you’re adept at active listening! The heart was left inside the body. Ancient Egyptians thought that a person’s essence was contained in the heart, so it must not be removed. It was a poetic notion, but entirely incorrect, as it turns out.’ She paused. ‘No, not entirely incorrect. There is some truth to it. However, if we were going to raise a mummy, you would think that we would need their four Canopic jars and their body, yes?’

Everyone nodded.

The Professor raised a finger. ‘Not quite. In actual fact, we don’t need their body at all.’

Whispers circled the room. Athena frowned. How can that be right?

‘We just need a mummified body. It doesn’t need to be theirs.’

She put her hands on one of the Canopic jars. ‘Queen Tiye.’ She then touched the sarcophagus and said, ‘Not Queen Tiye.’

‘But you told us we were going to be resurrecting Queen Tiye,’ Radul pointed out.

The Professor blanched as Radul’s voice cracked, momentarily falsetto. ‘I will be. But I’ll be using someone else’s body. Queen Tiye’s own remains are on display in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, some six kilometres that way,’ she pointed. ‘The custodians there aren’t likely to lend her out for the purpose of my class, so I’ve had to make do with a rental.’

Athena raised a hand.

‘Yes, Athena?’

‘If that’s not Queen Tiye in the sarcophagus, then who is it?’

‘Herit. Daughter of Apepi.’

‘So, you’re going to be resurrecting Queen Tiye –’ Athena began.

‘Inside the body of Herit,’ Marceline finished for her.


‘Correct!’ the Professor beamed. ‘Five hundred points to your house!’

‘I already told you, we don’t have a house system.’ Emily sounded frustrated.

Athena sensed Marceline wasn’t happy about being correct. She was suppressing a scowl.

‘Is it difficult to resurrect a mummy in the body of, um, another mummy?’ Godfrey asked.

‘Creation is always difficult, Godfrey. And it always comes with risks. There are a distinct set of steps to follow to ensure that you summon all of a mummy – and just that mummy – back from the afterlife. We don’t want any spiritual mix-ups. They’re super awkward.’

There was a rope and pulley attached to the edge of the sarcophagus. With a grunt, the Professor pulled on the rope, opening the hinged lid.

Everyone’s eyes were glued to the mirror on the ceiling. The walls of the sarcophagus fit snugly around the mummy, looking like there would be no room to move. Its arms were crossed on its chest and the ancient wrappings looked coarse and sticky. Athena shivered, thinking of the tomb guardians back in the pyramid, and how their stone casing had fractured to reveal the bandages beneath.

‘To resurrect our Queen, I shall use my Book of the Dead, also known as The Book of Coming Forth.’

‘Your Book of the Dead? You have your own, personal one?’ Drew asked. He often boasted about the extent of his family’s library of alternative scientific texts.


‘Bravo! I must say, I’m very impressed by everyone’s attentiveness this morning,’ the Professor said. ‘If I’m not careful, I could cut myself on all these sharp minds. The concept of a single Book of the Dead is a misunderstanding promulgated by popular media. There is no single book; there are many. And not all Books of the Dead contain the same information. Traditionally, they were loose collections of spells and traditions compiled to assist the dead on their journey to Aaru. Also, the “book” was usually written on papyrus.’

She turned and retrieved a large worn hardback from a drawer in the workbench. ‘Having said that, mine is, indeed, a book.’

The spine creaked as she opened it. ‘I’ll be reciting various spells backwards, so as to retrieve Queen Tiye from Aaru. Instead of coming forth, she will be coming back. Now, I’m going to need absolute silence. It’s imperative that I do this correctly so that the mummy is resurrected in a good mood.’

And with that, she began to chant.
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‘Watch it, Godfrey!’ a boy behind him hissed while rubbing his wrist.

Godfrey was having difficulty using the hexapod in such a cramped space. The controls were very sensitive, so the slightest touch would make it tilt, causing the legs to realign themselves to keep him upright. Not only that, but one of the legs had the annoying habit of twitching after it had been stationary for too long. He was going to have to see if he could fix it.

He was thankful Athena had made space for him towards the front of the room. If he’d been stuck at the back, he wouldn’t have been able to see a thing. Even so, the two kids standing in front of him were so tall that he couldn’t get a view of the sarcophagus. Instead, he had to rely on the mirror on the ceiling, which had the creepy effect of making it look like the resting mummy was suspended above them.

The Professor was chanting in Middle Egyptian. Godfrey’s ears pricked up as other voices joined the Professor’s. They were distant at first, but the more he focused on them, the louder they became. A sonorous chorus that echoed the Creator’s words. He and Athena shared a perplexed look – it was clear she could hear the voices, too. Where was it coming from? He couldn’t see any obvious speakers on the walls. Other students appeared uneasy, shifting from foot to foot.

The Professor didn’t stop. Godfrey could only assume the phantom voices were part of the ritual. He tried to identify the words, so he could look them up later on. The moment he put pen to paper, however, there was a WHOOOSH from the front of the room, as both braziers blossomed into flame. The crowd of students rippled, everyone taking a step back. Godfrey had to be careful to keep his hexapod still as several students backed into it. He flinched as the girl in front of him let out a shriek.
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Marceline hadn’t seen it move. She’d been distracted by the braziers, like everyone else. When someone screamed, she looked back to see that the Mummy was now sitting up in the sarcophagus. Some of the ragged yellow bandages were flush to her body, almost lacquered, while others dangled in strips. The Mummy’s arms were still crossed on her chest, and there were two gaps in the bandages, across the eyes and mouth. The skin of her lips looked dry and flaky. Marceline wondered if the Professor had cut those gaps herself.

The Mummy’s eyes snapped open, eliciting gasps from the students. The Professor had said that mummies often come back to life in a bad mood. But that wasn’t accurate. For a moment, Marceline recognised the expression in its honey-coloured eyes: it was panic. The Mummy was scared. Marceline tried to imagine how it would feel, to be ripped from the afterlife without warning by a Creator who didn’t spare a moment to think if it was what the Mummy wanted.

The Professor’s expression didn’t escape Marceline either. The Creator was locked onto her Creation with an unbreakable gaze. She held her Book of the Dead in one hand, whilst the fingers of her other hand were doing that dance across her thumbs. She seemed ready for action, like things could easily go sideways.

After a few seconds, the Mummy’s expression calmed, and the Professor’s fingers stilled.

Marceline’s anger remained, however, like embers burning deep within her chest. The Mummy took in the assembled students, then turned to acknowledge the Professor.

‘Good day, wnwty,’ the Mummy said in a clear, confident voice.

Marceline noticed the Professor let out the breath that she’d been holding.

‘Good day, My Queen,’ the Creator replied, smiling.

‘What century is this?’

‘The twenty-first.’

‘Ahh.’ The Mummy smiled briefly, showing blackened teeth. ‘No wonder it only feels like yesterday that I was last here.’

‘Two years ago, actually,’ the Professor said.

The Mummy uncrossed her arms, appraising her bandaged hands. Marceline noted that the fingers were individually bandaged, rather than all together like in a mitten. The bandages on her hand were whiter than the rest, too. Someone must have re-applied new ones, so that the Mummy could use her fingers. Marceline wondered if that had been done at the Mummy’s request, or while she was still dead, the Creator handling them like a child playing tailor, altering a doll’s clothing.

‘Another rental, I see?’ the Mummy observed.

‘Yes,’ the Professor said. She grabbed a tablet from under her workbench, turned on the screen-side camera and held it up for the Mummy.

‘Huh.’ The Mummy turned her head from side to side, examining her appearance on the screen. ‘This body feels shorter than I was. Also, not as good looking.’

The Professor chuckled.


‘Are you going to introduce me?’ the Mummy said, nodding at the assembled students.

‘Naturally. Class, this is Queen Tiye, daughter of Yuya and Tjuyu, Great Royal Wife of Amenhotep III, mother of Akhenaten and grandmother of Tutankhamen.’

That last name produced frenzied whispers from the audience. Everyone knew Tutankhamen.

‘Eugh! You make me sound so old when you put it that way,’ Queen Tiye said, blackened lips curled in distaste.

‘Apologies, My Queen.’

The Mummy lifted a slender leg over the edge of the coffin, flexing her bandaged toes. She then stepped out, eliciting cracks from her back. ‘They clearly didn’t pay top money for the deluxe accommodation. Little cramped in there.’ She dusted herself off, running her hands over her hips and forearms. Flecks of brittle bandage crumbled, falling to the floor like confetti.

One of the coals in the braziers split with a popping sound. Sparks shot into the air. The Mummy cried out, cowering and taking a step back.

‘It’s fine, My Queen,’ the Professor said. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

Though nowhere near the braziers, the Mummy had acted like someone had lobbed a grenade at her. ‘Says you. You’re not covered in something horrifically flammable.’

‘Point taken,’ the Professor said. ‘I should have thought twice before setting up the braziers. I thought it added to the atmosphere. For those who don’t know,’ she turned to the class, ‘mummies aren’t fans of fire.’


‘Well, that’s a strange way to put it,’ Queen Tiye said, squaring her shoulders in an effort to appear regal once more. ‘You look like an attentive lot. Do you have any questions?’

Athena’s hand shot up so quickly her hand almost thwacked Marceline on the way. ‘Why do you speak English?’

‘Ah, well, you see, this isn’t my first time around the square, so to speak.’

‘Block. Not your first time around the block,’ the Professor corrected.

‘There’s your answer.’ The Mummy smiled, again flashing those dirty teeth. ‘I’ve picked up bits and pieces over the years, thanks to some patient teachers.’

The Creator and their Creation got along well, and Marceline didn’t like it one bit.

You’re just jealous, a voice inside her head said.

Of course she wasn’t. She was simply able to see the relationship for what it was. The Professor didn’t resurrect the Mummy to make a friend. She resurrected her because she needed something.

‘Yes, Godfrey?’ the Professor said.

‘What does it feel like to be in another body? Uhh, Your Majesty?’ Godfrey asked.

Queen Tiye held her hands before her. ‘Surreal. Sometimes you get flashes – memories – that are not your own. The sense that something is unfamiliar, even if you know you have experienced it before.’

‘Kind of like the opposite of deja vu?’ Godfrey suggested.


‘Exactly,’ the Mummy said. ‘We need a word for that.’

Jamais vu, Marceline thought. There already is a word for it. But she didn’t say it out loud. She knew all about disjointed and confusing memories. She’d had to deal with them for years.

‘But I’ve grown used to such fragmented moments over my many resurrections,’ the Mummy added.

Many? Just how many times has she been brought back? Marceline wondered, her chest tight. Does the Professor take her out of her box whenever she’s bored?

‘Next?’ the Mummy said.

‘What is Aaru like?’ someone asked.

The Mummy looked across their heads with a distant expression in her eyes. ‘It sounds strange, but even though I was there only minutes ago, it’s difficult to remember. Like trying to recall a dream after you wake up. All I remember are moments. Of warmth. Of joy. The journey back can be . . .’ She paused as if looking for the right word. ‘Unsettling. But it is only brief. Sorry if you wanted something more specific.’

‘But you’re happy to have left so suddenly, without warning?’ Marceline piped up.

Athena nudged her, as if to tell her to cool it, but Marceline ignored her. She wasn’t in the mood to be tone policed.

‘Well.’ The Mummy frowned at the Professor and then turned back to Marceline. ‘I do enjoy my visits back to the mortal realm. It’s fascinating to see the world change so much. The Professor tells me what she’s holding is called a tablet, yet in my day tablets weren’t able to conjure multiple images. Empires have risen and fallen. I’ve heard of world wars and incredible feats of engineering. The Professor has even spoken about people on the moon, though to this day I’m not sure if she was making fun of me.’

Marceline didn’t join in with the chuckles that permeated the room. She was concentrating on the Professor. The Creator’s hand was at her side and she was doing that thing with her thumb and fingers again.

Tap, tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap, tap.

The Professor radiated calm but her hand said something else entirely.

Did my question make you anxious, Creator? Marceline allowed herself a sliver of smug satisfaction. She remembered what she’d overheard the Professor and the Major talking about in the bathroom. Are you worried the Mummy might realise she’s being used? That she’d become ‘grouchy’, as you put it? Filled with a fury that burned in her chest, she was happy to see the Professor looking rattled. Maybe the Creator would learn what it was like to have all control taken away from you, even for an instant.

‘You would think that all of this would make me feel small. Overwhelmed,’ the Mummy mused. ‘After all, how does it feel to stare down the passing of millennia without blinking?’

She paused, and Marceline was surprised to feel her chest constricting. All that satisfaction, gone in an instant as someone previously dead pondered the nature of their existence. A lot of her life had been spent doing the same thing. She felt like crying.

‘And yet,’ the Mummy continued, ‘after all these years, the pyramids still stand. And there are people fascinated by what I can teach them about my time. There is comfort in that.’

‘Speaking of which,’ the Professor said and cleared her throat. ‘I did have something to ask. The Board wanted to know the location of an item.’

And there it is, Marceline thought. The Creator selfishly using their Creation.

‘Oh, yes?’ the Mummy said.

‘Not something of yours. But something you should know of. The Amethyst Ankh.’

The Professor had made a big deal about uncovering ancient Egyptian medical treatments, yet here she was, asking about treasure!

‘Ah, I remember it well,’ the Mummy said.

‘You do?’

‘One doesn’t forget an item so exquisitely crafted in a hurry. It was gifted to a cousin of mine at their wedding. My cousin was an oaf,’ she added, looking out at the students, ‘but certainly had good taste in jewellery.’

‘Do you know where we might find it?’

The Mummy appeared to think for a moment before replying. ‘Amarna.’

‘In Minya Province! Of course! Makes sense,’ the Professor said. ‘Can you be any more specific?’ she asked, holding up a map of the site on her tablet.


Marceline couldn’t listen to any more of this. She turned and pushed her way back through the students.

‘Hey, watch it!’ someone said.

‘Marceline?’ came the voice of the Professor.

But she ignored it. Kept walking. Left the living to their exploitation of the dead.
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‘What do you want?’ Marceline snapped the moment Athena returned to their cabin.

Athena pulled up short, hurt that her friend could send so much anger her way. Marceline was sitting on the room’s single chair, The Book of Creators open in her lap.

It’s not personal, Athena told herself. She has a lot to be angry about.

‘Any luck?’ she said quietly, nodding at the book.

‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing. Unless you count the tiny dot on the last page that’s probably just an imperfection in the paper. It’s not enough that they yank us back from the afterlife to go treasure hunting; they apparently have to cover their tracks as well.’

She tossed the book onto the bottom bunk. Athena had to stop herself from diving to catch it. Now wasn’t the time to be concerned about the condition of antiquarian books. It came to rest splayed open on the mattress.

‘I’m sorry,’ Athena said.

‘Sorry about what?’ Marceline said, wielding the question like a blunt instrument.

‘I’m not sure,’ she admitted. ‘All of it. I don’t know what it’s like to be in your shoes. But it must be tough, watching all this. Being here.’

‘So good of you to feel bad for me.’

Athena swallowed. Was she making things worse by opening her mouth? Talking to Marceline often felt like walking through a minefield, like she could put a foot wrong at any moment. ‘I – I do feel bad. I want you to know who your Creator is, too.’

‘Yeah, but it’s purely an academic interest for you. Did you think you’d find some super-fun resurrection recipes in the book as well? Maybe make yourself another monster?’

‘Marceline, that’s not fair.’

‘You do seem to burn through them pretty quickly.’

Athena felt as if she’d been slapped. Chewing on her bottom lip, she sank onto the bunk.

Marceline took a deep breath. Folded and unfolded her arms. Then got up, pulled her hood over her head, and swept out of the room.
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Marceline walked out into a corridor filled with students ducking in and out of their cabins, most likely on their way to lunch. So not in the mood to talk to humans right now, she thought, striding past them without saying a word.

Taking the stairs down to B Deck, she slipped through the door that said NO ADMITTANCE to the front third of the keel corridor. Giant gas cells hung above her, intermittently broken up by the access ladders.

It was a ten-metre walk to the nearest ladder, then a thirty-metre climb straight up. These sections between the gas cells kept the massive envelope rigid and it was only here that you could truly appreciate the massive scale of the zeppelin. A spider web of polygonal girders stretched all the way to the hexagonal rind of the hull above, below and to either side.

Halfway up the ladder, she sat down on one of the rungs, wrapped her feet around the side rails and leaned back until she was hanging upside-down. Spokes on a wheel, the dozens of crisscrossing girders all pointed to her, like she was the centre of the entire airship.

Though she’d never admit it to Athena, Marceline had long dreamed of being the centre of someone’s world. She couldn’t remember anything earlier than ten years ago, which made it easy to create a fairytale-like origin story. Her favourite? She’d been a promising, intelligent and witty teenager who had been killed in a tragic, and spectacular, accident. Her parents were so stricken with grief that they had gone to the ends of the Earth to learn the secrets of Creation. But then, in a cruel twist of fate, the very lightning that had brought her back to life had also sparked a fire which burned down the lab, somehow sparing her but killing her Creators.

She had variations on this theme. Maybe death had separated her from her one true love, and they had brought her back because they couldn’t bear to be without her. Or perhaps she’d been brought to life by another Creation so plagued by loneliness that they had made their own monster to keep them company. All of these make-believe stories had to end the same way – some cruel twist of fate had separated her from her loving Creator.

But at the end of the day, she wanted to know three things. Why was she here? Who was she before? And why couldn’t she remember?

Marceline swung back up, resuming her climb until she reached the catwalk that bridged the axial corridor, running directly through the centre of the airship envelope, from tail fins to nose-cone. Surrounded by the rings of gas cells, walking along the corridor was like walking through enormous inflatable doughnuts.

She had barely taken two steps when there was a cry from the shaft behind her. A figure swooped through the latticework of metal, swinging from rung to rung, doing a flip in the air before landing on the catwalk behind her with a CLANNNG.

‘Nice to see you, Emily Two,’ Marceline said.

The Creation hopped from one foot to the other and grinned. Short yet buff, like a boxer with a really low centre of gravity, he smiled, contorting the greenish scars all over his face and neck. Someone had given him a lime-green pair of gym shorts which he seemed particularly proud of.

‘Marceline. Friend,’ he said in a quiet, deep voice.

‘You’ve been getting lots of exercise, I see. How’s the arm?’

Emily Two rolled up the sleeve of his T-shirt – it had a faded graphic on it that read MURPHY’S GYM – and showed her the still-puckered scar just under his shoulder. Radul had stitched the arm back on only three weeks ago. He’d done a great job.

‘Arm. Strong,’ Emily Two said, flexing a bicep almost as big as Marceline’s head.

Drew had given Emily Two his name as a mean joke. Marceline didn’t approve, but the Creation had taken to it instantly.

‘Play?’ Emily Two asked.

Marceline laughed. ‘You want to play, huh?’

He crouched, lacing his fingers together and holding them palm up in front of his knees, waiting for her.

‘All right, then. Just for a little bit.’

Emily Two grinned so broadly that his one good eye was reduced to a mere slit.

Marceline put her foot in his interwoven fingers, placing a hand on his shoulder.

‘Okay,’ she said, ‘ready, set –’

‘Go!’ he yelled before she was ready.

He flung her straight into the air like an acrobat. Marceline shot through the crisscrossing struts, ascending for ten metres before slowing, curving into a downward arc. She reached out and grabbed a passing horizontal girder with both hands, turning her descent into a loop, then let go and soared to another girder. She landed on her feet, then leaped to another crossbeam.

Emily Two was at her side in an instant, whooping for joy. Together, they jumped, swung and dove through the narrow thicket of metal, their own personal jungle gym.
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When class finished, Godfrey had gone straight to the dining area to catch up with Athena and Marceline, but they weren’t there. He’d then struggled back to the cabins against the tide of ravenous students desperate for lunch.

What is up with those two? he wondered. He wasn’t surprised that Marceline had stormed out of class. She was always two seconds from grumpy. But Athena had chased after her, missing out on the rest of the mummy class, which was nothing like her.

Except for those two months she was building a monster in secret and barely paying attention during class.

Well, when he thought about it that way, it wasn’t so strange. Even so, he had assumed Athena was past keeping secrets from him.

At the door of her cabin, he cautiously reached forward and knocked. No answer. Huh. Driving his hexapod back the way he’d come, he reached the stairs to B Deck and the door that said NO ADMITTANCE. They wouldn’t have gone somewhere they shouldn’t, would they?

Using only the lightest touch on the controls, he raised the front two legs of the hexapod, turned the handle and pushed the door open. Yes! He was getting better and better at manipulating the limbs.

Godfrey moved into the keel corridor, the feet of the hexapod tappity-tapping their way across the metal floor. He’d only gone ten metres when he decided that searching the entire length of the zeppelin would only result in missing lunch.

Turning the hexapod around, he walked smack bang into a storeroom door that hadn’t been open a moment earlier.

There was a high-pitched squawk of alarm before Radul poked his head out from behind the door. ‘Godfrey! You scared the life out of me!’ he said, voice shifting pitch like a learner driver struggling with a gearbox.

‘You’re telling me!’ Godfrey said, putting a hand to his chest. ‘Did I hurt you?’

‘Nah, all good. Door’s got a dent in it, though.’ Radul pushed the door, ensuring that it clicked shut. ‘No worries. Still works!’

‘What were you doing?’

‘Aww, just, you know . . . checking on something for Doctor Singh.’

‘I didn’t know he used that storeroom,’ Godfrey said.

‘Yeah, I was . . . ah . . . returning a tool.’


‘Cool,’ Godfrey said. He was surprised to hear that Radul was dipping his toe into robotics. He was usually more focused on transplantation. ‘What are you working on? Anything I can help with?’ He figured it would be good to dive into a new project now that his hexapod was up and running.

‘No, thanks.’

There was a long pause. Godfrey didn’t really know why it felt awkward.

‘Have you had lunch yet?’ Radul finally said.

‘No, was just heading there now.’

‘Cool, I’ll go with you.’

Radul turned and led the way back to the passenger section. Godfrey followed, and couldn’t help but notice Radul’s T-shirt was dirty at the small of his back, a browny-orange. Like he’d wiped his hands there. His fingers were dirty, too. That same dark orange, almost rust-colour, cracking as it dried. Kind of like paint, but thicker.

That doesn’t look much like engine grease, Godfrey thought. What were you doing in there, Radul?
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Athena hadn’t really had many friends before Prometheus High. She’d always been too busy working on her experiments to take the time to get to know people. And now that she had not one, but two close friends with similar interests, she was finding it difficult to juggle both of them. Godfrey deserved to know what was taking up all her time, but she couldn’t betray Marceline by blurting out the truth to him. This wasn’t some embarrassing little secret, either, it was Marceline’s life. And it was something so close to her friend’s heart that if she put a foot wrong, Marceline would be furious at her. Which is exactly what had happened after the mummy class.

She was in the cabin, working on her apology, when Marceline returned. The moment she walked in the door, Athena put her hands up in supplication.

‘I’m sorry!’ she exclaimed. ‘You have every reason to be upset. Being at Prometheus High must be really difficult for you.’ She took a breath, realising she was almost tripping over her words.

‘It’s fine, Athena,’ Marceline said quietly. ‘It’s the line that I told you about before. Between Creators and Creations.’ She lifted the neck of her jumper over her nose, sniffed, then pulled it off to find a fresh one. ‘Sometimes I forget that Creators live in their own little world.’ She chuckled. ‘Forget! How could I, when we go to Prometheus High?’

‘I only stumbled onto it by accident,’ Athena reflected. ‘The school, I mean.’

Major Stein and Mx Hollybow had turned up on Athena’s doorstep the same night she’d almost burned down her house while resurrecting Erwin. The very next morning had been her first day on the SS Unbound.

‘I wouldn’t even know how to get into the school on purpose,’ she added. ‘How did you do it?’

Marceline shrugged. ‘By going to weird, nerdy websites. Scouring libraries. Reading old newspapers. Certain Creators’ names would pop up again and again – “the sole survivor of a chemical fire,” or, “arrested for breaking into morgues”. I was able to trace their movements. I stowed away on cargo ships and planes, following their tracks across three continents. I visited dozens of former secret laboratories, most of them burned down – seriously, what is it with you lot and fires? – sifted through rubble and charred diaries before I found a reference to Prometheus High. Once I had that name, it became easier. I searched internet message boards, ignoring the conspiracy theory obsessives, until I found a reference to the SS Unbound.’

‘Then what?’ Athena said, entranced.

‘Forged a recommendation. Got a reply from Stein herself to turn up for the written test. And then, probably because I have, well, personal experience with Creation, I aced the test.’ She splayed her hands, like a magician finishing a trick, but without the ‘ta-daa!’ bit.

‘There was a written test?’ Athena said. ‘No wonder everyone was angry that I just turned up one day.’

Marceline laughed. ‘Yep, you cheated big time,’ she said with a smirk.

Athena was relieved that Marceline was in a better mood. It also meant it was a good time to spill the result of the brainstorm she’d had.

‘We should get some lunch,’ she said. ‘But first, I have an idea that I think you’re going to want to hear.’

‘Okay, hit me.’

‘Microdots!’ Athena exclaimed, her finger jabbing the air for emphasis.

‘Calmer,’ Marceline urged.


‘Sorry.’

‘Microdots. What are they?’

‘Like the kind spy agencies use to transmit super-secret information, you know?’ Athena said, eyes alight.

‘I really don’t know.’

‘I read all about them online. You mentioned finding this dot on the last page,’ she said, holding The Book of Creators open. There was indeed a single dot in the centre of the page, about two centimetres from the bottom. It could have charitably been called a punctuation mark.

‘Yes, but I’m not even sure that’s typed. It might be an imperfection in the paper.’

‘Maybe. But hear me out. Spies would take photos of the super-secret information that they had to transmit, then use photography to shrink it down until it was too small to be seen by the human eye.’

‘You think this dot is actually writing?’ Marceline squinted.

‘It’s just a guess, but it could be. I remember reading that entire books could be compressed to a fraction of a square millimetre, with the right tools.’

Marceline appeared to think about it. ‘But if the entire book is in this one dot, why have all the blank pages? Why even have a book at all? You could put the microdot on anything flat, like a business card or a drink coaster.’

‘I don’t know.’ Athena shrugged. ‘Misdirection?’

‘But then why wouldn’t they fill up the book with incorrect information, to put people off the scent? And leave all the important stuff in the dot?’


‘I don’t know!’ Athena sighed, frustrated that Marceline was tempering her enthusiasm. ‘But we don’t have any competing hypotheses right now, do we?’

‘I guess not.’

‘So, it’s worth a try?’

Marceline frowned, then nodded. ‘It’s worth a try,’ she repeated.

‘Yessss!’ Athena was elated. Not only had she successfully apologised; she’d come up with a plan that Marceline liked.

‘What do we need? A magnifying glass isn’t going to cut it. A microscope?’

‘I mean, they obviously had purpose-built microdot cameras, but I can’t see why a microscope wouldn’t work,’ Athena mused. ‘I don’t know where we can find one, though.’

There was a good chance that there was a microscope somewhere on board – most likely buried somewhere in a crate in the cargo bay – but she had no idea where to start. Unless . . .

Athena gasped. ‘I’ve got it,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘But there’s a part of it you might not like.’

‘Oh?’ Marceline raised an eyebrow.

‘We’re going to have to ask Godfrey for help.’
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Athena couldn’t miss Godfrey as she and Marceline walked into the dining area. He was waving furiously.

‘Over here!’ he called, grinning.

They sat next to him. The table had been empty before they showed up, everyone else having split into their usual groups. Athena felt a pang of guilt, realising she’d been spending very little time with him over the last week.

‘You should try the cheese toasties, they’re really good,’ Godfrey said, wiping his mouth with a serviette.

There was a pause. He looked from Athena to Marceline and back again.

Athena took a breath, steadfastly scrutinising the tabletop. Not only have I been neglecting him, I’m about to ask a huge favour, too. What a great friend I am.

‘Are you two going to get some food?’


‘Oh!’ Athena looked up, scratching behind her ear. ‘Yes. Of course. But first, we kind of have a favour to ask.’

‘Sure thing! What is it?’

Athena pursed her lips, choosing her words carefully. ‘You and Tesla get along pretty well, right?’

‘Huh?’

‘I mean, you’ve spent lots of time working together, like when you were building your hexapod.’

‘Kind of. It’s not like we’re married, though.’

‘You’ve spent more time with the drone than us, basically,’ Athena said.

‘Sure.’

‘So, what are the chances of getting Tesla to borrow something for us?’

‘Borrow?’ Godfrey said, narrowing his eyes.

‘Yes.’

He took a breath. ‘Do you mean steal? Because you can just come out and say –’

‘No, we can return it super fast,’ Marceline said. ‘We literally mean borrow.’

‘But without permission,’ Athena added.

‘Riiight,’ he squinted.

Athena felt awful keeping the details from him. If he was taking a risk for them, he deserved to know. But this wasn’t her secret to tell. It was Marceline’s.

‘What exactly are we talking about borrowing?’ Godfrey said.

Athena shared a glance with Marceline before answering. ‘Doctor Singh’s glasses.’


He raised his eyebrows. ‘Wow. Okay. You mean one pair of his glasses or the whole device?’

‘The whole thing,’ Athena said.

Doctor Singh was never without his bespoke mechanical headgear. A cross between headband and hat, he could flip between multiple lenses at the press of a button.

‘Just for a really short time.’

‘Short, like how long?’

‘Minutes?’ Athena winced, making it sound like a question.

‘Can you at least tell me why you need them?’

‘No,’ Marceline cut in quickly. Then more quietly, ‘Sorry.’

‘Wow.’ Godfrey took a breath. ‘Well. I’m going to cautiously say yes.’

‘Yes? Yes!’ Athena beamed, relieved that he hadn’t demanded details. He was a better friend than she deserved. ‘Thank you so much. We have the Doctor after lunch, don’t we?’

‘Yep,’ Godfrey said.

‘We’ve got to find Tesla, then. Before class starts.’ She stood up.

‘Right now? But you haven’t even eaten.’

‘We’ll grab something to go,’ Marceline said quickly. ‘Doctor Singh’s class is in the same classroom as usual with the piano, I’m guessing?’

‘No. He said to meet him at the door to the keel corridor because he had a “surprise” for us.’

‘Every second of every day with Doctor Singh is a surprise,’ Athena said. ‘Mostly for him.’
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‘Gahhh! Giant spider!’ Doctor Singh jumped a foot in the air when the students appeared. ‘What are you all doing here?’

‘We have class with you now,’ Athena explained as Godfrey lowered his hexapod, so it wasn’t so intimidating.

‘You do?’

‘Yes, you told us to meet you here,’ Athena replied.

She was experienced in talking to the absent-minded doctor. She had learned a long time ago that you had to be patient with him. His mind was like a camera with a dodgy autofocus, constantly shifting back and forth.

‘I did?’ His multi-focal hat of spectacles activated, flipping through several lenses. ‘Wait. Not a spider. A bug.’

‘That’s right, six legs!’ Godfrey said. ‘Also, you said you had a surprise for us.’

Doctor Singh took in Godfrey and the students gathered behind him. They filled the corridor, with Tesla and Edison hovering above. ‘Class. I see.’

‘Has it got something to do with the stuff at your feet, Doctor?’ Athena prompted, pointing at the cardboard box sitting on the floor next to him.

Doctor Singh flinched as if it was the first time he’d seen it. Then realisation dawned on his face. ‘Would you look at that!’ he said, beaming. ‘A box! Let’s take it with us. Edison! I have to instruct the class. Please take my clipboard back to my room.’ Edison descended, a small metal claw extending from its undercarriage. Doctor Singh hooked his clipboard onto it then clapped his hands. ‘All right, let’s be off. Grab that box, would you, Ms Strange.’

Athena tried to pick up the box, but found it was too heavy. Marceline stepped forward to help and they carried it through the door as Doctor Singh held it open.

They walked along the keel corridor towards the nose of the airship. Athena looked up at the crisscrossing metal polygons as they passed beneath each gap between gas cells. From down here, it looked impossibly complex. A forest of horizontal, vertical and diagonal girders. If you spent too much time looking at the curved walls of the partitions, it made you dizzy. Each time they passed a gap, Tesla beelined his way between the struts, relishing his momentary freedom.

‘If you follow me up this ladder, we can get to the axial corridor, where we’ll have a bit more room to breathe.’

They struggled to carry the box up the ladder. Thankfully, Marceline took most of the weight, even if she pretended that Athena was helping. Looking past the students immediately below her, Athena was impressed to see that Godfrey was using his hexapod to scuttle up the ladder with ease. It really was like a bug. When Athena and Marceline reached the axial corridor, they began to walk towards the nose so there was space for the rest of the class.

‘This should be good enough,’ Doctor Singh said.


They stopped in a section between gas cells that was double the width of the others. Athena and Marceline put the box down on the grated catwalk.

‘I’ve brought you here so that we can test out my latest invention,’ Doctor Singh explained. He opened the box and pulled out a length of purple material. ‘Your new Prometheus High safety sashes!’ he proclaimed, looking very proud of himself.

Athena shared glances with the other students. There was an air of disappointment.

Purple is better than bright orange, I guess? she thought.

‘Doctor,’ Drew called out from further back. ‘I’m sorry to say, but your invention’s already been done before.’

‘It has?’ The Doctor looked confused.

‘Yeah. Purple was invented ages ago,’ Drew said with a smirk.

Doctor Singh’s hat flipped through several lenses before it selected the perfect magnification through which to give Drew a withering stare. ‘Yes, thank you, very funny. It’s not just the colour that’s changed,’ he said, then muttered under his breath, ‘Besides, it’s more fandango than purple.’

Tesla was hovering just behind his head, focused on the hat.

Don’t give the game away, was Athena’s panicked thought. Godfrey and Marceline were trying to act casual, but she could see that they were poised, ready to make their move.

Athena knelt down to fossick through the sashes, feeling the material between her thumb and forefinger. It was slightly thicker than the orange sash. And there was something inside it. Was that wiring?

‘Ms Strange, it was last week’s conversation with your mother about the safety concerns of the orange sashes that got me thinking.’

‘Last week?’ Athena blinked. ‘You mean three months ago, when she dropped me off for my first day at Prometheus High?’

‘Yes, yes, that’s right. If you could hand out one sash for each student, please. You’ll be excited to learn that these new, improved sashes contain a super lightweight parachute!’

Lightweight was right. Would these parachutes really hold a human’s weight? The class began to switch their orange sashes for purple ones.

‘I don’t see a ripcord,’ Athena said, slipping hers on.

‘That’s the genius of it!’ Doctor Singh smiled. ‘You don’t need a ripcord! This is a fully automatic parachute.’

‘Automatic?’ Godfrey said, concern edging into his voice, as he looked down at the sash across his chest. ‘I don’t see an altimeter.’

For a second Athena was fooled by his nervous act, it was that good.

‘No, no, of course not. An altimeter would make the sash too bulky.’

‘I see,’ Athena said, realising what Godfrey was doing.

‘If you look closely,’ the Creator said, holding the sash aloft, ‘you’ll see that there’s a wire and sticky pad that protrudes from the top edge. What you do is slip on the sash as usual, then attach the pad to your neck. You should affix it to your carotid.’

‘It measures our pulse?’ Athena asked.

‘Correct.’

‘Why is it measuring our pulse?’ Godfrey asked.

‘Well, you see, what happens when you plummet through the air?’ Doctor Singh said.

‘I don’t know, what does happen when you plummet through the air?’ Athena repeated, frowning.

Godfrey was the one to answer, in a quiet, strained voice, ‘You . . . panic?’

‘You panic, exactly!’ Doctor Singh repeated.

‘You’re saying the parachute is set off by an elevated pulse?’ Godfrey said, locking eyes with Marceline, who gave him a quick nod.

‘That’s correct!’

PFOOOMPH!

White material shot out from Godfrey’s sash, blooming for a moment before it subsided, covering the students. Someone screamed. Another giggled.

Nice work, Godfrey!

Marceline slipped from view under the catwalk. At the same time, Tesla swooped at Doctor Singh’s head, two pincers extending from the drone’s undercarriage. Tesla swept the hat off the Creator’s head and dove under the catwalk.

PFOOOMPH!

Radul’s parachute exploded from his sash, ejecting with such force that it caught on girders several metres above him. He tried to pull it free, bumping into the students crowded around him.

‘Now just one moment,’ Doctor Singh said, squinting. He reached for his glasses and was shocked to find they were missing. He patted his head, then began to look around the catwalk.

Other students beneath Godfrey’s chute were beginning to panic.

PFOOOMPH!

PFOOOMPH!

PFOOOMPH!

‘I can’t breathe under here!’ someone cried.

‘If everyone can just stay calm,’ Doctor Singh interjected.

Emily winced in anticipation, fists clenched. ‘Knowing that it could happen at any moment is the worst pa–’

PFOOOMPH!
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White sheets were dropping into view on either side of Marceline like it was laundry day. Wedged in an intersection of girders beneath the catwalk, with The Book of Creators open in her lap, she pulled off her hood and put on Doctor Singh’s hat. Her hand found the buttons just above her ear.

With a small whirring noise, lenses flipped down before her eyes. The magnification was so intense, she immediately began to tear up. It felt like her eyes were being pulled in opposite directions. Pressing a different button, she began to cycle through the combinations of magnification.

The squeals and muffled explosions of parachutes continued on the catwalk.

Come on! I don’t have much time.

Heart racing, she struggled to focus as the lenses shifted. Stars danced in her vision, and she felt like she’d been poked in both eyes.

How on earth does he get anything done with these? It’s like I can see through time.

‘I say,’ came Doctor Singh’s voice, ‘has anyone seen my glasses?’

Then, finally, Marceline realised she could see paper grain. That’s more like it. She moved her gaze down slowly. The magnification was so extreme that it was hard to keep the book still.

There!

The ‘dot’ came into view. Except it wasn’t a dot any more. It was words.
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‘I found your glasses, Doctor Singh.’

Athena hadn’t even seen Marceline climb back onto the catwalk. Nevertheless, there she was, standing right beside the Creator, handing over the helmet. The rest of the class were still drowning in parachutes, their lines tangled in the girders.

‘Success?’ Athena whispered.

‘Yes and no,’ Marceline replied.

Athena shot her an impatient look, but knew now wasn’t the time.

Marceline gave Godfrey a thumbs up, who beamed in return, happy that his distraction had worked. They helped him untangle the parachute from the legs of his hexapod.
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It was only at dinnertime that Athena got a chance to speak to Marceline.

Athena slid onto a chair next to her in the dining hall, leaning in so their shoulders were touching and whispered, ‘Well?’

‘Another dead end,’ Marceline said despondently.

‘Are you serious?’ Athena whispered with exasperation.

I was so sure I was onto something with the microdots! she thought, feeling her spirits sinking.

‘Why did you say “yes and no” when I asked if you were successful, then?’ she prodded.

‘You were right, it is a microdot,’ Marceline said.

‘Okay . . .’

‘But it’s not a whole book. It’s not even a chapter. Or a diary entry. Or anything like that.’

‘Marceline, the suspense is killing me,’ Athena said.

‘Hey, you two!’ Godfrey said, his hexapod walking into view. He put his tray down on the table as Athena suppressed a groan of frustration. Keeping him out of the loop wasn’t just a bad idea – it was infuriating, too.

‘Did I do good?’ he asked.

Marceline didn’t respond.

‘You did great,’ Athena said, jumping in to fill the silence. ‘And you exposed a possibly fatal flaw in Doctor Singh’s invention.’

She looked down at her purple sash. Doctor Singh had spent the rest of the afternoon’s lesson teaching everyone how to fold and repack their parachutes, as well as fine-tuning the sensitivity. There were still some bugs to be worked out, but he insisted that the students were all required to wear them.

‘True.’ Godfrey looked down at his own sash in apprehension. ‘Wouldn’t want to be standing near a ceiling fan when someone gives you a fright, hey? So . . . are you going to tell me what it was about?’

Athena chewed her lip. Come on, Marceline, she thought. He just helped us out, no questions asked! We can trust him.

But Marceline kept her gaze averted, mouth pinched shut as she played with her food.

Sorry, Godfrey, Athena thought, guilt gnawing at her. She’s not going to spill the beans, and I can’t betray her confidence.

‘Nah, sorry. Girls’ stuff,’ Athena finally said to Godfrey, hoping that would be enough to satisfy him.

Godfrey blinked. ‘Huh. Fair enough.’

He made a clucking sound with his tongue before reaching for his knife and fork. Marceline remained silent.

Well, this is awkward, Athena thought. She was barely used to having friends, let alone knowing what to do when stuck between two of them.

Through the observation windows, the sun was just disappearing behind a dune, the last rays of light fringing the sandy pinnacle in gold.

‘Mind if I sit here, you lot?’

Mx Hollybow stood on the other side of the table, plate in hand.

‘Sure thing, Mx.’ Godfrey shuffled to one side.

‘No need to move. I can squeeze in.’


Mx Hollybow’s huge head of dark, messy hair seemed at odds with the immaculately fitted black velvet pants. Undoing the button of their black blazer with a pattern of golden leaves and red flowers, Mx Hollybow sat down and smiled.

‘Well, isn’t this nice?’

They all nodded and mumbled yeses.

‘I know, I know, it’s really uncool when the teacher sits down with you, but we don’t have many seating options on the airship. Though for some reason there’s still room for a piano. I promise I’ll sit at someone else’s table next time, so that by the end of term it’ll be seen as a regular occurrence.’

‘It’s fine, really, Mx,’ Godfrey said.

‘How are you finding the airship, anyway? More cramped but less damp, hey?’ Mx Hollybow leaned in close to Marceline. ‘Don’t let the Major know I said that about the Unbound, otherwise . . .’ They mimed something violent.

‘It’s amazing,’ Godfrey said. ‘Really.’

Athena found herself nodding. ‘Never thought I’d be attending school on a zeppelin, of all places.’

‘I know! We’re so lucky. At one time, these things were going to be the future of air travel! Then, you know . . .’ With puffed out cheeks, the Creator made a sound like an explosion, sending dancing fingers up into the air, miming rising flames. ‘Oooh, the humanity!’

Athena and Godfrey shared expressions of alarm. Even Marceline was looking at the Creator, heterochromatic eyes wide.


‘Come on. You know we were all thinking it. It’s a famous piece of footage. Indelible. Impossible to avoid comparisons.’ The Creator paused, frowning. ‘Well, I can see I’ve just made things awkward.’

Nope, things were awkward before, Athena thought, just in a different way. Less tumbling-to-a-flamey-death and more asking-our-friends-for-favours-while-keeping-them-in-the-dark.

‘Lemme help smooth things over,’ Mx Hollybow said, putting down their cutlery and reaching into their jacket pocket. ‘Been meaning to try out the new tarot set. Anyone willing to help?’

The Creator shuffled the deck expertly, cards flipping between fingers and rolling over the back of their hands.

‘Tarot? You’re serious?’ Marceline said.

‘Pish. Don’t ruin my fun. Besides, what do you have against divination?’

‘But don’t you know . . . real magic?’ Athena said.

‘And what, pray tell, is real magic, Ms Strange?’

Athena wasn’t sure how to answer that.

Marceline shrugged. ‘Tarot is like a magician’s trick crossed with a con artist’s sting.’

‘Goodness me, Marceline! How did you get so jaded for one so young? You’re killing me.’

‘I’ll give it a go,’ Godfrey said, wiping his mouth on a serviette.

‘That’s the spirit!’ the Creator said, fanning the deck and holding it out. ‘Pick one.’

Godfrey thought a moment before sliding a card out and turning it over.


Five of swords, Athena noted.

‘Eugh, that’s boring,’ the Creator said. ‘Pick another one.’

Godfrey did as he was told, pulling out another.

Mx Hollybow frowned. ‘Pfft. Nah, try again.’

Godfrey giggled. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Deadly serious. It’s all about the face cards. No one cares about the numbered ones.’

‘How is this divination if you’re just picking and choosing cards?’ he said with a chuckle.

‘Quiet, you. Grab another card. A good one!’

He did so, sliding out a picture of a man holding a stick across his shoulder, wearing ragged clothes.

‘Aha, the Fool!’ Mx Hollybow announced. ‘That’s more like it.’

‘Hey!’ Godfrey complained.

‘No, no, it’s not that bad. It’s like new beginnings, being excited about the future. Master of improvisation. It’s good!’

Godfrey regarded Mx Hollybow through narrowed eyes. ‘Okay. But I’m a bit suss about this whole thing.’

‘The universe cares not for your suspicions, Godfrey.’ The Creator turned, holding out the cards once more. ‘Marceline?’

‘Ehh,’ she said, putting a hand up to ward off the pack.

‘None of that, my dear. Pick one.’

‘Fine,’ Marceline groaned, snatching one from the fan of cards offered.

Athena recognised the image instantly. A woman holding a sword in one hand, a set of scales in the other. She’d seen statues just like that outside courthouses.

‘Justice!’ Mx Hollybow announced. ‘Perfect. Your decision is final, with huge ramifications. You wield a double-edged sword, to show that actions have consequences. A warrior of truth, then. I like it.’

Athena tried to read her roommate’s expression. If she didn’t know any better, she would have said Marceline almost seemed proud, sitting up straighter with her shoulders back. Well, when it comes to letting Godfrey in on our secret plans, your decision is definitely final, Athena reflected. Marceline refused to budge on that issue.

‘Okay, lucky last, Athena. It’s bound to be the reversed Hierophant for you. There’s barely any point even picking a card.’ The Creator poked a tongue out and gave her a wink.

Athena reached out, then stopped. Her fingers hovered before one card, then moved to another. Then back to the first. She pulled it out. Flipped it over.

‘Oh,’ Mx Hollybow said. ‘That was unexpected.’

It was a picture of the Hanged Man. He was dangling upside down from a tree, right ankle tied to the trunk while the left foot was free, knee bent. His hands were tied behind his back.

‘What does that mean?’ Athena said.

All sense of fun and games had drained from Mx Hollybow’s expression. The Creator appeared to be deep in thought.

‘Is it bad?’ Athena urged when still no response was forthcoming.


‘No, no, certainly not.’ Mx Hollybow smiled thinly. ‘Just surprised myself. It suggests wisdom, circumspection. More importantly, it represents sacrifice, selflessness. Suspended . . .’

‘Suspended?’

‘Well, let’s be honest, Athena, you almost were suspended last term,’ Godfrey joked. When no one laughed, he frowned. ‘What? Too soon?’

Mx Hollybow shook their head, gathering the three cards from the table. ‘Suspended in time, Godfrey. Anyway, it’s just a bit of fun, that’s all.’

If it was just a bit of fun, why had the Creator turned serious all of a sudden?
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The moment they were both inside the cabin, Athena shut the door and leaned back on it, blocking the exit. She was fairly bursting with anticipation.

‘Marceline!’ she exclaimed. ‘What did it say on the microdot?’

Hands in pockets, Marceline shrugged. ‘At first, all I could see was black, like it really was just a full stop. But then I found a gap in the circle of black, much too small for the human eye to see. And in the middle of that were two words.’

‘Two words? Just two?’ Athena was so confused.

‘Just two.’

‘Which were?’

‘“Right Book”.’


Athena’s mouth fell open. ‘Huh?’

‘That was my response, too. Until I thought about it.’

‘Right Book,’ Athena said. ‘What does that even mean? We already know it’s the right book. How does that help?’

‘I don’t think it means the correct book. I think it means the book on the right.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Which means that –’

‘There’s a Left Book,’ Athena completed the sentence for her.

‘Exactly. It’s one of a pair. And without the other book, we’ll never decipher what’s inside.’
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It didn’t make much sense to Athena, but today they were practising their mummy-wrapping skills. They’d been given reams of bandages, and the tables and chairs had been removed from the classroom so they could lie on the floor. In groups of two, the students were to take turns wrapping each other from head to foot.

Professor Selinofoto had a pattern diagram on the board, but five minutes into her explanation, Athena deduced this was simply a class to keep them busy. Even as accomplished Creators, it wasn’t as if they were ever going to be preparing people for mummification, right? The Professor had said only days earlier that modern-day mummies were an impossibility. So why spend time learning how to wrap?

Athena was smart enough to keep those questions to herself. After last semester, she wasn’t going to complain about classes moving too slowly. Lesson learned, there.

That being said, she felt some satisfaction when Monsieur Renaître walked in ten minutes later. While everyone was focused on wrapping their study partner, the two Creators huddled over the Professor’s desk, conversing in low voices.

‘I knew the Professor was keeping us busy!’ Athena said under her breath.

‘What?’ Marceline lifted her head from the floor. Her torso had already been wrapped before she lay down.

‘Nothing. I don’t really see the point of this class, that’s all,’ Athena replied, spiralling her way up Marceline’s leg.

‘Belittling a solemn funerary rite? No way. That’s totally off-brand for this school.’ Marceline rolled her eyes.

Point taken, Athena thought. ‘Monsieur Renaître and the Professor are super focused on whatever they’re doing, though,’ she said.

Marceline tried to sit up.

‘Hey, hey! Can the mummy lie still, please? These bandages aren’t going to wrap themselves.’

Marceline dropped her head back to the floor with a thump. ‘Tell me what they’re looking at, then.’

Athena stretched her neck. ‘Umm, old papers. Maybe maps? Monsieur Renaître’s taking notes.’

‘Probably deciding how to steal the Ankh,’ Marceline said.

‘Hmm. You think?’


‘Almost certain. I overheard the Professor in the toilet the other day.’

‘You what?’ Athena screwed up her face in distaste.

‘No!’ Marceline rolled her eyes. ‘I mean I was on the toilet and I overheard the Professor talking. To the Major.’

‘Oooh.’

‘She spoke about the Board being on her back.’

‘The Board? What, like their bosses?’

‘Basically. Or the people who make the big decisions, anyway.’

‘The Creators aren’t in charge?’

‘Nuh-uh. There’s some other people who, I don’t know, control the money.’

‘What money?’ Athena said, getting Marceline to lift her knee so she could get the bandage under her thigh.

‘Come on, Athena. Don’t be so naive. How do you think the school makes money? It’s not like your mum’s paying for you to go here, is she?’

‘Well, no. But the night I first met the Major and Mx Hollybow, they talked about benefactors or donors or something.’

The Creators had told more than one untruth that night, it was true. But Athena had assumed that was just to convince her mum.

‘Benefactors. That’s a nice way of putting it,’ Marceline said under her breath. ‘Basically, there’s money going in and out of Prometheus High. It can’t all be altruistic. The school has clients, too.’

‘Clients?’


‘Who do you think they’re stealing the Ankh for? On day one, the Professor was all like, “There’s been enough plundering of tombs. We won’t be doing that.”’ Marceline wagged her finger for emphasis. ‘And then talking about discovering forgotten medical techniques. Yet the very next day, she’s resurrecting the Mummy in order to find out the location of some treasure!’

‘Maybe they’ll donate it to a museum?’ Athena posited.

Marceline gave her a disdainful glare.

‘Okay, fine. They’re going tomb raiding, then. Off to steal some ancient artefact from someone long dead.’

Marceline frowned.

‘What?’ Athena replied, fighting to keep her voice low. ‘It’s not like the owner is going to miss it.’

‘I’m going to pretend you’re still reeling from Mx Hollybow’s fancy card game and didn’t mean the disrespect you just showed the dead,’ Marceline said, crossing her arms.

Athena took a breath, then shuffled up so she was kneeling next to Marceline’s top half. ‘Sorry, that was insensitive.’

‘It’s fine,’ Marceline replied, staring up at the ceiling.

‘It’s not fine.’ Athena sighed. ‘But, even so, could you uncross your arms for me, please?’

‘What? Oh.’

Athena looped the end of a bandage between her friend’s thumb and forefinger, then wound around the rest of her hand before making her way up her arm.

Giggles were exploding like bubble wrap as their peers struggled with the bandages. Athena noticed Godfrey barely moved as Emily bandaged him. Was he blushing or just overheated?

‘Speaking of, umm, taking stuff,’ she said, turning her attention back to Marceline, ‘how are we going to get into the library again to find the Left Book?’

Marceline puffed her cheeks. ‘I dunno. It’s going to be risky. Riskier, I mean. Going back to the scene of the crime is a stupid thing to do, especially since we only just got away with it last time.’

Got away with it? Athena wasn’t even sure if that was accurate. In the technical sense, sure. But she remembered Ivory staring at her from the library roof. Was there any chance that the stone librarian hadn’t recognised them? She felt queasy. Her gut was twisted, like someone wringing out a wet towel.

‘Now that classes have begun, there’s less downtime,’ Athena mused.

‘We’ll make it work,’ Marceline said, determination returning to her voice. ‘I know we can. It’ll just take some next-level planning.’

‘Next level?’ Athena raised an eyebrow.

‘You know, spy stuff.’

‘Spy stuff,’ Athena repeated, chewing on her lip.

‘We can pull this off, Athena.’

‘Of course we can,’ she said, but she didn’t feel certain. ‘So, do you want an eye slit or not?’

‘Surprise me,’ Marceline said drily.
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Godfrey wasn’t surprised that Athena and Marceline had paired up for the mummification class. He didn’t want to be bitter about it – insisting someone be your best friend wasn’t, well, best friend behaviour. Even so, it stung a little.

Godfrey was surprised, however, when Emily appeared at his side and asked if she could work with him for the mummy-wrapping exercise.

‘You – sorry – what – with me?’ he said, forgetting how to word right.

‘If that’s okay?’ she said, squeezing one then the other of her pigtails, as if checking the plaits were holding.

‘Sure,’ Godfrey said, looking around to see where Drew was.

Drew was already working with Mahari. A second surprise in as many minutes. Well, this is weird. Emily and Drew are usually attached at the hip.

‘Do you want to wrap or be wrapped?’ Godfrey said. Then coughed, realising it was a weird thing to say.

Emily smiled. ‘Hmm, maybe if you lie on the floor?’

‘Yeah, that might be easiest,’ he said.

The hexapod gave a shudder as he powered it down. He used his arms to lift himself out of the seat and down to the ground. Once there, he lay on his back. ‘Like this?’

‘Think so,’ she said, smoothing her skirt and kneeling. ‘I’ll start with your feet.’

Godfrey looking up at the ceiling, trying to think of something to say. So, Emily, did you and Drew have an argument? No, definitely not. Hey, Emily, did you finally ditch that bully of a best friend? Nope. Even worse.

‘How amazing was Queen Tiye the other day?’ Emily said.

‘Great!’ Godfrey grinned, grateful that she’d spoken up. ‘Super amazing.’

‘It’s hard to imagine what it’s like for her. To have died such a long time ago and then be brought back thousands of years later.’

‘Totally. I’m amazed she was so chill.’

‘Exactly!’ Emily exclaimed. ‘Maybe she’s used to it by now, but even so. And the Professor made resurrecting a gazillion-year-old mummy seem so easy.’

‘Yeah, that’s true. There’s a lot that could go wrong, though.’

‘For sure. But that’s why they have us learning from the best.’

There was a startled cry from the other side of the room. ‘I can’t breathe, you fool!’

Drew was struggling against his bandages. It seemed Mahari had wrapped him a little too well.

‘Don’t panic,’ the Professor said calmly, grabbing a pair of scissors from her desk and swooping over. ‘Drew, the more you wave your arms, the more you’re pulling on the binding around your neck. Drew. Stop it. Stop with the flailing. Drew!’ She made a couple of skilful snips. ‘There. Better?’

‘He was trying to kill me!’ Drew said, gasping.

‘I just wanted to do a good job,’ Mahari explained.

‘Murder is a bit of an exaggeration, Drew. But I’m glad you’re all right,’ Professor Selinofoto said. ‘If everyone could refer to the diagram up the front, you’ll see that there shouldn’t be any tight bindings around the neck. Not-choking-your-friends-to-death high five!’

‘Why are you giving her a high five, Mahari?’ Drew snapped. ‘You’re the one who almost murdered me! And watch my hair, while you’re at it!’

Emily and Godfrey turned away, giggling.

‘Shh, don’t let him hear us,’ Emily said, covering her mouth with her hand.

Godfrey wiped tears from his eyes. Emily was much nicer when Drew wasn’t with her.

‘Do you get homesick much?’ she asked, switching to Godfrey’s other leg.

‘Sort of. Only for brief moments. Usually there’s so much going on that it keeps me distracted.’

‘Totally.’

‘You know, even when we’re not all about to die,’ he said and laughed.

Emily stopped wrapping. At first, he thought she was opening another packet of bandages, but when he lifted his head he saw that her eyes were rimmed with tears.

‘I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to be all jokey about life and death stuff,’ he said. ‘Everything that happened on the Unbound was scary. I thought it was okay to joke about it because we survived.’

Emily sniffed.

‘Doesn’t mean everyone else should automatically be okay with it, though,’ he admitted.


He remembered how he’d felt after first seeing the Bluthund. Perhaps that experience had numbed him to the horror of the true monster that had lurked on board the ship. Stupid thing to joke about, Godfrey. You should know better.

‘It’s not that,’ Emily said, carefully blotting under both eyes with a tissue. ‘It’s other stuff.’

‘With Drew?’ he asked.

‘No, not him.’

‘Oh.’

‘I just . . . I’ve got a problem.’

‘What’s wrong?’ He lifted his head, leaning on his elbows so he could see her.

‘Do you know the great bazaar?’

‘In Cairo, you mean?’

‘Yeah.’ She sniffed again.

‘What about it?’

‘I need to go there to help out a friend. But it’s not like an excursion to Cairo is part of the Professor’s lesson plan. I’d have to sneak out. And I don’t like doing stuff I’m not supposed to. But my friend really, really needs this. So, I’m sort of stuck.’

Godfrey thought about it for a moment. Emily seemed genuinely upset. And he’d found himself twiddling his thumbs outside of class, anyway. Athena and Marceline were doing their own thing, and his roommate, Mahari, spent every waking hour studying (when he wasn’t mummifying Drew, that was).

Well, why not? he thought.

‘I could help you,’ he finally said.


‘Really?’ Her face lit up.

‘Yeah, I’m up for a field trip. An unofficial field trip, I mean,’ he said.

‘Super secret,’ she said, looking over both shoulders in an exaggerated fashion, as if checking for eavesdroppers. ‘That would be amazing.’

‘When are we talking about?’ he asked.

‘Soon. I heard that we’re going to get a free day to explore the Giza complex. That would be the best time. You know, to get away without being seen.’

Godfrey swelled with pride, happy to help. That’s what friends were for, right?
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Athena was the first back to class after lunch. The tables and chairs had returned, and there was a projector screen standing in front of the blackboard. But that wasn’t the weird part. Sheets with alchemical symbols had been suspended over the observation windows, and a mobile hung from the ceiling, displaying the planets and each of their sigils, while the Creator’s table up the front was filled with all manner of laboratory equipment: beakers, alembics, mortars and pestles.

‘This is . . . different,’ Athena noted.

‘You did say the mummy wrapping class was underwhelming,’ Marceline commented from behind her. They walked between the tables, choosing one near the front. Marceline frowned. ‘Whoa.’

‘What?’ Athena said.

‘Look down.’

A thick, viscous smoke was crawling along the floor.


‘Is there a fire?’ Athena said. Mx Hollybow’s recounting of the dangers of airship travel was fresh in her mind.

‘No, I think it’s a smoke machine. Like dry ice or something,’ Marceline said, sniffing.

‘Why is it red, then?’

‘Because of those.’ Marceline pointed at a series of lights at ground level in one corner of the room.

‘Are you kidding me?’

Other students were filing in, all expressing surprise at the transformed classroom. Godfrey gave a long, loud, ‘Woooow!’ as he entered. Athena had saved him a seat, but as she went to wave him over, Emily ushered him to her table. What was going on with those two? Athena felt snubbed, but at the same time realised it was ironic, considering she had been keeping him at arm’s length.

A nudge from Marceline made her turn around. She yelped. There was a figure standing at the front of the classroom, hidden entirely by a white hooded cloak.

‘Where did he come from?’ Athena whispered.

He couldn’t have entered the room without passing me, she thought.

The lights flicked off. Only a spotlight remained, centred on the hooded figure.

‘ALCHEMY!’ he announced, hand shooting out for effect, fingers splayed.

Thunder boomed, but this time Athena wasn’t fooled. She’d endured three months aboard the storm-attracting Unbound. She recognised a tinny recording when she heard one.


‘The ancient art. The search for divine knowledge. The intersection of science and philosophy! The transmutation of the elements!’

The thunder continued as strobe lights began firing. In the flickering light, the hooded figure moved in stop-motion, like King Kong in that black-and-white movie. He reached his right hand into his opposite sleeve and withdrew a metal staff that seemed impossibly long. It kept on coming, all two metres, until he spun the staff upright, rapping the base on the floor.

There was a crackle and the normal lights blinked back on. The figure froze, halfway through attaching the wing-and-serpent design to the top of the staff. A student coughed. Another cleared their throat. The figure shook his head so the hood slipped off. There, unsurprisingly, stood Mr Pagonis.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘that wasn’t quite the big finish I was hoping for.’ He resumed attaching the symbol of Caduceus to the top of the staff. It took a while, squeaking as he screwed it on. ‘Hello!’ he finally said, addressing the class. ‘Sorry about that. Unfortunately, my sister’s airship can’t keep up with the raw power of my teaching set-up.’

‘I heard that, Theo!’ came the Professor’s voice from the doorway.

The students all snapped their heads around just in time to see her passing by in the corridor.

‘Hello, sister!’ Mr Pagonis called out. ‘You must have misheard me! I was just commenting on the wonderful teaching environment you’ve created here.’


‘I’m sure you were. Enjoy your theatre class, everyone.’

‘It’s not thea–’ he began to retort, then changed his mind. ‘Actually, she’s right.’ He took off his cloak, revealing the same linen shirt and pants combo he’d worn the other night. ‘Alchemy is all about transmutation. And what is theatre, if not transmutation of the voice and body?’

Body – body – body – body! his voice echoed.

‘Oops, sorry about that,’ he said, taking a step back. ‘Accidentally stepped on the reverb pedal. You’ll just have to imagine the exciting introduction I had for you all.’

The lights dimmed and a symbol was projected on the screen behind him. Athena had seen the symbol before, in the form of fireworks above the Atet: a circle inside a square, inside a triangle, inside a circle.

‘The study of alchemy is over two thousand years old, predating Major Stein’s scientific reanimation techniques by hundreds of years, and, of course, Doctor Singh’s robotics by millennia. As with all streams of Creation, alchemy is also concerned with what happens after death.’

The alchemical symbol was suddenly eclipsed by the shadow of a giant cat. Students exclaimed, turning in their seats. Athena spotted Erwin sitting in the beam of the projector, completely unconcerned by his disruption.

‘I do believe we have a visitor,’ Mr Pagonis observed.

‘I’m sorry, sir, that’s my cat,’ Athena said, leaping out of her chair to grab him.


Erwin had other ideas, however. The patchy calico leaped off the table the moment before she reached him, darting under tables and between legs. The class erupted in giggles.

‘Erwin, no!’ Athena hissed. She turned back to the front of the class. ‘Sorry, sir, please continue.’

‘Err, all right. You’re probably familiar with the idea of an afterlife on top of our world, but just as common is the idea of an underworld – whoa!’ Mr Pagonis stepped backwards as Erwin sprang onto the desk next to him. Then dived out of the way a second later as Athena lunged after the Created cat. Papers cascaded to the floor.

‘Sorry, sorry!’ Athena said, weaving between tables as the cat scampered out of reach.

Erwin did the cat equivalent of a handbrake turn then ran up the side of Radul, claws digging into his jumper.

‘Owww!’ Radul exclaimed.

Athena tried to catch Erwin as he leaped, but he spun in midair, avoiding her grasp, and then latched onto the styrofoam model of Saturn suspended from the ceiling.

‘I’m really sorry, sir!’ Athena said, unable to reach Erwin as he clung to the spinning planet.

‘No harm, no foul!’ Mr Pagonis said, gathering up the papers that had fallen from his desk. ‘Though I fear Saturn has been knocked out of orbit – that doesn’t bode well for the upcoming celestial convergence. Hard to believe that I was worried today’s class would be too dry.’ He straightened his collar.


Athena jumped up and down on the spot, but each time the gyrating cat eluded her.

‘Now, where was I?’ Mr Pagonis continued. ‘Some years ago, in the Tarim Basin north of Tibet, archaeologists discovered 200 mummies buried beneath the sand in upside-down boats, ready for their journey into the underworld. Though your studies up until now have focused on the resurrecting aspect of Creation, at the end of the day, it’s all about piercing the veil between the world of the living and the world of the dead. Whether the afterlife is above or below matters little. It’s the nexus between them that’s important.’

Erwin picked that moment to jump free of Saturn.

‘Got you!’ Athena exclaimed, catching him in midair. The monocular cat purred, nuzzling her neck as if to congratulate her on a great game of chasey.

‘Three cheers for Athena and her frolicsome feline!’ Mr Pagonis said.

Athena kept a firm grip on Erwin as she sat down in her seat, blushing. She was glad the alchemist wasn’t as short-tempered as some of the other Creators.

‘Now that the acrobatic portion of today’s performance is over,’ he continued, ‘let’s turn our attention to this.’ The Creator pointed to the board, where he had drawn a hexagram.
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‘You may recognise this shape from its prevalence in the architecture of many religions throughout the ages. When we dig a little deeper, and divide this six-pointed star, we come up with the following.’

He quickly scrawled four shapes on the board.
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‘Anyone recognise these?’

Godfrey’s hand shot up.

‘Yes?’

‘Uhhh, pyramids, sir?’

There were assorted giggles from around the classroom. Athena shot dirty looks at some of the students then frantically reasserted her grip on Erwin as he almost slipped from her lap.

‘Not quite. But it isn’t an accident that the pyramids happen to be the same shape. No, these are the alchemical symbols for water, fire, earth and air. Thus, our hexagram is indicative of all of the elements combined. Not only that, but these pyramids, as you described them, point up and down . . . above and below. Now, who has heard of the phrase “as above, so below?”’

Like a static shock, the word fired off a memory for Athena. She sat upright so suddenly that Erwin let out a curious meow?

‘Athena?’ Mr Pagonis approached. ‘Anything come to mind, or did your cat just sink its claws into your lap?’


‘Those who are worthy below, are allowed to ascend through the door that is always shut,’ Athena said.

‘Oooh, nicely put. And that comes from . . .?’

‘Inside the throne room of the Great Pyramid. It was written on the wall there, under a petroglyph.’

‘Excellent! The phrase “as above, so below” is key to the alchemical understanding of the world, and the world beyond. You’ll find that it pops up again and again, in different cultures over the millennia. Just like Prometheus himself, stealing fire from the gods, we hope to achieve that which was previously only attainable by the divine. However, do not misunderstand me. That which is above is not the same as that which is below. Rather, they spring from each other. There are numerous mentions of “as above, so below” in the Giza complex. I have printed out some maps to show you where you might find these references on our free roam day in two weeks’ time.’

Athena and Marceline shared a glance. Are you thinking what I’m thinking? they seemed to be saying.

Mr Pagonis went on to reference a flurry of topics, including the philosopher’s stone and the importance of quicksilver, but most of it sailed past Athena. She was thinking about the so-called free roam day, and how it would be a perfect time to make their way back to the Bibliotheca Alexandrina.
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In every spare moment over the next two weeks, Athena helped Marceline plan their second visit to the library to steal the other half of The Book of Creators. They would be going in during the day this time, so they needed an entirely different approach. They searched online to learn about the regular operations of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina. During the day, they wouldn’t have to contend with the automatons, which was a plus. Athena was able to combine opening times with union rules regarding the security guards to deduce their shift rotations. Then, using some false names and addresses, Marceline forged some library memberships. They took note of the library events during their ‘free roam’ day, as well as the time it would take to get from the Giza Complex to the library by taxi.

For a fortnight, their focus on planning had kept Athena from thinking too much about the consequences of what they were doing if something went wrong. If their false IDs didn’t work. If they were spotted somewhere they shouldn’t be. If the book they wanted wasn’t even in the library. And more importantly, if they were caught. How would she explain it to her mother if she turned up on her doorstep, not even six months after leaving for Prometheus High? It was too much.

Athena wished she could bring Godfrey in on the plan. Three brains were better than two, and he’d already proven that he could be useful when he distracted everyone during Doctor Singh’s class. But every time Athena suggested it, Marceline cut her off. She had been alone for so long that the fact she even trusted Athena was a miracle. Bringing someone else in on the secret was never going to happen.

Standing in the shower on the day of the excursion, she realised she was shaking. She owed Marceline her loyalty, but keeping her fears to herself didn’t make her a good friend either. She had to speak up. She walked back to their cabin determined to tell Marceline how she felt. That, at the very least, they should reconsider their plan.

She opened the door to discover Marceline crying. And just then, Athena realised how much this meant to her. For Marceline, this was more than a fun, possibly dangerous challenge.

‘You all set?’ Marceline asked, examining herself in the mirror (and, Athena knew, wiping away tears).

‘Think so,’ Athena said, pretending she hadn’t noticed the tears. ‘Backpack. Fake library card. Phone. Oh, and this stupid looking sunglasses-and-hat combo.’


She put on a black baseball cap and wraparound sunglasses. The brim of the hat was lopsided and the glasses were too big.

Marceline frowned. ‘Did you raid lost property or something?’

‘That’s exactly what I did,’ Athena said, beaming.

Marceline paused, looking at the floor. As usual, she was dressed in skinny jeans and an oversized hoodie. Athena didn’t ask whether she would prefer cooler clothes better suited to the Egyptian heat. She wouldn’t. Anything skimpier and she risked giving away her scars. Her true nature.

‘It’s funny. I’m almost reluctant to take a step out the door now,’ Marceline said. ‘Because if this doesn’t work, we might not get another chance to find out about my Creator.’

‘I’ve never asked,’ Athena said quietly, ‘what do you know about them? Anything?’

‘Not much,’ Marceline replied. ‘Just three things.’

‘Three things?’

‘A place. A face. An object.’

‘Huh?’

‘They’re images. Moments in time. I don’t know whether they’re memories from my own life, or from the lives of . . . you know . . . the others who went into making me.’

The others. As in, the owners of the disparate limbs that made up her body. Athena stayed quiet, sensing this was a delicate moment.

‘The place is a lighthouse, on the top of a long finger of rock ascending from the ocean. The second image is the face of a man, with two long scars trailing down his cheeks like tears. And, finally, a compass that shimmers, like it’s made from mother-of-pearl.’

She looked up to meet Athena’s gaze. ‘That’s it. That’s all I know from . . . before.’ She tsked. ‘It’s a short list. I don’t know how long ago I was Created, and I don’t even know where my name came from. I have no memory older than ten years ago.’

Athena’s resolve to pump the brakes had already begun to fade the moment she’d stepped in the door. Now, it had drained away completely. She reached out to take Marceline’s hand.

‘Well, it’s a start. Let’s go and see if we can add to those three things.’
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Godfrey opened his cabin door to see Emily standing there dressed in cargo pants and a white shirt underneath her purple sash.

‘Hey! I was just about to come find y–’ he began, but couldn’t finish because she slipped inside and shut the door behind her. He had to back up his hexapod to give her space.

‘You all set?’ She really looked like she was ready for an outing, with a big backpack, black sun hat and sunglasses.

‘Ah, yes?’ he said, taken aback by her lowered voice and furtive glances.


‘My friend is super grateful that we’re helping. They know we’re coming, but the timing is important.’

‘Right. Um. Okay. So, we’re sneaking away from the Giza complex when we get the chance?’

‘Yep. It’s a big area. Major Stein and Mx Hollybow are escorting us, but they can’t keep track of us all. We’ll grab a ride and be off as soon as we’re out of their sight.’

‘Okay, then,’ Godfrey said. When she’d first asked for his help, it had seemed like the noble thing to do. Now all he felt was worry poking at his tummy. He wished he’d had a chance to run this by Athena, to see what she thought. He knew that he could be a bit of a pushover. A ‘people pleaser’, his grandmother had called it. Maybe he’d get a chance to speak to Athena on the ground, before they went in different directions.

He looked down at his hexapod. ‘When you say “grab a ride”, what exactly do you mean?’

‘It’s all organised. A van will pick us up. The hexapod will fit in the back.’

Organised? By whom?

‘Shall we go?’ she asked, flashing a huge smile.

‘Now? Together? I mean, not together.’ He blushed. ‘But at the same time?’

‘If you’re ready?’

‘Sure.’

‘You don’t need a hat?’

‘Oops.’ He blushed harder. ‘I forgot.’

He grabbed his hat from the bunk and they stepped out. The airship was a flurry of activity. Through open doors Godfrey could see students packing bags, sharing sunscreen and chatting excitedly. Their eagerness to get to the Giza complex made him disappointed he wasn’t going to see much of it himself.

They moved down the stairs, out the door and along the keel corridor. When they reached the mooring platform, where all the metal beams converged just inside the nose of the zeppelin, they waited for the rest of the students. Major Stein stood by the hatch, arms crossed.

‘Keep coming, everyone,’ she said, projecting her voice as far as she could without yelling. ‘Bunch up. There isn’t much room, but I know that the moment we get to the ground you’re not going to want to stand around listening to me. So, I’ll only go through this once. First rule: you are to wear your sashes at all times. Obviously, you’re not going to need a parachute on the ground, but they serve to identify you and help us to spot you from afar. Second rule: you are free to explore the ruins and pyramids at your leisure, but that does not mean exploring chambers or tombs that are off limits. The moon isn’t out today so you’re not going to stumble across any Khonsu doors, but even so, we don’t want a repeat of your last excursion. Second rule, ahh, addendum: don’t steal anything. I shouldn’t even need to say that. And the final, and most important, rule: do not – I repeat, DO NOT – leave the Giza complex.’

Godfrey tried to swallow but couldn’t. The Major had been scanning the gathered students as she spoke, but for that final rule her eyes seemed to lock onto him. Did she overhear me and Emily talking? Or am I just being paranoid and looking guilty and giving the game away and oh God I’m making it worse aren’t I stop looking weird Godfrey stop it stop it stop –

Someone took his hand. He turned to see Emily smile as she gave it a squeeze.

A different feeling joined the roiling mass of emotions bubbling away inside him. He was almost dizzy with the sensory overload.

The Major opened the hatch and stepped out. The students began to file through and Godfrey finally remembered to breathe. Once outside, the heat hit him like a jet engine. It was barely past eight in the morning, yet it was already shaping up to be a scorching day.

Once on the ground, the first thing Godfrey noticed was Professor Selinofoto and Monsieur Renaître at the base of the mooring tower, lifting big black cases into the back of an open-air jeep with no doors or roof, just a roll bar above the seats. The cases were the hard, plastic kind that likely contained tools.

‘Where are they off to?’ he asked.

‘To recover the treasure the Mummy told them about,’ Emily replied, busy applying sunscreen to her hands and neck.

‘That’s right, the Ankh!’ Godfrey said.

Students immediately spread out and headed towards the ruins. With a pang of disappointment, Godfrey noticed most were going straight for the Sphinx. He’d always wanted to see it up close.

‘Athena, the cat should stay on board, please,’ the Major said.

Athena was chasing Erwin across the sand. The Creation seemed to enjoy the new experience, and was leaping about, just out of her reach.

‘I’m sorry! I know, Major. I didn’t realise he followed us down. I’ll get him back.’

Godfrey wasn’t going to get a moment alone with Athena, it seemed.

The hexapod suddenly jerked like something had bumped into it. Godfrey tried to look over his shoulder but Emily put her hands up. ‘Don’t move!’ she said. ‘Just a second.’

‘What is it?’ Godfrey frowned.

‘Looks like you have a wire loose in your sash,’ came a clipped voice from behind him.

Who was that?

‘Stay still for a moment. Don’t want your parachute exploding in my face. Again.’

There was a metallic thump, like something had hit the back of the hexapod. Godfrey’s stomach sank as someone came into view.

‘All good!’ Drew said, giving him a toothy grin. He was wearing gold-rimmed sunglasses, neatly ironed pants and a black shirt. ‘Possibly saved you from parasailing backwards across the desert!’ he said and chuckled. He turned to Emily. ‘We all set?’

‘Yes, we’re all good,’ Emily said with the same upwards lilt in her voice that had given Godfrey butterflies only minutes earlier.

‘We?’ Godfrey repeated numbly.

‘Godfrey’s an absolute star for offering to help you, Drew,’ Emily said.


‘I am?’ Godfrey said, his stomach dropping away from him.

Emily gave him an encouraging nod.

‘A star, right. That’s me,’ he said, feeling faint. He looked around for a friendly face, someone he could signal to for help, but Professor Selinofoto and Monsieur Renaître had already driven off, and Athena was halfway up the mooring tower with Erwin.

‘Thanks a bunch, man.’ Drew smiled. ‘Us Creators have to stick together, you know?’

‘Of course. No worries,’ Godfrey mumbled, wishing he hadn’t agreed to help.
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By the time Athena captured Erwin, took him back to the Atet and got down to the sand again they were fifteen minutes behind schedule.

‘Sorry,’ she said to Marceline, who was waiting in a shaded area at the edge of the cemetery ruins.

The other students had already begun exploring the complex. Athena could see heaps of early morning tourists but no purple sashes nearby.

‘It’s fine,’ Marceline said, looking at her phone. ‘We’ve just enough time to find a taxi.’

They zigzagged their way through the ruins before they came across a strip of black asphalt that bisected the yellow sands. A cluster of vehicles filled a carpark nearby. Tourists were spilling out of buses, vans and cars, cameras and phones in their hands, ready to snap their first view of the pyramids.


Marceline approached a newly emptied taxi without fear, speaking to the driver. Athena did a 360, scanning the area. She couldn’t see the Major or Mx Hollybow, and could only spot a single purple sash in the distance.

Soon they were speeding along the highway towards Alexandria. Athena went through the plan in her head. They were to use their fake library cards to enter as normal patrons of the library. Special care was to be taken with the security cameras that would no doubt be at the entrance. Hopefully, their hats could stay on inside, otherwise they’d have to try to keep their faces down. They’d already stashed their sashes in their bags, as the fandango would just attract attention. It was good to know they wouldn’t have to fend off automatons this time, but human library staff would be more likely to notice anyone behaving strangely. The key was to act casual, but not too casual. She was going to follow Marceline’s lead. Her roommate had experience with blending into the background.

Two and a half hours later, the taxi pulled up outside the Bibliotheca Alexandrina. Their first test was getting through the doors. Athena exhaled slowly as they passed the security guards posted at the entrance. Tourists were milling about. Athena had read that tour groups were taken through the library at regular intervals, but that only members had access to all the floors and books.

Which is why, moments later, they faced their second test. There was a row of steel turnstiles sporting electronic card readers at the door to the library proper. Marceline and Athena nodded to each other before holding their fake IDs to the card readers. For a split second, Athena panicked. What if the cards didn’t work, and someone came over to help them? Or even worse, what if the machine registered their cards as forged, and those burly security guards charged towards them?

There was a beep as the light went green and the turnstiles let them through.

Phew.

As they moved into the reading room, Athena looked up at the regularly spaced skylights above. Last time they were here, they had been running over the top of them, automatons hot on their tail. Athena’s gaze dropped to the cascading balconies. There were seven levels in the mammoth library, some of which were beneath them. The storeroom was on the top level.

‘We’ll take the stairs,’ Marceline muttered to Athena as they weaved around the desks and chairs in the reading room. There were dozens of people here with their heads buried in books. No one paid any attention as they passed.

Athena figured they were taking the stairs because the lifts would feature security cameras. Smart. She wouldn’t have been able to pull this off without Marceline. How many other times had her friend infiltrated somewhere she didn’t belong?

Moving briskly up four sets of stairs, Athena’s legs were burning by the time the two of them reached the top.

Everything’s going smoothly, she told herself. We’re almost at the storeroom.


Moving in between the stacks, she noticed that there was no evidence of their chase from their previous visit. The people searching the library catalogue and tracing the book spines along the shelves had no idea that wood-and-brass automatons prowled the corridors after dark. The Creator world was always just out of sight of ordinary people, she reflected.

‘Okay,’ Marceline whispered, stopping at the door Athena recognised with Arabic script written across the mottled glass. ‘Let’s see if they fixed the lock.’ She reached forward, tried to turn the handle. Shook her head.

Damn. Fixed.

It would be a cinch for Marceline to break the lock again. But the noise would be a problem. And Athena couldn’t exactly use her book-throwing trick from last time, either.

‘What are we going to do?’ Athena asked.

Marceline took a breath. Then shrugged. ‘I’m gonna have to break it. I’ll try to be as subtle as possible.’

She reached for the door the moment it swung open from the other side.

Athena felt as if the ground had dropped from beneath her. There, standing in the doorway was Ivory, the stone librarian. Her red eyes burned, locking on both of them in turn.

‘It’s about time you two showed up,’ she said. ‘I suppose you’re here for the other book.’
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Godfrey had been silent the entire taxi ride. He was in the back seat, his hexapod crammed in the cargo area behind him, metal legs curled underneath itself like a dead bug. In the middle row sat Emily and Drew, neither of whom had spoken a word to him. Entering Cairo, Godfrey watched as the low-rise cream-coloured buildings outside his window were replaced with newer, sharp-edged towers of gleaming glass.

Their heads close, Emily said something to Drew. He mumbled in return. Just what was this all about? thought Godfrey. And why do they even need me with them? He felt embarrassed and ashamed to have been played by Emily. It was clear she had been working with Drew all along. If I’d told Athena about this, she would have realised straightaway. She wouldn’t have been fooled by Emily! I’m so gullible!

‘This is as close as I can get you,’ the driver said.


The street ahead was clogged with cars, delivery trucks and pedestrians. Drew paid the driver with a wad of cash while Emily jumped out of the taxi. She opened the boot, refusing to make eye contact with Godfrey as he reached across the control panel of the hexapod. It sputtered to life and stepped out of the taxi. Godfrey slid into the hexapod and fastened the seatbelt.

‘Follow me,’ Drew said.

They crossed the road, dodging scooters, vans and cyclists. Following the stream of tourists, they walked beneath the massive medieval arch that marked the entrance of the Khan el-Khalili, the grand bazaar. Shops lined the main hall, selling souvenirs, jewellery and antiques. Incense filled Godfrey’s nostrils, mixing with the heady smell of coffee brewing in the coffee houses dotted between the shops.

Drew and Emily were concerned only with their destination. Emily checked once or twice to ensure Godfrey was keeping up, but she wasn’t the same smiling, chirpy person she’d been earlier in the day.

There was nothing stopping him from turning around and catching a taxi back to the Giza complex. And part of him knew that that was the right thing to do. Go back to the pyramids and catch up with Athena and Marceline. He didn’t owe Emily a thing.

He was just about to leave when Drew, having reached a branching path between the shops, yelled out for Emily to follow. Momentarily distracted by one of the shops, she spun at the sound of his voice and trotted after him. It was the look on her face that caught Godfrey’s attention – anxious to do what she was told, almost fearful of what would happen if she didn’t. He didn’t pretend to understand their so-called friendship, though it had always been clear that Drew did the bossing around, while Emily followed. Godfrey didn’t like it. It made it harder to be angry at her. And, frustratingly, it made him feel like he had to see this through.

They reached an intersection with a smaller laneway leading off to the right. Two burly security guards with metal detectors stood there, blocking their way.

Drew walked right up to them. ‘Morning, fellows. I’ve got business through there,’ he said.

‘Wait. No one leaves the market without being searched,’ one of the security guards said. He had a huge bushy moustache that almost completely hid his lips.

‘Of course,’ Drew said, dropping his bag and putting his arms out in a T-pose.

The security guard patted Drew down, checking his pockets and searching his backpack. The second security guard ran a metal detecting wand over him. Emily went through the same procedure, then everyone turned to Godfrey.

‘Erm, hi?’ Godfrey said, bug-walking forward.

The security guard approached, wand at the ready.

‘That’s probably not going to be useful . . .’ Godfrey began.

Digital squealing erupted from the wand the moment the guard got close to the metal hexapod. He stopped and looked at his colleague.


‘I guess we could ask him to get out of his chair . . .’ Drew said, deliberately leaving the sentence hanging.

The security guards looked confused, then started chatting to each other in Arabic. The second one jabbed a finger at the first and shook his head.

Finally, the second guard threw his hands in the air, scowling. The first one nodded at Godfrey. All three of them walked through.

They found themselves in a corridor that was dirty and workmanlike, only used for deliveries. Drew walked briskly, taking note of the numbers above the doors. Finally, he came to a halt at number thirty-two. It had NO.1 BRAND EGYPTIAN FINE COFFEE painted across the wall. He knocked on the door. After a moment, a small eye-level panel slid open.

‘We’re here to see the Collector,’ Drew said.

The panel slid shut, then the door shrieked open on rusty hinges. A tall, gangly man with a wispy beard ushered them into a room cramped with dozens of shelves, each filled with ancient artefacts. Cracked pottery, dusty Canopic jars and statuettes were stacked shoulder to shoulder with tarnished swords and musty clothing. Jewels gleamed. Godfrey carefully steered his hexapod over the forepaws of a basalt cat statue the size of a go-kart. Emily brushed past a bunch of parchments lying on a shelf, sending plumes of dust into the air that made Godfrey sneeze.

It was clear that this place didn’t have anything to do with the brewing, buying or selling of coffee. This was a place for people to buy and sell artefacts. Illegally buy and sell artefacts.

‘Well, well, I didn’t think you’d show,’ a cracked voice said.

Godfrey rounded a corner to see an old woman sitting behind a desk. She was surrounded by trinkets and statues, and wore a colourful shawl held in place by a brooch fashioned in the shape of the eye of Horus. Raising her eyebrow, the jeweller’s magnifying glass that had been sitting in her left eye dropped out. She caught it without looking, like she’d been doing it a long time. This was clearly the Collector Drew had mentioned.

Come to think of it, she wasn’t just old. She was positively ancient. Wrinkles sat on top of other wrinkles, so that her furrowed face had the appearance of an old walnut.

‘Of course I showed. It would be rude not to,’ Drew said with a sniff.

‘Is that so?’ the old woman said. She looked at Emily and Godfrey. ‘Who are these two?’

‘My assistants,’ Drew said without missing a beat.

Godfrey tried not to roll his eyes. Drew had the uncanny habit of treating everyone around him like butlers. Godfrey was sure of this, even though he had never seen an actual, real-life butler.

‘Assistants, right,’ she said, her bracelet clinking as she moved her right hand. ‘Well, where is it, then?’

‘One moment,’ Drew said, walking over to Godfrey.

Reflexively, Godfrey took a step back in his hexapod.


‘Stop,’ Drew snapped, holding a finger out.

‘Looks like your assistant isn’t comfortable,’ the Collector said, bracelet jangling again.

‘He’s fine,’ Drew said curtly. He glared at Godfrey, halfway between a warning and a threat.

The way Drew spoke to him made the heat rise in Godfrey’s cheeks, but he was too embarrassed to say anything.

Drew walked around the hexapod. With a metallic click, he opened the compartment that sat just behind Godfrey’s chair, retrieved something and then walked back to the Collector’s desk.

‘Here it is, as promised.’

Drew placed a golden statuette on the tabletop. It was around seventeen centimetres tall, depicting an ancient Egyptian god that Godfrey recognised as Khufu. The truth finally hit him. Drew had stolen the artefact from the Great Pyramid. And he had used the hexapod to smuggle it past the bazaar security guards.

With a sinking feeling, Godfrey realised he had been made an accomplice.
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Athena’s mouth dropped open. She looked at Marceline, who appeared similarly stunned. Ivory’s expression was, as ever, unreadable, her white stone face completely impassive. She tilted her head to one side, unblinking.

‘Are you two going to come in or just stand there?’

‘Uhh. We’ll come in?’ Marceline said uneasily.


They stepped into the storeroom and Ivory shut the door behind them. ‘Follow me,’ she said, walking down the same aisle that Athena had dashed down weeks before, dodging automatons.

They turned a corner and went through another door to a small office. Ivory sat, and closed a ledger filled with numbers. She pointed at two chairs for Athena and Marceline.

‘How . . . how did you know we were coming?’ Athena finally said.

‘You stole one half of The Book of Creators. And since it is useless without the other half, it was only a matter of time before you made your way back here,’ Ivory said, like it was the most normal thing in the world.

‘You knew it was us?’ Marceline said.

‘I saw you both dangling from the airship, remember?’

‘But you didn’t dob,’ Athena said dully.

‘Didn’t I?’ Ivory’s scarlet gaze bore into her.

Athena swallowed. ‘I mean, none of the Creators said anything. They would have brought it up if you’d told them, surely. Why wouldn’t you tell on us?’ Athena looked to Marceline, who appeared as confounded as she was.

Ivory let them sit in silence some seconds before speaking again. ‘How about you tell me why you stole The Book of Creators, and we’ll take it from there.’

Athena chewed on her lip. This isn’t my secret to tell, she thought.

She waited for as long as she could before turning to her friend. Marceline was watching Ivory in silence.


Athena tried to devise an excuse. We were hoping for some nifty Creation tips, you know? To get ahead in our classes! or We’re just history nerds, and wanted to know about the origins of our craft! Neither sounded convincing.

At last, Marceline broke the silence. ‘Because I want to know who Created me,’ she said.

Athena’s heart rate shot up. She tried to interpret Ivory’s pale stone face.

‘I thought as much,’ the Galatea said.

Athena’s mouth dropped open.

‘How long have you known?’ Marceline asked.

‘A while,’ Ivory said.

‘Can you . . . sense her?’ Athena said.

Marceline and Ivory both shot her a withering glance.

‘Sorry,’ Athena mumbled, realising she should keep quiet and let the Creations talk.

‘What do you know about your Creator?’ Ivory asked.

‘Not much. Images. Nothing more,’ Marceline said.

‘Images from how long ago?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Okay. And the last question: supposing you find out the identity of your Creator, what are you planning to do about it?’

‘Nothing,’ Marceline replied.

‘Nothing?’

‘Nothing. I just deserve to know.’

They sat and didn’t say anything for a long time. They might as well have been communicating telepathically for all that Athena could comprehend.

‘You should understand that I will protect Prometheus High with my life if I have to,’ Ivory finally said. ‘You don’t know what it was like for us before Prometheus High. Taking Creators out of their secret laboratories benefits us all. At Prometheus High there is oversight, a way to temper the worst excesses of Creation. Something that was sorely lacking in the days before.’

Major Stein had said as much to Athena, back when she’d been reprimanded for working on her own secret Creation.

‘I understand,’ Marceline replied.

‘The world was a different place back then, which is why you also need to understand that The Book of Creators won’t hold all the answers you seek.’

‘It won’t?’ Athena said, unable to resist speaking up.

Ivory didn’t take her attention from Marceline. ‘First of all, it’s possible that your Creator isn’t even recorded in the book. It is far from comprehensive, and only some Creators were willing to put themselves on record. So be prepared for disappointment. The book is a prelude to the school. It was the result of very early attempts at gathering the thoughts of Creators in one place. The Creators were, by their very nature, secretive. They didn’t willingly share their activities with others. As a consequence, The Book of Creators is not like an encyclopaedia. The entries can be cryptic. Scattershot. It’s unlikely that you’ll be totally satisfied with whatever you find. Do you understand?’


Marceline nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘One last piece of advice. You can take it or leave it. Ask yourself why this is so important to you. There’s no right or wrong way for a Creation to feel about their existence but, in time, you might find that the importance you place on that knowledge changes.’

Athena scrutinised Marceline. Nothing about the set of her jaw suggested that she was going to drop this anytime soon.

‘And with that said, I can show you the book.’ She turned and retrieved a hardback from behind her. The leather had a scarlet sheen that glinted like blood in candlelight. Similarly to the first book, it had THE BOOK OF CREATORS embossed in silver.

Ivory opened the book. Athena craned forward. ‘Yes, Athena, the pages in this one are also blank,’ the Creation confirmed.

‘Just checking.’

‘I take it you have the Right Book with you?’

Marceline produced the blue book from the bag, placing it on the table. Moving her stone hands impossibly in quick flourishes, Ivory placed the Right Book on the table face up towards Marceline. She then placed the Left Book face down on the left-hand side so that they were a book-width apart, spines facing one another.

‘Observe,’ Ivory said.

She opened the back cover of the Left Book. Then opened the front cover of the Right Book, so that one sat on top of the other. She then turned the last page of the Left Book, and the first page of the Right Book, so that they were overlapping.

Slowly, words began to form on the page. Writing revealed itself, like a polaroid photograph fading into view.

‘Witness The Book of Creators,’ Ivory said.
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Godfrey gritted his teeth, resisting the urge to lambaste Emily and Drew for tricking him, as the Collector examined the statuette.

‘Well done,’ she said, tilting the desk lamp so it illuminated the artefact. ‘It’s beautiful. Was it where I said it would be?’

‘Perhaps,’ Drew said, with a wicked grin. He and Emily were seated in a pair of chairs at Godfrey’s side.

‘I see. That’s how it’s going to be,’ the Collector said from behind her desk, slipping on some blue vinyl gloves. ‘Want to keep the upper hand, do we?’ She brought the jeweller’s magnifying glass up once more, squinting to keep it in place. ‘It’s a little chipped,’ she noted, using a gloved finger to tilt the statuette under the light. ‘And private collectors are always more impressed by the larger artefacts. Sad, I know, but there’s no accounting for taste.’


Godfrey got the sense she was lining Drew up to lowball him, downplaying the statue’s worth. The question was: why was Drew doing this anyway? Everyone knew that his family was super rich. Why go to all this effort?

‘It’s still four and a half thousand years old,’ Drew stated, jutting out his chin and puffing up his chest like a stubborn rooster.

‘Seen one ancient artefact, seen them all,’ the Collector replied.

‘Now, see here, we had an agreement. I could just as easily take it elsewhere.’

‘Be my guest, boy. Shifting this kind of merchandise isn’t easy, what with the authorities closely monitoring things going in and out of Giza.’

Drew crossed his arms, nostrils flaring as he exhaled.

The Collector slid a calculator out from beneath a pile of papers and tapped away on the keys. She sucked air through her teeth, then turned the calculator around and pushed it towards Drew. ‘That’s what I can offer.’

In the space of a second Drew’s face went from offended to outraged. ‘Are you kidding me?’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s worth ten times that much!’

‘Oh, you’re the expert now, are you?’ the Collector said.

‘This isn’t the number you quoted my uncle!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. The number I quoted your uncle was a month ago. I made it clear in that same conversation that the market was volatile.’

‘Market? We’re not talking about eBay! This hasn’t been seen by human eyes in millennia!’


‘Goodness me. So dramatic,’ the Collector said, unperturbed. ‘You’re welcome to try to peddle this elsewhere. See how far you get.’

‘You know I can’t do that!’ Drew exclaimed. Emily touched his wrist, but he yanked his hand back. ‘Even bringing it here was dangerous.’

‘Don’t just think of the money you’ll get. Think of how you can walk out of here without having to constantly check over your shoulder. Can’t put money on peace of mind.’

Drew shot up so quickly his chair fell over. He stomped to the far corner of the room, his shoulders rising and falling as he took slow, deep breaths. What is he doing, Godfrey wondered. Standing in the calm-down corner like a toddler? Emily righted the chair and went over to Drew. The two talked in hushed whispers.

For her part, the Collector didn’t seem the least bit bothered by Drew’s outburst. In fact, Godfrey got the distinct feeling that, whilst Drew had played him, the Collector was playing Drew. As she wiped some dust from her desk, Godfrey zeroed in on the jangling bracelet on her wrist. It was made of interlocking bronze ankhs. The Collector noticed Godfrey staring, and pulled her shirt cuff down to cover it.

‘Fine. We’ll take it,’ Drew said, returning to the chairs with Emily.

‘Excellent.’

A burly man in a black puffy vest appeared from behind them carrying a wooden box lined with velvet. The Collector moved the statuette into the box and the man closed the lid, whisking it from sight.

She opened a laptop on the desk then paused. ‘Then again, if you’re looking for a bigger payday, you could always find another artefact for me.’

Emily turned to Drew, her face creased with concern.

‘What artefact, exactly?’ Drew asked.

‘The collar of Sekhmet.’

‘Probably best to cut your losses,’ Emily whispered.

Drew ignored Emily. ‘What do you know about it?’ he asked the Collector.

‘A gift from Akhenaten III to his wife. A broad necklace made of gold, carnelian and turquoise. Its existence is recorded in multiple historical documents, yet the location always eluded archaeologists. I know you’re a resourceful chap. If you were to bring the collar to me, I could pay more than double what I offered for the statuette.’

Drew had a serious expression, as if he was weighing his options. Why is he so desperate? Godfrey wondered.

‘Drew,’ Emily urged, ‘we should just go.’

No one spoke. The Collector watched the three of them, unblinking.

‘No,’ Drew said finally. ‘Just pay me the amount you said.’

‘Hold on, young man. Your uncle and I agreed on a price. So far, you haven’t brought me artefacts matching that value. You still owe me.’

‘What?’ Drew fairly exploded, spittle flying.

‘The statuette went some way towards the number we agreed on. You’ll only be able to meet that figure when you provide the collar.’

Drew had no idea that he was being played, Godfrey realised.

‘Look here, you will pay me what you owe me!’ Drew tapped the table with his forefinger.

‘Pay you what I owe you?’ the Collector stood up. She wasn’t tall, yet her shadow continued to rise after she finished standing. Though bent over with age, she somehow loomed over them. ‘Pay you what I owe you?’ she repeated. ‘Boy, you owe me!’

Her voice echoed in the cluttered space. Drew, Emily and Godfrey all took a step back.

‘And if you don’t find the collar for me, then the statuette just might find its way into the hands of the authorities,’ she said, her lips curling into a smile. ‘They’re always on the lookout for tomb robbers like yourselves.’

‘You can’t . . . you wouldn’t,’ Drew whispered.

‘Your fingerprints are all over the artefact. Wouldn’t be hard to connect you to the theft. Come to think of it, your assistants probably touched it too, am I right?’

Godfrey realised the Collector had worn gloves when handling the statuette. He knew he hadn’t touched it, but going by Emily’s trembling lower lip, he got the sense she certainly had.
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Dodging tourists, Godfrey fought to keep up with Emily, who in turn was trailing a very cross Drew as he walked back through the bazaar.

‘You’re not thinking of getting the collar for her, are you?’ Emily asked, pirouetting around some amateur photographers blocking the way.

‘That’s exactly what I’m doing. I currently have nothing to show for our efforts.’

‘How can you be sure she won’t underpay you again?’ Emily said.

‘I can’t! But I don’t have much choice, do I?’ Drew snapped, loud enough that a middle-aged couple looked in their direction.

‘I’m sorry,’ Emily said, keeping her voice low. ‘It’s just dangerous, you know? Someone could have died in the pyramid.’

Realisation struck Godfrey like lightning. It was Drew who set off the traps in the Great Pyramid! He probably stole the statuette when they were all busy in the throne room. Anger began to bubble away inside him. Knowing that Drew had put everyone at risk made him furious. Could he be any more selfish? As they approached the stone arch, Godfrey told himself that it would all be over soon. The sooner he was back on the Atet, the better.

‘That’s the one, right there!’ A man with dark hair and a bushy beard was pointing at the three of them from beneath the arch.

Is that the taxi driver?

The man pushed tourists out of the way as he approached them. He was flanked by two heavy-set men wearing sunglasses.

‘We’ve got to go,’ Drew said. ‘I may have underpaid him earlier.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ Godfrey exclaimed.

‘Run!’ Drew cried, ducking into the nearest shop, Emily in tow.

Not wanting to face the angry driver alone, Godfrey followed. His hexapod knocked over a tower of wicker baskets as he charged down the narrow aisle. There were short shrieks from customers who dived out of the way.

‘Sorry!’ he yelled.

The cries of their pursuers shadowed them. Godfrey knocked over a display of postcards as he turned at the next intersection, barely keeping sight of Emily’s bouncing pigtails.

‘Quickly!’ Drew said, waving to them from the corner of the next aisle.

The moment Godfrey passed him, Drew put all his weight into the shelving. It tipped and scores of rolled-up carpets toppled out, blocking the passageway. There were cries of frustration from behind them.

‘Keep going!’ Drew yelled.

Godfrey pushed his hexapod to go faster. Hanging bronze lanterns dinged off his head, one after the other.

Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow!

He saw the exit then, only metres ahead. Emily was holding the door open. As they broke out into the bright sun, Drew went for the nearest dumpster bin and began to push.


‘Out of the way!’ Godfrey said.

Drew complied. Godfrey’s hands were a blur, getting the front two limbs of the hexapod to work in tandem. He shoved the bin up against the door, blocking the exit. No sooner had he done that than angry shouts and thumps issued from the other side.

‘Stop!’ Emily screamed.

A shriek of tyres made Godfrey turn around. A maxi taxi had skidded to a halt only centimetres from Emily.

Dust blew past the driver as he leaned out of the window. ‘Are you insane?’

‘You for hire?’ Drew asked, flashing some cash.

Ten minutes later, they were far enough away from the bazaar that Godfrey stopped looking over his shoulder. His hands wouldn’t stop shaking, and the anger inside him was jostling for space with the fear that they would be caught. All he wanted was to get back to the Giza complex and on board the airship, away from black market dealings and angry pursuers.
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Ivory left them with The Book of Creators, saying she’d be in a nearby storeroom if needed. Athena could only look over Marceline’s shoulder as she began to pore over the pages. She spotted lines and lines of entries, in different inks. The handwriting was different, too. The book was a kind of communal diary. Some entries were dated and full of detailed annotations, some were simply a series of dot points, while other pages were filled with diagrams.


Athena quickly realised she wasn’t going to be doing any reading herself. Despite The Book of Creators being two books, they combined to make a single text, and your average book wasn’t designed to be read in tandem. Instead, she got out her phone, ready to take notes or search the internet should Marceline require it.

Hours passed. Marceline occasionally whispered as she read out loud, but was otherwise silent. Her eyes never left the pages, scanning some entries quickly, spending more time scrutinising others.

Athena checked her phone, ignoring her rumbling stomach. They couldn’t stay for much longer. She began to worry what would happen if they ran out of time without Marceline finding anything in the book.

Finally, Marceline shoved her chair back and stood up. ‘It’s hopeless! Why isn’t there a digital version? Then we could just search the book for specific words. Some of the handwriting is impossible to read!’ She shoved a pen holder off the desk and half a dozen pens clattered to the floor.

‘Take a break,’ Athena said, shifting across.

‘I can’t afford to take a break,’ Marceline replied, rubbing her eyes and bending down to pick up the pens. ‘We don’t know when we’ll get another chance to –’

‘Take a break,’ Athena repeated. ‘I can read for a while.’

Marceline didn’t reply, instead going over to stand by a window. Athena scanned the pages. The handwriting varied from scribbles to neatly printed letters to flowery cursive. She spotted snippets of scientific formulas, dense paragraphs of needless detail and references so oblique that they were next to useless. There was no point trying to read from start to finish, and Ivory had said Creators were reluctant to put anything specific down in the book, so names weren’t likely to be written out in full.

Instead, she had to look for a unique word that Marceline’s Creator wouldn’t be afraid to document. And there was only one word she could think of that matched those criteria. One of the three things that Marceline remembered about her Creation.

Lighthouse.

Fifteen minutes later, she found it. ‘Look!’ she exclaimed.


My colleague has suggested we meet at the Þrídrangar lighthouse come the solstice. I have not yet made up my mind on the matter. True enough, it’s remote, but it’s also sorely lacking in terms of safety. If anything goes wrong during the extraction, we could find ourselves stranded on the cliffs with no place to go.


Marceline was instantly at her side. So close, in fact, that she was pressed up against Athena. ‘Þrídrangar,’ she said, rolling the word over her tongue.

‘Already looking it up,’ Athena said, tapping on her phone. She held up the image search results. A squat white tower with a red roof, standing alone on a tall sliver of rock in the middle of the ocean.


Marceline gasped.

‘That’s it?’ Athena asked.

Hand to her mouth, Marceline didn’t reply. But she didn’t need to.

‘South of Iceland, part of the Vestmannaeyjar Islands,’ Athena read from the screen. ‘Not easy to get to.’

Marceline was already going through the rest of the entry. ‘They don’t say anything else about the lighthouse. Doesn’t even mention if they ended up going there. They go on to talk about studying vampire bats in South America but not much else.’

Athena snapped a photograph of the entry with her phone. ‘It’s okay. All we need to do is look for more mentions of Þrídrangar. It should be easy to spot because of the first letter.’

Within two minutes she’d found another reference, written in shaky capitals. This one was in a list of locations for ‘possible ley line convergence’, also citing Stonehenge, the pyramids and Machu Picchu.

‘Not much help,’ Athena said.

‘Hey, you two, we’re going to have to call it quits,’ Ivory said, returning to the office.

‘Just a few more minutes,’ Marceline said, not moving from her position looking over Athena’s shoulder.

The stone librarian turned and left.

They scoured page after page, looking for the word Þrídrangar.

Come on, come on.

There it was again!



I spent another three weeks at Þrídrangar in the fall, recording the migration of sea draugr. During my stay, I discovered a logbook left by someone called the Keeper of the Light that contains two hundred years’ worth of records. Impossibly, it claims to have been written not by a succession of people, but by a single person.


‘No mention of Creating while he was there,’ Athena observed.

‘No, but that doesn’t mean much. You’ve seen how little detail is recorded.’

With a tingling sensation, Athena could sense they were getting close. ‘Keep an eye out for this handwriting,’ she said. ‘His capital Es are like backwards 3s.’

They’d only turned a dozen pages before they found another entry by the same writer.

‘Whoa,’ Athena said.

‘Whoa indeed,’ Marceline agreed.

This entry didn’t mention the lighthouse. But it did mention something that had Athena’s mouth hanging open.


I am soon to make my fifth pilgrimage to the Great Pyramid. Each time I return, I discover something new about the structure. Recent studies have led me to believe that there is yet another secret chamber above the Throne Room, right at the top of the pyramid. An explorer claimed to have barely escaped with his life after only catching a glimpse of what was inside. This Apex Chamber is filled with booby traps. Not just the triggers seen in the pyramid below but others of more fiendish designs. Poison-tipped needles as fine as cactus glochids. Tripwires. Suffocating gases. Hidden blades.

I shall have to time my visit with the moon’s journey across the sky, activate the lunar door and then find a way in to the Chamber without setting off any of the traps. I will of course report my findings when I next meet up with any of the other Creators. I must say, I am impressed with this collection of notes and intrigued by the idea of setting up a Creator-run school with a structured syllabus. I look forward to speaking further on the matter when I return.


Marceline flicked through the last few pages, quickly reaching the end. Her hand went to her mouth. ‘There aren’t any more entries from him.’

Athena knew what Marceline was thinking.

‘He died there, in the pyramid. There’s every chance his body is still up there now!’

‘We don’t know that for sure,’ Athena said gently. ‘We know Creators were reluctant to even use the book. Maybe he just stopped making entries.’

‘But you saw what he said. He liked the idea of the book and the school. Why would he suddenly stop?’

‘You have a point. But there are so many unknowns.’

‘And even if he didn’t die there, he may have left something behind in the chamber.’

‘Like what?’

‘I don’t know,’ Marceline said with frustration. ‘Something – anything! – that could give us a clue as to his identity or current location.’

Athena had thought finding the other half of The Book of Creators would be the final step. That they wouldn’t be taking any further risks. It was clear that she was wrong. With a sinking feeling, Athena realised that Marceline wasn’t going to drop this.

‘Athena,’ Marceline said, looking straight at her with her different-coloured eyes, ‘my Creator could be less than three hundred metres from our cabin. I might never get this opportunity again. We have to find the Apex Chamber!’
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Marceline left the books with Ivory, as promised. When the Galatea asked if they’d found what they were looking for, she simply nodded, offering no other information. Ivory gave her a long, hard stare before wishing them well. Pressuring another Creation to elaborate wasn’t Ivory’s style, and for that Marceline was grateful.

Her mind was awhirl with emotion. She was disappointed that the book hadn’t told her anything concrete, but she shouldn’t have been surprised. Creators were always secretive about their work, almost like part of them felt guilty. It was a pity they never truly examined why they felt that way.

Nevertheless, she was determined to take the next step. Dashing from the taxi rank, they only just made it to the ruins when Mx Hollybow rounded a corner not five metres ahead of them.

‘There you two are!’ the Creator exclaimed. ‘I was beginning to think you had trapped yourselves in a tomb or something. Step lively! We’re due back at the Atet.’

They did as they were told, falling in line with Mx Hollybow. Marceline risked a glance in Athena’s direction. She was watching her feet as she walked, giving nothing away. Marceline knew better though. Her friend was worried about breaking the rules again. Strangely enough, that hadn’t bothered Athena when she was building a monster in secret last semester. But now that Marceline needed her help, Athena was suddenly reluctant.

She was, after all, a Creator. That was always at the back of Marceline’s mind. And a Creator wouldn’t truly understand how much this meant for a Creation. That couldn’t be helped. Athena wasn’t going to stop her. Marceline was already formulating a plan.

A plan to return to the Great Pyramid.
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Godfrey couldn’t sleep.

Despite a natural inquisitiveness, he didn’t like doing the wrong thing. It made him queasy. One time, back in primary school, a friend had confided that he’d stolen some chewing gum from the supermarket, and Godfrey had been put off his food for days, even though he hadn’t done anything at all. The only way to calm his worry had been to go and pay for the gum himself a week later. So being used to help Drew and Emily’s illegal negotiations made him feel like vomiting.

Drew himself falling victim to the Collector’s predatory scheming only made it worse.

After getting back to the Atet, they had separated without saying a word, which was somehow more intimidating than if Drew had cornered him and sworn him to secrecy.

During dinner, Godfrey hadn’t told Athena what had happened – there had been too many other students around. He’d kept quiet as he walked back with Athena to the cabins, too. He was ashamed. Ashamed that he’d been sucked in by Emily’s friendliness, that he’d unwittingly smuggled contraband, and that he’d made his escape through the marketplace together with Drew and Emily.

Two hours after lights out, he gave up trying to get comfortable, slipped on a jumper and left Mahari to his rumbling snores. He swung onto his hexapod and made his way to the passenger lounge. It was eerie just how quiet it was at night. The Unbound had creaked and groaned as it heaved over every wave, but the Atet floated in silence. The only noise came in the form of a low purr when one of the engine cars automatically kicked in to ensure the airship maintained its position when the wind picked up.

On the promenade level, the windows on the angled underside of the airship looked down on the Giza complex. The night tours of the pyramid had long since finished, and there was no movement on the sands below. Some strategically placed floodlights set the Great Pyramid ablaze with light. It looked much smaller from aboard the airship. He tried to pick out the individual ruins of the darkened cemetery, but was unable to identify anything in the labyrinth of shadows. The road to Cairo was dead quiet, with no traffic travelling along the strip of asphalt.

Godfrey heaved a sigh, wondering what his grandmother would think of him. Imagine being given such an incredible opportunity at Prometheus High, only to get roped into breaking the law. It’s all too much, he thought, throat constricting. His eyes had just begun to sting when he spotted a pair of headlights moving down below.

A jeep, driving fast. Super fast, in fact.

The vehicle bounced over a huge pothole, skidding as the driver fought to maintain control. It reached the main road but, instead of turning towards Giza, kept coming towards the airship.

Like they’re headed straight for us.

There was a sudden thunder of footfalls from behind him. Godfrey saw Major Stein streak past the doorway, phone to her ear. ‘I’m on my way. I’ll meet you on the mooring tower!’ she yelled.

A moment later Mx Hollybow followed, black and purple robe fluttering behind them.

Godfrey got to the stairs just as Mr Pagonis burst from the corridor. ‘How bad is it?’ he called as he jogged down the steps to B Deck, not noticing Godfrey.

There was no chance of sleep now, so Godfrey followed the Creators. By the time he reached the door at the end of B Deck, they were disappearing past the upward curve of the corridor. He paused, unsure if he should follow the receding voices.

A moment later, the decision was made for him as the footsteps grew louder again. Then figures came into view. The Major was pulling something behind her.

‘Godfrey?’ the Creator called as she neared.

‘Um, yes?’ he replied, shrinking back.


‘Get to the infirmary now and turn the lights on for us!’

A cry of pain came from behind the Major.

Godfrey turned and rammed the joystick forward. The hexapod galloped along the corridor, one leg clipping the doorframe as he hung a left at the infirmary. Once inside, he flicked the switch and fluorescent lights blinked to life, revealing an operating table in the centre of the room.

The Major and Professor Selinofoto burst in, lugging a stretcher with Monsieur Renaître on it. Godfrey backed into the corner to make way for them as they placed Monsieur Renaître on the operating table.

Godfrey had to stifle a cry when he saw the Creator’s wound. He was cradling the remains of his left hand on his chest. A mess of bone and flesh, it looked like it had been crushed – no, twisted – beyond recognition. Monsieur Renaître’s breath came in judders and there was blood all over his shirt.

‘Hold on, Guillaume,’ the Major said, yanking open drawers, ‘we’ll fix you up in no time.’

‘Fix me up? There’s no chance you’re saving this hand,’ Monsieur Renaître said between gasps.

‘One step at a time,’ the Major said. ‘First we’ve got to stop the bleeding.’

Mx Hollybow was already poised with surgical gloves at the ready. First one, then the other went on the Major’s hands with a snap. She held still whilst Mr Pagonis slipped a headband with a light on it onto her head like a crown.


‘I’m sorry,’ Professor Selinofoto said. She was standing by the doorway, pale faced and blood spattered. ‘We didn’t see it coming.’ Her words came out with a shudder. ‘The blades were too fast. The walls . . . they moved!’

‘The place was a damn deathtrap!’ Monsieur Renaître spat, before a litany of curses came tumbling out in French.

‘Thoughts, Ged?’ the Major asked.

‘Too far gone, I’m afraid. There isn’t enough left to work with.’

‘I figured,’ the Major said and sighed, prodding gently at the ruined hand with a surgical tool.

‘I’m losing the hand. Just say it, Frankie. I’m losing the hand!’ Monsieur Renaître cried.

‘You’re losing the hand, Guillaume,’ the Major confirmed.

‘I can always rely on you to tell it to me straight,’ he said, then promptly fainted.

Godfrey hadn’t moved from the back corner of the room, aside from trying to make his hexapod as small as possible.

The Major looked at him for the first time since she’d entered. He was about to utter an apology when she spoke first. ‘Godfrey, could you do me a favour and pass the bone saw from the drawer on your left?’
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A week after their return to the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, Athena was still torn between her duty to her friend and following the rules. Marceline had been planning a return to the pyramid in every spare moment she got, and, for the most part, Athena had nodded without really contributing. She knew she was just stalling, dreading when she would have to say that no, she wasn’t willing to risk her life on a dangerous mission based on a vague entry in a book.

‘Time and sand are irrevocably linked,’ Mx Hollybow said from the front of the classroom, grunting as they lifted a bucket and plonked it on top of the piano. There were already a dozen other buckets sitting there in a line. ‘Through the observation windows you’ll see a lot of sand. The marvellous constructions have been eaten away, century by century – in many cases, literally, as the wind blows the sand against the sphinx over and over – but the sand remains. What’s more, by chipping away at the stone, it adds to its own ranks.’

Wearing a dark purple cardigan over a white skivvy and black slacks, Mx Hollybow lifted the final bucket onto the piano. There was now a score of buckets in a line.

‘Good thing it’s a grand,’ the Creator mused, patting the piano. ‘I never would have fit all these buckets on an upright piano. Now, to harness magic is to understand that which you seek to control. Whether it be water, earth, wind or fire, you need to truly know it. And the first part of this is understanding the composite parts that make up the element. In the case of earth, we are starting with sand. Working in pairs, I want you to come up and grab a sample of each of the twelve types of sand and take them back to your desk. Then you will match each sample of sand to the list I’ve written on the board.’

Head down, do the work, was the mantra that Athena had made a part of her life during first semester at Prometheus High. So, I guess that means we’re looking at sand today.

She turned to commiserate with Marceline, but her roommate had already gone up the front to collect the sand. Athena read down the list. Glass sand, dune sand, quartz sand, volcanic sand, coral sand . . . The list went on and on.

Despite Athena’s lack of enthusiasm, the class was abuzz with chatter. Marceline sat back down with a thump, putting down the sample tray.

‘Well, this is certainly less exciting than I pictured magic class to be,’ Athena said, smiling.

Marceline didn’t smile back. ‘The moon will be at its apogee at two am next Tuesday,’ she said under her breath, expression serious. ‘Perfect timing for the Khonsu door.’

Like a vice constricting her chest, Athena realised she couldn’t put it off any more. ‘Marceline –’ she began.

‘No,’ Marceline cut her off. ‘Don’t say it.’

‘What?’

‘You promised you’d help me,’ she said, not turning away from the sand on her desk. ‘You can’t back out now.’

‘I signed up for the library, that’s true. I even agreed to go back the second time,’ Athena whispered, looking over her shoulder to check no one was listening. ‘But returning to the pyramid is really, really risky.’


‘Everything we do at this school is risky, Athena,’ Marceline sniped under her breath.

‘At the moment, we’re looking at sand. Nothing risky in th–’

Marceline’s furious expression shut her up. ‘Why are Creators so willing to risk everything to mess with the dead, but when it comes to their own precious lives, they’re cowards?’

‘Marceline, that’s not fair,’ Athena said, hurt. She still wasn’t used to tiptoeing her way around Marceline’s existence as a Creation. She always felt one step away from being told off.

‘Isn’t it?’

‘We don’t just “mess” with the dead,’ Athena said, trying to explain. ‘Solving the life equation is about helping people, too.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Yes, really. Right now, Doctor Singh is helping Monsieur Renaître with his hand injury.’

‘After he got injured trying to steal from the dead!’

Marceline’s whisper was so aggressive that heads snapped around. Athena gave a weak smile in their direction.

‘You know what this means to me,’ Marceline continued. ‘We might not get another chance.’

‘I do. But look at the chaos I caused last semester. I can’t make the same mistakes.’

‘This is completely different,’ Marceline countered. ‘You’re not raising a monster in secret. We’re exploring a tomb that we’ve already visited.’


‘Do you two need any help?’

Athena and Marceline both jumped, almost knocking the sand off their desks. Mx Hollybow stood before them. Athena hadn’t even noticed the Creator approaching.

‘No, Mx,’ Athena said, making a show of writing in her notebook.

‘You know,’ the Creator said, taking a pinch of sand between each thumb and forefinger, ‘it might not look like much, but even simple things like sand can hold immense power.’

‘Of course,’ Marceline said, ‘we were just trying to decide which type of sand the red one is.’

‘An hourglass full of sand can represent the amount of time it takes to hard boil an egg just as easily as it can illustrate the inexorable state of mortality.’

‘Er, I realise that,’ Athena said, eager for the Creator to move on to other students. ‘It’s important – time, I mean. Not eggs. Very important.’

‘Same type of sand, different uses. Technology in harmony with nature,’ Mx Hollybow said, hands moving in concentric patterns as the sand fell to the tabletop.

The movement of the Creator’s hands was mesmerising. Athena couldn’t look away.

‘Time is the same for all of us. It passes us by, no matter what. It’s what we do with the time that’s important.’ Mx Hollybow stepped back.

‘Whoa,’ Marceline said.

The Creator had somehow manipulated the sands to create an image on the tabletop. It was the Atet moored above the pyramids, perfectly rendered in green and orange sand, the shading so accurate it looked like Giza at sunset.

Athena looked up to see that the Creator had already returned to the front of the class.

‘Huh,’ Marceline said. ‘That’s a decent trick.’

‘It is,’ Athena agreed.

She thought about using her time wisely. There was no point spending your life studying death if you didn’t make some friends along the way. She had to help Marceline.

‘Next Tuesday, hey?’ Athena said, turning to Marceline. ‘How about I start on a list of supplies we’ll need?’

Marceline smiled.
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Tuesday’s mummy lesson was held in the cargo bay. When Godfrey entered, he shared a glance with Professor Selinofoto. Her eyelids were bruised from lack of sleep. Godfrey recognised her shell-shocked expression because it reflected the feeling in his gut. They didn’t say anything. Didn’t even nod. But it was clear they’d shared a moment all the same. The memory of Monsieur Renaître in the infirmary was still fresh in their minds.

‘Hey.’

Godfrey realised Athena was by his side.

‘Hey,’ he replied.


‘You okay?’ she asked.

‘Fine.’

‘You look tired.’

‘I feel tired,’ he said.

‘Heard anything more about Monsieur Renaître?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘Still recovering, I guess. Must have been a really bad injury,’ Athena mused.

‘Yeah. I . . . um . . . I was there,’ Godfrey admitted.

‘The ruins at Amarna?’ Athena asked, confused.

‘No. I was awake when they got back. I was in the room when the Major had to operate.’

Athena’s hand went to her mouth. ‘Wow. That must have been awful.’

‘Yeah, that was probably the most memorable lesson of semester two so far.’

‘Sheesh, I can imagine. I’m sorry you had to see that.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I’m also sorry we haven’t hung out much lately. Been helping Marceline with some stuff.’

‘That’s okay,’ he said.

‘What about you? Keeping busy?’

He couldn’t elaborate. He just couldn’t. Too many feelings were inside him, ready to pour out, and he didn’t want to cry in front of the whole class. He’d spent two weeks keeping to himself, anxious every time he crossed paths with Emily or Drew.

She frowned but didn’t probe any further. ‘So, we’re farming now?’


A dozen raised garden beds filled the cargo bay in rows. The same height as a desk, they were rectangular, but the soil inside wasn’t filled to the edges. It took a moment for Godfrey to realise that the dirt-filled inner sections were fashioned in the shape of a person standing side-on, like a hieroglyph.

‘In ancient times, annual ceremonies were held across Egypt honouring Osiris,’ the Professor began. ‘The god was not only the lord of death and rebirth, but also the god of fertility and agriculture. Year after year, crops were planted, grown and harvested. That cycle was recognised as a type of rebirth, so it makes sense that Osiris represents both ends of the journey.

‘Osiris was killed and cut into pieces by his brother Set – the god of storms, disorder and violence – who wanted to steal the throne for himself. Osiris’ wife, Isis, gathered all the parts of his body and wrapped them, which enabled him to be briefly resurrected. As such, he was one of the first gods to be associated with the practice of wrapping mummies. To honour his journey, wheat was sown in specially made Osiris beds.’

Godfrey recognised the outline of the pharaoh in the dirt now. He wore a crown edged with ostrich feathers, and was holding a crook and flail.

‘To respect the tradition, today we’ll be planting the seeds in our own Osiris beds.’

‘She gets to resurrect mummies and go tomb raiding while we plant wheat?’ Hideo said from the next Osiris bed along, shaking his head.


After seeing the results of the tomb raiding, Godfrey was glad to be planting wheat.

‘How is wheat going to grow in here?’ Athena said.

‘Good question, Athena,’ the Professor said. ‘Wheat needs sunlight, so I set up a series of mirrors on board the Atet to direct the sunlight from outside to the cargo bay here.’

The Creator walked over to a circular mirror attached to a metal stand, swivelling it so that light was reflected onto their Osiris bed. Squinting, Godfrey noticed that there were a dozen mirrors dotted around the cargo bay, all directing light from the same place. In the centre stood a huge multifaceted stone on a plinth, lit from above. Following the beam of light upwards, he looked through the gap between the giant gas bags. Lenses were placed at regular intervals all the way up through the jungle of girders.

‘There are a dozen mirrors encircling the airship envelope, programmed to follow the path of the sun to direct a full day’s sunlight down here. Of course, reflected light loses energy, so it also travels through thirty lenses made from a very rare gem called mermaid’s tears.’

Before he could stop himself, Godfrey blurted, ‘Mermaids are real?’

He immediately reddened as giggles echoed through the cargo bay.

‘The science is still out on that, Godfrey,’ the Professor said, ‘but the gem that is named after mermaids has unique properties. These can focus the sun’s beams, increasing or decreasing the intensity, over a long distance. That single beam is then diffused by this crystal – so we don’t go accidentally starting any fires – before being sent to the mirrors standing around us. The mirrors and lenses are controlled by an app on my phone, so that I can make changes with a swipe of my finger. You know, in case we need a projector for movie night.’

The Professor tapped on her phone screen and the gem in the centre of the room went dull, nothing more than a misshapen block of quartz. She tapped her phone again and light returned, instantly sending beams to each of the mirrors.

A few minutes later, Athena was rhythmically poking holes in the dirt with one hand and dropping seedlings in. Godfrey picked up a watering can and took his hexapod over to join the queue of kids lined up by the tap in the corner of the cargo bay.

He had the uncanny sense of movement in his periphery. He turned just as Emily looked down. She was planting seedlings in an Osiris bed nearby, going about the simple task like it was brain surgery. Her hyper-attention seemed out of place. Like she knew Geoffrey was watching her but desperately didn’t want to make eye contact.

Drew, for his part, seemed tired but attentive. At that moment, he passed something from his pocket to Emily, which she dropped into the hole before covering it with soil.

That wasn’t a seedling, Godfrey thought.


Drew repeated the action, passing something slightly larger than his palm to her. It was brown and had an irregular shape.

What were they burying?

Godfrey was certain they were up to no good.
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‘So, we mount another expedition.’

Professor Selinofoto shook her head at her brother’s glib tone. He doesn’t get it, she thought. Sleeves rolled up, Theo was filing his nails as he leaned against the windowsill in her quarters. The sound of the coarse metal against his nails was not helping her mood. First the excursion to the pyramid and then the expedition to retrieve the Ankh – she had managed to put both the students and a Creator in danger in the space of a couple of weeks.

‘It’s not that simple,’ she replied, thumb running the gauntlet of her fingers.

Tap, tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap, tap.

She was trying to pace up and down the room, but her quarters were so small that she could only take two steps before she had to turn around.

‘Of course it is, sister. We’ve done this before.’

‘I can’t put someone else in harm’s way,’ she insisted.


‘Guillaume knew what he was getting into. He wouldn’t hold it against you.’

‘He was the only one who believed in me, Theo! And will you put that damn nail file away!’

Theo slid the file into his pocket.

‘Sorry,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘I’m kind of on edge.’

‘I know,’ her brother said. ‘But we’ll get through this. We always have. Remember when those bullies at the orphanage gave us a hard time? We played a prank on those kids that they never forgot. Or when we were going to be adopted separately because we weren’t blood relations? We insisted that we were a package deal. Together, we always found a way.’

Theo could be so sentimental. He didn’t understand the problems they were facing.

‘This feels bigger than any of those, Theo. The Board won’t be happy until we can –’ She stopped, eyes snapping to the door. She could have sworn she heard the scuff of footsteps on the carpet outside.

‘What?’ Theo said, frowning.

‘I thought I heard something.’

The Professor took three long strides and yanked open the door.

‘Hi.’ The Major stood in the doorway, her fist raised. ‘I was just about to knock.’

‘What can I do for you, Frankie?’ the Professor said, stepping back to allow her entry. ‘I’m not sure I have the energy for a lecture, or even a simple “I told you so.”’


‘What? No. Thali, I don’t –’ The Major fiddled with the collar of her grey shirt. ‘Every conversation you and I have is tense. And I’m not entirely sure why. We’re both trying our best for Prometheus High, even if our methods are different. I get that your search for the Ankh is all about keeping this school afloat. I hate that we have to do things like that, but I know that it’s not your fault.’

The Professor realised she was still tapping her fingers with her thumb. She forced herself to stop. She was treating the Major like a rival, when they were on the same side.

‘Thank you, Frankie. It’s good to hear that. Unfortunately, I’m still responsible for a Creator losing his hand.’ She felt a tear spill down her cheeks. Nice one, Thali. Cry in front of the ex-marine.

The Major gave a small nod. ‘Accountability is nothing to be ashamed of, Thali. I know you’d never deliberately put someone in danger. Guillaume respects you. I’m sure he’d be the first to say that he went along willingly.’

Frankie was right. She’d already tried to apologise to Monsieur Renaître and he’d rebuffed her, telling her that she had nothing to apologise for. The fact that he had yelled this at her had made it confusing, but he was probably still in pain.

‘Doctor Singh is working around the clock to fix him up. He’ll be all right.’

‘I hope so,’ Thali said, taking a tissue from a shelf nearby and dabbing her eyes.


‘Hi, Major,’ Theo said, standing up straight and fixing his shirt.

‘Hi, Theo,’ the Major said, acknowledging his presence for the first time since she entered. ‘You can call me Frankie, you know.’

‘Yes, Major,’ Theo replied. ‘I mean. Ugh.’

‘That’s not all I came to talk to you about,’ the Major said, turning back to her.

‘Oh?’ the Professor said, folding the tissue.

‘Are you planning a second expedition to retrieve the Ankh?’

‘I hadn’t even thought that far ahead, to be honest,’ the Professor admitted. She was going to have to get her head straight and her priorities in order once again. ‘I should really focus on the syllabus. You were right. This is a place of learning, first and foremost. And the kids are getting restless.’

‘But sister, you were just saying –’ Theo began.

‘Quiet, Theo.’

The Major looked between them. ‘We can do both, Thali. This is too important to let slide. And it’s time I faced the harsh reality of, well . . . capitalism, I guess. The school needs the cash. Especially after what happened on my watch.’

‘Frankie, you don’t have –’

‘That’s why I’m suggesting that I go and retrieve the Ankh.’

‘What?’ said the Professor and Theo in unison.

The Professor’s fingers started tapping out that rhythm again. The offer was tempting, but she really couldn’t put another Creator in danger so soon.

‘Not alone,’ the Major added. ‘With Ged. We can go tonight.’

‘I’m here, too!’ Mx Hollybow announced, leaning around the doorframe. ‘Sorry. Was going to step in with Frankie. Then worried it would be awkward. Then made it more awkward by standing out in the corridor for two minutes. Being awkward.’

‘Farofýlakas!’ Theo greeted Mx Hollybow. ‘Come in!’

‘Hi, Ged,’ the Professor said.

‘Hi, Theo. Hi, Thali.’

Both of them? The Professor realised she was warming to the idea now. Ged was powerful enough to keep the two of them safe should any dangers arise.

‘You wish to go so soon?’ the Professor asked, trying to keep a lid on her excitement. There’s still a chance I can come through for the Board, she thought.

‘Moonrise is just after sunset, so we can take full advantage of any Khonsu doors,’ the Major said. ‘The longer we wait, the less time the moon will be in the sky at night, so the smaller the window of opportunity.’

Everything the Major said made sense, but the Professor’s urge to refuse help was strong. ‘I can’t ask you two to go,’ she said.

‘You’re not asking us,’ the Major replied.

‘We’re volunteering,’ Mx Hollybow added.

Push aside that pride, Thali. ‘Okay.’

‘Okay?’ the Major asked.

‘Okay.’

‘Road trip!’ Mx Hollybow announced.


The Professor felt relief, along with the realisation that she was exhausted. She couldn’t wait to get to bed. First, though, she would help Mx Hollybow and the Major organise everything they’d need.
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Though he was desperate to know what Emily and Drew had been up to, Godfrey forced himself to wait a couple of hours after lights out for all sounds of movement to cease. For the footsteps out in the corridor to fade; the thunks of his neighbours, hopping into bed in their cramped cabins, to cease.

Soon the heavy sounds of Mahari’s snores tumbled from the top bunk. Thankfully, when Mahari fell asleep, he really fell asleep, so Godfrey was able to get into his hexapod and leave the room without waking him.

B Deck was completely silent. He couldn’t even see lights under the doors. It seemed the entire airship was dead to the world. Moving through the door at the end of the corridor, the footsteps of his hexapod turned metallic, tapping away as he passed beneath the gas bags. Ten minutes later he reached the cargo bay, dimly illuminated by the row of emergency exit lights trailing aft.

He went directly to Emily and Drew’s Osiris bed, straightening the rear legs of the hexapod so it tilted forward, grabbed a trowel and began digging. Soon enough, he hit something solid. Reaching into the dirt, he pulled out a misshapen object with sharp edges. Pottery? He turned on his phone torch. Definitely pottery. He turned the piece of terracotta over in his hand. There were markings on it, too.

Not just markings. Hieroglyphs.

He thought he could make out a bird, but not much else. He had to find more pieces. He resumed digging, quickly finding another shard. Then another. Pretty soon, he had about a dozen. Then, as if doing a chunky puzzle, Godfrey began to line up the pieces. They were curved, like they belonged to a bowl. He worked methodically, trying to match the broken edges.

Ten minutes later, he was finished. The markings were indeed hieroglyphs. But it wasn’t an antique. It was a modern-day terracotta bowl that had been scrawled on in black marker pen. The same three hieroglyphs were repeated over and over.

He knew what he was looking at now. An execration text. A kind of spell. You wrote it on pottery then smashed it to bring down misfortune on your enemies. The Professor had hastily created one at the threshold of the Khonsu door, to keep the tomb guardians from escaping the pyramid.

So, Drew and Emily had made an execration text. But what was the spell, and who did it target? He pulled out his phone, opening the hieroglyph dictionary app that Radul had recommended. Holding the phone torch up against the three images, he searched the database.

A pharaoh lying on a bed.

A line with a sceptre hanging upside-down from it.

Then a single star.


The first one was self-evident, meaning sleep. And the second meant night-time. But the third one was tricky. There were lots of translations for it. It meant star, obviously. Also, constellation, and sometimes specifically Sirius. But since the movement of the stars was used to track time, it could also mean hour. Although the actual spoken word associated with it was wnwty.

A memory struck him in the darkness.

Wnwty. The Mummy, Queen Tiye, had addressed the Professor by that name.

He looked up wnwty in isolation, and hit the jackpot. It meant hour watcher, priest . . . or teacher.

Godfrey’s mouth was suddenly dry, his palms sweaty. Drew and Emily had cast a spell over the Creators on board the airship. Once they fell asleep, nothing could wake them until morning.

This was a big deal. He had to tell Athena about it, no matter how embarrassed he felt about the other day.

He gathered up all the pieces of pottery, shoving them in his pockets, then looked back in the direction of the cabins.

What were Drew and Emily planning to do while the Creators were asleep?
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Athena poked her head out of the cabin, looking both ways. The coast was clear. She stepped out and moved quietly along the corridor.

She paused as she reached the door to Godfrey and Mahari’s cabin.

‘What is it?’ Marceline whispered.

Athena still felt guilty that she hadn’t told him what they were doing tonight. Right now was the last chance she’d get. When you went hiking, you were supposed to tell someone your travel plans, in case you got lost. Surely that applied to searching for a secret chamber in a pyramid, too?

If you tell him, he’d insist on coming along, a voice in her head reasoned. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. You’d be putting him in danger.

‘It’s nothing. Thought I heard something,’ she lied to Marceline.


They had dressed for warmth and mobility: runners, leggings, jumpers with hoods, in case they needed to keep a low profile.

She opened the door again, and cursed as Erwin leaped through the gap ahead of her. He really did not like being cooped up in the Atet.

‘No. Stay.’

Erwin looked at her wide-eyed, giving an innocent ‘meow?’ as if to say, ‘Who, me?’ It didn’t fool her in the slightest.

‘You know you’re being sneaky. Stop pretending otherwise.’ She rubbed her fingers together, and when he approached for a pat, she grabbed him and put him back in their cabin.

‘We all good?’ Marceline said.

‘Yep,’ she said and closed the door, making sure Erwin didn’t jump out again. ‘Let’s go.’

They moved quickly and quietly, taking the stairs down to the keel corridor then moving towards the nose-cone. Once they reached the hatch they climbed down the gazillion stairs of the mooring tower to the ground.

The ropes anchoring the Atet creaked as the airship bobbed gently in the breeze. But other than that, all was silent.

‘The car’s gone,’ Marceline observed.

‘What?’ Athena said.

‘The Professor’s jeep. It’s not here.’

Marceline was right. Had it been stolen, or had a Creator gone for a night-time drive? Either way, it wasn’t important.


They crossed the ruined cemetery. They could see well enough by the light of the moon, but even so they kept walking into dead ends. Athena wondered how the Professor had been able to trace a direct path through the cemetery so easily when all the tumbledown crypts looked the same. Each time they had to retrace their steps, she heard Marceline sigh. She knew her friend was anxious to see this through. There was a lot riding on their midnight excursion.

They finally arrived at the base of the Great Pyramid. The shards of pottery left by the Professor had either been cleaned up or stolen, so they walked along the pyramid’s third step, kicking stone after stone, trying to find the Khonsu door.

When she chanced upon the switch, Athena almost tripped. She had no idea what kind of ancient engineering technique could make the stones fold inward like that. It was like a portion of the pyramid turned in on itself, revealing the passageway.

Marceline reached up and flicked the same mechanism the Professor had used. The torches lining the corridor burst to life. Keeping an eye out for the rust-coloured squares beneath their feet, they quickly and carefully moved into the pyramid. The stone wheel traps had returned to their slits in the walls, leaving no evidence that they had conspired to squash the students only weeks earlier. Athena realised she was holding her breath, as if the slightest noise would set them off, which was ridiculous considering the Professor had been offering high fives the first time they passed through here. She forced herself to take slow, deep breaths. The two of them barely glanced at the treasure room as they passed, then rounded the first switchback.

Slowing down, Marceline progressed through the next section with care. The tomb guardians, now a little worse for wear, had returned to their alcoves. One still had a stone mask and another was still sporting a stone chest plate, but for the most part, their yellowed bandages were on full display. They all held onto their weapons, even if they were nothing more than broken handles now. Athena shuddered as she passed their expressionless faces. One had a gap in his bandages, revealing chipped yellow teeth. Were they really dormant, or could they sense movement? It was hard to shake the feeling that she was being watched, even though she couldn’t see their eyes, only hollow depressions in the bandages.

‘Almost there,’ Marceline said, rounding the next switchback.

The throne room was as impressive as Athena remembered. The flickering torchlight projected their elongated silhouettes onto the walls, dancing like amorphous shadow people.

Marceline walked straight to the middle and looked up, beneath the two by two metre ceiling in the centre of the inward-tilting walls. ‘Through there?’

‘Must be,’ Athena confirmed. She walked over to the throne. ‘Give me a hand?’

They leaned into the back of the throne, pushing it across the floor until it was right at the foot of the sarcophagus.


‘If you make sure it doesn’t tip, I can climb it,’ Marceline said.

Athena put her weight on the seat while Marceline unceremoniously climbed the throne to balance on the very top of it. Reaching up, she could just touch the ceiling slab.

‘There’s a picture carved into the slab,’ Marceline said. ‘Of a woman with her hands and feet on the ground, like she’s doing yoga.’

‘That’s Nut,’ Athena said, realisation dawning on her.

‘Huh?’ Marceline said, looking down.

Athena nodded at the image carved onto the wall. The Professor had explained that they represented the gods of sky, air and earth, and the phrase beneath the image translated as those who are worthy below, are allowed to ascend through the door that is always shut.

‘Nut, god of the sky,’ Athena explained. ‘And here on the back of the throne is Shu, the god of the air. The god of the earth, Geb, must be on the floor somewhere.’

‘So, what does it mean?’ Marceline asked.

‘It means we’re on the right track.’

Marceline returned her attention to the ceiling slab. ‘There’s a circle cut in the stone, with a smaller stone inside that’s a different colour. I think it’s a button.’

Athena felt a buzz of excitement, followed by a rush of fear. ‘Careful! It could be a trap!’ she said.

‘Too late. Already pressed it,’ Marceline said. ‘Nup. Nothing happened.’

Jeepers, Marceline.


Athena’s pulse returned to normal after its brief excursion to heart-attack-ville. She examined the image of Shu on the back of the chair. ‘I think there’s a button here, too,’ she said, running her finger lightly over an indentation in the image. ‘There must be a third one on the floor. An image of Geb. Come down for a second.’

Marceline dropped soundlessly to the ground and they began to search the flagstones. They couldn’t find any carvings, just dust.

‘Maybe it’s been worn away over time?’ Marceline suggested.

‘Impossible. There can’t have been a whole lot of people through here, otherwise the place would have been looted.’

‘Hmm,’ Marceline agreed. ‘Wait on. Maybe it’s under the sarcophagus?’

They put their backs against the sarcophagus and pushed with all their might. Athena’s calves felt as if they were going to pop. Then, when she thought she couldn’t push any more, they were rewarded with the heavy sound of stone grinding on stone.

‘I can see something!’ Marceline called out, looking between her feet. ‘Keep going!’

Athena felt the veins standing out in her neck, she was straining so hard. She stepped backwards as they continued to push.

‘There it is! Stop!’

Athena let herself go limp, slumping to the floor.

‘You all right?’ Marceline asked.


‘Fine,’ Athena gasped. ‘Just really missing that superhuman strength of yours right now.’

‘Never skip leg day,’ Marceline said with a wink.

‘Funny.’ Athena rolled her eyes. Sure enough, on the floor beside her was the image of a man covered in leaves. Geb, the god of the earth. And in the centre of one of the leaves was a stone button. ‘What do you think? Press them in order? Earth, air and sky?’

‘Worth a shot.’ Marceline smiled, reaching down to press the button.

It clicked.

‘Let me do the second one!’ Athena said, leaping to her feet.

Dashing to the throne, she pressed the button. It also clicked. She put her weight on the seat again so Marceline could climb it. Balancing perfectly once more, her friend reached up and pressed the button on the image of Nut.

Click.

A square in the centre of the ceiling swung open, revealing a chamber above.

‘Yes!’ Athena exclaimed. ‘Take that, door that is always shut!’

Marceline crouched then leaped straight up. Athena barely had time to yell, ‘Watch for traps!’ before she disappeared into the black square.

A moment of silence followed. Then the scuff of shoes on stone. And an ‘ouch!’

‘You okay?’ Athena called out.

‘Fine. There’s not much room up here.’


The black square suddenly brightened. ‘There are torches though,’ Marceline said. ‘Oh, and more of those red-coloured stones in the floor.’

‘They could be traps!’ Athena yelled out again.

‘Okay, okay. Calm down. I’m missing a past, not a brain,’ Marceline said, her head appearing in the square. ‘I’ll tie a rope to something.’

A minute later Athena was climbing up the rope that Marceline had dropped. Her nerves were buzzing. She was excited about their discovery but also terrified of triggering any of the deadly devices. As she got to the top, Marceline grabbed her, hefting her into the Apex Chamber, inside the very tip of the Great Pyramid, one hundred and forty metres above ground level.

Marceline wasn’t kidding when she said it was cramped. The walls angled inward so sharply that Athena could only crouch. The room was crammed full of rolls of papyrus, chests, and a whole lot of small objects wrapped in bandages. It took a moment for Athena to realise she was looking at mummified animals. Four legs. A tail. Were they . . . cats? Dozens and dozens of them, all stacked on top of each other.

‘Seems like Khufu took his cats with him when he died,’ Athena observed. ‘The Professor did say that Khufu was a cat person.’

Marceline didn’t reply. Facing away from Athena, she knelt motionless in one corner of the chamber.

‘Marceline?’ Athena said, worry clutching her throat.

Why isn’t she moving? Has she stepped on a trap? Is she frozen because it will engage the moment she moves?


Careful to avoid any hidden tripwires, hidden buttons and spikes, Athena crawled towards Marceline and looked over her shoulder. There, slumped in the corner between stacked mummy cats, lay a human corpse.
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It didn’t take long for Godfrey to find Drew and Emily. He just had to follow the chanting.

The unearthly voices drifting along the corridor should have been loud enough to wake everyone. Yet all the Creators’ cabin doors remained closed, all the lights remained off. There was no doubt in Godfrey’s mind that the execration text had worked. The Creators wouldn’t wake before sunrise.

As he entered the Smoking Room, the voices felt almost claustrophobic, pressing in on him from all sides. The golden hieroglyphs on the walls shimmered, reflecting the light from the braziers. Drew and Emily stood before the plinth with their backs to Godfrey. Drew was reading from the Professor’s Book of the Dead, leading the chorus of disembodied voices. His blood ran cold as he realised what they were doing.

‘Stop!’ Godfrey cried.

They spun to face him.

Drew faltered and the ghostly chorus subsided. ‘You fool! You made me lose my place.’ He scowled, scanning the page.

‘You can’t do this!’ Godfrey said. ‘The Professor told us how dangerous it was.’


‘We only need the location of the treasure,’ Emily explained. ‘Then we’ll put her straight back to sleep.’

He saw the three animal-headed Canopic jars on the workbench beside her: Hapi, Imsety and Qebehsenuef.

Drew flicked through the Professor’s Book of the Dead in frustration. ‘We’re going to have to start again now, thanks to you!’

‘Do we have enough time?’ Emily asked.

‘We don’t have a choice,’ Drew replied. ‘Either leave or keep quiet, Godfrey.’

Godfrey looked from Drew to Emily, giving her a wordless plea to back him up. She pinched her mouth shut, unable to stand up to Drew. Godfrey sighed in frustration before catching sight of the Canopic jars. Something was wrong. Different from when the Professor had done it.

Oh no.

‘Where’s the other one?’ he said, worry compressing his chest.

‘Other what?’ Emily said, confused.

‘The other jar,’ Godfrey said. ‘There were four, not three.’

Her mouth hung open, realisation dawning. ‘Oh. I thought something was different,’ she said quietly.

‘You can’t be serious?’ Drew barked, his face beetroot red. ‘You had one job, Emily!’

‘The Professor kept them all in a drawer in her quarters,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see a fourth one. I swear!’

‘Maybe we can just make do,’ Drew wondered out loud. ‘Three out of four is pretty good.’


‘You can’t!’ Godfrey said. ‘The Professor said it was dangerous to attempt resurrection without all of the –’

The sentence died on his lips as a figure rose from the sarcophagus.

‘What?’ Emily trembled, too scared to turn around.

‘The Mummy,’ Godfrey said, pointing. ‘It’s awake.’

‘We’re not going to fall for that,’ Drew began.

‘Wnwty?’ the Mummy said, looking about the room.

Startled, Drew almost dropped the book. ‘No. Ahem. It’s us. I mean, good evening, My Queen. My name is Drew.’ He wiped his hand on his shirt before extending it for her to shake.

The Mummy ignored him, stepping out of the sarcophagus with none of the grace of the previous occasion. Her foot caught on the rim and she almost tripped.

‘Are you okay?’ Emily asked, moving to help her.

‘Don’t,’ was all the Mummy said. She was looking down at her bandaged hands, examining the backs of them, then the palms.

‘My Queen,’ Drew said, clearing his throat. ‘We need to know the location of the collar.’

‘Collar?’ Her honey-coloured eyes darted from side to side, as if scanning the room.

‘The Collar of Sekhmet. I think I’ve narrowed it down to the region, however –’

‘What . . . what have you done?’ the Mummy said, flaking lips curling.

‘Pardon?’ Drew replied.


The Mummy spotted the Canopic jars. ‘Why are there only three jars?’

‘We couldn’t find the fourth one, My Queen,’ Emily stammered.

‘Emily. Drew. I think we should go,’ Godfrey whispered.

‘You didn’t follow the proper procedure,’ the Mummy said, bandaged hand going to her mouth.

‘I – I mean . . . I’m sure that we got the gist –’ Drew said.

‘You didn’t do the cleansing ritual properly!’ the Mummy exclaimed. She quivered. Then a jolt passed through her body from head to toe.

‘Ummm . . .’ Godfrey’s hexapod was backing up. He didn’t even realise he’d been touching the controls.

The Mummy’s expression hardened. ‘Something came back with me. You should run.’

A piece of charcoal in one of the braziers popped, sending a shower of sparks up behind the Mummy. She didn’t even flinch. Her eyes darkened, from honey to brown. Her lips curled in a snarl.

‘How dare you summon me, Cattle of Ra! BOW BEFORE THE HYKSOS PRINCESS!’
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Marceline felt a lump in her throat. The body lay slumped at an impossible angle, like he had fallen in the corner when he died, then wilted even further after death. His face was little more than a skull beneath the black-and-white keffiyeh headscarf. He was dressed in the khaki clothes of an explorer.

‘Is that . . .?’ Athena began.

Marceline sniffed. ‘I don’t know.’

The lump hadn’t left her throat, and now it was like her chest would burst. She didn’t know if either of those body parts truly belonged to her, but she knew the feelings were her own. After all this time, all this planning, researching, securing a place at Prometheus High, walking among the Creators, keeping her secret hidden as she searched the school for clues . . . it had all led to this.

The satisfaction of success fought with the crushing weight of sadness within her. If this was her Creator, he had died alone.

‘Marceline?’ Athena asked, putting a hand on her shoulder.

Her friend’s touch spurred her into action. Couldn’t very well just stand here all night. Time to find out if all her efforts had been for nothing.

‘Maybe he’s carrying some kind of identification or something,’ she said, reaching forward.

A brown satchel was slung diagonally across the body. Marceline tried to lift it, then saw it was secured to the explorer’s shoulder. She undid the button on the epaulet and carefully lifted the strap over the skull, pulling the hat off in the process. The body moved, too, dropping back the moment the satchel was free.

There was a click and a PSHHHHHH! as a black mist shot out from hidden holes in the corner of the stone walls.
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Athena pulled her jumper up to cover her nose and face. She stepped back and waved wildly at Marceline, urging her to get out. Slipping the strap of the satchel over her shoulder, Marceline scrambled across the floor and dropped through the hatch, landing awkwardly on the throne and tumbling to the ground. Athena leaped down a moment later. They scooted backwards from beneath the trapdoor until they were against the walls of the throne room. Black motes still fell from the opening, but they were sparse. Nothing like the thick cloud that had filled the Apex Chamber.

‘You all right?’ Athena said, pulling a scarf out of her backpack and tying it around the bottom half of her face.

Marceline nodded, face pale.

‘What was that?’ Athena asked, watching the last of the motes falling on the throne and sarcophagus.

Marceline shook her head.

She’s in shock, Athena thought. She hadn’t seen her lost for words like this before.

‘I think it’s thinned out now. But we should go,’ Athena said.

Her friend just nodded again.

A high-pitched yowl came from the Apex Chamber. Athena began to shuffle towards the door, back to the wall and eyes on the trapdoor. Marceline, a few steps behind her, gasped as they heard another yowl from above. Then a head came into view, peering down at them from the opening in the ceiling. It was a small, feline head covered in bandages.

‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ Athena said under her breath.

Another head appeared. Then another. A chorus of eerie yowling issued from the bound felines.

One by one, mummy cats dropped into the room. Five, then a dozen, then two dozen cats landed on the throne, the sarcophagus and the floor. Athena could hear the sound of fibres tearing as their claws ripped through their bandages. One reached up with a paw and scratched at the bindings covering its face, revealing tattered fur and a lurid green eye. Head down, it slinked across the top of the sarcophagus towards them.

‘Just keep moving towards the door,’ Marceline said under her breath.

Panic taking hold, Athena saw that there were three cats between her and Marceline. It was like they were separating their prey.

‘Keep walking,’ Marceline urged, trying to keep her eye on each of the five cats that were encircling her.

‘They’re just cats, right?’ Athena said. ‘How bad can they be?’

With a screech, the closest one leaped straight for her face. Athena screamed, tripping and falling. The undead cat sailed over her, bounced off the wall and landed on all fours before dashing back towards her. Athena kicked out instinctively, booting it across the room.

Guilt jostled with the terror she felt in her gut. I can’t believe I kicked a cat.

Marceline fought off half-a-dozen cats as more dropped from the Apex Chamber. They yowled and spat, pouncing. She sideswiped one with her right hand. Kicked another that had latched onto her shoe. Ducked as one sailed overhead. Another mummy cat launched itself into the air, arcing straight towards her. She punched it in the nose.

‘Get to the exit!’ Marceline yelled.

Athena pulled the end of her scarf free from a cat that had it pinned to the ground. ‘Try not to hurt them too much!’ she cried.

‘Are you kidding me?’ Marceline responded, pulling a cat from her shoulders and hurling it away. ‘They’re trying to kill us!’

Athena turned towards the doorway, kicked another cat. ‘They’re still kind of cute though,’ she said, then shrieked as one landed on her backpack.

She shrugged the bag off, grabbed one of the shoulder straps and THWACKED the bag against the wall. The undead cat let out a startled yowl before slipping off the bag. ‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ she said, only a few steps from the exit now.

Mummy cats swarmed Marceline. Three were attached to her back, trying to bite her neck. Two more sprang for her, teeth and claws locking onto her jumper. Partially unravelled bandages revealed sharp, decaying teeth and black, rotting mouths.

‘Marceline!’ Athena screamed.

‘Go!’ Marceline yelled, flinging two cats away. Another three took their place, tearing her leggings as they climbed.

‘No!’ Athena gritted her teeth. She clasped her hands and hit out at another cat as it jumped towards her. It spun in the air before righting itself and landing perfectly, all four legs splayed.

Athena could barely see Marceline now. It was as if she was wearing a coat of writhing bandages. She was going to be overwhelmed. They weren’t going to survive this. Athena had to get help.


But that would mean leaving Marceline . . .

Four cats closed in on her. Athena was forced to back away as they advanced, hissing. Behind them, Marceline fell to the floor, drowning in mummy cats.

I can’t leave her!

An unearthly WRRROWWWWWWLLLL echoed through the throne room. The four cats targeting Athena stopped, pupils wide.

That sound came from behind me.

Athena turned.

Erwin was standing in the doorway. Hackles raised, he was twice his normal size. His patchy fur was fluffed up, his ears pointing straight out sideways.

The mummy cats cowered, ears down.

Spitting and growling, Erwin pranced towards them, back arched.

‘Help Marceline!’ Athena yelled at him.

She didn’t need to ask twice. Erwin darted straight for Marceline, colliding with the mess of cats. A cacophony of yowling and tearing fabric followed. Claws flew and shredded bandages danced through the air.

Athena dashed to Marceline as the cats howled around them. She pulled her up. ‘Come on! We’re getting out of here!’

They ran through the doorway as the cats continued to yowl. The last she saw of her Creation, he was jumping and weaving as he swiped at the dozens of cats surrounding him.

Thank you, Erwin, she thought, biting back tears.

Marceline had her arm over Athena’s shoulder as they stumbled down the passageway. Marceline was heavy – much heavier than she looked. Apparently, she was all corded muscle.

Athena snatched a glance at the alcoves as they approached the tomb guardians. Inert, lifeless. It seemed they hadn’t been triggered like the mummy cats. Watching where she placed her feet, she avoided the different-coloured flagstones. As they rounded the next switchback Athena heard the scrabbling of tiny footsteps behind her. She hazarded a look, saw two mummy cats wall-running towards them.

Faster! she thought.

Athena shrieked as something landed on her shoulder and tried to bite her neck. Marceline yanked the mummy cat off Athena, throwing it into the treasure room as they passed. There was a thunk as it hit the wall and a clatter as it fell onto some of the treasures.

Followed by a click. And a chik-chik-CLANK.

She had never heard that noise before, but she knew what it meant. The cat had fallen onto a trigger. Her suspicions were confirmed as she heard the tomb guardians coming to life behind them.

‘Keep going!’ Marceline said through gritted teeth.

They put on an extra burst of speed. The exit was only ten steps away now. Athena could hear the TROMP, TROMP, TROMP of the tomb guardians coming after them. Athena’s shoulders began to ache from the weight of Marceline leaning on her.

Come on!

More high-pitched yowls joined the sandalled footsteps of the tomb guardians. They were getting closer. As Athena barrelled past the stone wheel traps, she didn’t dare risk looking over her shoulder, careful not to step on the rust-coloured squares.

Almost there!

Suddenly, they were out into the desert air. Athena spun to see the tomb guardians only metres away. She tried to spot her cat among them.

‘Erwin!’ she cried.

‘There’s no time,’ Marceline said. ‘Close it!’

Fighting back tears, Athena kicked the trigger stone. The Khonsu door rippled shut with a rumble of stone.

Athena stood poised, ready for action. ‘We didn’t use execration texts like the Professor did,’ she said. ‘Does that mean they’ll be able to break out?’

Hugging the explorer’s satchel to her chest, Marceline didn’t answer, just kept her eye on the stones that made up the Khonsu door.

Several minutes passed before they allowed themselves to relax. The door remained closed. They sank down on the bottom steps of the pyramid. As the tension drained from Athena, it was replaced by regret.

‘Oh my god. Erwin! I can’t believe I locked him in.’ Athena fought back tears. ‘After he saved us, too! Do you think he might be able to find another way out?’

Marceline didn’t answer, instead gasping as if in pain.

‘Are you all right?’ Athena asked.

Her friend’s jumper and leggings were in tatters and she had scratches on her face.


‘I don’t think so,’ Marceline wheezed.

‘Where does it hurt?’ Athena said, looking over her cuts. It didn’t make sense. Marceline had super strength, and the scratches didn’t look serious.

Marceline was looking down at her forearm. Her sleeve had been reduced to tattered strips, her patchwork pigment and thick scarring in full view. Marceline wasn’t staring at that, however. She was looking at the black spots that had bloomed on her skin.

‘What is that?’

‘The trap in the Apex Chamber,’ Marceline said, shaking. ‘I think it was black mould.’

A defence system, Athena surmised, to stop looters. She gasped as she saw the black spreading on Marceline’s skin, like ink in water.

‘I don’t feel so good,’ Marceline mumbled, then collapsed.
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Godfrey barely had time to cry out as the Mummy picked up the sarcophagus like it was made of cardboard and hurled it at Drew and Emily. They dived to the floor. The sarcophagus sailed over them and bounced, splitting with a crack. The lid and frame went in opposite directions. Godfrey’s hexapod skittered out of the way just in time.

‘You are unworthy of my presence!’ the Mummy said, rushing towards Emily.

She screamed, scooting backwards.


Godfrey accelerated forward, walking the hexapod over Emily, metal feet landing either side of her. Hyperventilating, he turned his back to the Mummy.

‘You dare show me such disrespect?’ The Mummy was incensed.

FWOOMPH!

The parachute ejected from Godfrey’s sash, straight at the Creation. It enveloped the Mummy, like an oversized ghost costume. Godfrey ripped the parachute free of his sash as the Mummy stumbled, tripping on the voluminous material.

‘Come on, you two!’ Godfrey yelled, heading for the door.

They scrambled to their feet and followed him. Out the door in less than a second, they slammed it shut. Godfrey yanked a nearby fire extinguisher from the wall and threw it towards Drew, who fumbled the catch.

‘Ow! Watch it!’

‘Use it to block the door!’ Godfrey urged.

Drew did as he was told, looping the hose around the handle and dropping the extinguisher. The weight pulled the knot tight, preventing the doorhandle from turning.

There was a scream from the other side of the door. A parched, thousand-year-old scream.

‘We’ll run out of parachutes eventually,’ Emily said. ‘We need a plan.’

‘Maybe the Creators –’ Drew began.

‘The Creators can’t do anything right now because you put a sleeping spell on them!’ Emily bellowed.


Godfrey was taken aback. He’d never seen Emily speak to Drew that way before.

‘There’s no point yelling at me,’ Drew shouted back. ‘You’re the one who couldn’t count to four!’

‘This was all your idea to begin with!’ Emily retorted.

Godfrey wished he’d had the confidence to shout at Drew days ago.

There was a sound of tearing from behind the door, then a crash, like the Mummy had tripped over the sarcophagus.

‘Arguing isn’t helping, you two,’ Godfrey said. ‘What about the execration text?’

‘What about it?’ Emily said.

‘Well, if you used it to cast the spell, can you use it to undo it?’

‘Maybe,’ Emily said, ‘but we smashed and buried it in the Osiris beds. It’d take too long to go down to the cargo bay and find them the –’

She stopped as Godfrey pulled something out of his pockets. ‘Anyone got any glue?’ he said, holding up the pieces of broken pottery.
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Athena threw a rock through the door to the solar boat museum, flinching as the glass smashed. She yanked the door open and dragged Marceline inside. Looking up at the solar boat mounted on a platform high above, she wondered what on earth she was going to do.

She hadn’t felt safe out in the open, and she knew she couldn’t carry Marceline all the way back through the cemetery to the mooring tower, then up all those steps. So, she’d settled for the museum.

Marceline hadn’t stirred. Eyes closed, she’d been a dead weight the whole way. Athena could see the mould along her arms, like mottled bruises. She wished she’d insisted on including Godfrey in their mission. At the very least, he could have transported Marceline on his hexapod. By honouring Marceline’s wishes to keep her identity a secret, Athena had inadvertently put her in danger.

When it came to black mould, the Professor had said there was no cure. Even if Athena could get Marceline to the airship in time, they couldn’t do anything.

Why didn’t I bring my phone with me?

She knew the answer to that, though. Marceline had been adamant about keeping a low profile. And phone signals could be tracked.

Everything’s going wrong.

Athena bit back tears, trying not to think about Erwin trapped in the pyramid with the mummy cats and tomb guardians. Marceline was still breathing, but each breath sounded heavy. Rasping. Athena imagined the spores spreading through her body. If they got to her lungs then –

STOP. You have to think this through.

There had to be a way to help Marceline. Athena stood up, looking around the museum and the information spread across the wall. There were photographs, diagrams and even a timeline, all detailing the restoration of the solar barge. It had been buried in the pit beside the pyramid, ready to take Khufu to Aaru, the field of reeds, upon his death.

The idea of taking a boat to the afterlife stirred something in her memories. Something she’d heard in class but forgotten.

Eugh. What was it?

Squinting in the darkened museum, she took another step towards the display and was suddenly doused in light. A spotlight encircled her and neon strips highlighted the timeline on the wall beside her. A narrator began to detail how the ancient Egyptians built their barges, accompanied by tinny sound effects of sawing and hammering. Athena stepped out of the light. The recording only went for half a minute, but it felt like an age in the otherwise silent museum. Once it finished, the lights turned off and she was in darkness once more.

She looked back at the entrance with its shattered glass. But no one came barging in, alerted to her presence.

Phew. What was it with the surprise sound and light shows lately?

It was almost like Mr Pagonis had a hand in creating the exhibit, she reflected.

Except he would have used a smoke mach–

She stopped mid-thought. That half-forgotten memory was taunting her again. Mr Pagonis had spoken about boats, but she’d been so busy chasing after Erwin that she hadn’t been paying proper attention. She turned to look at the Khufu ship. Forty-three metres long, it stretched almost the entire length of the museum.

That’s right. He talked about mummies being buried in upside-down boats. Just north of Tibet, buried in the sand for their journey to the afterworld.

Upside down.

What was the phrase he’d been so obsessed with? ‘As above, so below’.

The images in the throne room of the Khufu pyramid had said something similar, now that she thought about it.

‘Those who are worthy below, are allowed to ascend through the door that is always shut.’

It sounded like good behaviour in this world would lead to a reward in the afterlife. Although . . . was it possible it was more literal?

The Professor had said the pyramids offered both doom and salvation. Athena looked down at Marceline. The trap inside the Apex Chamber threatened to be her doom. Could the pyramid also contain a cure?

As above, so below.

The alchemical hexagon Mr Pagonis had revered contained an upwards-pointing triangle superimposed on a downwards-pointing triangle.

‘Could that mean . . .’ Athena whispered out loud, walking to the door and looking through the shattered glass at the steps of the pyramid. If the disease was in the Apex Chamber, did that mean a cure was below?

During their tour, the Professor had spoken of a subterranean chamber just beneath the pyramid that served no purpose. She said it had confounded archaeologists for over a hundred years. What if there was an inverted pyramid beneath the Great Pyramid, like a mirror image? A downwards pointing triangle. The subterranean chamber could be the entrance to a hidden passage that went down, all the way down. As far beneath the earth as the apex was above the earth. The bottommost point. The nadir.

We made the same mistake the dead Creator did, Athena realised. We should have searched underneath the pyramid first.

She took a breath and ran back and crouched by Marceline’s side. Her arms were almost completely black now, and the blooming mould was creeping up her neck. There wasn’t much time.

It was a one in a million chance, based on little more than a theory. Still, Athena had to try to save her friend. She had to find the nadir.
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As Godfrey rounded a corner with Drew and Emily in tow he almost ran straight into their classmates. Half-a-dozen other students were in the corridor, wide-eyed and panicked.

‘What on earth is going on?’ Hideo said.

‘What’s that screaming?’ Radul said, looking past the hexapod. ‘Is it a skulker?’

‘The Professor said we’d be safe from skulkers up here!’ a voice from the back cried out.

‘That’s what they said about the Unbound, and look how that turned out!’ another replied.

Godfrey saw Drew open his mouth but nothing came out. Sweat dripped down the other boy’s brow.

Seriously? Now is the time you don’t have anything to say?

Godfrey didn’t have time to wait for Drew to come to his senses. ‘It’s the Mummy. She’s been resurrected. And she’s not the same as last time.’


‘Where are the Creators?’ Mahari said, moving past them to knock on the closest door.

‘They’re asleep.’

‘At a time like this?’ He frowned and opened the door to Doctor Singh’s room. ‘Doctor? Doctor!’ he called, then turned back at the other students. ‘Dead to the world.’

‘Like, magically asleep,’ Godfrey said. ‘We won’t be able to wake them until we reverse the spell.’

‘Spell? What spell?’ Radul asked, voice going from a deep rumble to a cracked chirp.

There was a CRUNCH of wood splintering from the Smoking Room. All heads swung that way.

‘No time to explain. We need a distraction!’ Godfrey said.

‘A distraction for a mummy, hey?’ Radul said, scratching his stubble. ‘I can manage that. I just need to grab something from Mr Pagonis’s room first.’
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Athena ran across the sand to the main entrance of the Great Pyramid. She carried a torch the size of a small cricket bat that she’d stolen from a cabinet in the solar barge exhibit. Walking straight up to the segmented glass door that had been installed in the pyramid, she smashed out the lower pane with the handle of the torch. Careful not to put her hands on the broken shards, she crawled through. Since hundreds of tourists filed through here each day, she knew this entrance would be free of traps, unlike the passage through the Khonsu door.


Following the beam of her torch, she arrived at a junction, with one path heading upwards and the other descending. She took the lower path, which ended at a modern wooden door marked with the words DANGER! NO ADMITTANCE in several languages. She rammed the butt of the torch down onto the doorhandle. After three resounding CLANNNNGS, it broke off and the door swung open.

With each step, the air became colder. Soon it was positively icy. She tried not to think about how far below ground level she was. That was a lot of earth between her and the way out. Several minutes later, she reached the subterranean chamber. Except it was more like a cave than a chamber. Half-carved rocks cast lumpy shadows on the walls, while the room was heavy with silence. The sound of her shoes moving on the stone floor was deafening by comparison.

She had to weave between the rocks. Something between deliberate architecture and stalagmites, she couldn’t even tell what the stone carvers had intended them to be. Was that a throne? Or steps? The shapes were closer to melted wax than deliberate carvings.

She stopped when she reached the back wall. There was nothing – nothing! – that stood out. It was an unfinished chamber, nothing more.

But I’d been so sure!

Her anxiety bumped up a notch. Could she race out of the pyramid, back to the airship, then return with help to the museum? Would Marceline survive that long?

Sagging despondently, her torchlight happened to catch something on the back wall, just above the floor. Faint hieroglyphs were etched there, barely legible. She didn’t have her phone and translation app, but she recognised the symbols.


Those who are worthy above, are allowed to descend through the door that is always shut.


Hope surged through her. It was the same as the mantra carved in the throne room! Except two of the words had been switched. Instead of below, it said above, and instead of ascend, it said descend.

The words of Mr Pagonis came back to her. As above, so below.

She was on the right track, she knew it! There was something here. Her nerves fizzed with anticipation.

Walking back through the chamber, she pointed the torch into all the dark corners, searching for anything out of the ordinary.

There! She stopped. Then stepped back. Stepped forward. Stepped. Back.

As she moved, the light of her torch danced over the rocks and the shadows morphed and tilted as one would expect. All except for one spot on a lump of rock just in front of her, less than a metre high. Athena aimed the beam of her torch directly at the shadow.

The shadow remained.

A shiver went down her spine. Impossible.

She waved her torch back and forth. The beam had no effect on the shadow.


Those who are worthy above, are allowed to descend through the door that is always shut.

Shut. She realised she had been misinterpreting the word. It didn’t mean closed. In ancient Egyptian, the word shut – šwt – meant shadow. A door that is always in shadow.

She dropped to her knees, placed the torch on the floor, and reached forward. The tips of her fingers disappeared in the shadow. She yanked her hand back. She had no idea how it worked, and it gave her the creeps.

You can do this, Athena.

She moved her hand into the shadow quickly, grasping in the darkness. She inhaled sharply as her fingers met stone. Then yelped as it gave way. It swung back like a stone door, and suddenly her torch worked once more, revealing a tunnel sloping down.

Taking a deep breath, Athena crawled through the door that, until now, had always been shut. And hoped that she would be found worthy.
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Godfrey grunted in frustration as he dropped a shard of pottery. It bounced off the control panel and fell between the legs of the hexapod.

‘Stay still, I’ll get it!’ Emily said.

They were in the infirmary just past the Creators’ quarters, the aft-most room on B Deck. Emily popped back up with the piece. Godfrey drizzled superglue on the edge of the shard before lining it up with the piece on his control panel.


‘Are you sure this will work?’ Drew said, running a hand through his dishevelled hair.

‘If you’re not going to help, then be quiet,’ Emily snapped.

Godfrey had to stifle a grin. It was a nice change hearing Emily order Drew around.

There was a CRASSSSH of exploding wood from the other end of the deck. Godfrey leaned out past the edge of the doorway.

The Mummy strode into view. Loose bandages on her head whipped back and forth like corks on an akubra as she scanned left and right. ‘What manner of tomb is this?’ she spat in a voice like a soggy grave.

She flinched as she spotted smoke billowing through the corridor from the prow. Radul must have found Mr Pagonis’s smoke machine.

‘Is someone there?’ the Mummy said, looking into the smoke.

‘What’s going on?’ Drew said, trying to see. He was immediately hushed by Godfrey and Emily.

The Mummy didn’t hear them, thankfully. She was more focused on the wall of white advancing from the prow. She stepped back as the thick tendrils of smoke wound around her bandaged limbs.

‘Who goes there?’ the Mummy said, peering into the white.

A figure came into focus. It was short yet broad, with shoulders so wide they almost brushed the walls. The Mummy made a noise halfway between a wail and a gulp of surprise, and quickly dropped to her knees.


‘Mighty destroyer! You honour me with your presence,’ the Mummy said, head bowed.

The squat figure stepped into view. It was a brownish-ochre colour, with muscular arms and huge hands with fat, rectangular fingers. Its body was humanoid, but its head was canine, with the tall pointed ears of a jackal. Just like the ancient Egyptian god, Set.

‘I have never wanted to be anything less than worthy, honourable Set!’ the Mummy said from the floor.

‘Worthy. Yes,’ came a voice like the clink and scrape of ceramic dragged across stone.

Godfrey recognised the voice. It was Clayton. So that’s what Radul had been doing in the storeroom – crafting the golem a new head!

‘Who is it?’ Emily whispered, unable to see past the hexapod.

‘Clayton. The Mummy thinks he’s a god.’

She raised her eyebrows and gave a nod of approval. ‘Wow. Nicely done, Radul.’

‘The ruse won’t last long,’ Drew said, sweating, trying to undo the collar of his shirt. There was a pop as the button flew off and hit the wall.

‘We’re almost done,’ Emily said.

Godfrey ducked back into the room to see that Emily had been busy reconstructing. It was three quarters of a bowl now. He resumed helping, holding a piece up so she could slather glue along the edge.

‘Are you here to guide me to the light?’ Godfrey heard the Mummy ask the golem out in the corridor.

‘Guide. Yes,’ Clayton replied.


Godfrey poked his head around the edge of the doorway again. It was a good thing the golem’s natural tone was so emotionless. The Mummy wasn’t recognising any confusion in his voice. Then again, maybe Godfrey was underestimating him, and Clayton knew exactly what he was doing.

‘Follow now,’ Clayton said, stepping back into the smoke.

As their footsteps receded, Radul appeared at a door opposite the sick bay with several other students crowded behind him. ‘Clayton is taking her towards the nose,’ he said.

‘It’ll take a while at his pace. That should give us some time,’ Emily replied.

‘Exactly. As long as Clayton keeps up the charade,’ Radul said.

‘You expect the golem to be able to follow through?’ Drew sneered.

‘Hey, I’m doing my best,’ Radul said. ‘What are you doing to help?’

‘Almost done,’ Emily said.

‘Just one more piece.’ Godfrey carefully lined up the jagged edges of pottery.

There was a startled screech from the keel corridor. ‘Imposter!’ came the cry of the Mummy.

‘Oh no,’ Emily said.

Radul stared into the smoke. ‘Don’t panic yet. Clayton might be able to smooth things –’

There was a THUMP, followed by a cracking noise. Then an almighty BANG, like the world’s biggest balloon popping. The zeppelin shuddered and the room flipped sideways.
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Athena kept her torch pointed ahead as she descended further beneath the Great Pyramid. There was just enough space to move into a crouch. The tunnel was man-made, yet rough. Natural sandstone rather than stone blocks. None of the craftsmanship that dazzled in the pyramid above was on display here. The tunnel curved in an anticlockwise direction, corkscrewing down. The air was freezing.

She soon realised that the tunnel was getting narrower. Crouching was no longer an option. Dropping to all fours, torch in one fist, she began to crawl. Round and round, deeper down. Her shoulders scraped the walls and sand rained down on her.

The tunnel was so narrow now that there was no chance of turning around. To leave she would have to back her way out. The thought set her heart hammering. Once again, she wished that Godfrey was with her. He could have used the hexapod to help dig their way down.

How much further can it go?

The turns became tighter and tighter, and the downward slope became steeper. Elbows and knees bent, her crawl changed to more of a slither. Her shoulders scraped along the walls, her jeans tore on the stone floor. Any further and she risked the chance of getting stu–


Don’t think about getting stuck! Don’t think about getting stuck! They wouldn’t leave a secret door and a path down like this, if there wasn’t a way out, she told herself. You can do this. For Marceline.

On her belly, she slid forward. It was even steeper now, almost straight down. There was a pulsing sensation behind her brow as the blood rushed to her head.

Then her head bumped the ceiling. She ducked but only succeeded in scraping her chin on the ground. The torch illuminated the last few centimetres of the tunnel ahead of her – no, below her. There was something there, glinting in the light. She shifted, and as the torch moved, she could make it out. A golden Eye of Horus, the same symbol that was on the stone lintel above the entrance to the throne room. A brooch. No, a medallion. In the centre was a pupil made of glass.

She couldn’t move any further forward. But maybe she could grab the medallion.

Leaving the torch wedged under her shoulder, she stretched down with her right arm. As she did, she slid further towards the nadir. She cried out as her hips got wedged, and the stone dug into her shoulders and head. Her breath came in ragged gasps as her fingers brushed the medallion. It shifted, and the light caught blue liquid moving inside the glass pupil. The antidote! Feeling woozy, heart pounding, she reached further. Until her fingers closed on the medallion.

Got it!

Athena tried to move backwards then. But with her left arm trapped beneath her, and her right arm stretched out past her head, she couldn’t get a grip. As panic set in, she thrashed with her feet, accidentally kicking off one shoe then getting her foot wedged, with her knee on a sharp angle. She realised she was totally stuck. Her heart was hammering so fast it felt set to burst. Her vision began to cloud. She let out a startled scream as the world went black. Wedged headfirst, one hundred and forty metres beneath the sand. At the very tip of the inverted pyramid.
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Professor Selinofoto awoke suddenly. She’d been dreaming about a grand piano falling through a window. For a moment, she was unable to shake the image from her mind. It had felt so real. She sat up, and broken glass clinked beneath her.

Why am I sitting on my framed painting of the Great Temple of Ramesses II at Abu Simbel? she wondered as the fog of sleep dissipated around her. And why is my bed on the wall over there?

Then it hit her. The airship is on its side!

The last thing she remembered was sitting down on her bed and plugging in her phone. Then nothing. It didn’t add up.

Her phone was dangling from its charge cord. She grabbed it, popping the earpiece in, then dropped to a crouch to look through the sideways doorway.


‘What on earth is going on?’ boomed the voice of Monsieur Renaître. His head was poking out of his cabin, now literally one door down from hers.

‘Guillaume,’ the Professor called out, ‘it appears we’ve lost equilibrium.’

‘That much is clear!’ he yelled back, ‘considering I can see nothing but sand out of my window!’

‘How far away?’

‘What?’ He frowned, annoyed by the question.

‘How far away is the ground? We’re still floating, no?’ she pressed.

‘Yes. A hundred metres or so, by my guess. We must still be attached to the mooring tower.’

‘One, maybe two gas cells must have been breached,’ she said, thinking out loud. ‘But the engines should have compensated, kept us upright.’

The four engine cars that protruded from the bottom of the cylinder-shaped craft could be activated independently, even when the ship was tied to the mooring tower, in case of high winds.

‘They do not appear to be compensating,’ Monsieur Renaître said.

‘Clearly,’ the Professor said, ignoring his tone.

‘Where are the other Creators?’ Monsieur Renaître asked.

‘The last thing I did before retiring to my room was see Frankie and Ged off. I’m trying to call them now.’ Her phone call went straight through to Major Stein’s message bank. ‘They must be out of range. Maybe even underground.’ She sighed, hanging up.


‘You’re saying our most powerful staff member isn’t aboard? Great.’

‘I barely remember lying down before falling into the deepest sleep,’ the Professor said, half to herself.

‘Me too. Didn’t think I’d be able to sleep so well with the pain in my hand. Or rather my lack of hand,’ he said and nodded at the sling covering his left arm.

Three of Doctor Singh’s maintenance bots crawled past them like metal spiders.

‘Something must have affected us,’ the Professor said. ‘A spell. The fall out of bed didn’t even rouse me.’

There was a hoarse, decaying scream that sent shivers down the Professor’s spine. She recognised it instantly.

‘The Mummy. It’s awake!’ she gasped.

The fury went from Monsieur Renaître’s face, replaced with an expression of terror. ‘How?’

‘I don’t know.’ The Professor scanned her room, zeroing in on the empty drawer beneath her bed. ‘Someone’s taken the Canopic jars, tried to resurrect her.’

But it sounds like they didn’t find where I keep the fourth jar, she thought.

‘Professor! Professor!’ came a series of cries.

Dropping through her doorway to land on the opposite wall, she looked across the sideways corridor to see a cluster of students at the entrance to the sick bay.

‘Professor!’ Godfrey called out from his hexapod, metal legs splayed to keep it wedged in place. ‘It’s the Mummy. She’s awake. And she’s . . . not right.’

‘I thought as much,’ she said.


There was a jar in his lap. Not a Canopic jar, but a modern one with hieroglyphs scrawled on it. We’ll talk about that later, she thought.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ Monsieur Renaître asked.

‘The resurrection process wasn’t completed properly,’ the Professor said. Godfrey looked guilty but still met her gaze, unlike the pale-faced Emily and the scruffy-looking Drew.

‘What does that mean, Thali?’

‘It’s not Queen Tiye that’s returned,’ the Professor explained. ‘It’s the heart mummy that’s come back. The owner of the rental body.’

‘Who is that?’

She swallowed, mouth suddenly dry. ‘Princess Herit. Daughter of Apepi. A foreign ruler from the Fifteenth Dynasty who exclusively worshipped Set as the manifestation of evil.’

‘Well, that explains a lot,’ Godfrey said under his breath.

‘Where’s Doctor Singh?’ the Professor asked.

‘Out for the count,’ Mahari said, head poking through the doorway. ‘He’s unconscious but breathing. Must have taken a bump to the head when the airship tipped.’

‘Goodness, okay. His robot crew should be working now to fix the engine and re-establish equilibrium.’

As if in answer, there was a mechanical squeak then the scream of the Mummy, followed by a crunch and a BANG that sounded like a huge balloon bursting. The airship rolled another twenty degrees clockwise. There were assorted crashes and thumps as anything not tied down shifted. Everyone shuffled to stay upright, now standing in the corner where the wall met the ceiling.

‘I think your mummy threw one of the robots through a gas cell,’ Monsieur Renaître said. ‘How many cells are left in the front half of the airship now?’

The Professor didn’t know, and there was no point guessing. ‘Mahari, can you look after Doctor Singh?’ she asked.

‘Already on it,’ Mahari said, climbing up the slope that used to be the ceiling. He disappeared into the doctor’s room.

‘The rest of you, stay here,’ she ordered. ‘I’m going to go talk to Princess Herit.’

Where is my useless brother? she thought. If he can get to the control gondola before –

Another gas cell in the prow exploded. The back half of the Atet – now more buoyant than the front – shot skyward. The Professor lost her grip as the corridor tipped, becoming a vertical shaft, and she fell straight down towards the nose of the airship.
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Godfrey screamed as he tumbled down the keel corridor, the hexapod failing to gain purchase. Spinning, he caught glimpses of Emily and Drew falling after him. As they dropped through the door of B Deck, Drew’s parachute engaged, temporarily blooming before catching on a passing beam. Emily bumped her head on the doorframe, instantly losing consciousness.


The parachute won’t engage if she’s knocked out! Godfrey thought, in a panic.

The hexapod finally caught onto one of the girders. The sudden halt almost ejected Godfrey from his seat despite the seatbelt.

The limp form of Emily shot past. Godfrey reached out, grabbing her hand at the last second. She jerked to a halt. He held onto the control panel with a vice-like grip while Emily dangled from his other hand.

He looked back up the keel corridor as a screaming Drew fell past, torn parachute trailing behind him. Godfrey pushed on a joystick with his chin, sending one leg of the hexapod shooting out. Drew came to a sudden stop like a sheet folded over a clothesline.

‘Help!’ Godfrey yelled, muscles in his arms and chest beginning to burn.

Drew didn’t reply. He must have had the wind knocked out of him.

Godfrey took in his surroundings. They were in the front quarter of the airship, towards the nose. Where the space above the keel corridor would normally be filled with four enormous gas cells, it was now completely open. Crisscrossing beams stretched from their position to the previous ‘top’ part of the hull, thirty-five metres away.

Looking down the cylindrical metal skeleton of the airship, he saw that the nose-cone was still thirty metres below them. A long way to fall. And his grip on Emily’s hand was slipping.

‘Emily!’ he called out. ‘Wake up!’


His fingers were slick from sweat – he couldn’t hold on much longer.

‘Emily!’

Her hand slipped from his, and she fell . . .

. . . only to be caught in midair by a bulky figure in a MURPHY’S GYM shirt. It was Emily Two! The Creation came to rest on a girder several metres away, cradling Emily in his arms.

Godfrey breathed a sigh of relief, hooking an elbow over a hexapod leg. There was a hiss from beside him, and the Mummy was suddenly there, poised on one of the trapezoidal beams. Godfrey cried out in horror.

‘Enough of these games, pitiful human!’ the Mummy spat, bandages dangling from her chin like a plaited beard. ‘Show me the way out of this tomb or I shall end you!’ It reached forward. The bandages had been torn away, revealing a black, sticky hand with pointed fingernails.

‘Hey!’ came a cry from above.

Monsieur Renaître dropped into view, landing next to the Mummy. He tore off his sling, revealing a shiny, new metallic hand.

‘Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?’ he cried.

Hinges squeaked and pistons hissed as he bunched his mechanical hand into a fist and punched the Mummy straight in the face.
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Professor Selinofoto descended swiftly, using the girders as ladders. She’d stopped her fall quickly, which meant the others were somewhere below her.

‘You okay, Radul?’ she called out.

The student dangled several metres away, his parachute caught on a beam.

‘Fine, Professor.’

‘Can you make it to the next girder?’

‘No problem,’ he said, kicking out with his feet to swing to a crossbeam.

She spotted the jackal-headed Clayton wedged in the trusses that lined the hull. One of his arms was missing.

‘Clayton, are you hurt?’

‘Clayton fine. Clayton sorry.’

‘Just stay there for now!’ Continuing to descend, she heard students’ voices yelling. She pressed the redial button on her earpiece.

Come on, Frankie. Pick up, pick up!

Reaching the end of the makeshift ladder, the Professor took a breath and then let go. She dropped a metre and a half down, grabbing onto the next section. Her foot slipped, but her grip stayed firm. Turning her head, she spotted Godfrey strapped into his upside-down hexapod. Drew was dangling over one of the metal legs.

There was a short, sharp cry that echoed through the space, scattering among the metal struts. Then a deep roar that she recognised.

Guillaume?

Six or seven metres below, Monsieur Renaître and the Mummy were balanced on one of the beams, throwing punches. The Mummy swept out with her leg, knocking Monsieur Renaître off his feet. He almost toppled over the edge, but clutched onto another beam at the last instant.

‘Herit!’ the Professor called out. ‘I can help you!’

The Mummy’s head shot up. ‘Who are you?’ she said in a voice that sounded nothing like Queen Tiye.

The Professor continued to close the distance between them, using the triangular rungs as a ladder. ‘I am but a humble wnwty, here to help. A grave injustice has been done – you shouldn’t have been awoken so rudely. If we could sit down and speak, I should be able to help get whatever you need.’

As she spoke, she pressed redial on her earpiece, listening as it began to ring again.

‘What year is this?’ Princess Herit asked. ‘How long have I been in Aaru?’

‘A long time, a very long time,’ the Professor answered, not wanting to be specific.

Ringing, ringing. Come on, pick up, Frankie!

‘You say you can help me? Retain my rightful position in my kingdom?’

Nuh-uh, not possible, I’m afraid, the Professor thought, but I have to get her onside.

Instead, she said, ‘Of course, Princess. I can see to it that everything is put in its proper place.’

‘Very well,’ Princess Herit said, stepping back from Monsieur Renaître, who was crouched in an intersection of girders. ‘If you can see to my needs, I will leave these people alone.’


The Professor exhaled slowly, relaxing. She was about to cancel the phone call when a figure in white tumbled past her.

‘Back, foul beast!’ roared Mr Pagonis.

He hooked his staff on a rung, turning his fall into a swing. The Mummy screamed as the alchemist’s feet zoomed towards her. Princess Herit was kicked from her perch to fly backwards and burst through the outer envelope of the airship.

‘No!’ the Professor screamed at her brother. ‘You idiot! On the desert floor she will be more dangerous than ever!’

Her phone call connected, Mx Hollybow’s voice coming through her earpiece. ‘Thali? What’s going on? Why is the Atet vertical?’

‘Where are you two?’ the Professor yelled into the microphone, dropping several rungs to the Mummy’s last position.

‘We’re almost beneath the airship now,’ Mx Hollybow said, ‘only fifty metres away.’

The Professor ran along the girder straight for the hole in the side of the Atet. ‘See you in a few seconds.’

‘What?’

‘Ged, you’re going to have to catch me,’ she said as she leaped out of the airship.
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Refusing to let her brain catch up to what she’d just done, the Professor plummeted through the air, arms spread like a skydiver. She spotted the jeep tearing across the sand beneath her with Major Stein driving. Mx Hollybow stood with one foot on the headrest, another on the roll bar, golden bell and hourglass in hand. A massive wave of sand erupted behind the vehicle, curving over it. The Major pulled on the handbrake, spinning the wheel. Mx Hollybow was thrown out of the car to be picked up by the sandy upsurge. Mx Hollybow rose to meet the Professor, surfing the crest of animated sand, and deftly caught her.

‘Much obliged, Ged,’ the Professor said, allowing herself to breathe again. The wave collapsed, taking the shock out of their landing.

‘Little more warning next time, Thali,’ Mx Hollybow replied as they came to rest on the ground.


The Professor slipped out of Mx Hollybow’s arms. ‘We don’t have long,’ she said, straightening her jacket and looking about. The Mummy was nowhere to be seen. ‘We have to stop Princess Herit.’

‘Princess who?’ Mx Hollybow bent down to pick up the hourglass and golden bell from where they had fallen.

‘Herit,’ the Professor replied. ‘Same body, different occupant. Some of the students tried to raise her and did it wrong.’

‘And we need to stop her from doing what, exactly?’

‘“Retain her rightful position in her kingdom”, whatever that means.’

‘Are the students all right?’ Mx Hollybow took in the Atet, poised vertically above them like a floating skyscraper.

‘Monsieur Renaître and Emily Two can help them. And my brother, too, for what it’s worth. If they can get the repair bots working on the gas cells and the engines, they should be able to right the airship. Now that the Mummy is out, they’re safer up there than on the ground.’

‘So, what do we do?’

‘Negotiate. I’ve never spoken to Princess Herit, so I haven’t had a chance to build rapport. As far as I know, she’s never even been resurrected before. She’s in a really, really bad mood, and now that she’s on the ground, she’s massively powerful. With a minute’s head start.’

‘Head start to where?’ Major Stein said, approaching them.


‘The pyramids, I’m guessing. At least, to begin with. But once she sees the dilapidated state of them, she’ll head for the nearest city centre.’

‘Giza,’ Mx Hollybow said.

‘There’s two million people in the city alone,’ the Major said.

The Professor turned towards the pyramid with fear in her eyes. ‘Which is why we have to stop her before she gets there.’
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Godfrey finally made it back to B Deck, plopping the unconscious Drew down just inside the door. Slick with sweat, his hands ached from gripping the controls so tightly. Emily Two was already there, having placed his human namesake down carefully with the vertical stairs at her back. Emily grunted as she opened her eyes.

‘Emily? Are you okay?’ Godfrey asked, wedging his hexapod in a corner so he could relax his hands.

‘Where am I? What time is it? What happened?’ she asked, reaching for the gash on her forehead.

‘We’re still on the airship, it’s, um, five in the morning, and Emily Two saved you.’

‘Thank you,’ she whispered to the disfigured Creation kneeling next to her.

Emily Two smiled and said, ‘Mummy not friend. Enemy.’

‘It’s on the ground now,’ Godfrey explained, ‘and so is the Professor.’


His relief that Emily was okay surprised him. Only hours ago, he had been mad at her. Interacting with Emily over the past couple of weeks had been a real rollercoaster ride.

Monsieur Renaître appeared, using his mechanical hand to heave himself through the doorway. ‘Is everyone all right?’

Drew coughed, waking with a start. ‘WHAT’S GOING ON? WHERE’S THE MUMMY? LOOK OUT! IT’LL KILL US ALL!’ he screamed.

‘Apparently this one is all right,’ Monsieur Renaître muttered.

‘Hello!’ came a voice from above them.

It was Doctor Singh with Mahari in tow. They were poised on the doorframe of the Creator’s cabin.

‘We’ve got to get this airship righted again,’ Doctor Singh said. The poultice couldn’t hide the golf ball-sized lump on his forehead. ‘Tesla! Edison! Where are you?’

With a series of beeps, Tesla and Edison appeared from behind him. Doctor Singh reached up and grabbed onto a handle protruding from each drone’s undercarriage. Aetheric energy generators whirring overtime, Tesla and Edison brought the dangling Doctor down to their level.

‘I can get the rest of my repair bots on it, but it’ll take some time.’

As if answering, there were further, higher pitched beeps from above them. A gaggle of repair bots were skittering down the walls. They streamed past everyone on their way down to the front section of the ship.


‘I want to see those gas cells stitched and inflated in no time, team!’ Doctor Singh called out as they passed.

‘Spiders! Gahhh!’ Mr Pagonis stepped into the stairwell, shaking himself off. ‘Sorry,’ he said, looking embarrassed. ‘Got a thing about arachnids. Is everyone all right? We need to get this ship the right way up again!’

‘We’ve already had this conversation,’ Monsieur Renaître said dismissively.

‘I see you took a nasty bump to the head, too,’ the Doctor said, kneeling down next to Emily. ‘Mahari, can you help her out?’

‘No problem!’ Mahari replied.

‘He patched me up well, dear. You’re in good hands,’ Doctor Singh said, patting her shoulder.

‘I’ll climb back down to the control gondola so I can right the airship the moment the repair bots have finished,’ Mr Pagonis said.

‘As long as we stay aloft, that can wait, Theo,’ Monsieur Renaître said to Mr Pagonis.

‘It will take them a while,’ Doctor Singh confirmed.

‘Come with me to A Deck first,’ Monsieur Renaître continued. ‘We need to check the other students for injuries.’

‘On it!’ Mr Pagonis said, hooking his staff through the bannisters in order to move up the sideways stairs. Monsieur Renaître followed, using his mechanical hand to lift himself up.

Speaking of the other students, Godfrey thought, where are Athena and Marceline?
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Athena winced. Everything was bright. Too bright, like the light was burning through her eyelids. She shaded her face with her hands. What was that sound? A long, oscillating sshhhhshshhhh, like the breeze snaking through long grass. It was soothing. And warm.

Slowly, she opened her fingers. There were yellow-green stems before her. Grass. No, reeds. Shallow pools of water dotted the landscape. The soothing breeze made the reeds rustle.

Where am I?

Athena stood slowly, looking over the tops of the shoulder-high reeds. She was in a massive wetland, like a delta. She realised she was still only wearing one shoe, but couldn’t see the other one nearby.

I was underground. In the nadir of the inverted pyramid. How did I get here?

Clumps of verdant reeds dotted the landscape as far as the eye could see, broken up by shallow interconnected pools of water and the occasional tree. And in the distance, the massive sun sat just above the horizon. A trail of fluffy clouds encircled it like a halo.

No, not quite like a halo.

The clouds looped about the sun all right, but then came down from the bottom of the disc in a way Athena had never seen before. And then there was another horizontal cloud that crossed the vertical. A cross with a loop on top. Almost like an Ankh, the ancient Egyptian symbol for life.

‘This isn’t life, though,’ Athena whispered, ‘this is what comes after . . .’


She was dead. The realisation was an insurmountable, crushing burden. A weight heavy enough to be an entire pyramid, which is exactly what was on top of her, back on Earth, where her body must have been wedged in the nadir. She drew a juddering breath.

If I’m gone, that means Marceline has no chance. She’s all alone, covered head to toe in the black mould!

Athena fell to her knees and wept. Her tears punched concentric circles in the shallow pool beneath her. Keeping their plan a secret had killed both of them. If only she’d said something, this wouldn’t have happened.

Eventually, when she couldn’t cry any more, she wiped her cheeks and stood up.

What now? Do I just . . . hang out here? For eternity?

She realised she could hear music. The echoing of plucked strings. A soothing tune that bobbed along on the air. It took her a moment to deduce that the sound was coming from the direction of the sun. Putting a hand up to shield her eyes, she spotted the musician, silhouetted by the golden orb. They were reclining on a tree trunk.

She made her way towards them, skipping over the shallow pools, squelching through the bigger ones. When she was barely ten metres away, the playing stopped. The musician looked up.

‘Hello?’ There was something indistinct about the voice. Softly spoken, yet not a whisper. ‘You’re new here,’ they said, standing up.

Athena stopped. ‘Um, hi.’

‘Welcome,’ the person said, still a shadow before the sun.


She still couldn’t distinguish anything about them. Average height, average build. She came to a halt half-a-dozen metres away.

‘Where am I?’ Athena asked.

‘You are in Aaru.’ They gestured, indicating the field of reeds.

As the musician shifted, their instrument was outlined against the sun. It was a lyre.

‘The heavenly paradise, where Osiris rules?’ Athena said, disbelieving.

‘The very one.’

‘So . . . I really am dead?’

‘It seems that way,’ the figure said gently. They began to walk towards her. ‘This is where we all end up, one way or another. I’m sorry if it wasn’t what you expect–’

They stopped, head tilting as if they had noticed something unexpected. Athena wished the sun wasn’t in her face. They could see her perfectly, while she could see nothing of them.

‘But you’re not like all the others . . .’ they said quietly, free hand going to their face. Athena imagined they were rubbing their chin in thought.

‘There are others?’ Athena said uneasily. She couldn’t see any other people.

‘You’re just a visitor, perhaps?’ they thought out loud. ‘A Deathdiver?’

‘I – I really couldn’t say. I didn’t mean to . . .’

Didn’t mean to what, Athena? Die? And what do they mean by ‘visitor’? Am I dead or not?


‘But you’re untethered,’ the figure gasped. ‘Impossible!’

They took another two steps towards her. Athena looked over her shoulder, feeling like she should run. But where? Every direction looked the same.

‘Could you be the Keyspring?’ the figure said, their voice cracking. ‘Has the time finally come, after so long?’

Athena realised the shadowed figure was crying.
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Fingers tapping her thumb, Professor Selinofoto spotted the Mummy as the three of them rounded a tumbledown wall in the cemetery. The Creation was staring up at the Great Pyramid some two hundred metres away. The predawn light that fringed the massive structure tinged the night sky green.

‘Princess Herit,’ the Professor said, slowing to a stop. The Major and Mx Hollybow come to a halt behind her.

The Mummy turned. ‘Wnwty,’ she said despondently, little more than an observation. ‘This is Khufu’s pyramid, is it not?’

‘It is.’

‘We are further west than I expected.’

‘We are,’ the Professor confirmed.

The realisation that centuries had passed seemed to have doused the fury that the Mummy had shown on the Atet.


‘Your return was not anticipated,’ the Professor said. ‘You must forgive me for not having everything ready.’

‘Forgive you? How can I, when you weren’t even there at the resurrection? I was attended by mere children. Children who were dressed strangely, and in that sky barge.’ The Mummy indicated the Atet floating in the air behind them. ‘Much time has passed. This is clear.’

She’s speaking English, so there might be some of Queen Tiye still in there, the Professor thought. Maybe I can convince her that I’m here to help. Then, when her defences are down, Ged can hopefully incapacitate her.

‘Yes,’ the Professor admitted. ‘It’s been a very long time. But we can still fix things.’ She struggled to find the right words. ‘Come to an arrangement.’

‘Arrangement.’ The Mummy repeated the word with distaste. She turned back to the pyramid, her loose bandages wafting in the breeze. ‘Khufu’s pyramid still stands. What of Avaris, my father’s seat of power?’

Too many questions, the Professor thought. And none of my answers will please her. I have to appeal to her sense of entitlement.

‘We can visit Avaris, if you wish. I am keen to learn what it is you need. If we could sit down, I can get you up to speed.’

‘Up to speed?’

‘Catch you up. Uh, fill in the blanks.’

‘Your speech is strange, you command wondrous sky barges, yet the peasants are overdressed. Most vexing. I’m not sure I approve of this time.’


‘I appreciate it must be upsetting –’ the Professor began.

‘But no matter. I can always remould this land.’

‘Remould?’ The Professor didn’t like the sound of that.

‘Make it a city fit for a princess.’

The Mummy raised her hands, and the ground shook. Dust rained from the ruins all about them. Sandstone blocks cracked.

‘Thali,’ Major Stein said, suddenly at her side.

‘Wait,’ the Professor urged her colleague.

The Mummy was like a tightly coiled spring. The Professor feared any move from the Major could set her off.

‘Princess, please,’ she said. ‘With time, we can work things out.’

‘Time?’ the Mummy retorted. ‘Time? Too much time has already been wasted!’ She was hovering above the ground now, sand swirling beneath her blackened toes.

‘Thali,’ Major Stein repeated with urgency.

‘It is time I returned this place to its former glory, beginning with Khufu’s ruins!’

There was a mighty crack and the ground shook, like the earth itself was breaking.

‘Sorry, Professor,’ Major Stein said, rolling up her sleeves. ‘We’ve got to nip this in the bud. Ged, if you please?’

Like a punch to the stomach, the Professor realised the Major was right. She wasn’t going to win the Mummy over with words.


Mx Hollybow was already wielding the golden bell and hourglass. The sand rose in a wave, picked up the Major and hurled her at the Mummy. The Major’s fist glanced off the bandaged, desiccated face as she shot past the Creation. The Mummy faltered, crying out in fury. The Major landed on the top of a tomb, poised in a crouch, her jacket trailing her like a cape.

‘You have a sorcerer with you, wnwty,’ the Mummy observed, focusing on Mx Hollybow.

‘That’s right, dear,’ Mx Hollybow said, ‘and she’s not afraid to use me.’ Like a conductor harvesting the swell of a symphony, the Creator directed a tendril of sand towards the Mummy, like a cobra about to strike.

Princess Herit waved as if shooing a fly, and the tendril dissipated instantly. Hissing, she raised her hand, blackened fingers curled. There was a low rumble as the ground shook and a thousand black bugs emerged from the crypts, graves and cracks in the walls all around. A cacophony of skittering filled the Professor’s ears as scarabs, spiders and locusts erupted from all corners of the cemetery, surging towards the Creators.
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Godfrey, Emily and Drew stood at the bottom of the vertical corridor on A Deck, whilst the rest of the students were above them, clustered in sideways doorways, leaning against the floor and wedged in corners. Mr Pagonis had just finished a head count.


‘Everyone’s accounted for except two,’ the alchemist called down from the aft end of the corridor.

‘Let me guess,’ Monsieur Renaître said with a scowl. ‘Athena Strange and her roommate?’

Godfrey felt his stomach twist in knots. He should have checked on them the moment he found the execration text. Where could they be? He flinched as a hand grasped his own.

‘They’ll be okay,’ Emily whispered, giving his hand a squeeze. ‘Athena and Marceline always seem to know what they’re doing.’

There was a thump above them. They looked up to see Emily Two. The Creation had returned from checking the aft half of the airship.

‘Did you find anyone up there?’ Monsieur Renaître asked the Creation.

‘Empty. No friends there,’ Emily Two replied.

‘If they’re not on board, they must be on the ground,’ Monsieur Renaître said. ‘We can’t do anything about it until we get this ship righted anyway.’

‘But Monsieur,’ Godfrey said, ‘they could be in danger!’

‘We’re all in danger as long as the Mummy is walking about,’ Monsieur Renaître countered. ‘I can’t leave you all to search for those two delinquents. Besides, if they’re on the ground, they should be able to hide in the Giza complex.’

‘Ah, sir!’ came the voice of Hideo from his cabin, two doors up. ‘I’m not sure how easy it is to hide down there right now.’


Godfrey’s hexapod leaped to life, metal legs darting past several students as it climbed into the cabin. Hideo was standing on the side of his bunk, nose pressed against the oblique window.

‘Move!’ Monsieur Renaître said, pushing in between them.

A hundred metres below, the Giza complex was a whirlpool of chaos. The sand appeared to be alive, swirling and crashing about the ruins.

‘What the hell is going on down there?’ Monsieur Renaître exclaimed.

At the centre of the vortex hovered the Mummy, arms raised. Godfrey witnessed the Major getting thrown about, buffeted on walls of sand.

‘She’s attacking the Major!’ he cried.

‘Mx Hollybow is there, too!’ Hideo said, jabbing a finger on the glass. ‘And the Professor. What’s that black stuff?’

Black, shiny ripples, like scales on a giant snake. No, not a snake. Lots of tiny carapaces.

‘They’re bugs,’ Godfrey realised.

Hideo’s eyes bulged. ‘That’s a heck of a lot of bugs.’

‘Is the Major all right?’ Emily said, entering the cabin. ‘Mx Hollybow can protect her and the Professor, right?’

Monsieur Renaître sucked air through his teeth. ‘Ged is incredibly powerful . . .’ he began.

‘But so is a three-and-a-half-thousand-year-old mummy,’ Hideo added.

‘We have to help them!’ Godfrey said.


Monsieur Renaître shook his head. ‘Certainly not. I’m keeping you up here where it’s safe.’

The zeppelin shook as if a mighty wind had smacked into it. They all grabbed onto something to keep themselves from falling over.

‘Exactly how safe are we up here?’ Godfrey said.

‘Comparatively safe,’ Monsieur Renaître stressed.

‘No, that’s not good enough,’ Godfrey said, turning his hexapod to the door.

‘No one is leaving this airship!’ Monsieur Renaître ordered.

‘Then we’ll do something from up here then!’ Godfrey yelled back at him. He was done being a people pleaser. Sometimes you had to speak up for yourself, for the sake of others.

Emily, Drew and Hideo were all stunned.

‘I’m not going to just sit up here and wait while a Mummy attacks the Creators,’ he said, gritting his teeth, ‘and maybe Athena and Marceline, too.’

‘Oh, please, I’m sure they’re okay,’ came a voice. ‘And if the Professor thinks she can handle a Mummy, then she’ll be fine.’

Godfrey whipped around to focus on Drew standing in the doorway. His shirt was torn, his hair mussed, but his trademark scowl of derision had returned.

‘Don’t think you can just brush this off!’ Godfrey jabbed a finger at him. ‘This is all because of you!’

‘Hey, if the Creators can’t provide a safe workplace, then it’s hardly the fault of the students.’ Drew shrugged, slipping his hands in his pockets to slouch against the ceiling at his back.

Rage ripped through Godfrey like wildfire. With a blur of mechanised metal, the hexapod was upon Drew in an instant. Five legs pierced the walls and floor, forming a cage around him. The sixth leg curled over Godfrey to point straight at Drew, like a scorpion ready to strike. Drew let out a startled shriek, hands going to his face.

‘Stop blaming everyone else and help clean up the mess you created!’ Godfrey roared.

‘Hey, hey! Enough of the violence and intimidation!’ Drew warbled, cowering. ‘Monsieur, sir! You can’t let him treat me this way!’

Monsieur Renaître flared his nostrils, arms crossed. ‘Seems like Godfrey’s in charge of today’s class, Drew.’ He gave Godfrey a nod of support.

Godfrey grinned. He was starting to realise that speaking your mind was intoxicating.

‘Monsieur, please!’ Drew begged.

‘You’re the book guy, right?’ Godfrey said, staring Drew straight in the eye. ‘What was it? The “largest repository of alternative science texts in the Western Hemisphere”?’

‘Yes?’ Drew whispered, unable to tear his gaze from the metal ‘stinger’ pointed at his head.

‘So, use your book smarts to help us!’

‘Okay, okay, all right. Just call off your big metal spider.’

‘IT’S NOT A SPIDER IT ONLY HAS SIX LEGS!’ Godfrey yelled.
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Professor Selinofoto tried to call out to the Major, but immediately regretted it, inhaling a mouthful of bugs. Locusts caught in her hair and spiders crawled up her pants leg, while stinging sands continued to whip at the bare skin of her face, hands and ankles.

Coughing out bugs, she tripped on the desert ground, now a rippling sea of sand. Falling to all fours, she struggled to get up in the fierce wind.

Princess Herit is too strong, she thought. I’ve never seen power like hers before!

She tried to see if the Atet was still afloat. But the clouds of insects blocked her view, blotting out the floodlights of the mooring tower that she knew was only a hundred metres away.

If it’s even still attached to the tower . . .

She dropped to her elbows, fingers finding her thumbs. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap, tap.

Got to stand up, Thali. You can do this.

But the howling winds were too strong, the cutting sands relentless.

She felt a firm grip on her shoulder. Turned to witness a pair of glowing amber eyes. She cried out in shock before recognising Mx Hollybow. The Creator’s dark hair was a shimmering corona.

‘Thali,’ the Creator intoned with a gaze like burning ochre, ‘cover your ears.’

The Professor did as she was told just as Mx Hollybow lifted the hourglass and threw it on the ground between them. There was an almighty WHOOOOOOOMPH as every bug, grain of sand and loose stone was blown away. The invisible shockwave rippled outward, spreading from the shattered hourglass in a spherical explosion of power.

The Professor got to her feet, looking about for the Major. She spotted her, lying on the sand nearby. Rushing over, she lifted her head off the ground.

‘Frankie!’

‘I’m here,’ Major Stein groaned. ‘Why do I feel like I swallowed a bug?’ She grimaced, moving her tongue around her mouth. ‘No, wait. Multiple bugs.’

‘Impressive, servant of Werethekau,’ came a voice heavy with millennia. The Mummy stood atop the entrance to a tomb a dozen metres from them. ‘How long have you been honing your command of the heka?’

‘Longer than you’d think,’ Mx Hollybow replied, standing up straight and squaring their shoulders.

‘Confident too, I see.’ The Mummy grinned a crack-toothed grin. The bandages had come away from her head, revealing a sickly blackened visage that was little more than a skull.

‘My dear,’ Mx Hollybow said, ‘if you have the confidence down pat, you’re halfway to winning the battle.’

‘Halfway there means you are just as likely to fail as succeed,’ the Mummy said. She lifted her arms as balls of light grew in her palms, accompanied by a low humming that made the ground vibrate.


As her dread turned to dismay, the Professor realised that the Mummy was even stronger than she could have imagined.

Mx Hollybow looked at the Professor and the Major. ‘You might want to find some cover. That was my only hourglass.’

They scrambled to their feet and ran as the hum became a shriek.












[image: image]




If there had been enough room, Godfrey would have been pacing.

Drew was scrutinising his family’s online database with a furrowed brow.

‘Okay, okay, I think I’ve got something,’ Drew said, scrolling through the tablet before him. ‘Princess Herit is daughter of Apepi, right? A foreign ruler who worshipped Set –’

‘We already know that,’ Godfrey said.

Emily, Godfrey, Monsieur Renaître and Hideo all had their phones out, too, having been engaged in furious research for the past few minutes.

‘All right, all right,’ Drew said, ‘but Apepi was named after Apep, the god that embodied chaos, the enemy of light and truth, represented by Ra.’

‘Full marks for detail, Drew, but jump to the important bit,’ Monsieur Renaître said, urgency in his voice.


Drew scrolled faster. ‘So Egyptian priests actually wrote a guidebook on how to fight Apep, called – helpfully – The Books of Overthrowing Apep. Which I guess could help here? I can’t seem to find a digital copy though.’

‘Me either,’ Godfrey said, also coming up with nothing.

‘Try The Book of Apophis!’ Mr Pagonis stood in the doorway, beaming. ‘The Greek version.’ While Emily tapped away at her phone, he turned to Monsieur Renaître. ‘The good news is the control gondola hasn’t been damaged. We’ve lost one of the engines, however, so it’ll take the repair bots longer than we thought.’

‘Far from good news, but it’ll have to do,’ Monsieur Renaître responded.

‘Book of Apophis, got it!’ Emily said.

‘Search it for words like “conquer”,’ Mr Pagonis suggested. ‘That word gets used time and again in the classics.’

‘Nothing.’

‘Vanquish? Destroy?’

‘Destroy, here we go. There’s a list.’ Emily began to read, ‘The ancient texts outlined a long, gradual process of destroying the deity known as Apep.’

‘Well, don’t keep us in suspense,’ Monsieur Renaître insisted.

Emily continued, ‘The first was spitting upon Apep.’

‘I don’t think that’s going to cut it,’ Godfrey said.

‘The second was defiling Apep with the left foot.’

‘What does that even mean?’ Hideo said.

‘The classics can be obtuse at times,’ Mr Pagonis admitted.


‘Next!’ Monsieur Renaître urged.

‘Umm, okay, then there was taking a lance to smite Apep. Don’t suppose anyone has a lance? No? All right. Then fettering Apep – again, not really sure about that one. And taking a knife to smite Apep.’

‘A knife? You’ve got to be kidding me!’ Drew exclaimed.

‘Finally, putting fire upon Apep.’ Emily looked up at everyone. ‘That’s it.’

Come on, Godfrey, he thought to himself. Figure something out! Mx Hollybow’s tarot reading said you were master of improvisation, after all.

‘Don’t suppose the airship has a supply of flamethrowers?’ Godfrey mused.

‘Hardly,’ Monsieur Renaître said.

‘I still have some fireworks,’ Mr Pagonis said, ‘I suppose we could –’

‘Absolutely not,’ Monsieur Renaître cut in. ‘Even though our situation is precarious, something as scattershot as fireworks is a terrible idea. Fire is notoriously hard to control.’

Godfrey gasped. He had an idea. It was crazy, but it just might work.

All heads turned his way.

‘Out with it then, Godfrey,’ Monsieur Renaître said.

‘What if we had something more focused, so we could target it with fire?’ Godfrey said.

‘The mirrors!’ Emily said, eyes lighting up.

Drew frowned. ‘What mirrors?’

‘The ones the Professor uses to direct sunlight to the Osiris beds,’ Godfrey explained. ‘They’re all over the airship.’

‘They just provide sunlight to the plants, nothing stronger than that,’ Emily said.

‘But there are, like, twenty mermaid’s tear lenses that are used to increase and decrease the strength of the light,’ Godfrey continued. ‘If we send the light down through the lenses into the cargo bay and then back out again through the lenses, we should be able to concentrate the beam exponentially.’

‘The Professor said she controls them via an app.’

‘I don’t have that app on my phone,’ Monsieur Renaître said.

‘Me neither,’ Mr Pagonis said.

Godfrey thumped his control panel. ‘We’ll have to do it manually then.’

‘It’s not designed to send light back out,’ Mr Pagonis noted. ‘It will just bounce back towards the sun.’

‘We only need another mirror big enough,’ Godfrey said.

‘What about the one above the sarcophagus in the Smoking Room?’ Hideo suggested.

‘Perfect!’ Godfrey beamed. ‘I can hold a mirror steady with the hexapod, directing the light that comes back out.’

‘The sun will be up any moment,’ Hideo said, observing the light on the horizon.

‘Quickly, then! We don’t have much time!’ Godfrey said.
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Athena retreated slowly, tripping on clumps of earth.

‘I’ve waited so long,’ the figure standing in front of the sun said. ‘Here, in Aaru. Waiting for the time to return. Waiting for you, Keyspring.’

Athena didn’t like the tone of their voice. They’d anticipated her arrival. Made plans. ‘I think you have me confused with someone else,’ she said, putting her hands up.

‘Calm yourself,’ the shadow said, ‘there’s no need to be frightened. This is as good a place as any to spend an eternity. Trust me. I know.’

‘Eternity.’ She shook her head. ‘See, no, I’ve really got to get going. Places to be, things to do, you know? Always on the go, that’s me.’

She wasn’t sure why, but she needed to get away. But where to run? This place was like an endless delta, with reeds as far as the eye could see.

Her foot slipped, splashing into a shallow pool behind her. Water streaked her jeans leg. Cool, yet pleasant. Everything here was pleasant, in fact. The sun was warm without being too hot, the breeze cool without raising a shiver.

It’s addictive, almost like it’s a place you could get stuck in, she thought. She looked down at her hands. They were tingly. When she tried to bunch her fists, they responded in slow motion. I feel . . . floaty, she thought. Everything feels floaty.

‘I assure you, you’ll be most comfortable, Keyspring. You should be glad, because you’ll be here for a long time.’


The tone shifted as the figure stressed the last two words. They were so close Athena should have been able to make out their features now, but they were still in shadow. The darkness didn’t leave them.

Her bare foot shifted in a pool then. She felt silt rising between her toes . . .

. . . and something else.

Rough, like sandpaper. It scraped her toes, then the bottom of her foot.

There’s something in the water, Athena realised.

That was impossible. The pool was barely five centimetres deep.

She felt it again. Definite movement against her foot. It adapted to the curves of her arch. Coarse, yet biological.

Like a tongue.

Oh God! I’m going to be eaten by something under the water.

The list of dangerous Egyptian animals flitted by her mind’s eye. Crocodile. Snake. Lionfish. None seemed possible, but then again, she wasn’t really in Egypt any more, was she?

‘Girl. There is no need to panic. I just need your assistance.’ The figure was close now, reaching out with a hand that, impossibly, remained in shadow. ‘I only require one tiny thing of yours. Your soul.’

The world went black as Athena fell down through the five-centimetre pool and kept on falling. A trail of bubbles streamed past her eyes as she sank through black water. Then, suddenly, the water was gone, replaced with coarse dust.

Not just any dust. Sandstone dust.


Athena gasped for air, thrashing as she tried to see in absolute darkness. Her hand fell on the reassuring shape of the torch and she flicked the switch, revealing a single glowing eye only an inch from her face.

Tapetum lucidum. It was a cat’s eye.

And not just any cat, it was Erwin.

Meow? Erwin said, nuzzling her face.

Athena was back in the nadir, under the pyramid. Except she could move more easily now. Tears streamed down her face as Erwin purred, rubbing against her cheek.

It must have been his sandpaper tongue I felt on my foot, she thought, grinning from ear to ear.

Erwin began to dig at the tunnel near her shoulder, paws scratching at the sandstone. Athena realised that was why she could move – Erwin had been digging his way around her.

He did all this himself? she thought, relieved that she could twist her hips freely now.

Then she heard a second meow. And a third. Then two more.

She aimed the torch back up the tunnel at her feet. The light was reflected in a dozen pairs of eyes, faces half-covered in bandages.

The mummy cats. They were helping dig her out, too!

Erwin meoooowed with gusto, and the mummy cats responded by digging faster.

They’re taking orders from him now. She coughed as a clump of dust plopped down before her. Erwin was continuing to widen the tunnel around her head. Soon she would be able to crawl backwards, she realised with a surge of joy.

Not only that, she still had the medallion in her hand. The Eye of Horus, with the antidote inside.

Hang in there, Marceline, she thought, crawling back through the tunnel with a dozen mummy cats at her side. I’m coming!
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Godfrey reached the cargo bay first, his hexapod making short work of the climb. The Osiris beds were all empty, the soil having fallen out when the zeppelin tipped.

Emily entered and started climbing the beds, moving towards the final mirror. ‘I can stay with this one to make sure the light bounces back through the lenses without being diffused through the quartz.’

As the others poured into the room, Godfrey waved for them to follow him. ‘I’ll need at least one of you at each mirror. Come on!’

He steered his hexapod up the floor and horizontally along the ladder between gas cells, metal feet tappity-tapping over the crossbeams.

‘I’ll look after the second one,’ Hideo called out from behind him, stopping at the lens.

‘I got the third,’ Drew said.

‘I’ll monitor the fourth one,’ Mr Pagonis said.

As Godfrey passed lens after lens, the students peeled off. A minute later, he reached the final lens that actually formed the window of the exit hatch. He spun the wheel to unlock it only to have the wind fling the hatch open. His heart leaped into his mouth as he was almost yanked out with it.

‘Godfrey, wait!’ called Monsieur Renaître.

Godfrey turned to look back along the ladder.

Sweaty and out of breath, Monsieur Renaître stepped across the last few rungs to him. ‘I should be the one to go out and direct the mirror.’

‘But, Monsieur, your arm. I bet you weren’t even supposed to take the sling off yet.’

‘I’m fine,’ the Creator barked, then broke into a coughing fit.

Godfrey pursed his lips, waiting for him to regain his breath. ‘It’s okay, Monsieur. The hexapod can walk vertically, like a bug. I’ll be okay. Plus, there’s no way you could hold onto the airship and the mirror at the same time. Eight arms are better than two.’

‘I couldn’t possibly allow –’

‘And even if I screw up,’ Godfrey said, ‘I’ve still got the parachute, remember?’

He pointed to his purple sash, knowing full well that he’d already expended the parachute back when the Mummy first attacked. There’d be no backup if he fell.

Monsieur Renaître said something under his breath, looking down at his metal hand. ‘Fine, but be careful!’ He turned and called out back along the shaft. ‘Have your phones ready! I’ll start a conference call so we can stay in contact.’


Godfrey moved the hexapod through the opening. A wave of vertigo swept over him as he looked along what was previously the top of the zeppelin’s envelope. Now, it was like looking straight down the side of a skyscraper. He could barely make out the mooring tower below through the maelstrom of sand whipping through the air.

There was a clear spot in the centre of the whirlwind, like the eye of the storm. He could see three people clustered together, with a fourth moving towards them, like a hunter closing in on its prey. Since the eye of the storm moved with the fourth person, Godfrey was certain that it was the Mummy. That and the fact she was glowing. Whatever the Mummy had planned, she was evidently powerful.

Godfrey prayed that the combination of microspines and magnets in the hexapod’s feet would keep him stuck to the outside of the zeppelin’s envelope. Clinging to the vertical surface like a bug on a wall, he directed one of the feet to swing the hatch shut. On either side of the hatch was a disc-shaped mirror. They were each connected to rods that allowed them to swivel horizontally and vertically.

Godfrey looked out across the desert, trying to ignore the new wave of dizziness that swept over him. The horizon was a burning line. Daybreak was only moments away.

He angled the left mirror as best he could, trying to line it up just right. His phone buzzed from its docked position on his control panel. He logged into the conference call.


‘Sun’s almost up!’ he said. ‘You all ready?’

A chorus of voices responded in the affirmative.

Like a boat cresting a wave, the sun suddenly spilled over the horizon.

Come on, Godfrey, he thought. You’ll only get one chance at this!

‘This is it!’ he yelled, as the mirror caught the light and bounced it through the lens on the hatch.

People inside the zeppelin sounded off on the conference call as they adjusted their lenses and mirrors.

‘It’s reached me in the cargo bay,’ Emily said. ‘I’m bouncing the light back out. Everyone keep clear!’

A harsh white pillar of light shot back out through the hatch.

Now to just aim it with the second mirror . . .

Godfrey raised the front two hexapod legs, then untied the second mirror from the back of his chair. He leaned forward and passed the mirror to the hexapod legs.

A sudden gust of wind hit the zeppelin. The hexapod slipped, losing grip on the envelope. Godfrey’s hands scrambled on the controls, jamming the four feet through the envelope, barely centimetres from the burning light shooting out of the zeppelin.

Heart juddering in his chest, he moved the front two legs until the mirror caught the light, sending out a beam of white, hot energy across the sky. The metal legs began to glow red as he aimed the beam at the eye of the storm.
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The Professor’s lungs burned and her legs ached. She dropped behind a fallen sandstone lintel to catch her breath. Mx Hollybow and Major Stein scooted past her to crouch by a crumbling wall.

‘We can’t keep this up,’ the Major puffed, peeking around the edge of the wall.

‘These are not my best running shoes,’ Mx Hollybow agreed, upending a boot and pouring out sand.

There was a stone-shattering BOOOM.

The Professor covered her head with her arms as stone and sand rained down on her.

‘What exactly is the plan, Thali?’ Major Stein asked.

‘There isn’t one,’ the Professor admitted, feeling like she’d punched herself in the gut. ‘I’m just trying to lead her away from the city.’

‘But once we’re out of the Giza complex, won’t we run out of cover?’ Mx Hollybow said.


‘Pretty much.’

There was a hiss from around the corner.

‘Look out!’ the Major cried.

The Professor was flung into the air as the lintel at her back exploded. She landed on the ground five metres away. Came up coughing, spitting out sand.

The Mummy is too powerful, she thought. There’s no way we can stop her. She turned onto her back, trying to catch a glimpse of the Atet through the rippling curtains of sand. Please, Theo. Fix the Atet, get the children out of here . . .

Flanked by the remains of two tombs, the Mummy stood with arms outstretched, balls of light held in each cupped, gnarled hand. Her bandages floated unnaturally, as if underwater, and her entire body was suffused with an emerald glow.

‘I shall build my new kingdom on this very spot,’ the Mummy snarled at the Professor.

The Major and Mx Hollybow were some distance from Thali, but only steps from the Mummy. The broken wall was all that kept them hidden. Thali saw Mx Hollybow take a deep breath, then remove a short dagger from a sheath, blade pointed downwards. The Creator’s lips moved, reciting a spell.

The Major recognised the dagger. ‘Ged, no! Not again!’ she cried as she darted forward, reaching out for the blade.

The Mummy turned in their direction, hissing. The two Creators fought over the knife and the Professor could do nothing as the Mummy darted for them.


There was a sudden flash, then a sound like shattering glass. A mighty beam of light scorched past the Professor, close enough to singe the hairs on the back of her hands. The beam instantly melted the sand, etching a black furrow across the ground.

Princess Herit barely had time to scream before the light reached her. The Creation combusted, flailing as her bandages ignited. She let out a strangled screech as she went up in flames, transformed into a pillar of fire. A moment later, there was nothing left but a blackened scorch mark on the ground.

It’s coming from the Atet, the Professor thought, tracking the beam of light back to the airship, still with its aft pointing to the heavens. She pulled out her phone. There was a massive crack across the screen but it still responded. It rang twice before the call connected.

‘Professor?’

‘Monsieur Renaître! You can stop now. It worked. The Mummy is destroyed.’

‘Wonderful. Let me patch you into the conference call. Turn it off, Godfrey!’

The beam of light vanished, leaving nothing but the smell of charred earth.

‘Godfrey?’ the Professor asked in confusion.

‘Profster? Are you all right?’ Godfrey’s voice came over the line. ‘We didn’t get you, did we? It was hard to aim precisely.’

‘Your aim was perfect,’ she replied.

‘Some of your special lenses broke, I’m sorry,’ he said.


The Professor let out a short chuckle. ‘Godfrey, no need to apologise. The lenses aren’t important. We’ll be back on the airship as soon as we can.’

‘Okay, phew,’ Godfrey breathed, before saying goodbye.

Disconnecting the call, the Professor stood up and crossed the blackened trail left by the sun gun. The sand had turned to glass, and crunched underfoot. She crouched down to help Mx Hollybow.

‘Well, that was a bit of fun, wasn’t it?’ Mx Hollybow said, sheathing the knife.

‘Fun. Yes,’ the Major replied with zero enthusiasm, dusting off her coat as she stood up.

The three of them contemplated the burnt divot in the ground, all that remained of the Mummy.

‘I’m sorry about your Creation,’ Mx Hollybow said. ‘And your airship.’

‘Thanks. Don’t worry about the Atet. I’ve repaired her before, I can repair her again. Not quite sure how we’ll explain everything else to the Board though,’ the Professor said, hands on hips.

‘This might help improve their mood,’ the Major said, pulling something covered in tattered cloth from her coat pocket. She removed the cloth, revealing a tarnished bronze artefact that was bigger than her hand. It was inlaid with purple stones.

The Professor beamed. ‘The Ankh! You found it!’

‘Priceless artefacts always put me in a good mood, too,’ Mx Hollybow said, holding a hand aloft for a high five.


They high-fived so hard the Professor’s hand stung.
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Athena flung open the door to the solar barge museum and rushed to Marceline’s side. Dropping to her knees, she retrieved the Eye of Horus medallion from her pocket, turned it over in her hands, then pressed the pupil in the centre of the eye. There was a click as a panel opened. Ensconced within was a small vial of blue liquid. She scratched off the ancient wax seal and lifted Marceline’s head, noting that pitch-black veins now crisscrossed her friend’s face. Biting back tears, she brought the vial to Marceline’s lips.

‘Please work, please work,’ she whispered as she emptied the antidote into Marceline’s mouth.

Nothing. For an entire minute, nothing. Athena didn’t want to put Marceline’s head down in case the liquid spilled back out of her mouth.

Please. She deserves more time to find out who she is, Athena thought as tears rolled down her cheeks.

Then, movement!

Marceline swallowed.

Slowly, but surely, the black veins across her face retreated.

Athena’s heart swelled as warmth returned to her friend’s skin. Athena lay Marceline’s head back on the rolled-up jumper, delighted to see that Marceline’s hands were also clearing up, the blotches fading.

‘Athena?’ Marceline said as her eyes flicked open.


‘Hey.’ Athena smiled.

‘What did I miss?’

‘Oh, you know,’ she said, trying to sound casual despite the lump in her throat. ‘More secret doors. Upside-down pyramid. The usual.’

Marceline sat up, examining her hands. The black mould had completely gone.

‘Oh, and Erwin’s fine!’ Athena said. ‘He got out of the pyramid okay.’

‘Good kitty.’ Marceline grinned.

‘And he made some friends,’ Athena added.

‘He did?’ Marceline’s brow wrinkled in confusion.

‘Come on,’ Athena said, standing and extending a hand to help her up.
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Marceline couldn’t help but laugh the moment they exited the museum. Gathered on the steps of the Great Pyramid stood Erwin, flanked by a score of mummy cats. A pharaoh surrounded by his subjects. Some stood to attention, watching them intently, one stalked the periphery, acting as a lookout. A couple were even trying to wash themselves, tongues catching on their bandages.

Erwin gave a quick meow as he joined them. Marceline and Athena crouched down to greet him. He gently headbutted them, then arched his back, leaning into their hands.

Looking up at the gathered mummy cats, Marceline was surprised by a sudden feeling of sadness. Like herself, they hadn’t had a choice in their Creation, but they looked like they belonged. Not only that, they had each other.

‘Are you coming with us?’ Athena asked Erwin.

The Created cat looked back at the mummy cats on the steps. The assembled felines all stopped what they were doing to focus on Erwin, irises wide. Waiting for some kind of signal. Erwin gave another short meow then turned and walked away from the pyramid.

‘I think that’s a yes,’ Athena said.

Erwin had made a home with them at Prometheus High, Marceline realised. Maybe that’s what I should do.

‘Come on then,’ Athena said.

Erwin broke into a run, scurrying across the sand. Athena laughed and chased after him.

Marceline unbuckled the Creator’s satchel. Walking slowly, she shuffled through the contents in the early morning light. Her fingers touched metal, paper, cloth. She was going to need time to properly sort through it all.

Her breath caught in her throat as her fingers closed on the unmistakable shape of a passport. She pulled it out and flipped it open. There was a photo of a man with grey hair and a beard. And two vertical scars that ran down his cheeks, like tears.

It’s him!

Her eyes darted to the name typed next to the image: Johannes Constantine. The name didn’t mean anything to her, but there was no mistaking those scars.

She already knew he’d been at Þrídrangar lighthouse. And now she recognised his face. That was two out of her three fragmented memories. Even so, she didn’t want to let herself believe.

As she flipped through the rest of the passport, a folded-up piece of paper dropped out. She picked it up, realising it was a photo. She opened it and what she saw stopped her dead in her tracks.

Athena walked back to her. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘It’s a photo of me,’ Marceline whispered, barely believing it. She was standing at a railing of some sort, the sea behind her. Looking over her shoulder and smiling at the photographer. Whether it was taken before or after her Creation, she couldn’t be sure. But the huge smile on the girl in the photograph made one thing clear, above all else.

I was happy then!

She couldn’t remember ever being happy. She’d been searching for so long, adrift, so far from the shore. Seeing this photo felt like she’d been picked up by a powerful wave that would take her to land. The relief was powerful, yet overwhelming. Marceline’s hands were shaking. It felt unreal to have something concrete.

‘A photo of you?’ Athena said, looking at the picture. ‘It really is! Marceline! I’m so happy for you!’

Athena enveloped her in a huge hug. Marceline was motionless as tears came to her eyes. Her Creator had kept a photo of her with him at all times. A memento. She had meant something to him.

Athena suddenly broke out of the hug. ‘Hey, is that the piano from the Atet?’ She pointed to a splintered black shape protruding from the sand. ‘I know Major Stein wanted more space, but that seems a bit drastic.’ Then her head tilted up. ‘Whoa. I think we should get back to the airship. I don’t remember it being quite so vertical.’

Marceline followed her gaze. The Atet was floating nose down above the desert.

‘Hopefully everyone’s all right,’ Athena said, jogging towards the mooring tower.

Marceline didn’t follow, once more entranced by the photograph.

‘What’s wrong?’ Athena called.

‘Nothing,’ Marceline responded, folding the photograph again and slipping it into her pocket. ‘Let’s get back.’

She caught up with Athena and they trekked across the sand together. But Marceline’s heart was heavy, her brief joy having all but evaporated. For on the back of the photograph there had been a note in red ink. Two words that had been scrawled there with force, as if the writer had been furious:


NEVER AGAIN.
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Wearing a black suit with a white shirt and red tie, Professor Selinofoto took in the room full of statuettes, pottery and assorted trinkets before locking eyes with the woman behind the desk. She was old. Very old. Seemingly unaffected by the Professor’s presence, the Collector let the jeweller’s magnifying glass fall into her hand. She sniffed, straightening her shawl.

‘This is the woman?’ the Professor asked.

‘That’s her,’ Drew said from beside the Creator. He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.

‘I understand you made a deal with my student,’ the Professor said.

‘That’s right. I get the sense that he hasn’t come to deliver what he owes.’ The woman wrinkled her nose.

The Professor had quickly ascertained who exactly was to blame for resurrecting the Mummy. Godfrey had been helpful, providing a lot more detail than she needed, while Emily had been teary and apologetic. It had been a very different situation with Drew. After the Professor dragged the story out of him, she’d resolved to pay this so-called Collector a visit.

‘He . . . made a mistake,’ the Professor said, settling for an understatement. ‘So whatever deal you made, it’s off now.’

‘I’m not sure you understand who you’re negotiating with,’ the woman said, standing up carefully, her movements arthritic.

‘I get it. You buy, you sell. You lend, you profit. I’ve seen your kind before,’ the Professor said with a dismissive wave of her hand. ‘You make a fortune selling artefacts that aren’t yours to sell. Shifting them out of the country to disappear into private collections.’

‘It’s more than that,’ the woman said, pretending to be offended. ‘I don’t just buy and sell. I collect. And I’ve been doing it for a lot longer than you’ve been wearing pants suits.’ She shuffled around the desk towards them, jewellery on her wrist jangling as she moved. ‘I’ll have you know I’ve more than enough muscle around me to –’

There was a pair of thuds as the guards stumbled into the room and fell to their knees, wrists bound in plastic zip ties.

‘I think you’re going to need some new muscle,’ Major Stein said, dusting off her hands, ‘because these two didn’t put up much of a fight at all.’

The Collector made a harrumphing sound. ‘I guess it’s all over. I can’t complain. I’ve had a good run. A much longer run than most, truth be told.’ She stopped before the two Creators, offering her wrists to be zip tied.

‘The authorities have already been alerted. They’ll be here any moment,’ the Professor said, noticing the bracelet of ankhs on one of the Collector’s proffered wrists.

‘Alas, there’s nothing more to be said,’ the woman said and sighed. ‘I hear Aaru is lovely this time of year.’

The woman grabbed the bracelet on her wrist with her other hand and yanked. It burst, tiny ankhs flying in all directions, and the Collector collapsed in a pile of sand, empty clothes floating down to the floor.

The Professor gasped.

‘What the?’ the Major exclaimed, already with a protective arm across the Professor.

As the Professor remembered to breathe, she turned to see Drew’s mouth hanging open in shock.

‘What was that?’ the Major said.

The Professor moved some of the ankhs with the toe of her shoe. ‘I’m not sure,’ she admitted.

‘Well,’ Drew said. ‘That debt’s sorted then.’

The Professor was furious that his usual smirk had reappeared. As he went over to sit on an armchair next to one of the fallen guards, she felt an anger rising in her. The ease with which this kid maintains a base level of arrogance is maddening.

‘To be clear, Drew,’ she said, approaching him, ‘all of this morning’s chaos happened because your family has fallen on hard times, and you thought resurrecting a mummy to make some cash was a good idea. Have I got that straight?’


‘Exactly.’ Drew nodded. He couldn’t resist adding a smarmy, ‘Nicely done, Professor, you’ve worked it all out.’

Give me strength to help me endure the sneer of the privileged, the Professor thought, rubbing her eyes.

‘Why the negative tone, Professor? I used the Mummy to source an ancient artefact. Just like you had the Major do.’

‘That is not the same at all, Drew,’ the Professor snapped.

‘How so? One person’s archaeologist is another’s tomb raider. Monsieur Renaître even lost a hand because of your little expedition.’

If she hadn’t felt the Major touch her forearm at that moment, the Professor might not have kept her cool.

‘I’ll tell you how it’s different,’ the Professor said through gritted teeth. ‘The Ankh that Major Stein and Mx Hollybow retrieved is staying here in Giza, in the museum. The museum which paid for the expedition in the first place, not to mention providing access to their collection of ancient texts.’

Drew cracked his knuckles, making a show of not being bothered by her explanation. ‘Good for you, then. I’m sure Monsieur Renaître’s missing hand appreciates the distinction.’

The Professor sucked air through her teeth. ‘I don’t know why you’re so happy about this. You should be more worried about your place at this school.’

Drew appeared to think about that. ‘You have a point,’ he said, drawing out the last word, ‘but here’s another one: you lot are the ones who should be worried.’

‘What?’ the Professor said.

‘My family’s money has helped keep this school afloat for years. While this particular debt can be considered . . . paid . . .’ he nodded at the pile of sand that used to be the Collector, ‘. . . you’ll be missing out on a lot of donations now.’

The Professor took a deep breath, willing herself not to raise her voice.

‘And even if my family doesn’t have the financial clout it once had, it still has the respect of a lot of other important people who help fund this school. Even board members.’

As much as the Professor hated to admit it, the boy had her at a loss for words.

There was a commotion from back down the hall as local police announced their presence.

‘Are we done here?’ Drew said, cocking his head.
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Athena could barely keep up with Godfrey’s retelling of events on the airship. The story of the sleeping spell, the resurrected mummy, the topsy-turvy airship and the creation of the sun gun was recapped at such a furious pace that it left her dizzy. They ended up at their cabin as he finished. Athena sat on the bottom bunk next to Marceline while Godfrey’s hexapod was perched before them.


‘So, ah . . . where were the two of you during all this?’ Godfrey asked.

Athena chewed on her lip. She didn’t know how to explain their return to the Great Pyramid without giving away why they were there. The silence lingered, and she crossed her arms.

‘Whoa, what happened to your arm?’ Godfrey exclaimed.

Her jumper had torn and there was a bloody graze on her elbow that instantly began to sting. ‘Ow! Why does it only hurt after you notice it?’

‘How did that happen? I mean – sorry. It’s all right if you can’t say,’ Godfrey said. ‘I’m just glad you’re both okay.’

Yeesh, after all this, he’s still so polite about us keeping things from him, Athena thought.

Godfrey suddenly thumped the hexapod’s control panel in frustration, making Athena and Marceline jump.

‘Actually, no. I’m sorry. It’s not okay. I have to say something,’ he said, face flushed with consternation. ‘I know I’m a bit of a pushover when it comes to pleasing people, but we’re supposed to be friends, and it’s clear that you two have been hiding something from me. At first I was like, well, I’ll respect your privacy, but now I find out that you’ve got mysterious injuries and I really am glad you’re okay and I’m sorry for sounding bossy, but my grandmother says I have a habit of being so polite that people walk all over me and I think you should tell me what happened because that’s what friends do and if there’s a problem maybe I can help.’ He sucked in a huge lungful of air.

Athena was stunned. She’d never heard Godfrey be so forceful before.

‘Are you okay?’ she finally said.

‘I’m fine,’ Godfrey replied. ‘And I’m sorry for raising my voice. I did yell at Drew earlier, and I kind of enjoyed it. I hope it doesn’t become a habit.’

‘I do,’ Marceline said with a chuckle, surprising both Athena and Godfrey. ‘You yelled at Drew?’ She had a big grin on her face.

‘I really did,’ Godfrey said, seeming chuffed. ‘It was kind of cool.’

‘I wish I had been there,’ Athena said. She examined the scratch on her elbow. ‘I got this . . . well . . . it’s hard to explain . . .’

The memory of the field of reeds came back to her in a rush. She hadn’t had time to process what it meant.

‘I think . . . I think I died,’ she said softly.

‘What?’ Marceline and Godfrey exclaimed.

Their response made her recoil. ‘I mean, I might not have. But it felt so real. I was in Aaru, the field of reeds. It was warm, and comfortable, and . . . I don’t know how to explain. Endless?’

‘Endless?’ Godfrey wrinkled his brow. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Like everything was paused. No, not quite.’ She shook her head. Trying to find the right word was like grasping for something just out of reach. ‘It was like I was . . . waiting?’


‘Suspended,’ Marceline said, a distant look on her face.

‘Yes! That’s it. How did you . . .?”

‘Like Mx Hollybow’s tarot reading!’ Godfrey’s eyes lit up. ‘The hanged man . . .’ He pulled out his phone and tapped away before turning the screen towards them. The illustration showed the man hanging upside down from the tree, hands tied behind his back. ‘It means wisdom, selflessness, sacrifice and . . . suspended in time!’

‘And there was someone else there, in Aaru. A shadow person. They called me the Keyspring, and said they had been waiting for me.’

‘Keyspring? What does that mean?’

‘I don’t know. They said I was a Deathdiver.’

‘You died for me . . .’ Marceline said under her breath, still processing what Athena had said a minute earlier.

Athena shrugged, feeling silly. ‘That sounds very dramatic. I probably just passed out, had a weird dream or something. I wish I knew what it meant, though.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Godfrey said. ‘We’ll work out what it means. Together.’

At first Athena was too stunned to speak. His loyalty was heartwarming. When she finally opened her mouth to thank him, Godfrey interrupted her before she could speak.

‘Hang on, back up,’ he said. ‘Why did all this shadow person, field of reeds stuff happen? What made you pass out?’

Once again, the tension in her chest returned. But as much as she didn’t want to betray Marceline’s wishes, she couldn’t leave Godfrey hanging like this. She put a hand on Marceline’s knee. ‘I’m sorry, but I have to tell him.’

‘Wait,’ Marceline said, standing up. She slipped past Godfrey and closed the door. She returned to the bunk, sat down and looked Godfrey right in the eye. ‘She got it because of me.’

Oh, thank goodness, Athena thought as Marceline continued.

‘She crawled to the nadir of the upside-down pyramid, hundreds of metres underground, and was almost trapped down there forever. She would have been trapped, if it wasn’t for Erwin. And like the hanged man, she was willing to sacrifice everything for me.’

Athena was suddenly fighting tears. Marceline was glassy-eyed, too.

‘What upside-down pyramid?’ Godfrey exclaimed. ‘And . . . what did Erwin do?’ He looked over at the Created cat on the bed next to Athena, washing himself as if it were any other day.

‘Athena has been helping me all semester,’ Marceline explained.

‘Okay . . .’ Godfrey said.

‘Helping me find out about my past.’

‘Your past?’ Godfrey frowned.

‘Exactly. Athena wanted to tell you, but I wouldn’t let her.’

Athena felt like a weight had been lifted. Finally, she was off the hook.

‘And that was a mistake,’ Marceline continued. ‘In keeping it a secret, I almost got us both killed. As much as I hate to admit it,’ she reflected, ‘it’s a bit like Mx Hollybow said in that stupid tarot reading, about me wielding a double-edged sword.’

Godfrey squinted. ‘You . . . have a sword?’

‘No.’ Marceline shook her head. ‘I’m just saying that keeping secrets has consequences. And I need to learn to trust people. Athena told me I could trust you, and I should have listened to her. I should have told you the truth about me ages ago.’

‘The truth,’ Godfrey said. ‘Which is?’

Marceline took a breath then pulled her sleeve up all the way to her shoulder, revealing the thick scarring along her arm.

‘You have scars,’ Godfrey observed.

‘Yes . . .’ Marceline nodded, waiting for him to complete the thought.

‘Because you . . . were in a car accident?’

Marceline shook her head.

‘Had an operation?’

Marceline shook her head.

‘No,’ he thought out loud. ‘No. It’s a bit more serious than that.’

He turned to Athena. Then back to Marceline again, and the patchwork of green and blue skin tones on her arm. Athena could feel laughter bubbling up inside her as he put two and two together.

‘Ohhh!’ Godfrey sat up straight, mouth a perfect circle as realisation struck. ‘Ohhhhhh!’














[image: image]




There are a lot of people who work hard on a book but don’t get their name on the cover. This time around, I want to thank Sara El Sayed, Alison Evans and Claire Houston for their invaluable feedback.

Speaking of covers, George Ermos outdid himself with this one. Thanks also to Benjamin Fairclough for the brilliant design.

Once more, a tip of the hat to Zoe Walton, Mary Verney and the hard-working team at Penguin Random House, as well as my agent, Melanie Ostell. And finally, to the bookstores and libraries that have embraced the series. It’s been incredible to delve further into the world of Prometheus High with you.
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Stuart Wilson lives in Melbourne, Australia, with his wife and son. An omnivore when it comes to consuming stories, he reads too many books, watches too many films and plays too many video games. Like Athena, he also chews on his lip when he’s nervous. He is now the co-owner of a top-floor apartment. And lots of his neighbours own cats. And there’s a storm brewing. So he’s just waiting for the right moment . . .
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A rusting ocean liner.

Thirty students learning to resurrect the dead.

A murderous monster on the loose . . .

Just a typical day at PROMETHEUS HIGH.

 

Athena Strange’s first semester at Prometheus High starts with a bang. But when her lessons in reanimation, robotics and skulkers move too slowly and she has trouble making friends, Athena decides to take matters into her own hands.

On a ship where science and magic collide, and the monster under your bed is probably very real . . . will Athena be able to hold her head above water?
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