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			Chapter 1

			The sound came without any warning. The sharp, loud bang of a rifle firing a single shot at close quarters.

			Lara knew the sound. The sudden shock of it shattered her peace of mind.

			Her heart started to hammer hard in her chest. She could feel the sweat break out on her forehead and between her shoulder blades. Her throat felt constricted. Her hands began to flutter as she closed the Book. It dropped to the floor, forgotten.

			“Please, no!” she said to the empty room. “Not again. I don’t need this again.” She got up and started to pace. She tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry. She shook out her tingling hands. Her chest felt impossibly tight.

			“Damn it, Lara, breathe,” she gasped. “Don’t let yourself—”

			Too late.

			She was back on the island. On Yamatai. A hellish storm raged all around her. Lightning flashed. Thunder roared. The rain fell in sheets, hard as hail. She wove her way through the jungle. Sam was missing. All she could think of was her friend. She had to find her friend.

		

		
			As she approached the monastery, a great fork of lightning lit up the corpses of dozens… hundreds of men. A thunderclap rolled in across the ocean and reached a crescendo right over Lara’s head, crashing around her, deafening her, and leaving a tang of ozone in the air.

			When the air shock had passed, she studied the bodies for a moment. Recent kills, still bloody, lay on top of older, skeletal remains. She tried not to think about how they had met their deaths. She threaded a path through them and entered the monastery.

			She had one purpose: To save Sam.

			Another flash of lightning burst behind her, briefly illuminating part of the ancient space. Old stone, worn by the years. Spots of blood gleaming like shards of red glass. She took a breath, and went deeper, from chamber to chamber.

			She saw torches burning in sconces in the stone walls. They cast flickering light over the dead flesh of more bodies, piled high inside the monastery of the Sun Queen, Himiko...

			She closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she was no longer on the island. The quiet of her flat surrounded her.

			“Damn it, Lara, don’t keep going back there,” she told herself. “Yamatai is in the past. It’s just a memory.”

			She was hyperventilating. Sweating and shaking, she felt cold and pale. Her throat had closed, and she was terrified.

			“You know how this works.”

			She tried to reason with herself.

			“You know how this works. You have coping strategies. Water. Get a bottle of water.”

			Lara walked the length of the large open-plan room of the London flat to the far end where the kitchen was laid out, and opened the fridge. She pulled out a bottle of water and thumbed the cap… twice. Her hands were shaking, and it didn’t release on the first attempt. When she finally managed to push the cap back on its hinge, she put the bottle to her lips and sipped. Sipping water was supposed to help her regulate her breathing.

			“Breathe out,” she told herself. “Just breathe out, Lara.”

			She paced the flat, sipping from the bottle.

			“It wasn’t a rifle, Lara,” she said. “You know it wasn’t a gunshot.”

			Her sentences came in short bursts between sips as she paced.

			“It was a backfire.”

			She paced some more.

			“It was Bernard’s old car. Why does he drive that thing?”

			She sipped at her water.

			“Breathe, Lara.”

			Five minutes passed.

			Finally, she shrugged into a jacket, grabbed her keys and phone, and left the flat.

			“Walk it off, Lara,” she said, descending the stairs. Her legs felt like jelly, and she couldn’t jog down the stairs as usual. She couldn’t take the lift. She never took the lift, preferring the exercise of the three flights. Up or down, it didn’t matter to her. Besides, in the middle of an anxiety attack, the claustrophobia induced by the lift would only make things worse.

			Lara Croft counted herself lucky. She was young and strong, and she was fit, physically and mentally. She was getting help with her anxiety disorder, and she knew that she’d be OK. They suspected she had PTSD, but she refused to accept the diagnosis. There were people who suffered very seriously with the condition, people who would suffer their whole lives and be changed forever. She wasn’t going to be one of them.

		

		
			The anxiety attacks were horrible, but she coped with them. She got over them. She had help. She was one of the lucky ones.

			Walking was therapeutic, and London was full of good places to walk.

			 Lara’s best friend, Sam, rented a flat in the heart of the West End, in theatre land, which she shared with Lara. No matter the time of day or night, the streets were always bright and busy. The girls were always surrounded by the hustle and bustle of life. The cafés, bars, and restaurants never seemed to close, and the people never seemed to leave.

			Lara walked as steadily as her rubber legs would allow, trying to breathe, trying to pump air into her lungs to steady her limbs. She sipped her water and tried to clear her mind. It was late afternoon, and the theatres that had matinee shows were beginning to empty. Shops were still open, and several of the streets were pedestrianised with stalls set up to sell everything from fruit and veg to souvenirs and T-shirts.

			Lara kept walking through the milling crowds.

			No one noticed her.

			It was the breathlessness that subsided first, and then the clammy, sweaty feeling. Lara’s heart rate dropped to something approaching normal, and her legs began to feel firmer. Her steady breathing finally allowed her to inhale long and deeply. She stopped on a street corner, outside a pub, leaned against a lamppost, and sighed. She took a final swig from her bottle of water, and dropped it in a litter bin.

			She put her hands in her pockets and crossed the street. She wasn’t ready to turn back yet.

			 One of the crucial things Lara had learned about her condition was that it helped if she tried to put everything into perspective.

			Keep it simple. She had been plunged into an anxiety attack because of the sudden noise, because the backfire had caught her unawares. It had sounded like a gunshot. Her mind had responded by taking her back to Yamatai.

			Lara’s experiences on the island of Yamatai had been intense and frightening. She had seen and done things that still haunted her. Now that the panic was subsiding, she had the chance to rationalise them again.

			She was alive. She had survived. She had broken Himiko’s spell, whatever it was. Lara had destroyed the Sun Queen and rescued her friend. She had saved Sam’s life. That was all that mattered.

			She had saved Sam’s life, and she had kept herself alive too.

			Lara Croft was a survivor. On Yamatai Island she had paid a high price for that survival. She had shot a man. She had been forced to kill more than once. She’d had no choice.

			She had fought, and so she had lived. If she had not fought, if she had not killed, Sam would be dead.

			Walking the streets of the West End, the people around her utterly oblivious, Lara reconstructed some of the events of Yamatai in her head. She did it one step at a time, with a purpose. She did not allow any image unbidden into her mind, nor did she allow the thoughts to clamor for attention and overwhelm her. She was in charge.

		

		
			She examined every situation. She imagined every possible outcome. She reassured herself that she had taken the only possible course of action, that her responses had been appropriate under the circumstances.

			Survival was the strongest instinct of all.

			Lara lived the last terrible moments of Sam’s rescue again. She counted off the shots as she defended herself against Mathias. He was going to kill her. He was going to kill her and sacrifice Sam. She kept shooting until he fell to his death.

			Then, Lara stood between the Sun Queen and her friend. She took the blazing torch in her hand and aimed it at Himiko’s heart…

			Lara felt the vibration in her hand and she gripped more tightly, her fingers clenching, her palm sweating. Then, a ringtone followed a split-second later.

			Lara blinked and gulped. She took a deep breath and relaxed her grip.

			She was no longer holding the torch. She was back on the London street, her hand in her pocket, holding her mobile phone. It was ringing.

			Lara breathed out hard, took the phone out of her pocket, and checked the screen. It was Sam. She relaxed, and answered.

			“Hi, Sam,” she said. “I was just thinking about you.”

			A man’s voice answered.

			“Am I speaking to a Lara Croft?”

			“Who is this?” asked Lara. “Why are you calling from Sam’s phone?”

			“I need to know if this is Lara Croft. I’m calling on behalf of a Miss Samantha Nishimura. She’s been admitted to hospital.”

			Chapter 2

			Lara Croft looked around to get her bearings, while listening to the doctor talking. She was in Brook Street, obviously heading towards Brown’s restaurant, where she liked to eat. It hadn’t been a conscious decision. She started walking briskly. Sam was in trouble, and she had to get to her, fast.

			“Which hospital is it again?” asked Lara, just to be sure.

			She checked her pockets, knowing that she was always prepared. There was a ten pound note in her jeans and a credit card in the inside pocket of her jacket. Good.

			“Of course,” she said. “I’ll get there as soon as I can.” She knew she could catch a tube at the Bond Street station on Oxford Street. It wasn’t far. She listened to the doctor for another moment.

			 “Thank you, Doctor,” she said into the phone, and hung up.

			Her heart was beating a little fast as she broke into a jog along Gilbert Street, but Lara felt calm. She always felt calm in a crisis. She always felt calm when she had a purpose, when she had a job to do. Right now that job was to get to the hospital, to get to Sam’s side.

		

		
			“Oh, Sam, what happened to you?” she mumbled as she turned right onto Oxford Street. Moments later, Lara entered the station. It took several minutes for her to buy a ticket and find her way down onto the platform. She didn’t need to check her watch to know that the station was crowded with commuters. They were slowing her down.

			A quick study of the underground map told Lara that the Jubilee line would take her as far as Westminster where she’d have to change to the District line to Whitechapel. The journey would take about half an hour. Sam was in hospital, the doctor wouldn’t tell her anything over the phone, and now Lara had to wait another half an hour before she could see her friend.

			She stood on the platform listening to the change of air pressure as the train approached, and to the bustle of the people all around her. It was busy, hopelessly busy.

			She’s in safe hands, she told herself. She’s right where she needs to be. They’re looking after her.

			There were no seats on the train. Lara didn’t care. She kept one hand in her pocket, tightly wrapped around her phone in case she didn’t hear it ring among the crush of bodies. She hung on to the overhead bar with her other hand.

			As she always did, Lara checked the passengers standing closest to her: a gaggle of shop assistants, a bored middle-aged man trying to read a newspaper, a man in his twenties sweating too much, a boy with his mother, a woman texting, her elbows tight to her sides.

			Switching to the District line at Westminster, the second train was even busier than the first. Lara was the last onto her carriage and found herself pressed against the door. She didn’t mind. It only meant she didn’t have to watch her back. The train felt airless, and there was no room for phones, newspapers, or anything else. Everyone simply hung on, trying to keep to themselves.

			Lara rode it out, trying not to think about what might have happened to Sam. Whatever it was, they’d deal with it. They had always dealt with things together, ever since they met at University. That’s what best friends were for.

			Sam needed a friend now.

			Last on the train meant that Lara was first off, and she took advantage of the situation. She threaded her way through the passengers waiting to board her carriage and walked quickly up the escalators, to ground level.

			Once out of the station, Lara jogged half a mile to the hospital.

			“I’m looking for Samantha Nishimura,” she told the woman at the reception desk. “She was admitted to Accident and Emergency. I got a call from Doctor Chandyo.”

			“Are you a family member?” asked the receptionist.

			“Doctor Chandyo called me,” Lara repeated. She was polite, but she was determined not to miss the chance to see Sam, and she didn’t want to lie, not unless she had to.

			The receptionist checked her computer screen for several seconds.

			Lara was growing impatient, but she tried not to show it.

			When the receptionist looked up again, she glanced over Lara’s shoulder and smiled with relief.

			“Oh, Doctor Chandyo, this is—”

		

		
			Lara turned briskly on her heels and took over. She put out her hand for the man to shake.

			“Lara Croft,” she said. “You called me on Samantha Nishimura’s phone. I came as quickly as I could.”

			The tall, elegant, Asian man smiled slightly without losing the serious expression on his face. He gestured for Lara to follow him away from the desk. Then, he took a folded envelope from the pocket of his lab coat.

			“We found this in Miss Nishimura’s pocket,” he said, handing her the envelope. “It’s addressed to you. Her clothes and possessions were bagged up when she was admitted, but I wanted to make sure someone saw this.”

			“Sam’s unconscious?” she asked, looking at the envelope with her name on it.

			“Yes,” said Chandyo.

			“But she’s been here… How long has she been here?” asked Lara.

			“A little over three hours.”

			“Tell me what’s wrong with her,” said Lara. “Why isn’t she conscious?”

			“What is your relationship to Miss Nishimura?” asked Doctor Chandyo.

			“You called me,” said Lara.

			Chandyo sighed.

			“We didn’t have much to go on. Just the envelope, and nothing in the note was useful,” he said.

			Lara turned the envelope over in her hands, and noticed, for the first time, that it had been opened.

			“I’m sorry, we had to open it. There might have been something...”

			“OK,” she said.

			“We had her mobile, but all the contacts were listed by first names only. No listings for ‘Mum’ or ‘Dad’,” said the doctor. “We called you because your name was in her contact list and on the envelope. It was lucky the phone wasn’t locked, didn’t have a pass code. Most people keep their mobiles secure.”

			“More secure if you don’t,” said Lara. “In case...”

			She almost said, in case something dreadful happens and you end up in a hospital or a morgue. Instead, she said, “In case something like this happens. That’s why it’s first names only in the contact list. In the end, almost any name will do.”

			“I suppose so,” said Chandyo.

			“If you only had the phone and the note, how did you know her name?”

			Lara wanted to see Sam, wanted to be with her. She also knew that it was better to hear the doctor out, to listen to what he had to say. She had to reassure him that she could be trusted, that she could act as Sam’s next of kin, that she would act in her friend’s best interests. She had to keep calm and bide her time.

			“She signed the note with her full name,” said Chandyo. “I thought it was odd.”

			“Maybe,” said Lara, “but she’s Japanese, and there’s an elegance about some of the things she does, a formality. Tell me what happened, Doctor Chandyo. Can I see her?”

			“She’s in the Adult Critical Care unit, Miss Croft. Are you in touch with her family?”

			“I’m her only family here. She needs me. Please, tell me what’s going on,” said Lara. “Tell me how I can help her.”

		

		
			“Miss Nishimura is in a coma. We’re doing everything we can, but she’s suffered an overdose. Have you any idea what she might have taken? We found no drugs on her, and toxicology will take some time. The next few hours could be critical.”

			“An overdose? I don’t know. She wasn’t on any medication that I know of,” said Lara. She ran through her mind, trying to remember if there was anything at all that Sam might have been prescribed.

			“She’s been dealing with a serious emotional trauma. She’s been depressed. She’d have told me if she’d been prescribed something. She might have seen a doctor about it though.”

			“That’s helpful,” said Chandyo. “Was she having trouble sleeping?”

			“She was tired all the time, and scared,” said Lara. “She had nightmares when she slept. I worried for her, but we’re close. We talk a lot. We live together. We saw each other almost every day.”

			“Did she take recreational drugs? Does she have a history of taking any illegal drugs? If she does, you should tell me.”

			“No. Absolutely not. I’ve known her a long time. She liked to be in control. She knew how to have fun. She didn’t need anything like that.” Lara was sure of that, at least. “I’d really like to see her now.”

			“OK,” said Doctor Chandyo. “She’s in Ward 4E...”

			“Thank you,” said Lara, as she walked briskly away, cutting the doctor off before he’d finished speaking.

			“Prepare yourself, Miss Croft,” he called after her.

			Lara stopped as Chandyo caught up with her.

			“Miss Nishimura is very ill. She’s on a drip, and a ventilator is helping her to breathe. You should be prepared for a shock.”

			Lara held out her hand to shake once more.

			“Thank you, Doctor Chandyo,” she said. “I appreciate it.”

			Lara walked away. If he only knew what she’d seen on Yamatai, the kind doctor would not have felt the need to warn her about a bit of medical equipment.

			She took the lift to the fourth floor, used the hand sanitiser as instructed, and entered the ward. It was quiet. Some of the patients had visitors, mostly sitting beside the beds in ones or twos, but they were speaking quietly or not at all.

			One elderly man, wearing a raincoat, despite the warmth of the room, was reading aloud gently from a battered book that looked like an old Penguin classic. Lara caught a few words of the text as she stood at the reception desk. She heard the name “Mr. Micawber.” He was reading Dickens. He was reading David Copperfield.

			Sam was in bed 1, tucked away in the corner of the ward. She lay flat on her back in a hospital gown, a tube down her throat, helping her to breathe. Her hair looked oily black against the clinical whiteness of the pillow.

			Sam’s Portuguese/Japanese heritage usually gave her a glowing, golden complexion, but her skin looked sallow now, and her eye sockets almost bruised.

			Lara sat down, away from the IV on its stand and the machine monitoring the girl’s respiration. Sam looked like a girl, not like the young woman she had become. She looked young and vulnerable. Lara took her friend’s hand.

			“What did you do, Sam?” she asked, knowing that she would get no answer. “How can I help you?”

		

		
			Lara sat with Sam for ten or fifteen minutes, thinking of all the good times they’d had together. She remembered all of Sam’s antics at school. She had always gone her own way, been a free spirit. She had never cared what others had thought of her. She had come to the school an outsider, just like Lara, and that was how it had always been. It didn’t matter; they’d always had each other.

			Lara was determined that she would help Sam now.

			What was it, exactly, that Doctor Chandyo had told her?

			The note!

			Lara took the note out of her pocket, slipped it out of its envelope, and began to read.

			Dear Lara,

			My very best friend!

			It’s all too much!

			I know that you understand. You were there. I don’t think that I can bear it any longer. You saved me once, but I don’t believe that I can be saved again. I don’t think I can be saved from Her. It isn’t your fault. Know that I don’t blame you. I just can’t live with what happened at Yamatai.

			Your true friend through all eternity,

			Samantha Nishimura

			Lara tucked the note in the envelope and put it back in her pocket. It was her fault. Sam would never have gone to Yamatai if it hadn’t been for her, and none of this would ever have happened. Lara resolved, there and then, to do whatever it would take to bring Sam back.

			She reached out to squeeze Sam’s hand.

			“Hang in there, Sam,” she said. “Don’t you dare die.”

			Visiting hours were over, and, one by one, people were leaving their loved ones.

			“I’ve got to go now,” said Lara, “but I’ll be back. I’ll be back just as soon as I can.”

			The ward was too quiet as she was one of the last to leave. Lara turned to look back at the old man in the raincoat. He had stopped reading, and sat, silent, the book resting in his lap. He was holding the hand of the woman in the bed in both of his, tears streaming down his face. She was clearly dead. He hadn’t called for help.

			Lara hesitated for a second and then walked away. Let him have his moment, she thought. Let him have one last moment.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			Lara returned to the flat hungry and tired. The natural consequences of a panic attack, and of dealing with Sam’s crisis. The hunger she could deal with immediately. Tired could wait.

			She fixed a sandwich from the contents of her fridge and grabbed a bottle of water.

			All the way home, Lara had been thinking about Sam and Yamatai. She had a vivid picture in her mind of Sam, bound and kneeling before the ancient, haggard creature. Himiko was more like a corpse than a woman. Her figure was almost skeletal, her skin stretched over the bones, desiccated and papery.

			Lara had an intense memory of a light, an aura emanating from the ancient Sun Queen, like energy reaching out for Sam as if some magical transference were taking place.

			Lara wondered whether the reality had grown to mythical proportions in her mind, because of the anxiety disorder. She wondered if the panic attacks had blown the experience out of all proportion. Had it been real? Was there any truth in the mysticism that she felt she had witnessed? Was the shaman Sun Queen somehow more than a figment of her fevered imagination?

		

		
			Lara took the note out of her jacket pocket and looked at it again. When she had read it the first time, she had blamed herself. Sam had suffered on Yamatai because Lara had taken her there. She knew that was too simple. Lara knew that guilt wouldn’t help her friend.

			“Let’s see. ‘I don’t think I can be saved from Her’,” Lara read aloud. “Her,” she said. “Why the capital letter, Sam? Why did you write Her with a capital? “OK. ‘I just can’t live with what happened at Yamatai’,” Lara read on. “Her. She is what happened at Yamatai. She is what happened to Sam. It’s not my imagination, and it’s not the anxiety. Sam believes it too. Sam believes that something happened between her and Himiko on Yamatai. She believes that Himiko infected her somehow and changed her life.”

			Lara was not a doctor; there was nothing she could provide medically or scientifically to heal Sam.

			Lara was a historian, an archaeologist. She understood myth and legend. She understood history and ritual and mysticism. She understood magic and wonder and belief. She knew about fear and faith.

			Maybe, just maybe, there was more than one way to help Sam. An unconventional way. Something unorthodox. If there was, Lara was determined to find it.

			 The Book.

			Lara would begin her research with the Book.

			She put down her plate with its half-eaten sandwich and walked along the wall of bookshelves that ran the entire length of the large room. The Book wasn’t there. She walked back a step. The books moved loosely on the shelf. It hadn’t been put back in the wrong place; it simply wasn’t there.

			Lara thought back to when she had last looked at the Book. She couldn’t remember. Was it yesterday? She glanced at the long, low coffee table in front of the couch. Her laptop was there, but not the Book. Bemused, Lara checked her bedroom. She seldom worked in there, preferring to compartmentalise, to keep relaxation and study separate. The only books beside her bed were a couple of lightweight novels.

			“Where the bloody hell are you?” she asked, striding back into the living room. She sank onto the couch and dropped her head, trying to think. She smiled. It was right there on the floor. It was right where she had dropped it when the car backfiring had shocked her into the panic attack.

			Lara picked up the Book, tucked her feet up on the couch, and made herself comfortable. She knew it was going to take some time.

			The Book was often Lara’s first port of call. It was a collection of bits and pieces of information: notes, drawings, clippings, and references collected and added to over a long period of time. It drew together different sources, making connections, asking questions, and posing hypotheses. It had passed through any number of hands, had been annotated over and over again, and was a rich and wonderful resource.

			Sometimes the Book posed more questions than it offered answers. Nevertheless, it was Lara’s go-to research tool of choice. It was invaluable.

			Lara looked first at the section on spiritual transference. There were a number of myths and legends about an entity passing from one body to another through history. The chapter was cross-referenced with immortality. Beings and entities obsessed with life everlasting often took possession of a series of bodies in which to live. The spirit progressed through a succession of corporeal forms. Lara added some brief notes about Himiko, the Sun Queen of Yamatai.

		

		
			She skipped through the references to vampires and werewolves, but then came across a note on a person called Ares and a society called the Ten Thousand Immortals. She stopped for a moment. Ares was the Greek god of war. The Ten Thousand Immortals were an ancient Persian elite fighting force. Other than the name, there seemed to be no connection to the subject. A recent addition in the margin in red ink suggested the name was now used by some sort of secret society.

			Lara pulled her laptop off the coffee table and flipped it open. She typed “Ten Thousand Immortals” into the search field, and a page of results came up. She bookmarked the wiki page, and clicked on the link below it. It took her to a home page with a company or society banner. She bookmarked that page too, and moved on.

			The Book was full of anomalies: snippets misfiled among the pages, nonsensical cross-references that should be put right. There wasn’t time now, but she tried to devote some of her study to unscrambling the Book.

			Lara read about the Irish god Airmed, who could resurrect the dead. She read about Hé Qióng, the female deity of the Chinese eight immortals. She had eaten powdered mica, had remained a virgin, and carried the healing lotus flower for mental and physical strength.

			Then, Lara looked at the Sami mythology and read about Beaivi, god of sanity. She cringed at the similarities to Himiko. Both were depicted as female, and both were associated with the sun and had female attendants, Beaivi in the form of a daughter. Lara dismissed her immediately.

			She continued to search through the Book, looking for anything that might give her some ideas about how she could help her friend. There must be something, some ritual or potion, some prayer or superstition, some ancient remedy.

			 Lara would do anything to help Sam, she would go anywhere. She would pluck a lotus flower from Hé Qióng’s birthplace if it would help.

		

		
			Chapter 4

			Lara was back at her friend’s bedside the next day.

			There was a new patient in the old woman’s bed, and a new visitor sitting in the old man’s chair. Lara had taken his example and brought a book to read to Sam. She knew that coma patients could often hear, and it soothed her to read. She had settled on Aesop’s Fables. Between stories, she talked about all the things she and Sam had got up to at school, reminding Sam of the stunts she’d pulled and of the games they’d played together. She felt closer to her friend than ever, and more and more resolved to help her in any way she could.

			When she arrived on the third day, Sam wasn’t in bed 1. The bed had been stripped and was being remade by an auxiliary.

			Lara felt the blood drain from her face, but she was determined that she wasn’t going to panic. She’d left her number. If anything had happened, they were to phone her, any time, day or night. Surely they would have called her.

			Lara turned back to the nurses’ station and forced herself to smile at the young man sitting there.

		

		
			“Can you tell me if Samantha Nishimura has been transferred to another ward?” she asked. “She was in bed 1.”

			“Um… I just,” said the young man, hitting some keys on the computer.

			Lara glanced at the badge pinned to his tunic.

			“That’s Nishimura, David,” she said. “N-I-S-H—”

			“Yes, I’ve got it,” he said, smiling up at Lara. “Samantha Nishimura is undergoing tests. She should be returning to the ward soon.”

			“Has there been any change?” asked Lara.

			David pointed towards the doors to the ward as they opened.

			“See for yourself,” he said with another smile.

			Sam was being pushed onto the ward in a wheelchair. She was sitting up, and she was conscious. Lara could hardly believe it. Her friend was still pale, and she looked frail in her hospital gown with a blanket folded over her legs, but she was awake. The respiration tube was gone, and all that remained were two narrow tubes in her nostrils and an IV in one arm.

			“Hey, Sam,” said Lara. She didn’t want to sound too excited, but she could feel herself shaking. Sam looked up at her, her eyes huge, with dark hollows beneath them. She said nothing, and Lara followed the wheelchair to bed 1.

			The nurse gestured Lara away, and the privacy curtain was pulled around the bed as she waited. Moments later, it was pulled back, and Lara was able to sit with her friend.

			“Don’t tire her,” said the nurse as she left.

			“I won’t,” said Lara.

			Mostly, Lara was relieved to see her friend conscious. Sam didn’t seem to want to talk, so Lara did most of the talking, and then she read to her for a while.

			“Just tell me you’re going to be OK, Sam,” she said after she’d finished reading one of the stories in the book she’d brought.

			Sam looked at her for a long moment, and then said, “Why do you call me that? Who is Sam?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” said Lara. “Relax. Would you like me to read some more?”

			“No,” said Sam, and she turned her head away, so that Lara could no longer see her friend’s face.

			Lara reached out to touch Sam’s hand, but Sam pulled it away.

			Lara had been at the hospital for an hour, and she was worried that she might be tiring Sam. Her friend had suffered an overdose, had just come out of a coma, and who knows what tests she’d been put through.

			“I’ll come again tomorrow,” said Lara, putting the book away and getting up. When she was a few yards from the bed, she turned to look at her friend. Sam looked so small and frail, and Lara still couldn’t see her face properly. She was worried for Sam.

			Lara stopped at the nurses’ station again. David had been replaced by the nurse who had wheeled Sam onto the ward.

			“I wonder if there’s any chance I could speak to Samantha Nishimura’s doctor?” asked Lara.

			The nurse looked at her, questioning.

			“Miss Nishimura, bed 1,” said Lara.

		

		
			“Yes… Nishimura,” said the nurse, checking a clipboard hanging from the desk. “You’re in luck. If you’d like to sit in the visitors’ room, her doctor is due on the ward shortly. I’ll ask him to come and find you.”

			“Thank you,” said Lara. “I’d be very grateful.”

			“Miss Croft?” asked the petite doctor as she entered the visitors’ room. Lara stood and offered her hand.

			“I won’t, if you don’t mind,” said the doctor. She smiled. “I wash my hands a hundred times a day.”

			“Of course,” said Lara.

			“Let’s sit down, and I’ll update you on Miss Nishimura’s condition. You’re her next of kin?” asked the doctor.

			“For these purposes, yes,” said Lara. “She has no family resident in the UK.”

			“Very well,” said the doctor. “I’m Doctor Southgate, and I’ve been overseeing Miss Nishimura’s care. As you know, she’s out of the coma, and we’re running some physical tests. An overdose can affect liver and kidney functions and cause other damage. We need to assess her quite carefully.”

			“Of course,” said Lara.

			“We also have to do a psychiatric evaluation,” said the doctor.

			“I understand,” said Lara. “She left a note. This is a suspected suicide attempt. There are procedures.”

			“There are,” said the doctor. “There has been one particular anomaly since Miss Nishimura came out of the coma that you might be able to help us with.”

			“Anything,” said Lara.

			“She’s Japanese,” said the doctor, “but she has an Anglo name on her records. Does she have or did she have a Japanese name?”

			“I was at school with her,” said Lara. “She was always Samantha...Sam.”

			“Several times, she has said that’s not her name,” said the doctor. “It’s not uncommon for coma patients to become confused or to have memory loss. This appears to be different. Do you know if her Japanese parent gave her a pet name?”

			“Her father,” said Lara. “I never heard of one. I don’t remember her ever mentioning it.”

			“Once or twice, she’s called herself...” The doctor looked at her notes. “She’s said her name is Himiko.”

			Lara froze. She said nothing.

			“Does that sound familiar?” asked the doctor. “Any help you can give us would be very useful.”

			“No,” said Lara. “I’m sorry. How long will Samantha be in hospital?”

			“She was in a coma, and there could be organ damage. With this new information, I’m going to recommend some neurological tests, and there’s the psychiatric evaluation. It could be some time.”

			“Is she in any danger?” asked Lara.

			“She’s out of the coma, and that’s a very good sign,” said the doctor. “The oxygen is a precaution. She’s stable. I’m going to run those tests. Let’s wait and see.”

			“Thank you, Doctor Southgate,” said Lara. “I appreciate it.”

			“You’re welcome,” said Doctor Southgate. “Don’t look so worried. Things are looking promising.”

		

		
			Chapter 5

			Lara returned to the flat and to the Book. It wasn’t just about making Sam better anymore. The doctors had healed her body from the overdose, but, overnight, things had become much more serious.

			“This is about Himiko,” she said. “This is about Himiko and Yamatai, and it’s about saving Sam from the Sun Queen. The doctors can’t do that. She needs me now.”

			Lara went back over the pages that she’d read the night before. She went back to the notes on immortality and spiritual transference. That was what Himiko had intended. She had needed Sam’s body.

			The notes on the Ten Thousand Immortals jumped off the page at her. It was all about Himiko striving to be immortal. Lara tried to put it out of her mind. She needed to concentrate on Sam. She turned the page.

			On the following page was another handwritten addition in fading ink that simply read “Golden Fleece”.

			The Golden Fleece, thought Lara. The Golden Fleece...

			She flicked through the pages until she found the section on explorers and adventurers. The chapter on Jason was extensive, but she quickly found the reference to the Golden Fleece. She wanted to confirm her own understanding that the artifact had healing properties.

		

		
			“What are you thinking, Lara?” she said, closing the Book. “This stuff isn’t real… It can’t be real.”

			Lara strode into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. She began pacing. Part of her didn’t want to accept what she was considering: That somehow, Sam had been possessed by the Sun Queen. But she couldn’t ignore it, and archaeology might have a solution. Lara found some nuts and grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl. She picked up her laptop and went back to the Book to settle in to do some research.

			Three hours later, Lara ordered take-away. After she’d hung up the phone, she went back into her contacts, scrolled down the list, and hit dial.

			 “Professor Cahalane,” she said. “I’m sorry to call you so late, but I need your help.”

			“It’s always a pleasure to hear from you, Lara,” said Cahalane. “Why don’t we meet up, and I’ll see what I can do?”

			It was getting late, and Lara was tired, but she couldn’t rest. She made tea and went back to the Book to read more about the Golden Fleece.

			The world was a wonderful, mysterious place, and she’d seen things with her own eyes… Things that she couldn’t easily explain. When science could give her all the answers, she’d listen. Right now, however, Sam needed her help, and she had nothing to lose.

			Lara needed a purpose, she needed to feel as if she was doing something to help her friend, and history was all she knew. Her experience on Yamatai had shown her there was a nugget of truth in the ancient myths. The Book was full of myths, and if she could find the truth behind the Golden Fleece, the truth behind any of the legends or artifacts concerned with healing, maybe she could do something to help Sam. She had to try.

			Everything was in place for her to meet her father’s old friend, Professor Cahalane, the following week. She hoped for good news on Sam’s physical progress before then, but if her friend was going to recover fully, she’d need more help than any doctors could give her.

			Professor Cahalane was in London for a lecture tour and was more than happy to meet his old friend’s daughter for dinner at his hotel. Lara had spent most of the week, when she was not with Sam, collating all the material she could find on myths surrounding healing and any artifacts associated with them. She spent days following up leads, but most of them resulted in dead ends. Lara found that her research kept leading her back to the Golden Fleece, and by the end of the week, it seemed like the only viable proposition.

			Lara soon exhausted the notes in the Book about Jason, but there was plenty of scholarly information on the web about the man and his myth, about the Argo and its crew, and even about the healing powers of the Fleece. There was very little that she didn’t already know. The crucial information, the whereabouts of the artifact itself, had been lost to the mists of time.

			That’s where the professor’s knowledge and experience could help Lara. Her father had trusted and befriended him, and Lara knew that she could rely on him. She also knew that Calahane had disapproved of her father’s methods, his practices as an archaeologist. She already suspected that he’d take a very dim view of her quest for a cure for Sam, particularly if it involved something as mythical as the Golden Fleece.

		

		
			Late in the afternoon, Lara dressed for dinner and caught the Tube at her local station at Piccadilly Circus. She stepped further into the carriage when a man in his early twenties, wearing a baseball cap, came onboard, uncomfortably close behind her. She would have preferred to remain by the doors; it was only one quick stop to Oxford Circus where she’d have to change to the Victoria line. She looked around at the other passengers, as she always did. They were the usual collection of shoppers and tourists making their way around the city. She looked twice at a disheveled older man sitting in a corner seat, but he seemed to be asleep. He looked down on his luck, and the other passengers were giving him a wide berth. Lara glanced back at the man who had slipped through the doors behind her. He had pulled a magazine out of his pocket and was flicking through it, so perhaps he planned to stay on the train for several stops.

			You’re being paranoid, thought Lara. Get a grip.

			Four minutes later, Lara got off the train. She wondered whether she really was being paranoid when the man with the magazine got off too.

			She switched to the Victoria line for another one-stop ride to Warren Street. She stood as far back on the platform as she could, her back to the wall, and watched passengers coming onto the platform behind her. She held her phone at her hip, her thumb on the camera button. If he was there, she’d get a shot of him.

			As the air pressure in the tunnel changed with the arrival of the train, she spotted Magazine Man come onto the platform at the last moment, looking around. She snapped his photo. He was clearly looking for someone.

			As the passengers got on the train, Lara ducked out behind Magazine Man. She left, hidden among the last of the disembarking passengers. When she could no longer be seen from the platform, she stopped and waited, her back pressed against the wall just beyond the exit.

			If he got on the train, thinking she was already on it, she’d catch the next one. If he didn’t… Well, she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

			As Lara heard the train pulling out of the station, she walked the three steps back along the walkway, and darted a look along the platform. It was empty.

			She breathed a sigh of relief. Then, she walked briskly towards the exit and the tail end of the disembarking passengers. There was safety in numbers.

			Back among the crowds, Lara turned again at the first opportunity and made her way down to the platform with the next wave of passengers. She was on her guard, her phone in her hand, constantly on the lookout for anyone who might be tailing her.

			 It hadn’t been her imagination. Magazine Man had definitely been following her. Hadn’t he? She was sure of it… almost sure. She remembered the panic she’d felt only a week before and her anxiety over Sam’s condition, and decided it was probably paranoia. Still, she couldn’t be too careful.

			Lara didn’t feel much more comfortable when she left the train at Warren Street.

			She knew Professor Cahalane’s hotel well; she’d visited it several times before. The Professor was world-renowned, and he was a regular lecturer at the UCL Institute of Archaeology. He always stayed at the Wesley.

		

		
			Lara didn’t walk her usual route.

			She had wasted several minutes dodging Magazine Man on the Tube, so she was likely to be late. A few more minutes wouldn’t make much difference.

			Lara normally walked along the Euston Road to the hotel. On this particular evening, she crossed it and walked north along Hampstead Road and then turned right to take the long route around Tolmer’s Square. At the junction with North Gower Street, Lara stopped and looked around. Everything seemed fine, normal. She turned left past a short parade of shops on her right and Speedy’s Sandwich bar on her left, and then turned right into Euston Street.

			Lara very deliberately walked past the Wesley and around the corner onto Melton Street before doubling back. She did not see Magazine Man again, or anyone else acting suspiciously.

			When she entered the restaurant, Professor Cahalane was already seated.

			“I’m sorry I’m late, Professor,” said Lara, shrugging off her jacket, and tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

			“What’s five minutes between friends?” said Cahalane. “Why don’t you sit down? There’s no rush… You look… harried.”

			“I’m fine… Thank you,” said Lara, taking her seat.

			A waiter poured Lara some water. She looked at him intently while he performed the task, and then she sipped at the glass, grateful for the distraction and for the opportunity to calm herself.

			“Are you really all right?” asked Cahalane.

			“I really am,” said Lara, breathing more easily. She cast her mind back fifteen or twenty minutes to the man on the Tube. It was the anxiety. It just got the better of her sometimes. She was just panicky about Sam. She was a little on edge. She could handle it.

			 “Honestly,” said Lara, smiling. She sat back a little in her chair.

			“Let’s look at the menu then, shall we?” asked Cahalane.

			“You say that as if you didn’t know every dish on it,” said Lara.

			“I think you’ll find they’ve changed it since you were last here,” said Cahalane.

			“Excellent,” said Lara, picking up her menu.

			The real conversation began halfway through the main course: A braised ox cheek for him and a confit Gressingham duck leg for her.

			“You know how foolish this is, don’t you?” asked the professor.

			It wasn’t what Lara wanted to hear, but it was no less than she expected.

			“Archaeology isn’t about the big prizes, Lara. You know that,” said Professor Cahalane. “It’s not about adventuring around the globe. You should learn from your father’s mistake. Archaeology is a meticulous pursuit, a science.”

			“I do know that,” said Lara. “I also know that my friend’s in trouble. Sam needs my help.”

			“It sounds to me as if Sam needs good medical attention, and from what you’ve told me, she’s already getting that.”

			“She is,” said Lara. “But I’m not a doctor.”

		

		
			“You’re not much of an archaeologist either, young lady,” said Professor Cahalane. “Why don’t you get back in a classroom? Why don’t you do some more study? You could be very good, you know.”

			“Thank you,” said Lara, and she meant it.

			Professor Cahalane was one of the foremost authorities in the world in his field. He was highly respected, and his breadth and depth of knowledge was second to none. What’s more, he was a great educator, popular with his students. His lectures were always well attended.

			“I could put you in the way of a good research fellowship. You only have to say the word,” said Cahalane.

			“Right now, I really need your help with this,” said Lara. “I wouldn’t ask you otherwise.”

			“It’s just a story, Lara,” said Cahalane, sighing. “It’s a very beautiful story, of course, but then, they all are.”

			Lara said nothing as the waiter removed their empty plates and then brought the dessert menu.

			Professor Cahalane sat back in his chair, his wine glass in his hand.

			“I suppose a trip to Oxford doesn’t exactly qualify as gallivanting around the globe,” Cahalane finally said, putting down his wine glass and picking up the menu.

			“You know you’ll have the cheese,” said Lara. She was keen to ask what was in Oxford, but she knew that the simplest, best option was to allow the professor to take his time and get to the point when he was good and ready.

			“There might be a trifle on the menu,” said Cahalane.

			“There isn’t,” said Lara. “But since you’re a fan of custard, there is a crème brûlée.”

			“They do serve an awfully good port,” said Cahalane.

			“And we can’t both order the brûlée,” said Lara. “That’d be terribly bad form. You’re not kidding anyone, Professor. You know it’s going to be the cheese, and so does that waiter. He’s only waiting for you to put down your menu. He’s practically hovering.”

			“Let him hover,” said Cahalane.

			“I don’t think you should,” said Lara, smiling. “After all, I never met an academic who knew how to tip.”

			Cahalane dropped his menu onto the table and almost twinkled. A moment later he ordered the cheese and the crème brûlée.

			“There’s a good man in Oxford, Professor of Antiquities at the School of Archaeology. Man by the name of—”

			There was a crash in the kitchen. Cahalane turned to look as the dining room fell silent. The low murmur of chatter quickly resumed, but when the professor turned back to Lara, her face was pale and her fist was clenched around the handle of a knife, her knuckles white.

			 “Are you quite all right, my dear?” he asked.

			“Quite,” said Lara, desperately trying to control the panic welling up in her.

			Professor Cahalane glanced at the knife in her hand, and Lara let go of it and wiped her sweating palm on her napkin.

			“You’re not all right though,” said Cahalane. “What can I do, dear girl?”

			“Nothing,” said Lara, unable to speak more than a word at a time as her heart beat hard in her chest, and she tried to breathe through constricted airways.

		

		
			“Get the girl a glass of water,” said Cahalane over his shoulder. He drew his chair a little closer to Lara’s and put a hand on her arm. “Someone dropped something in the kitchen. One of those large trays, I imagine. It gave you a fright. I quite understand.”

			“Thank you,” said Lara.

			The waiter poured Lara more water, and she began to sip at it.

			Just breathe out, Lara, she told herself. It’ll pass. Just breathe out.

			“There’s a little too much adrenaline in your blood stream, my dear,” said Cahalane, “but it’ll work its way out of your system. Let’s just sit for a moment. Would you like me to tell you about my chap in Oxford?”

			“Yes,” said Lara. “Please.”

			“Where was I, before we were so rudely interrupted?” asked Cahalane. “Ah yes, Babbington. Professor St. John Babbington. Very knowledgeable chap when it comes to artifacts. This sort of thing is right up his street. The man knows antiquities. He knows what they are, and their stories. He knows the significance of the legends and how they came to be. If he doesn’t know a thing or two about your Golden Fleece, there isn’t a man alive who does.”

			He reached out once more to touch Lara’s arm.

			“That’s it. You’re doing wonderfully. Another breath or two, and you’ll be as right as rain.”

			Lara was beginning to feel a little better. The professor’s calm presence made it easier. His pragmatic reassurance gave her the extra confidence she needed to get over the panic attack quickly. He was also giving her the first piece of her puzzle, the first step on her way to finding out more about the fleece, and the possibility of helping Sam.

			“Oxford’s a marvelous place. You might consider it for the next step in your education. Take a look at a prospectus while you’re there, visit a college or two. Some of the older ones are particularly glorious.”

			Lara sipped at her water a little more and then managed to take a long, deep breath.

			“I might just do that,” she said. “About Professor Babbington?”

			“He’s spent a long career tracking and locating artifacts. If anybody knows anything about the Golden Fleece, its history, where or what its alleged healing properties derive from, or how the legend came to be, it is Professor Babbington,” said Cahalane. “There, you see, you must be feeling better.”

			“I think I am,” said Lara.

			After a short pause, Professor Cahalane asked the waiter to hold off on the last course for ten or fifteen minutes. Then, he turned to Lara and asked, “Do you want to talk about this?”

			“Thank you, but it’s fine,” she said. “I’m getting help. It’s silly.”

			“It certainly isn’t silly,” said the Professor. “I had a research fellow once with the most awful anxiety disorder. It was a long time ago. She was afraid and embarrassed and… Well, never mind ‘and.’”

			Lara took another deep breath and sipped some more water. She was pleased to be over the attack so quickly. It was hardly an attack at all.

			“I’m very grateful. You helped enormously,” she said. “I have a problem with anxiety. I’ve been diagnosed. I have coping strategies. It was the noise.”

			“I can see that,” said Cahalane. “But you will be all right. It will take a little time, but I’m sure that you’ll be all right.”

		

		
			“So am I,” said Lara.

			She spoke firmly, brightly. He had done what an English gentleman does. He had taken control while he needed to, and now he would back off. Lara knew she could rely on Professor Cahalane not to ask a lot of personal questions, not to pry. If he could see that she was recovered, if he was reassured that she was being looked after, nothing more need be said.

			Professor Cahalane did exactly what Lara hoped and expected he would do. He changed the subject.

			“Perhaps Professor Babbington might succeed where I’ve failed,” said Cahalane.

			“What do you mean?” asked Lara.

			“I don’t want you going off on a wild goose chase,” said the professor. “Stories, legends live on in the memories of men long after artifacts are lost. They act as lessons or as examples of greatness, but they aren’t real. You’re a romantic, Lara, just like your father. I admire it in a way, but it does no good. You might as well chase rainbows.”

			“Then, what should I do?” asked Lara.

			“You should trust the medical men and women,” said Cahalane. “You should trust science. The best archaeologists are scientists. At his best, your father was a scientist, and so are you. So am I, and so is Professor Babbington. That’s how we build our reputations and add to the world of knowledge.”

			“You don’t believe there’s anything in the legend of the Golden Fleece?” asked Lara.

			“On the contrary,” said Cahalane, “I believe there’s a very great deal in it. It tells us much about man and his beliefs, his imagination, his aspirations, his capacity for romance, his needs. It tells us a great deal about the era the story came from and the culture. As for the artifact? If such a thing exists at all, I have no doubt that it is utterly inert. Magic is in the mind of the beholder.”

			“You’re right,” said Lara. “Of course you’re right.”

			“Good then,” said the professor. He smiled slightly. “I suppose you’ll be off to Oxford anyway?”

			“I think I will,” said Lara, “just to put my mind at rest.”

			“But you’ll finish your dinner first,” said Cahalane. “Anxiety is an exhausting business. You must eat well and sleep well, Lara. Make sure of it.”

			“I will,” said Lara.

			“Now, where’s that damned waiter with my cheese?”

			Lara laughed.

			“Really, Professor,” she said. “You’re so very English. If you remember, you did ask him to wait before serving dessert.”

			“So I did,” said Cahalane. “Then, I suppose we must wait.”

		

		
			Chapter 6

			Two days later, Samantha was transferred to a psychiatric ward. Her physical health was good, but, as Lara anticipated, there were big questions hanging over her mental health. Samantha’s assessment was expected to take a minimum of seven days. Lara had been advised that her friend was in safe hands and would be supervised at all times. Lara decided to take the opportunity to go to Oxford.

			She took an aisle seat on the 10:22 from Paddington Station. The train started from the station, and Lara was one of the first passengers to get on. There were only a couple of dozen passengers waiting on the platform: several business types, all traveling singly, some younger people who might have been students, and several small groups of mostly women traveling in twos and threes.

			Lara had stood well back on the platform until the train was ready to leave, so that she could check out the other passengers. No one seemed out of the ordinary.

			Lara always took the aisle seat of a pair rather than sit at the window and leave a seat free for a stranger to sit next to her, even if the train was not busy. She never chose to sit alone where four or six seats faced each other.

		

		
			A couple of women were sitting opposite each other in a four-seat with their luggage occupying the other two seats, and a man in a suit and raincoat was sitting in a window seat further up the carriage.

			Five minutes after they left the station, the door between Lara’s carriage and the one in front opened, and a man walked through it. Lara looked up, expecting to see the guard. It wasn’t someone in the First Great Western livery. The man, in jeans and a blazer, caught Lara’s eye and looked quickly away, ducking into an aisle seat opposite her, half a dozen rows forward of her position towards the rear of the carriage.

			She didn’t like it.

			Only a few days before, Lara had encountered Magazine Man on the Tube, and now this. Why would someone switch carriages five minutes into a train journey? Why would anyone switch carriages on a virtually empty train? It was obvious he wasn’t looking for the loo.

			Lara thought about switching to the carriage behind hers, but decided against it. She was safe enough where she was. There were other people in the carriage. The guard would have to check tickets at some point.

			It’s paranoia. It’s the anxiety. Get a grip, Lara, she told herself. She checked her watch. It was less than ten minutes to Slough. She could switch carriages there. Nothing was going to happen in broad daylight on a train in front of total strangers. Except things have already happened, Lara, she reminded herself. Things happened on Yamatai, and Magazine Man followed me to the hotel. Just switch carriages.

			Lara didn’t telegraph her movements. She kept her eyes open and listened for the announcement and the slowing down of the train. There were people on the platform, and she was close to the exit behind her. She wouldn’t even have to pass the guy.

			Leaving it to the last moment, Lara ducked off the train as the doors opened for passengers to embark. She ran along the platform so that she didn’t have to pass the guy who’d joined her carriage, and got back on the train in the carriage behind the one she had stepped into at Paddington Station. She only just made it.

			That was risky, she thought, and probably stupid.

			She took a moment, messing about with her rucksack, to check the passengers. Two or three had got on at Slough. She’d followed them into the carriage. The other half-a-dozen were the kids she’d seen standing on the platform at Paddington. A tiny, mousey girl with shoulder-length hair and an upturned nose was sitting with five boys. They were a mixed bag: a jock, a nerd, a very tall boy who looked like a swimmer without the shoulders, and two boy-next-door types. They were sitting together in the six-section a few rows in front of where she was standing. No one was sitting in the four-section on the other side of the aisle from them.

			“Safety in numbers,” she said under her breath. She walked up the aisle towards them.

			“Hi,” she said. “We are going to Oxford, right?”

			“That’s right,” said the only girl in the group. “You’re on the right train. Didn’t you hear the announcement?”

			“I was in a world of my own,” said Lara. “Stupid of me. I’m sure that voice must have read out the stations more than once, but somehow I managed to tune it out, and then… I don’t know.” She shrugged and smiled. She began to turn.

			“Join us,” said the girl, gesturing to the seats opposite.

			“I don’t want to...” began Lara.

		

		
			“Honestly, it’d be nice to talk about something other than last night’s football match. I’m Willow.”

			“Lara,” said Lara.

			“And the parental unit was a hippy, not a Buffy fan, before you ask.”

			“I wasn’t going to ask,” said Lara, smiling.

			“No one ever gets the chance,” said the tall boy. “It’s her opening conversational gambit. She thinks it makes her interesting.”

			“I’m sure she is interesting,” said Lara.

			“Thank you,” said Willow. “In fact, I am.”

			“I’m Ben,” said the boy who had spoken, “and that’s Josh, Elliot, Imran and Xander.”

			Lara couldn’t help but laugh.

			“I know,” said Xander, one of the boy-next-door types. “I promise you I was Xander long before I met Willow.”

			“It’s never not funny, though, is it?” said Imran, the other boy-next-door.

			“So, are you a student?” asked Ben.

			“Sometimes,” said Lara.

			“Ah,” said Ben, “post-grad. We’re undergrads. Teddy Hall. English, mostly.”

			“I’m a chemist,” said Josh, who looked like a jock.

			“History of Art,” said Willow.

			“And I’m off to the loo,” said Xander.

			“Oh,” said Lara.

			“That a problem?” asked Xander. His smile was slightly quizzical.

			Lara smiled back. She felt foolish. She’d just realised that she hadn’t taken a shot of the man she thought had been following her, and now Xander would have to pass him on his way to the loo. It was too soon. She couldn’t possibly ask him to sneak a picture of the bloke in the blazer.

			“Coincidence,” said Lara, brushing it off. “I just remembered something.”

			“I’ll be off then,” said Xander.

			As Xander returned, the train pulled in at Reading station.

			“Who’s going to do me a favour?” asked Lara, pulling her phone out and approaching the carriage doors.

			“What do you need?” asked Imran, who was sitting closest to her.

			“Just hold the doors so I can get back on the train,” said Lara. “I won’t be a tick.”

			“No problem,” said Imran, following her out of the carriage.

			“What’s going on?” Willow called after them. But Lara was already on the platform.

			The shot she got of Blazer Bloke wasn’t great, but at least the platform was on the same side of the train that he was sitting. She could always clean the image up using Photoshop if he really was following her and she needed to identify him at a later date.

			Only two passengers got on at Reading, so Lara only had a few seconds. It was all she needed. Imran watched from the doors, and Lara was back in the carriage moments later.

			“So?” asked Willow when they returned to their seats.

			“It’s all deeply mysterious, and she can’t talk about it,” said Imran, winking at Lara.

			Willow’s eyes widened.

		

		
			“Why?” she asked.

			Imran leaned closer to her in order to whisper.

			“Well,” he said, “you know the ‘recruitment’ programs ‘They’ have at Oxbridge? Lara here is being vetted, and she has to perform certain ‘tasks’ before she can qualify for full ‘status.’”

			“As a spy!” said Willow.

			Imran burst out laughing.

			“You are so gullible,” he said. “The cleverest woman I know, and you fall for that stuff all the time.”

			“I am clever,” said Willow, blushing. “And you’re mean.”

			“And Willow just might not be as gullible as you think,” said Lara. It was her turn to wink, and Willow’s blush deepened with pleasure as the expression was aimed at her.

			“Seriously, though?” the girl asked.

			“It’s actually really stupid,” said Lara, “childish. It’s a game I used to play with a friend of mine when we were at boarding school together. Sam’s in hospital at the moment, and I thought it’d be a bit of fun the next time I visited.”

			“What sort of game?” asked Imran.

			“When we were separated during holidays, we collected photos of certain things to bring back to school and compare. On the list was a man in a blue blazer. I saw a guy like that get on the train, so I wanted to get a photo of him. Et voilà.” She held up her phone to show the picture.

			She hated to lie, but she’d had to work out some excuse when she’d realised she hadn’t taken a shot of the bloke in the blazer before she’d switched carriages. The game had been real, and Sam was in hospital, so it was at least a lie based on a truth.

			“I hope he feels better soon,” said Willow.

			“She,” said Lara. “Samantha.”

			“Are you in Oxford to study?” asked Josh. “What do you study? You didn’t say.”

			“It’s just a visit,” said Lara. “One meeting. I don’t plan to stay long. I’m an archaeologist. Mostly, I like to dig.”

			“I plan to specialise in ancient art when I get the chance,” said Willow. “It’s a fascinating subject.”

			“It is,” said Lara.

			The remaining fifteen minutes of the journey were mostly spent talking about art and archaeology. Lara liked Willow. She was drawn to the girl’s enthusiasm. She was bright and very aware, but she was also an innocent. Lara found Willow’s naïveté more than a little refreshing. The boys might have teased her, but they clearly respected her too, and she wasn’t afraid to stand up for herself. There was something about her that reminded Lara of the girl she used to be, not so very long ago.

			As the train arrived at Oxford, Lara picked up her rucksack and turned to Willow.

			“Are you doing anything?” asked Lara.

			“Right now?” asked Willow. “No. I’m technically free until two.”

			“Good,” said Lara. “Come and have tea with me at the Randolph.”

			“The Randolph!”

			“What’s wrong with the Randolph?” asked Lara.

			“The Randolph’s fab,” said Willow. “I’ve never had tea at the Randolph. I’ve never had anything at the Randolph. Is that where you’re staying?”

		

		
			“No,” said Lara. “My meeting’s this afternoon. There’s plenty of time to get back to London. “I have stayed there, though. It was one of my father’s favourite hotels.”

			“It’s very grand,” said Willow. “I’m not sure I’m dressed for it.”

			“We can go somewhere else, if you want,” said Lara.

			“Not bloody likely,” said Willow.

			“The Randolph it is, then,” said Lara. “Now, let’s see if we can get a cab.”

			“Taxis and hotels,” said Willow. “I think I’m going to make you my new best friend.”

			The five boys and two girls left the station together. Lara made sure that she was in the middle of the group. She said good-bye to the guys at the taxi rank, and got in the cab first to avoid being seen by the other passengers leaving the train.

			She’d had a quick look around on the platform and outside the station, but she hadn’t seen Blazer Bloke again.

			 Maybe I really am being paranoid, she thought. Try to relax, Lara. Just for a couple of hours, try to have some fun. It’s the anxiety getting to you. It’s different things for different people. For you, it’s Yamatai. It’s loud noises and being pursued. But this isn’t Yamatai. This is Oxford, and you’re safe here.

			Chapter 7

			When they had lingered long enough over what turned into a light lunch, rather than the morning tea they had planned, Lara and Willow walked through Oxford together. They crossed from town to gown, walking along Broad Street and around the Sheldonian Theatre before ducking down Queens Lane to drop Willow off at St. Edmund Hall.

			Another minute and Lara was crossing the High Street. Two minutes after that, she was walking into Front Quad at Merton College with its paving and cobbles and its ancient stone buildings, including the imposing chapel at the north end. She turned to take in the magnificence of the architecture and the immaculate surroundings. Everyone should have the good fortune to study in such a glorious place.

			She turned again, taking in the fine, stone mullioned windows and the grand, arched doorways. She found the door the porter had directed her to and took the staircase to St. John Babbington’s first-floor study.

			When she knocked, there was no answer. She checked her watch. She was a few minutes early. She thought about going back into the quad and having another look around. There might even be time to spend a few minutes in the chapel. 

			As she turned, she heard someone climbing the stairs. A small, neat man soon appeared beside her. He was rather younger than she expected, probably no older than his early forties, and he was dressed in a highly patterned waistcoat with a mismatched but elegant bow tie.

		

		
			“Miss Croft, I presume,” he said, taking a key from his jacket pocket.

			“Lara,” said Lara.

			“I’ve been hearing things about you,” said Babbington. “Come in.” The door open, the professor ushered Lara into the study ahead of him.

			The room was not unlike its owner. It was neat, but somewhat fussy. There was too much of everything everywhere, but it was quite clear to Lara, as she glanced over the shelves and cabinets that adorned the walls, that there was a place for everything and that everything was in its place.

			“Sit,” said Babbington, taking a narrow, leather chair and gesturing to a second armchair that sat rather lower on the floor than his own.

			“Thank you,” said Lara. She sat, but continued to cast her eyes over the objects in Babbington’s study. Many of them appeared to be classical statues of one sort or another, mostly Greek, but some Roman, and one or two from northern Europe, from what Lara could tell. Most were almost entirely intact. There were other things, too. A low glass cabinet on legs, which stood under one window, appeared to be full of bladed weapons, and another, standing on the mantle, contained toga pins.

			“You have some wonderful things,” said Lara.

			“Thank you,” said Babbington. “Of course, I’ve collected some myself, but the core of the collection is my father’s legacy. We’re alike, you and I.”

			“I’m sorry...?” said Lara.

			“Archaeology is a family business for you and me,” said Babbington. “Professor Cahalane explained that he was a friend of your father, the intrepid archaeologist Richard Croft?”

			“Of course,” said Lara.

			“His reputation outlives him.”

			“Thank you,” said Lara.

			“You wanted to talk to me about the Golden Fleece?” asked Babbington.

			“I’m interested in the fleece, yes,” said Lara.

			“You know the story, of course,” said Babbington. “You wouldn’t come all the way out to Oxford to hear about that. You could just as easily rent the movie: Jason and the Argonauts. Mesmerising, but total rubbish.”

			“Yes, I know the story,” said Lara. “I’m interested in the artifact. I wondered if it’s possible there’s any substance to the myth, if it might even still exist somewhere.”

			“It never existed at all,” said Babbington. He laughed. The sound was sudden and unexpected, and it made Lara tense for a moment. “That probably wasn’t what you wanted to hear, and I set aside an hour for this meeting. Let’s have a cup of tea and talk about it. It’s interesting stuff.”

			“Thank you,” said Lara.

			Lara also stood as Babbington got up to make the tea.

			“May I?” she asked, gesturing at the shelves.

		

		
			“Of course,” said Babbington. “There are some fine pieces, so I’d prefer you didn’t touch anything without asking first.”

			“I wouldn’t dream of it,” said Lara.

			“Go ahead,” said Babbington, waving the kettle.

			Lara moved slowly around the room. The objects were meticulously grouped by culture and period, and then by materials and uses. Oddly, she thought, none of them were labeled.

			“You specialise in the Ancient Greeks?” asked Lara.

			“I do,” said Babbington, “like my father before me.”

			“Then, you know the Golden Fleece well?”

			“I believe I mentioned that there is no such artifact,” said Babbington. “There was never a golden fleece… Never one, but possibly many.”

			“I don’t understand,” said Lara.

			“Shall I be mother?” asked Babbington, picking up a small, impossibly ornate teapot from the tray he had placed on the table beside them.

			“Thank you,” said Lara.

			“Of course you don’t understand,” said Babbington. “The Golden Fleece is a myth, but like many myths it has its own prosaic explanation. Careful research generally sorts these things out. It’s a matter of education. Of course, the legends are far more attractive, and so they persist.”

			“Go on,” said Lara, taking the offered teacup and saucer.

			“You’ve no doubt seen films about the gold rush in modern America? You’ve seen men standing in streams with wide, shallow dishes, panning for gold?”

			“Of course,” said Lara.

			“Excellent,” said Babbington. “Did you know that panning is the most ancient method of mining for gold known to man?”

			“I didn’t,” said Lara.

			“Well, it is,” said Babbington. “It goes back to Roman times. It’s all about specific gravity. Gold is heavy, making it easy to extract by this very simple method. Of course, it isn’t terribly efficient, but where mineral deposits are substantial and individuals are keen… You get the picture.”

			“Yes,” said Lara. “But what do ancient methods of gold mining have to do with the fleece?”

			“I’m coming to that,” said Babbington. “Patience. Two thousand years ago, there were variations in gold mining methods. The Romans used panning. There were also significant gold deposits in parts of the Caucasus, notably Colchis.”

			“Where the Golden Fleece originates in the legend?”

			“That’s right,” said Babbington. He sipped from his teacup, and continued. “In Colchis, they did not pan for gold. They lay fleeces on the streambeds and allowed the running water to flow through them, taking the gold with it. The gold lodged in the wool fibres. When the fleeces were removed from the streams, the gold was combed out and collected.”

			“And you believe that the myth of the Golden Fleece comes directly from this form of gold mining in Colchis?” asked Lara.

			“I’m sure of it,” said Babbington. “There is no Golden Fleece, and there never was one. I suppose you might surmise that there were many golden fleeces, if you like to fill your head with romantic notions. I’m a professor of antiquities. As much as I enjoy the legends, I prefer to do solid research. This, Miss Croft, is solid research.”

		

		
			 “You don’t believe in the healing properties of the Golden Fleece?” asked Lara.

			“That’s another question entirely,” said Babbington. “Various forms of the legend claim that the Golden Fleece had a number of properties. The fleece was said to confer kingship on its owner, and was even thought to bring prosperity to the land.”

			“I know that King Pelias sent Jason on his quest for the Golden Fleece in the belief that he was a pretender to the throne, and that recovering the artifact was an impossible undertaking.”

			“Pelias believed that Jason, the man with one sandal, would perish in his attempt to retrieve the Golden Fleece,” said Babbington, warming to his subject. “Jason’s death would rid Pelias of the threat of being ousted from his throne.”

			“There are lots of versions of the story though,” said Lara.

			“Time,” said Babbington. “You must have played at Chinese whispers as a child.”

			“So, we might never know what was important or what was true. The Golden Fleece might have conferred kinship, or protection or prosperity. It might not have been about healing at all?”

			“The legends tell us as much about the culture of the times as the artifacts I study,” said Professor Babbington.

			“Nevertheless, the fleeces existed,” said Lara, “and the gold collected in them.”

			“Now you’re thinking,” said Babbington. “There are always avenues to explore in this field, Miss Croft. Antiquities and artifacts are never simply objects. Their stories tell us about the people that made them and the times they lived in. They also tell us something about all the hands they passed through, and they tell us about ourselves.”

			“Perhaps you’re not quite the pragmatist you pretend to be, Professor,” said Lara.

			“When did I pretend to be a pragmatist?” asked Babbington. “Will you stay for my lecture later this afternoon? It’s part of a series, with two more over the next few days. I could arrange for a guest room in college if you’d like.”

			Lara hadn’t planned to stay in Oxford, but with one door apparently closing, she was keen to find a way to open another.

			“A couple of my post-grads are very good, and one of them is concentrating his studies on Colchis. You’ll find we have a lively debate,” said Babbington.

			“In that case, I think I will stay. Thank you,” said Lara.

			“Good,” said Babbington. “Let’s get you set up.”

		

		
			Chapter 8

			The second lecture was scheduled for Thursday morning.

			Lara had sat in on the first, and Babbington had been right; it was interesting. The group was a small one, and the lecture was intimate and clearly tailored to the needs of the graduate students present. There was a discussion of archaeology, and also of search and recovery where archaeological sites had been historically pillaged. There was reference to dating and identification of objects, but also to myths and legends surrounding particular artifacts.

			No one interrupted the lecture, but at the end, two students asked questions and others joined in with opinions, and subsidiary questions were raised. Some of the questions were of a practical nature, others more esoteric or idealogical… “Romantic,” as Babbington might put it.

			At the end of Thursday’s lecture, Lara decided to ask a question of her own.

			“In what general context can we place artifacts of a perishable nature?” she asked.

			 “Ah...” said Babbington. “Has everyone met Lara Croft? Miss Croft is interested in the Golden Fleece, but do we believe that she wants to discuss the properties of wool and the likelihood of it surviving for two millennia?”

		

		
			The students laughed.

			“Thank you, everybody,” said Babbington, “That’s it for today. I’ll see you all for the final lecture in this series tomorrow, and you can have a lie-in and a good lunch. We start at two.”

			 As Lara reached the aisle from her seat in the second row of the lecture theatre, a tall, well-built man in his mid-twenties was waiting for her, a broad smile on his face. She’d noticed him at Babbington’s previous lecture, not least because he looked less like an archaeology student than anyone she had ever met.

			“You must be Lara Croft,” he said as she approached.

			“I guess I must,” she said.

			“Kennard Montez,” he said, stepping aside so that they were standing next to each other in the aisle. “Can I buy you a cup of coffee?”

			“That rather depends,” said Lara, returning the smile that had never wavered from his face.

			“We have a shared interest,” he said. “I’m doing some work on Colchis, and I know a bit about the Golden Fleece. I thought we could swap stories.”

			“I should warn you that I know next to nothing about it,” said Lara.

			 “Then, who knows?” said Kennard. “Perhaps I can help you out with your research.”

			“In that case, I’d love a cup of coffee,” said Lara. “The Randolph is just across the street?”

			“Why don’t we save ourselves the trouble and go next door to the Ashmolean?” said Kennard. “We can take a walk around room sixteen while we’re there.”

			“What’s room sixteen?” asked Lara.

			“Ancient Greece,” said Kennard as they left the lecture theatre. “No Golden Fleece, I’m afraid, but they’ve got some wonderful pieces. You’ll love it.”

			Kennard Montez had a soft, middle-American accent and a hard, athletic American body, and Lara felt a little wary of him. She reminded herself that she was in public, and perfectly safe. They walked the few hundred feet to the best museum in Oxford. It was also one of the oldest in the country and the first university museum in the world.

			“Take no notice of Babbington,” said Kennard as they sat down in the coffee shop with their tray of drinks. “He’s an arrogant bastard.”

			“He seems to know his stuff, and he owns some beautiful objects,” said Lara.

			“True and true,” said Kennard. “He shouldn’t have made you the butt of his joke, though. The question was valid.”

			“Only up to a point,” said Lara. “Stuff still rots. That’s why I’ve spent time digging post holes at archaeological sites where no posts remain, because they’ve rotted away. And that’s wood. I’m talking about wool.”

			“Things also miraculously survive,” said Kennard. “There are thousands of examples of Roman leather shoes. Egyptian mummies dating back two and a half millennia still have cloth remains. Not everything is lost.”

			“An Egyptian mummy is very particular, though, isn’t it?” said Lara. “It’s special. Great lengths were taken to preserve the remains of the dead because of the religious beliefs held by the people in that time and place. The cloth survives because of those other factors.”

		

		
			“Lots of things are special,” said Kennard.

			“Do you agree with Professor Babbington about the gold mining methods in Colchis?” asked Lara. “That there is no such thing as the Golden Fleece?”

			“There’s a good argument for that,” said Kennard. “But a pragmatist can make a good argument for anything. How many people do you know who believe in God? Some things only require an act of faith.”

			Lara laughed.

			“Does Professor Babbington know you’re one of his despised romantics?” she asked.

			“Should that worry me?” asked Kennard.

			They sat for a few moments. Lara toyed with her mug.

			“So even if we concur with the professor’s pragmatic view, you believe that one of the mining fleeces might still have been special in some particular way?”

			“I don’t see why that shouldn’t be possible,” said Kennard. “Sometimes stories grow up around otherwise unremarkable objects. When some event goes unexplained, it becomes a miracle, perhaps not so much now, but certainly in ancient times.”

			“And if such an artifact did exist for some reason,” said Lara, “you also believe that it might have survived?”

			“When an object, any object, whatever its intrinsic value, is considered special or has some other value attached to it, people do their best to preserve it, and they pass it on or acquire it.”

			“Give me an example,” said Lara.

			“Take a piece of paper… This, for example,” said Kennard, holding up a paper napkin. “It’s totally disposable. It’s meaningless, valueless. Thousands of these are used and thrown away in this coffee shop every year. But imagine, I don’t know, this was 1970 and J.R.R. Tolkein was sitting at the next table.”

			“Why Tolkein?” asked Lara.

			“Merton alum,” said Kennard. “Imagine he graciously gave me his autograph on this napkin before he died. Suppose he also wrote some profound statement in Elvish. My napkin would have meaning and value. Agreed?”

			“Of course it would,” said Lara.

			“And, unlike all the other napkins, it might survive a thousand years.”

			“You make a very good point,” said Lara.

			“You haven’t told me why the Golden Fleece and not something else,” said Kennard.

			“I’m interested in artifacts with healing properties,” said Lara, not wanting to give too much away, “and the fleece seemed like the obvious place to start.”

			“It is,” said Kennard. “Its whereabouts has also been shrouded in mystery for a very long time.”

			“You’re not giving me a lot of hope of finding it,” said Lara, smiling.

			“Then let me give you some inspiration instead,” said Kennard, rising from the table. “Let’s see what room sixteen has to offer.”

			They took the main staircase up to the first floor and walked through room twenty, the Aegean, to room sixteen.

		

		
			“Wait a minute,” said Lara as they stood before a cabinet full of painted Greek pottery. “Colchis isn’t in Greece… It’s in the Caucasus.”

			“It’s about two and a half thousand kilometres away in Georgia, on the Black Sea coast,” said Kennard. “The Ancient Greek civilisation isn’t your area of study, is it?”

			“I know the basic, undergrad stuff, but not recently, no,” said Lara.

			“The Greeks extended their empire just as the Romans did. Remember Alexander the Great?”

			“Of course,” said Lara. “Foolish of me. He conquered chunks of Africa and Asia, and didn’t he get as far as Pakistan?”

			“Precisely,” said Kennard. “The Black Sea was a stone’s throw away by comparison. A lot of my studies on Colchis relate in some way to Ancient Greece.”

			“Thanks for the coffee, and this,” said Lara, gesturing at the room around them. “It’s been useful.”

			“We’ve hardly started,” said Kennard as they found their way back to the main staircase. “I’ve got quite a lot of notes back in my rooms. Some of them might prove useful to you. I’ve got plenty of time, and it’d be a pleasure.”

			Lara checked her watch and smiled.

			“Sadly, I’ve got to be somewhere,” she said.

			“Later, then?” asked Kennard.

			Lara was aware that she didn’t want to miss the opportunity to learn more about the Golden Fleece. She was also aware that Kennard Montez was flirting with her.

			“Can you meet me in the college bar around nine o’clock?” she asked. “I’ve got a dinner, but I’d appreciate the chance to take a look at your work.”

			“Only if you let me buy the first round,” said Kennard.

			“Nine o’clock, then,” said Lara as they left the Ashmolean.

			“It’s a date,” said Kennard in his soft American accent. Lara stalled for a moment, and Kennard turned right to walk back to the School of Archaeology, just as she hoped he would. She turned left to cross the road and walk down Broad Street. If he turned around, she wanted him to see her walking away with a purpose.

		

		
			Chapter 9

			It wasn’t hard to track down Willow at St. Edmund Hall. Lara needed a break. She needed to relax, and Willow and her friends on the train had made her smile, had made her remember what it was like to feel like a student again, to feel normal. In their company, Lara had almost forgotten what had happened to her and Sam on Yamatai and in the last couple of weeks. She could almost put aside her worries about Sam and what she was going through.

			 The college was open to visitors, and Lara walked into the pretty, lawned quad as a flutter of students poured through from the JCR beyond. One of them was Elliot, who had been sitting on the train to Oxford with Willow.

			“Excuse me,” said Lara, “Elliot, isn’t it?”

			“Hello,” said Elliot. “You decided to visit after all.”

			“It’s very pretty,” said Lara, looking around at the buildings surrounding the quad.

			“Just don’t walk on the grass,” said Elliot, smiling. “I’d give you the tour, but I’ve got a lecture.”

			“No, that’s OK,” said Lara. “I just stopped to say hello.”

		

		
			“Wait there a minute,” said Elliot. He ducked back through the archway at the far end of the quad, and returned two minutes later with Willow in tow. The girl trotted gleefully up to Lara and threw her arms around her.

			“You stayed,” she said.

			“Just for a couple of days,” said Lara. “I’ve been at Merton, sitting in on some lectures.”

			“You could have stayed with us,” said Willow. “Promise you’ll have dinner with us tonight.”

			“I was hoping I might,” said Lara. “But I’ve got to be back by nine.”

			“Stay now, then,” said Willow. “I’m supposed to be writing an essay, but it can wait. Say you’ll stay.”

			“I’d love to,” said Lara.

			Lara was sorry to leave at nine o’clock. She felt more relaxed after a few hours with Willow than she had since she’d visited Sam in hospital. She felt safe in the big airy dining room at Teddy Hall, among the undergraduates with all their enthusiasm and lively conversation. She couldn’t believe that she’d been just like them so recently. Yamatai had ended all that.

			At nine, as promised, Lara walked the short distance to Merton and was in the bar a few minutes later. Kennard was already there with a couple of notebooks and a pint on the table in front of him. He stood when she entered.

			“You promised I could buy you a drink,” he said.

			“A tomato juice, if they have one,” said Lara. “Thank you.”

			“Nothing stronger?” asked Kennard.

			“Just the juice, thanks,” said Lara, standing at the bar next to him, just to make sure that really was all she got.

			“Good dinner?” asked Kennard.

			“Very,” said Lara. “Good company, too.”

			“Not too good, I hope,” said Kennard. “I’d like the chance to compete.” He smiled. Lara thought he was trying just a little too hard.

			“Tell me more about Colchis,” said Lara when they were seated.

			Kennard began to flick through his notebooks.

			“I can be more specific than that,” he said. “I can talk about the Golden Fleece.”

			“Great,” said Lara. “The more I can learn, the better.”

			“Everyone knows how Jason voyaged to Colchis on a quest for the Golden Fleece,” said Kennard. “Everyone knows the labours he had to perform to secure it.”

			“Ploughing the field with fire-breathing oxen and getting past the ever-wakeful dragon,” said Lara.

			“Don’t forget the army of warriors that grew out of the dragon’s teeth he sowed.”

			“How could I possibly forget that?” asked Lara. “Although they were pretty stupid warriors if they were prepared to turn on each other over the throwing of a rock.”

			“You make a fair point,” said Kennard. “Anyway, with the help of the sorceress, Medea, Jason won the Golden Fleece.”

			“And...?” asked Lara when it became clear that Kennard wasn’t going to say any more without prompting.

			“That’s where it ends for most people,” said Kennard. “Everyone assumes that Jason and Medea returned to Iolcus with the fleece. There are legends about the return journey, and there are other stories about Jason, but, for the most part, the Fleece is forgotten.”

		

		
			“But not by everyone?” asked Lara.

			“Well, I don’t want to get your hopes up,” said Kennard, “but I have found references to the Fleece over the past few hundred years. Some of them are pretty obscure.”

			“So obscure that you don’t want to tell me about them?” asked Lara.

			Kennard drained his glass and stood up.

			“Let’s have another drink,” he said.

			“Let me,” said Lara.

			“No, I insist,” said Kennard.

			“Then, I’ll have another tomato juice. Thanks,” said Lara.

			“You’re sure I can’t tempt you with a glass of wine?”

			“Really. I’m sure,” said Lara.

			Kennard began talking again almost before he sat.

			“Assuming that we’re disregarding all symbolism and looking for a literal fleece,” he said.

			“By which you mean?” asked Lara.

			“The Golden Fleece has been mooted as many things,” said Kennard, “as the wealth of Colchis during the Ancient period, as the sun, as a sea of golden grain… Lots of things.”

			“OK,” said Lara. “Yes, let’s disregard all of that.”

			“Good,” said Kennard. “This is where Professor Babbington’s teaching comes in handy. Since I’ve been studying under him, I’ve taken an interest in textual inconsistencies and in out-of-the-way stories. Over the centuries, various individuals and organisations have regularly made claims that they own or know the whereabouts of important antiquities or artifacts. The same is true of lost artworks.”

			“And you’ve found references to the Golden Fleece.”

			“Only one in the past fifty years, and it’s such a ridiculous long shot I can’t believe I’m telling you about it,” said Kennard.

			“To be taken with a pinch of salt, then?” asked Lara.

			“It’s a joke,” said Kennard. “No one in his right mind… Sorry, her right mind would take it seriously for a second. I really shouldn’t be telling you this. It isn’t archaeology. It isn’t real.”

			“It’s a joke,” said Lara. “I get it.”

			“There’s a man in Paris. His name is, of all things, Herodotus Menelaou. That’s the name he goes by, at any rate. I can’t believe it’s even his real name. Anyway, he once claimed, several decades ago, to own a piece of the Golden Fleece. I believe he was in Istanbul at the time. The facts are a little murky.”

			“I can deal with murky,” said Lara. “Is he an archaeologist or a historian?”

			“He deals in antiquities. I found the article in a French magazine when I was trawling online. The claim was bogus, of course. Menelaou said that he hadn’t sold the portion of the Fleece he owned because no one had offered him what it was worth. At the time he was asking a million francs for it.”

			“When a million francs was worth a million francs,” said Lara.

			“Something like that,” said Kennard. He was laughing now, a light, but vigorous laugh. “I’m sorry. I wish I could help you. I like you. I just wanted to have a drink with you. The fact is that the Golden Fleece is a fascinating area of study. It’s been pretty central to my own work on Colchis, but, as arrogant as he is, Babbington’s right. Ancient myths belong to the cultures that spawned them. Who knows if there’s a piece of an old mining fleece somewhere? I don’t. Think of it this way: If all the relics from the True Cross that exist in the world were brought together to recreate the original, how big do you suppose it would be?”

		

		
			“Pretty damned big,” said Lara, sipping her juice.

			“I hope you don’t feel too let down,” said Kennard.

			“I don’t feel let down at all,” said Lara. “Have you been active much, digging?”

			“Every chance I get,” said Kennard.

			For the next half an hour, they talked about other things. Lara had successfully changed the subject, and allowed Kennard to maintain his interest in her, while keeping him at arm’s length. She had a name to look up in Paris, but she just might need Kennard again before her quest was over.

			An hour later she was back in her room, booking tickets to Paris. She couldn’t get anything before Sunday, so she decided to stay on in Oxford for Babbington’s final lecture. It wouldn’t look good if she disappeared now. Besides, she wanted the opportunity to say good-bye to Willow.

			Chapter 10

			Lara was back at her flat on Friday night after finally exchanging phone numbers with Kennard.

			She’d also checked on Sam. There was no news.

			Lara packed light for her trip to Paris. She always packed light. Documents and currency were always more important than belongings, and luggage could be a burden if she wanted to move fast.

			She hadn’t planned the stay over in Oxford, but there was enough fresh food in the fridge for a decent meal. She fixed herself some pasta and sat down with the Book. She added Menelaou’s name and the details of his business in Turkey, which she found on the Internet. He’d had a reputation as an antiquities dealer, shipping artifacts from the Mediterranean and the near East across Europe during the latter part of the twentieth century. He had retired suddenly, and his business had disappeared without a trace.

			Kennard Montez had mentioned that Menelaou lived in Paris. It took Lara some time to find the address. She could not find a residential record for anyone with his name, but she did find a registered business with an office address. She hoped it was him. He must be an old man, but she trusted that Herodotus Menelaou was an unusual name among Parisians, even in a population in excess of two million. The address was on the Left Bank, not far from her hotel.

		

		
			After adding her notes, Lara looked back through the section. She didn’t have very much that was new. She had some brief notes on gold mining in Colchis and the stuff about Menelaou. Still, it was a lead.

			Lara ate her pasta as she leafed back through the pages of the Book. She was sure there was something else. She skipped back to the pages on transference. With nothing to do but wait until she could get on the train in the morning, Lara decided to unravel the strange notes on Ares and the Ten Thousand Immortals.

			There were listings in the Book, including the gods of all the major ancient civilisations. Ares was listed in the Greek section. As Lara knew, he was the god of war, but not so much of honour and victory as of violence and devastation. She could find no connection to immortality or to the transference of spiritual energy between corporeal beings.

			“Oh,” she said as she found another reference to the god. She took up her pen and made a margin note: “Dragon’s teeth warriors, see Jason and the Golden Fleece.” She had not known that Ares had been the progenitor of Cadmus, the water dragon from which the dragon’s teeth sown in a field had grown into an army of warriors. It was a story that intersected directly with one of Jason’s tasks in retrieving the Golden Fleece from Colchis.

			“That can’t be a coincidence,” said Lara.

			Then, she turned her attention to the Ten Thousand Immortals. She knew them only as an ancient Persian army, also known as “Anusiya.” She checked the wiki page she’d bookmarked and quickly found reference to them and cross-references connecting them to the Spartans, the famous three hundred who had fought the Persians. The Immortals appeared never to die, because, whenever a member of the fighting force fell, there was another to take his place, maintaining their numbers at exactly ten thousand.

			Again, there was no reference to transference or to healing or genuine immortality. There was, however, a connection in time and place to ancient Greece and, therefore, a connection to the Golden Fleece.

			Lara made more notes in the Book.

			An hour had passed, and her pasta was cold. She threw it away, got a bottle of water from the fridge and some fruit that was still edible, and went back to the Book. She checked her work. There was nothing left to do but sleep and continue her research until she got on the train to Paris.

			The trip across London and through the Channel Tunnel to the Gare du Nord was uneventful. The train was always busy, but Lara found her seat without incident, and despite her vigilance she saw nothing and no one suspicious.

			It didn’t make her feel any better. A good tail shouldn’t be spotted.

			Lara checked the platform of the Metro station, but didn’t recognise anyone from her train carriage. She felt oddly relieved. She wasn’t sure why, but she’d felt uncomfortable, as if she was being watched.

			Lara boarded the Metro for St. Germain. The journey was less than fifteen minutes, and the train stopped frequently. She was in no hurry; she could get off if she was worried.

			 Lara looked around at the other passengers. It was a Sunday. There were a lot of tourists. That was inevitable; it was the international station, so most of them had come in on the London train. She craned her neck slightly to watch the last passengers get on the train. She recognised the man in the quilted windcheater. He’d been in her carriage, reading The Guardian. She took a shot of him on her phone. She didn’t like that he stayed by the carriage doors.

		

		
			He’s just a tourist, Lara, she told herself. This is Paris. Everyone comes to Paris. He’s probably come to meet someone for a romantic weekend. Give the man a break.

			Nevertheless, Lara moved further along the carriage, close to the next set of doors. The train passed quickly through Gare de L’Est and Château D’Eau. Windcheater didn’t move. Lara stayed on the train. As they left Gare de L’Est, Windcheater used his phone for a very brief conversation that Lara didn’t hear, except that she could tell it was in English, not French.

			She thought he adjusted his position so that he could see her.

			By the time the train pulled in at Strasbourg—Saint-Denis, Lara had decided to get off, but very few passengers disembarked at that point, and she wanted a crowd. She took a breath and resisted the urge to bolt. Windcheater glanced in her direction. He stayed on the train.

			Shortly after Réaumur-Sébastopol, while Lara was glancing over the latest passengers to embark, she spotted a young woman about two metres further up the carriage on the other side of her. She hadn’t been there when she’d got on the train at Gare du Nord, but she had been in the same carriage as Lara on the Channel Tunnel train. Lara distinctly remembered the ponytail pulled through the band of the baseball cap.

			Was that who Windcheater had been speaking to on the phone? Was she surrounded?

			Lara held her nerve. She was on a busy Metro train. There was nothing they could do to her, not here. She had to get rid of them. She had to get off the train and into a crowd, and she had to make sure she lost them before she got to her hotel.

			And who the hell are they? thought Lara. What do they want with me?

			Lara was well placed, close to the carriage doors. Windcheater would have to use the exit he was closest to, and Ponytail would have to follow her out. If she left the train at the busiest stop, she stood a chance of losing at least one of them, and maybe both.

			The train stopped again. The stations were barely a minute apart, hardly giving Lara time to think. As the train pulled up at the platform at Étienne Marcel, there were only a few people waiting. One or two people left the carriage. Although she could feel the sweat collecting between her shoulder blades, Lara stayed where she was. By her reckoning there were only four more stops before her station at Odéon. She had to get off soon.

			Lara tried to stay calm. She turned to look at Ponytail again as the train pulled out of the station. The girl dipped her head before their eyes met. Lara took it as a sign that she was being watched. She had to get off the train, and it had to be soon.

			Lara was relieved to see a lot of people on the train begin to move as the seconds ticked down to the next stop. This was it. There were people on the platform too. She tried not to telegraph her movements, but she quickly decided to get off the train at Les Halles, a busy market area at the heart of the city.

			She was off quickly, one of the first, and she didn’t look back. She simply walked confidently through the passengers waiting to board, and made her way through the station.

		

		
			She did not see the second man, had not seen him, was not expecting him. As he passed her on the escalator, she glanced up at him. She was moving quickly and was surprised that someone was moving faster than she was. He stayed right in front of her. She didn’t dare to slow down. If she was being followed, and she was sure that she was, she couldn’t risk slowing down.

			The place was busy. The underground station was below the Forum des Halles shopping mall, and it was crowded with people.

			Breathe Lara. Nearly there.

			Then, as Lara walked onto the main concourse among the shops and the milling people, the lean man with the crew cut, who had strode past her on the escalator, suddenly turned. He was smiling, as if he knew her. Lara was too startled to do or say anything as he took her arm and began to lead her across the concourse.

			Lara began to tug at her arm. The man gripped it more tightly.

			“Don’t struggle,” he said. “It’s pointless.”

			Lara swung her head around. No one seemed to be taking any notice. She pulled at her arm again, and looked around for Windcheater and Ponytail. She couldn’t see either of them. She pulled at her arm again and looked at the man holding on to her. He was still smiling, but they had almost come to a stop. Lara tried kicking out at his legs, but he did not respond.

			“I told you,” he said. “It’s pointless struggling.”

			Lara relaxed for a moment. Let him think she was going along with it. They walked a few more paces, and then Lara let out a full-throated shout.

			“Étranger!”

			Crewcut stopped dead in his tracks, still holding firmly onto Lara’s arm. Several shoppers nearby stopped to look in their direction. Lara struck Crewcut two or three times in the chest with the flat of her hand, as if she were desperate. She was desperate. Crewcut smiled back at her, and spoke in soothing tones.

			“It won’t do you any good,” he said. “I’m in control of this situation. Shout all you like.”

			A stern looking middle-aged woman in a smart suit tentatively began to approach Lara, but she was gestured away by a policeman. Lara didn’t know where he’d come from, but she was relieved to see him. Then, Ponytail was beside her.

			“It’s all right, Lara. Everything’s all right,” she was saying in a soothing voice. She held out a bottle of water to Lara. “Here, drink this. You’ll feel better.”

			What the hell’s going on? thought Lara. Is this some kind of ploy?

			“Étranger!” she said again, pulling at her pinned arm and looking straight at the policeman.

			Crewcut, still smiling, began to speak calmly to the policeman in fluent French. Lara understood some of the conversation, but not all of it, and she didn’t have enough conversational French to interject effectively. She heard her full name used early in the conversation, and then “Lara” two or three more times.

			“I’m being kidnapped!” Lara shouted at the policeman, desperate. “I don’t know these people!”

			“He’s just explaining that you suffer from an anxiety disorder,” said Ponytail, calmly.

		

		
			Lara stared at Ponytail, eyes wide. She could hear what the woman was saying, but she couldn’t believe what was happening.

			“He’s just reassuring the policeman that everything’s fine, that you’re in safe hands,” said Ponytail. “You’re just panicking, Lara. Calm down.”

			Too right, I’m bloody panicking, thought Lara. She turned to the policeman.

			“I don’t know these people,” she said. “They’re not my friends, and they’re not my family. I’m calm! I’m damned well calm!”

			She wasn’t calm though. Lara was shaking. She was angry. She wasn’t just outnumbered, these people were clever.

			The policeman turned to Lara.

			“Can I see your passport, miss?” he asked.

			“Let me help you,” said Ponytail, reaching into Lara’s pocket for her passport. She handed it to the policeman.

			“My name is Lara Croft,” said Lara. “You must help me.”

			“You need to calm down, Lara,” said Ponytail. “I’m sorry, officer.”

			Ponytail reached into her own pocket and pulled out a British passport, which she handed to the policeman. “I’m Lydia Croft. I’m Lara’s sister. She’s very nervous. I’m so sorry. We can take care of her.”

			Oh no! thought Lara. This is actually happening!

			The Policeman looked at both passports and handed them back to the woman posing as Lara’s sister.

			“I hope you feel better, miss,” he said to Lara.

			Crewcut’s hand tightened still further around Lara’s arm, and she was being propelled through the shopping centre once more. Ponytail was now on her other side. Lara could think of nothing except swiping back her passport, which she shoved back in her jacket pocket.

			Lara tried to think. If the police couldn’t help her, what could she do? She couldn’t fight, and she couldn’t run.

			Bide your time, Lara, she told herself.

			Windcheater was at the wheel of the car in the car park beneath the shopping centre.

			“What’s going on?” asked Lara.

			Crewcut, sitting next to her in the back of the car, said nothing.

			Ponytail turned from the passenger seat and looked at her.

			“And why the hell are you posing as my sister?” asked Lara.

		

		
			Chapter 11

			“What do you know about the Golden Fleece?” asked the preternaturally well-groomed, elderly man.

			He was sitting behind an imposing desk. It was clearly antique, and gleamed with a mirror finish buffed by dozens of hands over hundreds of years. The room, an office or study, was savagely austere in an unmistakably masculine way, and it looked as if it hadn’t changed, ever, probably not since the building had been erected in the seventeenth century.

			Lara was on the top floor of one of the majestic buildings on one of the most famous streets in the world. No attempt had been made to keep the destination from her. If she looked out of the window to her left, she could see onto the Champs-Élysées below. She didn’t look. She concentrated on the man’s face.

			“My father taught me never to speak to strangers,” said Lara.

			“Then let us become acquainted,” said the man, unsmiling.

			“Perhaps my sister should introduce us,” said Lara.

			“If you’d be more comfortable with a woman present...” said the man.

		

		
			“I’d be more comfortable anywhere but here,” said Lara.

			 “And yet here you are. It is an honour. The chair you are sitting in came from the private rooms of the most influential man at the court of Tsar Nicolas II of Russia.”

			Lara thought for a moment.

			“Grigori Rasputin,” she said.

			“The very same,” said the man.

			“And this desk came from Manchester College in England. It is the library table that John Dee used during his time as warden at the college.”

			“I’m astonished these objects aren’t in museums,” said Lara. “Such rare things usually belong to public institutions.”

			“They belong to me,” said the man. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Ares. Now, you see, we are no longer strangers.”

			Lara tried not to show her surprise. She needed time to think, to process, to piece together what she knew. She decided to follow Ares’s lead. She glanced away from him, down at Rasputin’s chair.

			“This really belonged to Rasputin?” she asked, allowing the conversation to play out while she sifted back in her mind through what she had read.

			“Indeed it did,” said Ares.

			Ares, God of War, of destruction, of violence. What else did the Book say?

			“Are you one of those people who believes objects should be looked at and not used?” asked Ares. “Do they not become meaningless, inert, if they are not put to their proper use? Should they not live in the world?”

			Ares was cross-referenced in the section on immortality, but that was wrong. The Book was misleading.

			Lara stalled for time. She stroked the arm of the chair, as if pondering the question.

			“I think that objects should be shared and studied, and I think they should be conserved. This chair has a place in history. People would want to see it if they knew it existed. People will still want to see it in a hundred years or five hundred years.”

			“That is the beauty of owning such an object,” said Ares. “To have the privilege of choosing who sees it, who uses it, to have power over its exposure in the world, to use it oneself. Don’t you see?”

			“On the other hand, it’s a dead man’s chair,” said Lara.

			“Not just any dead man,” said Ares.

			“A powerful man,” said Lara. “A man who shaped a dynasty. Nevertheless, a man who fell.”

			“You miss my point,” said Ares. “Rasputin was killed five times before he died. He was poisoned, shot twice through the torso, and subsequently shot twice more. Then, he was severely clubbed, and finally he drowned.”

			“Nevertheless, he died,” said Lara.

			Ares barked a sudden, deeply unpleasant laugh.

			“What do you know about the Golden Fleece?” he asked for the second time.

			“You collect antiques,” said Lara. “You’re clearly interested in history. If you want to know about the Golden Fleece, you have the means to find out that information. Buy a book.”

			“Your belligerence is neither necessary nor becoming,” said Ares. “What is your interest in the artifact?”

		

		
			“I’m an archaeologist,” said Lara. “It’s my job.”

			 “As far as I could ascertain, you are not currently employed,” said Ares. “I believe you are what is commonly known as a ‘trust fund brat.’ Am I correct?”

			“I make my own way,” said Lara. “But I can be a brat, if you like.”

			“What is your interest in the Golden Fleece?” asked Ares.

			Lara was facing down a very serious man in a very serious room. She had stalled for time and she had played games. She was in danger, and she knew it. She could feel it. She had to stay calm and, somehow, she had to get out.

			A glance at the window had told her that it wasn’t an option. She was too high up. There was only one door into and out of the room, and she was sure there was someone beyond it. She had been escorted in by Crewcut and Ponytail, and Windcheater had to be around somewhere. She had no idea who else was in the building. She also had very little idea of the layout of the building. Worst of all, they’d taken her bag. She had her passport and a credit card in her pocket, but the Book was in her bag. She’d sewn it into the lining of the base. If she was lucky, they wouldn’t find it.

			Lara sighed heavily as if resigned to finally answering his questions.

			“I visited the foremost professor of antiquities,” she said. “He told me there was no such thing as the Golden Fleece.”

			“Ah yes,” said Ares. “Your visit to Oxford.”

			“How do you know about that?” asked Lara.

			“Because I have made it my business to know about you, Lara Croft,” said Ares. “I make it a point of principle to learn something about anyone who takes an interest in my business.”

			“And what is your business?” asked Lara.

			“In this particular instance,” said Ares, raising his arms to encompass the room and everything in it, “artifacts, of course. My business is history, myth, legend, and the objects that make them come alive.”

			“Then you know why I was interested in the Golden Fleece,” said Lara.

			“The entire world is interested in the Golden Fleece,” said Ares. “Your father would have been interested. Your professor in Oxford is interested, and the American boy, the one who looks like an athlete, perhaps he’s interested, too. A word of warning, Miss Croft. You should be careful in whom you choose to put your faith. Trust is so easily broken.”

			“Are you threatening me?” asked Lara. “Because I’m just a girl, just a student. You’re asking me questions, but it seems as if you have all the answers.”

			“No, Miss Croft. I have no reason to threaten you. You interest me, just as your father did before you. I followed his exploits all over the globe… I followed your adventures on Yamatai. It was all most fascinating.”

			“What do you know about Yamatai?” asked Lara. “What do you know about Sam?”

			“I know a very great deal, Miss Croft. Knowledge is power, and I am nothing if not a powerful man. But I am not an adventurer. Those people, people like you, are so often innocents, and innocents are invariably exploited in this cruel world. You must beware, Miss Croft.”

			Lara chose to be more sullen than aggressive. She was young and a girl; she could get away with a bit of petulance if she played it right.

		

		
			“Innocent?” said Lara. “I was naive. I was stupid and upset, because my friend is sick. And the legend of the Golden Fleece is such a wonderful story.”

			“You wanted to cure your friend?” asked Ares. “How divine. Divine and foolhardy. You thought you could find the Golden Fleece and use it to save your friend.” He barked out another laugh. “An artifact that makes men immortal kings!” He barked again.

			“It’s not funny,” said Lara, keeping up the petulant act.

			Ares stopped laughing as suddenly as he had begun.

			“Then why did you decide to come to Paris?” he asked.

			“Because there is no Golden Fleece,” said Lara. She had to think fast. When she had to think, when she had to concoct stories, the truth always came more easily than lies. Some form of the truth at least.

			“I came for the antiquities… for the jewelers,” said Lara.

			“Explain yourself,” said Ares.

			“The myth of the Golden Fleece originated in Colchis, where gold was mined using sheepskins laid in streams. The gold collected in the wool and was combed out. You can call me superstitious if you like, but I thought if I could find something made from Colchis gold… I thought it might be a lucky charm for my friend.”

			“Is that all?” asked Ares.

			“That’s it,” said Lara. “You can check my return ticket if you don’t believe me. I’m in Paris for a couple of days, and then I need to go back to see my friend.”

			Ares pressed a discreet button on a console on his desk, and the large double doors to his office opened. Crewcut entered, and the two men exchanged a few words in French. Ares addressed him as Hydarnes, and Lara also heard the name Darius.

			So Crewcut’s name is Hydarnes, thought Lara. That makes Windcheater Darius.

			Then, she heard the words “dix mille Immortels.”

			The Ten Thousand Immortals, thought Lara. She remembered bookmarking the wiki entry and the home page for the Ten Thousand Immortals. What was that note in the Book?

			Crewcut turned to Lara, and she noticed that he was wearing an earpiece. He hadn’t been wearing it in public.

			“Come with me,” he said.

			Lara looked at Ares. Who was this man? She didn’t stop looking at him as she rose slowly from the chair. She was in no hurry to leave the room. She did not know what was coming, but she knew that she had to find some way to get out of that building. Ares was a dangerous man. She didn’t like him, and she didn’t trust him.

			Finally, she turned and followed Hydarnes out of the room.

			Alone in his office, Ares sat at his desk and threw a switch on his console.

			“Yes, Ares,” said a voice.

			“If Miss Croft tries to escape, let her go,” said Ares, “but don’t make it easy. I want to see what she’s capable of. She might still prove useful.”

			“As you wish, Ares.”

		

		
			Chapter 12

			Ponytail was waiting outside the door and went ahead of Lara down the stairs. At the bottom of the second flight, Lara spoke.

			“Lydia, whatever your name is. I really need a bathroom.”

			Ponytail turned and looked over her shoulder at Crewcut.

			“Yes, Ares,” said Crewcut, making Lara wait. He was speaking into his cuff, which Lara assumed housed a mic attached to his earpiece.

			“Come on,” said Lara, appealing to Ponytail again. “I need my bag, and I need a bathroom. It’s embarrassing.” They had descended another floor.

			“As you wish, Ares,” said Crewcut.

			“There are two of us, and she’s just a kid,” said Lydia.

			“Fine,” said Crewcut. “Did you check the bag?”

			“Nothing but a change of clothes,” said Ponytail.

			Lara didn’t sigh with relief.

			“Whatever,” said Crewcut.

			They had stopped on the first floor. Lara had her back to a wall, and Crewcut was standing very close to her, blocking her in. Ponytail took the flight of stairs down to the ground floor and then back with Lara’s bag. She escorted Lara along a short corridor into a large anteroom that appeared to serve as some sort of reception room or waiting area. There was a door to the left that Ponytail gestured towards.

		

		
			Lara took her bag and entered the room. She locked herself in the bathroom and looked around. The bathroom was large with a tall, narrow window onto a balcony.

			Noise, she needed noise.

			 I can’t believe I’m doing this… Of all the clichés!

			Lara started making retching noises as she opened the window. She flushed the toilet and ran water in the sink. Then, she made more retching noises as she slid out of the window onto the tiny balcony. The window was so narrow that she almost got herself wedged, and the balcony wasn’t much more than a shelf.

			Lara reached in and flushed the toilet once more, making more retching noises.

			Then, she climbed over the low railings of the balcony. As she lowered her body so that she was hanging from the balustrade, she heard tapping on the bathroom door.

			“Now or never, Lara,” she said, and dropped.

			The window was on the side of the building, on a quiet cross street marked Rue Balzac, with mopeds parked below. The drop was sudden and frightening, but there were no obstacles between Lara and the pavement. She landed, keeping her knees soft, and fell forward, hard, onto her outstretched hands. She looked from left to right, but she had not been seen. She got to her feet, gingerly, testing her knees and dusting off her hands. Her ankle was sore, but she didn’t think she’d done any real damage. She straightened her jacket, took one long breath, and walked away from the Champs-Élysées.

			Ponytail knocked on the bathroom door. The retching had stopped, and the toilet hadn’t been flushed for a minute, but the water was still running.

			“What’s taking so long?” asked Crewcut, coming up behind her.

			“She was vomiting,” said Ponytail.

			Crewcut listened at the door.

			“Not anymore,” he said. He tried the handle, but the door was locked. “Shit.”

			Crewcut shouldered the door open.

			“Shit!” he said again as he saw the open window. “Get after her.”

			Ponytail sidled through the window and vaulted the balustrade in a handspring, landing on her feet, knees bent, on the pavement below. She looked left and right, but saw nothing. Lara had gone.

			“No sighting of subject,” she said. “Proceeding onto the Champs-Élysées.”

			Back in the building, Crewcut had taken the stairs to ground level, speaking all the way.

			 “Ares wants Croft followed,” he said. “Lydia, stay where you are. Darius, start the car. If she’s on foot on the Champs-Élysées, stay with her. I’ll have coordinates in ten seconds.”

			 Hydarnes entered a room on the right of the imposing entrance hall on the ground floor of the building.

			“Give me the tracker coordinates, now,” he said to a young tech sitting at a computer. “And punch up a display.”

		

		
			“Of course, Hydarnes,” said the woman, keying in a code and then getting up from her seat.

			Hydarnes sat. He relayed the coordinates, and looked at the screen.

			“Good work getting a tracker in Croft’s bag. No one thought we’d need it.”

			“Thank you, Hydarnes,” said the tech.

			“Lydia, do you see her? She’s heading along Rue Balzac towards Rue Lord Byron.”

			“Negative, Hydarnes,” said Lydia, but she jogged up the street towards the intersection, checking as she went. She saw no one.

			“Darius, drive northwest on the Champs-Élysées and join Rue Lord Byron at the intersection with Houssaye. Get in front of Croft.”

			The blip on Hydarnes’s screen moved, and he turned to the tech.

			“Where is she?” he asked.

			“She’s not taking the streets,” said the tech. “She’s in one of the buildings. There.” She leaned in and hit a key. “I don’t know.”

			“Best guess?” asked Hydarnes.

			“Cinéma Le Balzac,” said the tech.

			“She’s inside, Lydia,” said Hydarnes. “Cinéma Le Balzac.”

			Lara was surprised to be greeted in the lobby of the cinema by a dapper man in late middle age.

			“Pardon, monsieur,” she began. She held up her hands to show the grazes she’d suffered when she landed, falling from the balcony.

			“Dear mademoiselle,” he said. He placed a solicitous hand on Lara’s back and steered her towards the ladies’ bathroom.

			Not again, thought Lara. She was grateful nonetheless. In the bathroom, she took off her jacket and swapped it for a sweater from her rucksack. She also bundled up her hair and pulled a baseball cap over it. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but if they were looking for her, it might confuse them long enough for her to get away. She gave her hands a cursory wash. They stung, but other things were more important. She couldn’t believe her luck when she saw that the ladies’ loo had its own fire exit. She closed it behind her as she left.

			Lara found herself in a closed courtyard, surrounded by buildings. There was no road, no alleyway, no way to escape. She picked a door at random in an adjacent wall. It was locked. She picked another and walked through it without hesitating. She found herself in a narrow corridor. A radio or television was playing tinnily somewhere in the building. Lara walked confidently down the corridor, away from where she had come from. Any exit would do.

			She passed a large room that opened off the corridor through an arched opening. A woman sitting at a desk, staring intently at a sheaf of computer readouts, looked up, startled.

			“Je suis désolé,” said Lara. It was the closest she could manage to any sort of explanation.

			“Crazy English,” said a disheveled man, rising from another desk. Lara hurried in the direction he was gesturing and was through the door at the other end of the hallway before he had reached her. She was outside again, surrounded by more buildings. There was a narrow walkway to her left, which opened into a garden with mature trees. It would give Lara somewhere to hide while she thought about what the hell she was doing.

		

		
			Lydia had no patience for the proprietor of the Cinéma Le Balzac. His bonhomie was not welcome.

			“I’m looking for my sister,” she said, tersely, in French.

			“There’s no need to be rude, mademoiselle. We are all friends here.”

			“It’s an emergency,” said Lydia.

			“Not so much,” said the proprietor. “Just a scratch or two, and no harm to that beautiful face. Let her tidy herself up. Perhaps a drink while you wait?”

			“You’re wasting my time, old man,” said Lydia. “Where’s my sister?”

			“I cannot make you welcome in my humble establishment if you are hostile, mademoiselle. I told you that your sister is fine, not even so very upset. She is tidying herself up in the ladies’ room.”

			Lydia’s eyes flicked over the space, and, spotting the signs for the bathroom, she pushed past the dapper man and made her way to the ladies’ loos. She burst through the door, and quickly checked the stalls. They were all empty. She was back in the lobby in less than a minute.

			“Where is she?” she asked the proprietor, tension in her face.

			“I told you,” he said. “She’s cleaning herself up. She went into the bathroom five minutes ago.”

			“The fire exit,” said Lydia.

			“There is a fire exit. Yes,” said the proprietor. “But why would she want to leave? If you have come to watch a film together, why would she run away?”

			“She’s gone,” said Lydia. She wasn’t talking to the proprietor anymore. He didn’t know that.

			“I’m sorry, mademoiselle, but I cannot help you. Perhaps I would leave you too, if you were my sister.”

			“Shut up, old man,” said Lydia.

			“Get where you can see her. Get a view,” said Hydarnes over Lydia’s earpiece.

			“Copy that,” said Lydia. “How do I get on the roof?” she asked the proprietor.

			“There’s a maintenance ladder. You can’t go up there,” he replied. “It isn’t safe. There are rules.”

			Lydia took a step closer to the proprietor, her jaw clenching as she spoke.

			“Just show me,” she said.

			“You’re not her sister,” he said. “Are you the police? Show me your credentials.”

			“You really don’t want to see my credentials,” said Lydia, unzipping her jacket and opening it just wide enough for him to see the gun nestling in her armpit. The notched grip of a .40 compensated Sig Sauer. A man-stopper. All the proprietor saw was a gun. A gun. That was enough credentials for him.

			“Mother of God, help me,” he said.

			“Oh, just show me how to get on the damned roof,” said Lydia.

			The proprietor of Cinéma Le Balzac visibly deflated as he gestured over his shoulder to a door at the end of the lobby. After Lydia had slammed the door behind her, he crossed himself.

			“Forgive me,” he said, his head tipped back and his eyes raised heavenwards.

		

		
			Lydia scaled the ladder effortlessly, and was on the roof. She ran along the roofline, scanning all the time for signs of Lara.

			“Give me something,” she said.

			“She’s heading northwest on the block towards the Rue Lord Byron. She’s outside.”

			“I don’t see her,” said Lydia, sliding down a sloping roof and jumping across to an adjacent building. She grabbed a drain pipe and climbed down, hand over hand, several metres to the next roofline. She stood for a moment and scanned again. Still nothing.

			Lara had crossed the courtyard, staying under the tree canopy, and entered another office building. There were a lot of people milling about, and nobody took any notice of her. She found a street door onto the Rue Lord Byron, but thought better of it.

			Keep moving, Lara, she thought. Move faster. Ares is after you. She wasn’t sure who he was or what he wanted, but she had no doubt the man was dangerous, and she knew she had to do better.

			Lara walked through the offices parallel to the Rue Lord Byron, and turned left, away from the street into the far wing of the building where she found another exit. More trees, more buildings crammed together in the space between the main streets, more fire exits and office windows, more dumpsters.

			Lydia had climbed again, scaling the maintenance channels up the side of one of the tallest buildings to a barrel-shaped roof. The angle of the curved roof meant that she had to walk along its lip, like a tightrope walker. She paced it out without flinching, utterly confident.

			“Get Xerxes up here,” she said. “Or give me better information. No sighting of subject.” When she reached the far end of the building, there was no way off, except to scale the curved roof. She took a run at it, and, reaching its apex, turned, and tuck-jumped. The drop was significant, so she shifted position midair, dived, and rolled onto the roof below. The gentle slope of the roof propelled her forward, and she was at its edge, looking down, when she caught sight of something. She saw movement.

			“I’ve got movement. Possibly the subject entering the rear of a building on Byron.”

			Lara had looked up when she heard sounds above. She hoped the tree covered her as she pulled open another fire door and entered another building. She walked along a corridor of numbered rooms. She was in a hotel.

			Think, Lara.

			Lara didn’t have to think for long. She was running on instinct, on adrenaline, good adrenaline that made her sharp, effective. She wasn’t panicking. When she saw the “alarme incendie,” she did what it said and broke the glass. She kept walking towards the front of the building. The corridor, and then the lobby, began to fill with people. She was soon in a crowd, being directed by uniformed members of the hotel staff.

			A building lit up on Hydarnes’s computer display.

			“That’s the fire alarm at the hotel on Byron,” said the tech.

			“That’s where she is,” said Hydarnes. “Darius, get the car to number 15 Rue Lord Byron and find Croft.”

			Lydia heard the instruction. She climbed down the service ducts of the building she’d jumped down onto, rolled onto the adjacent roof, ran along its ridgeline, and swung into a tree. 

		

		
			Her weight whipped the branch in an arc towards the next building, and she used the momentum to throw herself onto its roof. She rolled to another tree on the far side and shinned down it to ground level. She entered the rear of the hotel by the same entrance that Lara had used, the alarm still blaring.

			Lara stepped onto the narrow street and looked right and then left. The pavement was too narrow for the number of people that were pouring out of the hotel, and they were beginning to spill into the road, stopping the traffic. Lara could hear a siren. Then she spotted the car: the big, black BMW that had taken her to Ares. It was three cars back along the street. The traffic was at a standstill. She was sure Windcheater hadn’t seen her.

			The fire appliance was coming around the corner, and the other drivers were doing their best to pull over to make way for it. This was her chance. The BMW was hemmed in. Windcheater was trapped in his vehicle.

			Lara took her chance, jostling out of the crowd and squeezing between the stationary cars on Rue Lord Byron. She was horrified to see Ponytail emerging from the front of the hotel.

			Head down, keeping as low as she could, hoping to be shielded by the crowd, Lara ducked into the first door on the other side of the street.

			“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” said a very smartly dressed Asian man in his late twenties.

			“Bonjour,” said Lara. She looked around, beginning to realise where she was.

			“Can I help you, madam?” asked the man, very formal.

			“I’m sorry. Where am I?” asked Lara.

			“You’re in the Ambassade du Pakistan. My name is Monsieur Qazi. Can I help you?”

			“The fire alarm,” said Lara. “I’m so sorry. I have an anxiety disorder. It’s so noisy and so crowded. I had to get away.” She placed her hand on her chest and breathed.

			“Do sit down, madam,” said Monsieur Qazi, picking up a phone on his desk and speaking in a language that Lara didn’t understand. Moments later, a woman appeared, elegantly dressed in a salwar kameez. She carried a bottle of water and a glass on a tray.

			“You’re too kind,” said Lara. “If you could just show me to a quiet exit. If I could just get away from the noise and the crowd, I’ll be fine.”

			“Nonsense,” said the woman. “Rest a moment. Drink.”

			Lara did as she was told.

			“I’m afraid my colleague must search your belongings before you can proceed further into the building.”

			“Of course,” said Lara, handing her rucksack to Qazi. He stood it on the desk and checked through the contents.

			“What’s your name, my dear?” asked the woman.

			“Lara Croft,” said Lara. “I have my passport.” She handed it to Qazi.

			“Very well,” said Qazi after he had put everything back in the rucksack and handed it and her passport back to Lara. “It is irregular to allow the use of the Ambassade in this way.”

			“She’s a child,” said the woman. “What harm can it do?”

			Lara sipped at the water and waited. If she was too insistent, she might find herself back on the street outside. She needed these people to cooperate. She said nothing.

		

		
			Qazi picked up his phone again. Moments later a large Asian man appeared. A few more words were exchanged.

			“Are you well, my dear?” asked the woman.

			“Yes, thank you,” said Lara.

			“Well enough to leave?” asked the woman.

			“Yes, thank you,” said Lara.

			“Then follow me,” said the woman.

			Lara stood and shouldered her rucksack, and the big man fell in step behind her. She didn’t mind the escort if it meant she didn’t have to face Windcheater and Ponytail. She exhaled a long, calming breath. She felt more confident again.

			Darius saw Lara entering the ambassade and radioed her location back to Hydarnes and Lydia.

			Lydia slid over the hood of one of the cars jamming the street.

			“I’m going in,” she said.

			“Negative,” said Hydarnes. “Do not enter the Ambassade.”

			A moment later, Xerxes was on the street beside Lydia.

			“You go over,” he said. “I’ll go around. We’ll take her.”

			He ran southeast along Byron, turned left, and disappeared.

			Lydia walked past the Ambassade and looked along the street. The apartment building she faced was a classic French building of the period with tall windows and small balconies. Lots of handholds. Easy to climb. Ares wanted the girl followed. He liked to be in control. People he couldn’t control, he killed.

			Lydia vaulted onto the first wrought iron balustrade, balanced on her toes for a moment, and then jumped to grab the lip of the first floor balcony. She swung twice to propel her legs over the balustrade of the first-floor balcony, secured her position, and repeated the process.

			There was a gasp from the crowd below as someone saw her and pointed, and she quickly had an audience.

			From the fourth floor balcony, Lydia had to swing out to catch the drainpipe and shin up to the overhang of the roof. She hung there, from her elbows for a moment, before, very gracefully, tipping and rolling her body onto the parapet, easily clearing the gutters.

			She glanced down at the street. Darius was still trapped in his car.

			Lydia dashed across the flat roof to get a good view of the block. It was crowded with buildings all backing onto each other with courtyards and narrow spaces between. There was very little space on the ground and few routes that Lara could take, unless she went through the buildings. Then the routes would be endless, and Lydia would not have sight of Lara.

			“No sighting of subject,” Lydia said, scanning constantly and looking for movement in the small gardens that dotted the area.

			“On Rue Chateaubriand,” said Xerxes.

			“Hold your position, Xerxes,” said Hydarnes.

			Lara and her escorts emerged at an exit to the rear of the Ambassade. She stepped up beside the woman and smiled at her.

			“Thank you so much,” she said.

			“We’ll walk you to the street. It’s quite a labyrinth through all these buildings,” said the woman, smiling and putting a gentle hand on Lara’s arm.

		

		
			Lara could think of no adequate answer, and the kindness she was being shown was too warm to be ignored.

			Lydia dropped to one knee on the rooftop above.

			“Subject sighted,” she said, “accompanied by a woman and a protection officer.”

			“Stay on her. Do not approach,” said Hydarnes.

			Lydia matched Lara’s progress through the buildings, moving from one roof to another, vaulting, climbing, and even making one almighty leap to bridge the gap between two roofs, to cross the block. She went unseen and unheard.

			Lara emerged a few minutes later on Rue Chateaubriand. She shook hands with the Asian woman and thanked her once more.

			“Are you sure you’re quite well?” she asked.

			“Quite sure, thank you,” said Lara. “I’m so sorry to have put you to so much trouble.”

			“It was the nicest adventure I’ve had for a long time,” said the woman, smiling at Lara for the last time before turning back down the narrow alley between the buildings.

			Lara was on her guard immediately. The street was narrow, and there was no sign of the big BMW. Then, she saw him. There was a man down the street. He turned. There was something… He’d seen her.

			He had an earpiece… He was one of them.

			Lara’s heart beat a little faster.

			Then, she heard the high-pitched rattle of a moped engine firing up. There were several parked on the street. They were a common sight in Paris. She didn’t think twice. She strode up to the moped and climbed on the back. The man on the front was startled. Lara put her hands firmly on his shoulders and said, “Allez!” in his ear, in the most commanding tone she could muster. She didn’t shout. She didn’t want to scare him. She just wanted him to move and to move fast.

			Xerxes was right on top of them. The moped bucked and swerved. The rider was trying to do as he was told, but suddenly there was a man right in front of him.

			“Allez!” said Lara again.

			The rider turned the handlebars of the moped and revved the engine. The bike bucked again just as Lara reached out to shove Earpiece, who was grabbing for her. Lara braced herself with two feet still on the ground. The front wheel spun and turned, tearing into Earpiece’s legs. He went down hard.

			Lara had a fistful of his jacket, which tore away in her hand, scattering something on the ground.

			Earpiece recoiled, grabbing his bleeding leg.

			As the rider righted the moped, Lara scooped up the photos that had fallen from Earpiece’s jacket, and then the two of them were riding along Chateaubriand towards Avenue de Friedland.

		

		
			Chapter 13

			The fire appliance finally skirted past the BMW, and Darius managed to pull out behind it and reverse out of Rue Lord Byron. He spun at the end of the street and joined the traffic in Rue Arsène Houssaye, following Hydarnes’s directions.

			Lydia landed on Chateaubriand moments after Lara’s departure.

			“The subject?” she asked Xerxes.

			“Moped,” he said between gasps of pain. Lydia left Xerxes where he was. He was useless to her now. She also ignored the streets. She was faster through and over the buildings. Her parkour skills meant she could cut across city blocks as the crow flies, covering greater distances on foot. The traffic in Paris was notoriously slow. She could still track the subject. She didn’t have to stop to scan territory looking for Croft; she only had to follow the directions Hydarnes gave her.

			The moped turned right into Avenue de Friedland. It was the commercial district, and the street was wide and busy with traffic moving in both directions.

		

		
			Lara didn’t want to put her saviour in unnecessary danger, so when he had to stop at a pedestrian crossing, she hopped off the back of the bike.

			“Thanks,” she said. “You saved my life.”

			“You crazy English,” he said. “It was fun. Something to tell my friends.” He grinned.

			Lara grinned back.

			“Run!” he said, revving his engine.

			Lara took him at his word and ran, casting a last smile over her shoulder. He was right; it was exhilarating.

			Lara jogged up the street until she found a café and ducked into it. She didn’t like being in the open for too long. She couldn’t be sure that she wasn’t still being followed. She needed to get her bearings. She also needed to find Menelaou as soon as possible. She needed to head for the Left Bank.

			Lara sat at a table in the back of the café so she couldn’t be seen from the street. She sat with her back to the wall, and quickly glanced around the room. There was no one suspicious. She opened her rucksack to check that everything was still there. She felt in the bottom of the bag to make sure the Book hadn’t been found. The rucksack still had its hard base. It hadn’t been disturbed. The Book was under it, sewn into the lining.

			As she pulled her hand out of the bag, the back of it brushed against something. Lara reached back in and felt around. There was definitely something there. She pushed her belongings to one side and turned the bag partly inside out so that she could examine what she had found. She wasn’t entirely sure, but she thought it was some kind of tracking device or bug. It was certainly good tech, put there by Ares or most likely one of his people.

			“Great,” she said. “Well, two can play at that game.”

			Lara rose from the table as the waiter approached her. She waved and shrugged at him as she went back out onto the street. She looked around, very cautious, sure that Ares’s people couldn’t be far away.

			Lara got lucky and quickly hailed a cab. She got in and said, “Gare du Nord, s’il vous plaît.”

			If they think I’m going home, she thought. Maybe they’ll leave me alone.

			In the back seat of the cab, Lara dumped the stuff out of her rucksack, ripped the stitching in the lining, and took out the Book. She tore a piece of paper from one of the blank pages at the back of the Book and put everything back in the bag. Then, she unclipped the device from where it had been attached to the inside of the rucksack and folded it carefully in the paper, securing it with a hairband. She scribbled the word “Ares” on the small package. Remembering the photographs from Earpiece’s jacket, she pushed them into the flyleaf of the Book’s jacket. She could look at them later. She needed to be alert right now.

			She kept a close eye on the traffic around her. There was no sign of the BMW.

			“Monsieur,” she said to the driver, “do you speak English?”

			“Of course,” said the cabbie.

			“Someone is following me. If I see his car, can you change routes?”

			“Ah,” said the driver, “a bad boyfriend, n’est-ce pas?”

			“Something like that,” said Lara.

			“You will run away, and I will help you,” said the driver.

			“Thank you,” said Lara. “The Gare du Nord? How far?”

		

		
			“Fifteen minutes,” said the driver, “twenty. The vehicles, so many of them.”

			“Thank you,” said Lara.

			“The subject is moving southeast on Friedland,” said Hydarnes. “Fast.”

			“She’s on a moped,” said Lydia, breathing hard as she landed on the pavement on Friedland close to the café where Lara had picked up the taxi.

			“You’re coming in, Lydia,” said Hydarnes. “Darius is taking over.”

			“Shit!” said Lydia.

			“Ares will see you on your return.”

			Lydia’s face grew firm, her jaw clenched. She breathed in hard and out slowly.

			“Copy that,” she said. She turned to walk back to the Champs-Élysées.

			“What’s your position, Darius?” asked Hydarnes.

			“Square Louis XVI,” said Darius.

			“Take a left,” said Hydarnes. “You got ahead of her. She’s heading northeast on La Pépinière.”

			“I didn’t pass her,” said Darius.

			Hydarnes shot a glance at the tech as they studied the screen together.

			“May I?” asked the tech, leaning in to tap an instruction on the keyboard.

			“There,” she said. “I should have seen it. She stopped for, maybe ninety seconds.”

			“There was movement,” said Hydarnes.

			“The tracker’s sensitive,” said the tech. “She might have been pacing. The rucksack might have been swinging. There’s no forward trajectory. She definitely stopped.”

			“Is she still on the moped?” asked Hydarnes.

			The tech shrugged.

			“She stole it or jumped a ride. I’m guessing not,” she said.

			Hydarnes thought for a moment.

			“She’s in a taxi,” he said. “Darius, Croft is in a taxi.”

			Lara looked around at every stoplight, at every junction. She never stopped scanning the road, and every time she saw a seven series, black BMW, she went to alert. She was surprised at just how many there were.

			“He must have been a very bad boyfriend,” said the driver at one point.

			“Very,” said Lara, turning to check the view from the rear window.

			As they pulled away from the intersection with the Rue de Rome, Lara looked right to see the traffic waiting to pull out behind them. They were traveling at no more than walking speed, and the first car was already turning out of the junction. She was looking right at Windcheater.

			She hadn’t been expecting to see him there. She didn’t know why, but she expected the BMW to come up behind her. Of course she’d checked all the turnings, but that was because of the anxiety, that was belt and braces. She gasped.

			“Madamoiselle?” asked the driver.

			“It’s him,” said Lara.

			“Nous allons le faire,” said the driver.

			Before Lara knew what was happening, the cabbie had swung into the right-hand lane and turned right down Rue de 

		

		
			Rome before switching back left, crossing Rue Saint-Lazare and cutting down Cour de Rome.

			“I’ve got her,” said Darius.

			“Stay with her,” said Hydarnes. “Don’t lose her again. Ares wants to know exactly where she is at all times.”

			The tech grinned and put her hand up for a high five. Hydarnes looked at her coldly and turned back to the screen. The tech blushed.

			The cabbie had put several cars between them and the BMW. He’d also caused some confusion, and a flurry of car horns sounded all around them. He beamed in his rearview mirror at Lara.

			“Gare du Nord,” he said. “The scenic route. It will be...”

			“I have money,” said Lara.

			“I would say fun,” said the cabbie.

			Sorry, thought Lara. You can do your best, but I know something that you don’t. You can try as hard as you want, but you can’t lose that BMW. She gripped the paper parcel in her hand a little tighter.

			Then she checked the view through the rear window. She was rocked onto her side when the cabbie took a sudden right turn without indicating. He was throwing the car all over the place, and when Lara was able to sit up again, she could see why.

			Rue de Caumartin was narrow, and the shops and business spilled out onto the street. Racks of clothes stood outside the small boutiques, and the cafés had outside tables filled with customers. It was like an obstacle course. The cabbie dodged a sandwich vendor selling his product under an awning, but clipped one of the tall pedestal tables that some of his customers were standing at to eat. Fortunately, it wasn’t occupied. He hit his horn by way of a warning and an apology, and shrugged at Lara when he heard shouting.

			Lara turned to look back through the rear window once more. She was surprised and relieved to see a large white van in the road thirty yards behind them. It had stopped. The driver was getting out. He had a clipboard in his hand and was clearly making a delivery.

			This is it, thought Lara. This is my chance.

			“Where can I pick up another taxi?” asked Lara.

			“You don’t like my driving?” asked the cabbie, crestfallen.

			“I love your driving,” said Lara. “I want to pay you to keep driving. I want you to take something to the Gare du Nord for me. I want you to let the man in the BMW follow you, but don’t make it easy. When you get to the Gare du Nord, I want you to give him this.” She held up the paper parcel with the bug in it.

			“And you will escape?” asked the driver.

			“You will be helping me to escape,” said Lara, holding out three ten-euro notes. “Is this enough?”

			The cabbie pulled over on the corner of Caumartin and Rue de Provence, outside Printemps department store. He took the money.

			“It will be my pleasure,” he said. “Look! There’s a taxi.”

			Lara switched cabs.

			“Hotel Odéon,” she said, “St. Germain.”

			“Oui, mademoiselle,” said the new driver.

			“She’s playing games,” said Darius, backing out of Caumartin. He’d taken the turning too fast, trying to keep up with the taxi, and swiped through a rack of dresses. The boutique owner was beating his fists on the hood of the BMW, trying to get a reaction, but Darius had a job to do. The white van twenty yards ahead of him was blocking the road, and the pile of boxes being unloaded would take time to shift. He’d have to abort and take a different route.

		

		
			“You’re better than any taxi driver,” said Hydarnes. “I’ll feed you coordinates as I get them.”

			The cabbie drove back and forth and around the city for twenty minutes more, playing a game of cat and mouse with the big, black BMW. The taxi fare was more than Lara’s thirty euros, but he was having fun.

			“I know where she’s going,” said the tech.

			Hydarnes turned to the young woman.

			“It’s a simple algorithm,” she said.

			“Don’t explain it,” he said. “Just tell me.”

			“The Gare du Nord,” she said. “If you ignore the detours and look at the key route, the subject is making her way back to the Gare du Nord.”

			“Gare du Nord. Darius, you’ll find the subject at the station.”

			The taxi driver became a little concerned when he could not see the BMW behind him for two or three minutes. He turned back onto the Rue Lafayette, but still did not see the car that had been tailing him. He had promised the girl. He picked up the little packet from the dashboard, and read it. The man’s name must be Ares. He was almost there. He’d take the package to the Gare du Nord.

			The black BMW was parked in the taxi bay outside the station. A man was leaning against it. He looked as if he was waiting.

			Moments later, the back door of the taxi was being pulled open before the driver knew what was happening.

			“Where is she?” asked the man. “Ou est-elle?”

			“Mademoiselle asked me to give you this,” said the driver, handing Darius the paper packet with Ares written on it.

			Darius took it. He slammed the rear door of the cab so hard the car rocked. As he strode back to the BMW, the cabbie wound down his window.

			“You are a very bad boyfriend,” he shouted, waving his fist.

		

		
			Chapter 14

			Lara felt a little more secure at her hotel. She locked herself in her room and decided to remain there until she visited Menelaou the following morning. She also checked several routes from the hotel to his office, which was mercifully close by.

			The hotel was discreet. There was no reason to think that Ares would find her there. She needed to rest and eat after the day’s adventures, but she was more determined than ever to find out more about the Golden Fleece. If a man like Ares was interested in it, if he was interested in killing her...

			Lara spoke to the duty manager at the hotel. He was remarkably accommodating and, within half an hour, she was not only supplied with a meal, but also with a laptop. The Wi-Fi connection was fast and free.

			The Book was a great resource. It was Lara’s go-to for all things relating to history and archaeology, but it didn’t give her the answers she needed about Ares and the Ten Thousand Immortals. All it did was raise questions. Now that she had met Ares, questions weren’t enough.

			Lara spent the next four hours trawling the web for answers. She began by searching keyword “Ares”, and got more information about the Greek god of war. Then, she went back to the two pages she’d bookmarked on her own laptop at the flat. She skim read the wiki entry. The other site appeared to be a home page for some sort of company or organisation calling itself The Ten Thousand Immortals, but it contained only a banner. There were no links or other pages, and there was no address or contact information. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t what she was looking for.

		

		
			Then Lara began to look at the problem from a different angle. She began with the address on the Champs-Élysées. She began with the place where she had been held captive, where she had met the man who had called himself Ares. No attempt had been made to keep the address from her. It was not difficult to find the name of the business registered to that address.

			Things began to unravel from there.

			Protecteurs de Compagnie was the name of the company registered to the address on the Champs-Élysées. The director of the company was listed as Dalir Arshad. The company profile was brief, and Lara could find no photographs of Arshad or any reference to other company employees.

			“Companion protectors,” said Lara. “What is a companion protector?” She typed the English words into the search field and immediately came up with another registered company. This one had addresses in New York and London. She looked for translations of the words and found companies in Spain, Italy, Germany… The list went on. Every company director had an eastern sounding name. Lara collated the names and looked them up. They took her to a site that listed Persian forenames and surnames. Every name related to war or the virtues of strength or courage. It wasn’t a coincidence. The names had to be made up.

			Then, Lara gathered the addresses of all the companies with the name “Companion Protectors” in all the countries, and started to track down a parent company. They had to be connected.

			The search took some time and all of Lara’s mental resources. She had to be clever, but she started to make significant inroads after the first couple of hours.

			“Companion protectors,” said Lara, again. “They’re bodyguards… mercenaries. Ares is the Greek god of war. Ares is at the head of all of this. If I can just find out who he is!”

			Lara had reached a dead end. She sat at the laptop, eating the last of her meal. The cassoulet, brought in from a local restaurant, had gone cold, but she dipped the bread into it anyway, scooping up the rich sauce. It was delicious, hot or cold. She chewed and pondered, and then, left-handed, she typed “wiki Ten Thousand Immortals” into the search field. She’d been to the site before, but she began reading again.

			She had nothing to lose.

			When she got to the bottom of the page, Lara scrolled back up. Then she typed “Anusiya” into the search field. She was running out of keywords, and this was one of the very few she hadn’t yet used, the Ten Thousand Immortals other name. She didn’t hold out much hope of it leading anywhere. Lara dunked another hunk of good bread into the cassoulet while she scrolled down the results. When she got to the bottom of the page, she hit “Next.” Nothing. She did this two or three more times. There was nothing. Then, on page five of the results, something caught her eye.

			Lara hit the link. It took her to a company website about arms and armaments. There was no address. There were no contact details, no external links, no apparent way to progress any further to find out who ran the company, where it was, or what its connection might be to her search. But Lara was sure there was a connection.

		

		
			There was a banner at the top of the page with the word “Anusiya.” There was text about the company, which turned out to be one of the biggest and oldest arms dealers in the world, and there were photographs… photographs dating back to the beginning of photography, photographs of paintings of weapons pre-dating firearms.

			Lara looked around.

			Then, she looked back at the screen.

			“There’s no one here, Lara. Why are you looking over your shoulder?” she said. She shivered. The room was quiet. She listened for a moment. She could hear faint sounds from the street outside. It was almost too quiet. Lara thought about finding a podcast, playing some music. She stopped herself. She needed to be alert. She needed to hear if someone was coming. She needed to feel safe. Ares was beginning to seem very frightening.

			Lara clicked on one of the photographs. The screen blacked out for a microsecond, making Lara jump. Then, it filled with a black-and-white image. It consisted of a background of carts and wagons, the sort you might see in a movie about the Wild West, with hoops and waxed canvas covers. The wagons and much of the ground were covered in crates, some of them opened to display rifles. A line of men, wearing American military uniforms, stood in a row in the foreground of the picture.

			“The American Civil War,” said Lara. “They supplied arms during the American Civil War.” She was about to close the photograph and look at another when she stopped. She put her cursor over the two men at the centre of the picture, and clicked. Again, the screen blacked out for a moment. When the image came back into focus, it had zoomed in on the central figures. One wore the uniform of a Confederate general, and the other wore a civilian suit and a hat in the European style. He looked out of place among the soldiers. He was also the only man in the lineup who was not smiling.

			Lara gasped. The civilian, the man that Lara assumed from the photograph must be the arms dealer, bore an uncanny resemblance to the man she knew as Ares. Lara studied the picture for a few seconds and then zoomed out. The photograph was captioned “Virginia 1863.” No one in the photograph was named.

			Lara clicked on another photograph. This one was captioned “South Africa 1880.” The format was remarkably similar, except that the men were sitting on the veranda of a sort of pavilion with the crates of weapons stacked around them. Lara zoomed in. The man in the linen suit looked exactly like Ares. In the twenty years since the Virginia photograph, he had not seemed to age at all. His body seemed bulkier, but his face looked virtually the same.

			Lara closed the picture and opened a third, captioned “Hungary 1940.” There he was again. He was leaner and taller, or at least he appeared to be next to the row of men he was standing among. Nevertheless, his face was the same, his expression as implacable as it always was. Lara had seen photographs from three major wars over eighty years, and the same face had appeared in all of them. Today she had seen the same face on a living man that she had also seen in photographs dating back to the 1860s.

			“How is this even possible?” she said.

			It was getting late, but Lara couldn’t stop there. She grabbed the Book and turned back to the pages where she had found the references to Ares and the Ten Thousand Immortals.

		

		
			“Shit!” she said. “The notes weren’t misfiled. It wasn’t an anomaly. They were there for a reason.” The margin notes about Ares and the Ten Thousand Immortals had been made in the section on immortality and spiritual transference. There was also reference to a secret society that Lara had overlooked almost entirely.

			“Who the hell are you, Ares? What do you know about the Golden Fleece? Is it real? Is that why you were so keen to get rid of me? To get me out of the way? You’ve got competition, Ares. If the Fleece is real, I can use it to bring Sam back, to save her from Himiko’s influence.”

			Chapter 15

			Lara breakfasted in her room. She checked in with Sam’s hospital ward, by phone, and then took the five-minute walk to Menelaou’s office in the Rue du Canivet. It was a little after nine, and the shops and businesses were opening. The streets were not busy, but there was a steady trickle of people. Lara kept her head up, making sure she knew who was around her at all times. She felt no need to deviate from her chosen route.

			There was a buzzer next to Menelaou’s name at the street door, but no intercom system. Lara pressed the buzzer, but heard no sound inside the building. There was no corresponding buzz at her end, so she waited. She was about to press the buzzer again when the street door opened. A short, round, ancient man appeared at the door. He had a full head of grizzled hair that must once have been black, and he was mopping the sweat from his ruddy face and puffing slightly.

			“Oui?” he said in an accent that was not French.

			“Monsieur Menelaou?” asked Lara.

			“Ah!” exclaimed the man, smiling. “English. Much better.” He mopped and puffed some more.

		

		
			“My name’s Lara Croft, I’m a student of archaeology.”

			“You must come in then,” said Menelaou.

			The time, sweat and breathlessness were explained by the four flights of stairs that Menelaou now had to climb to get back to his office. When he arrived at the door, he took out a bunch of keys with his right hand and mopped his face with the large patterned handkerchief in his left. It took him a minute or two to find the right key, and when he did, he was unable to push the door more than a couple of feet open. He slid through the gap, which was barely big enough to allow him entry into the rooms beyond, and beckoned Lara to follow him.

			It immediately became clear why the door wouldn’t open. The room beyond was not small, but it was full of shelves, cabinets, trunks, boxes and objects. They were arranged from floor to ceiling, on every surface, and in every nook, niche and corner. The sheer volume of stuff was utterly overwhelming.

			Lara could see everything from household objects and utensils to chunks of masonry and roof tiles, from items of traditional dress to masks and jewelry, from armour to javelins, spears, arrows and blades, and from cannon balls to musket balls, from scrolls to books, and from religious icons to fertility symbols. She could see antiquities from all the classical civilisations from South America to Africa, from Europe to Asia. She had never seen a room like it in her life.

			Babbington’s collection had been impressive, but this was extraordinary. The room in Oxford was sterile, sanitised, driven by order. This room was alive with the souls of kings.

			Lara’s eyes widened, and she could hardly catch her breath. She didn’t know if she’d ever felt so excited about history before.

			“See something you like?” asked Menelaou. He sat down heavily in a vast leather chair, its surface cracked and split with age and wear, and pulled the handkerchief away from his face to reveal a mischievous grin.

			Lara turned to look at him, and the expression on her face made him break into a belly laugh that reddened his face even more.

			“Go ahead,” he said when he was done. “Pick something out, examine it, hold it in your hands, smell it.”

			Lara reached out for a drinking vessel. It was shiny black with age and as hard as stone.

			“English blackjack. Late sixteenth century. Made of leather. Beautiful thing and a very early specimen. Take a really good look at it.”

			Lara ran her hands over the tankard, and peered at it, rolling it around to catch the best light. The surface was cracked and crazed, but she soon began to see a pattern in the markings.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said. “That looks like...”

			“The inscription, too,” said Menelaou.

			“That’s Shakespeare’s signature,” said Lara.

			“And his likeness,” said Menelaou. “A gift from a wealthy patron.”

			“To you?” asked Lara. “I wish I received gifts like this.”

			Menelaou laughed again, his pleasing rumble.

			“A gift to Shakespeare from a wealthy patron, so the story goes.”

			“It’s a wonderful story.”

			“Every object has a wonderful story,” said Menelaou. “What is your object, Miss...”

		

		
			“Croft,” said Lara again. “Call me Lara.”

			“So, Lara, what is your object? No one comes to see me unless they have an object or are looking for one. What do you have in your bag?”

			“Nothing at all,” said Lara. “I’m looking for an object.”

			“Then you already have a story,” said Menelaou. “What is your story, Lara Croft?”

			“If only you knew,” said Lara.

			“I have all the time in the world for a beautiful young woman,” said Menelaou. “My visitors are usually rich, bitter, old men.”

			“Sadly, I have no time at all.”

			“Everyone has time for good Turkish coffee,” said Menelaou. “Now that I have my breath back, I find that I need some.” He rose from his seat and opened another door into an anteroom that served as a kitchen. “Come, talk to me.”

			Lara liked Monsieur Menelaou. He was the first person who hadn’t judged her or tried to dissuade her from her course since she had seen Sam. He was the romantic soul that had eluded her so far on this futile quest.

			“I was at Yamatai last year,” she found herself saying. She didn’t know why.

			Menelaou stopped what he was doing, a tiny ornate coffee glass in his hand. He turned and looked at her.

			“That was you?” he asked.

			Lara blinked.

			“What was me?” she said.

			“Poor child,” said Menelaou. “What you must have seen!”

			“You know about that?” asked Lara.

			“I know the stories,” said Menelaou. “The Sun Queen. The evil she caused. The power of immortality.”

			Lara was startled. Her face drained.

			Menelaou stepped towards her, concern on his face.

			“I am a foolish old man,” he said. “I believe too much in the legends. What can an old man do but believe in life everlasting when he knows he will die soon? We Greeks, we are too romantic.”

			“I want to believe in something, too,” said Lara.

			Menelaou put his hands on the tops of Lara’s arms and rubbed gently, reassuring her.

			“You are troubled. It helps to talk. You came here for something. Tell me what it is.” Then he turned and went back to making Turkish coffee in a tall, slender, ornate pot.

			“My friend… she was attacked by Himiko on Yamatai. She cannot get over it,” said Lara.

			Menelaou tutted sympathetically as he poured scalding water onto the coffee grounds.

			“Physically she’s improving, but mentally… I don’t know… she’s deeply troubled. I want to help her. The doctors are doing everything they can. I’m looking for an amulet, a charm, something I understand… Something she would understand. All I really care about is archaeology.”

			“An object of healing, an artifact,” said Menelaou. “I know what you’re looking for. You’ve been doing your research.”

			“I have,” said Lara. “And I’m not the only one.”

			Menelaou paused and smiled.

			“You are not,” he said. “Dare I say the name ‘Ares’?”

			Lara tensed. “How do you know about the—”

		

		
			“The Ten Thousand Immortals?” Menelaou finished. “Because they have also visited me. Two, three months ago. Presumptuous. Wicked.”

			“What are they, sir?” Lara asked.

			“Rich, bitter old men,” he sighed.

			“But—”

			Menelaou sat back and slid his palms apart across the top of the counter, a gesture that suggested he was shoving the past out of his way.

			“In practice,” he said, his voice soft with the slow, Greek accent, “they are a private security consortium. Immensely wealthy, immensely successful… weapons dealers, traders, brokers… mercenaries. The Ten Thousand Immortals have been around for a very long time. They have made their riches from other people’s wars.”

			He leaned forward, smiling.

			“They pretend they are actually immortal,” he said.

			“Pretend?”

			He waved a hand.

			“It is part of their thing… their… persona,” he said. “They like to inspire awe. Who would you rather employ? A mercenary? Or a mercenary who is three hundred years old and has a reputation to match?”

			“They can’t be three hundred years old!” Lara laughed.

			“No?” he agreed, chuckling.

			“No. They can’t,” Lara said firmly.

			Menelaou nodded, allowing it.

			“Some of them claim to be a great deal older,” he said. “Some of them claim to be warriors of Xerxes, of Darius.”

			“It’s all part of their thing. Their mystique,” said Lara.

			“Oh, yes, yes, yes,” nodded Menelaou. “But ask yourself this… Why would they be so anxious, suddenly, to procure the Fleece? Eh? An artifact that heals and grants immortality? Yes? Perhaps, after Yamatai, the Ten Thousand Immortals started to feel… mortal, Lara Croft.”

			“When did they come to you?” she asked.

			He paused. “It would be two months ago. My reputation as the owner of the Fleece is widely known. Me, I blame my big mouth.”

			“What did you tell them?” Lara asked.

			“That I have a big mouth,” Menelaou smiled. “That I talk too much. That I made bold claims. They came in here and threatened me. They had guns. Then they went away, empty-handed. After that, I improved my security. To them, I was a dry lead.”

			“And to me?” Lara asked.

			“I used to have a reputation,” said Menelaou sadly.

			“Trust me, the Internet ensures that your reputation will follow you forever.”

			“That might be a curse,” said Menelaou.

			“It brought me here,” said Lara. “I consider it a blessing.”

			“You want to talk about the Golden Fleece?” asked Menelaou.

			“Yes,” said Lara, “I do.”

			“Then, let us talk,” said Menelaou. He picked up the small, circular brass tray with its gorgeous enameled surface and carried it into his office. He dropped sugar lumps into the tiny jewel-like coffee glasses and poured the coffee from the steaming pot.

		

		
			Lara began by outlining what Babbington had told her about the mining methods in Colchis.

			“Your professor is absolutely correct,” said Menelaou, “except for one or two important details. Don’t look so sad. It will all come right. I promise you.”

			“But if he’s right,” said Lara.

			“Ah, but the details,” said Menelaou. “God is in the details.

			“There is a region in Georgia called Zemo-Savanti. It is the highest, most mountainous region in the area. A difficult place to live. Most gold miners kept to the lower slopes where the streams had grown old and shallow, but one spring, high in the mountains, was the mother of the true fleece. One man, a boy, fit, strong and adventurous, bartered everything he owned for one fleece. It was a young ram’s fleece, small and soft and curly. He took his fleece to that spring. He threw it in, and he waited.

			“He grew tired and thin while he waited and waited, like a hermit. He foraged and he prayed to the gods. He took the fleece from the spring only when it was golden all over.”

			“Just one fleece?” asked Lara.

			“The true Golden Fleece,” said Menelaou. “When he tried to lift the fleece from the spring, he was weak, and it was weighed down with water and the gold it had captured. At first he could not do it. As he rolled it and squeezed it, he found strength in his hands and then in his arms. As he lifted it on his back, he felt warmth in his shoulders, and as he stood, his back straightened and he no longer felt hunger or pain.”

			Lara could stand it no longer.

			“The article I read said you had the Golden Fleece, that you owned it,” she said.

			“How do you think I lived to be so ancient?” asked Menelaou, breaking into his belly laugh once more. He put down his empty coffee glass, dabbed at his lips with his handkerchief, and leaned over to open the bottom drawer of his desk. Lara was amazed when he pulled out a tin box. It was gold and heavily embossed with a design.

			The box was Queen Mary’s Christmas gift box for 1914.

			“A pity I don’t have the contents,” said Menelaou, “but what’s inside is far more valuable, and no one would look for it here.”

			“The article said you wanted a million francs for it,” said Lara.

			“What would you pay for it?” asked Menelaou, the mischievous grin back on his face.

			Lara’s face fell.

			“It’s priceless to me if it could save Sam,” she said.

			“Don’t be so sad,” said Menelaou. “All things are possible when you’re young and strong.”

			He pried the lid off the tin, folded back a piece of silk that was wrapped around the artifact inside, and then held the whole thing out for Lara to take it.

			She cradled the tin in both of her hands and looked inside. It was nothing more than a grubby, matted, grey scrap of something that she couldn’t easily identify. It smelled strange, oily and organic, and very old.

			“This is it?” she asked.

			“What did you expect?” asked Menelaou, laughing once more.

			“Ares said the whole world was interested in the Golden Fleece. He told me to beware, to trust no one. It seems so… insignificant. Can this really be such a powerful artifact that a man like Ares would kill for it? Could he really believe it could have the power to make him immortal?”

		

		
			Menelaou laughed his great heaving belly laugh again.

			“Maybe so, and maybe not so much,” he said. “Menelaou is a purist.”

			He put his finger to the side of his nose and leaned a little closer, lowering his voice.

			“I am an old man, and I have no one to tell my secrets to. You are young and beautiful, and you have an honest face. Shall I tell you an old man’s secret, or should it die with me?”

			Lara looked into Menelaou’s eyes, and he broke into another laugh that rumbled up from his belly.

			“Don’t look so serious,” he said. “I will fall into your eyes if they grow any bigger. But there are worse ways for an old man to die.”

			“So, this is not the Golden Fleece after all?” asked Lara.

			Menelaou nodded his head.

			“Of course this is the fleece...a portion of the fleece,” he said. Then, he smiled a mischievous smile that made him look like an overgrown boy with a shock of white hair. “I have asked myself many times, ‘But, Menelaou, where is the gold?’ Perhaps this is a mystery in two halves.”

			Lara looked down at the grey scrap of wool in the tin box.

			“Go on. Touch it.”

			“I couldn’t,” said Lara.

			“Of course you could. You should,” said Menelaou.

			Lara wiped her fingers on her jeans and tentatively held them over the scrap of wool in the tin. She stroked the thing very lightly with her forefinger. It felt oily and rough.

			“You feel something?” asked Menelaou.

			“Nothing,” said Lara. “Nothing at all.”

			“You are young and fit and healthy,” said Menelaou. “You should feel nothing. Now, we should barter. Tell me what you will give me for this great artifact.”

			Lara could not tell whether the warm, funny man was teasing her. He seemed serious. She could get the money, but an object like this was beyond priceless. If a man like Ares was interested in finding it… If it was worth her life… If it was worth any life… More than the object, the information that Menelaou had given her was crucial. She had not reached the end of her quest. This little scrap of wool was not enough. She must find the gold that had come from it. Somewhere, in some form, there was Colchis gold, the gold from the fleece, the other half of the mystery of the Golden Fleece.

			The silence extended between them for several long seconds, until Menelaou broke it.

			“What about a story?” he asked. “Why don’t you tell me all about what happened on Yamatai? Why don’t you educate me a little? Indulge an old man. Talk to me of adventure and magic and the wonders of the world. I don’t get out much anymore.”

			It was a small enough price to pay, and for the next hour, Lara talked about Yamatai. Menelaou was sympathetic when she cried, and plied her with more Turkish coffee when she could not go on. The experience was informative for him and cathartic for her. It cemented their strong liking for one another.

			They were sitting together in companionable silence halfway through the story when a soft hum sounded somewhere in the room. Lara looked up at Menelaou. 

		

		
			It sounded like a machine, a fan on a computer coming suddenly to life, but she saw no computer on his desk. The sound stopped after only a second.

			“Two visitors in one morning,” said Menelaou. “I should see who else wants to do business with this ancient Greek today.” He laughed at his own joke as he got up and made his way to the obstructed door.

			“Do you object to me locking the door behind me?” he asked.

			Lara shook her head, not thinking.

			“I shall send whoever it may be away with an appointment,” said Menelaou. “When your story is over, I shall be well paid for my little bit of immortality. Life has been good to me.”

			It was the key turning in the lock that brought Lara back to her senses. Then, the soft hum of the buzzer sounding again. She went to the window, opened it, and looked down on the street. She could see very little of the man standing in front of the building, just the curve of his shoulders and back, not even the top of his head. The woman standing behind him had long hair, tied in a ponytail.

			Lara did not see the firearm, and she did not hear a bang. What she heard was the soft spit of a shot being fired through a silenced gun barrel. She recoiled.

			Menelaou was dead.

			Lara jammed the lid back on Queen Mary’s Christmas gift tin and stuffed it into her rucksack. Then, she went into the little kitchen of Menelaou’s office. She couldn’t go out the way she’d come in, even if the door hadn’t been locked. She couldn’t go out of the window either. She was on the fourth floor.

			She heard feet on the stairs. The Immortals knew she was here. They had been staking out Menelaou.

			They were at the door.

			Lara remembered Menelaou’s words. “After that, I improved my security.”

			She rushed to his desk, bent down, and saw the newly-installed “panic switch” under it. She hit it.

			All the doors around her double-bolted with electric switches. A chain sheet slid down and locked out the office door. Menelaou’s apartment was far more high-tech than it seemed.

			The Immortals were pounding on the outer door. Lara feared they might use explosives to force their way in.

			There had to be a fire exit, and it had to be in the kitchen.

			She headed back into the kitchen. A hatch had opened. A secure escape. She got in.

			There was a ladder, tightly fixed to the bricks and running down a hidden shaft in the building.

			She pulled the safe room hatch shut behind her and scrambled down the ladder. From the room beyond, she heard a small charge blow the secure chain door open. People rushed in.

			Lara dropped the last six feet off the ladder, and emerged via a side door onto Rue Henry de Jouvenel. She quickly hailed a taxi. She began to say “Gare du Nord”, but remembered that Ares knew she had tickets for the Channel Tunnel back to London.

			“Charles de Gaulle,” she told the taxi driver.

			“Oui, mademoiselle,” he said.

		

		
			Chapter 16

			It was a long ride to the airport, at least forty minutes, and probably closer to an hour, depending on the traffic. Lara didn’t know what she was doing or where she was going, except that she had to get away from Ares, and from Paris.

			She knew that her quest for the Golden Fleece wasn’t over. Menelaou was dead, and she had a piece of his artifact, but somehow she felt further from helping Sam than ever. Where could she begin to track down the gold?

			 She needed to make a decision.

			Lara took out her phone and risked turning it on. She’d turned it off when she’d landed in Paris. She didn’t have anyone to call. She’d had a job to do. She hadn’t turned it back on after meeting Ares, because she wasn’t sure what he was capable of. But she was leaving France, and she needed to make plans. She needed to decide whether to head back to London. She was nervous about heading back to the Gare du Nord and using her return half of the Channel Tunnel rail ticket, so she needed to book a flight.

			As soon as Lara turned her phone on, it pinged to let her know she had messages. She scrolled through them. There was a lovely one from Willow, and one from Professor Cahalane. The last one, sent only last night, was from Kennard Montez. Lara almost ignored it, but he’d given her the lead to Menelaou, and she felt partly responsible for the old man’s death. Besides, she had his portion of the Golden Fleece, if that’s what it really was. Maybe, just maybe, Kennard could provide her with a lead to the gold, or at least give her closure on Menelaou.

		

		
			The message read, “Leaving tomorrow to join a dig at Anafi. The guys are eight months in with promising outcomes. Join us?”

			Anafi, thought Lara. Why does that sound familiar? She couldn’t remember, but at least it was a location, a possible destination if she decided not to go home to London immediately.

			Lara thought for a moment and then texted back, “Anafi?” Then she realised that Kennard was probably already en route, and it was likely that he had switched his phone off. She pocketed her mobile and pulled the Book out of her rucksack. She was flicking through it, trying to find references to the location, when her phone pinged.

			It was a message from Kennard. It read, “At the airport. Anafi is in the Cyclades. The Argo’s first port after recovering Fleece. Meet me there?”

			Lara hesitated, but only for a moment.

			“Maybe,” she texted back.

			She felt a wellspring of excitement in the pit of her stomach. To be where the Argo had been, to follow in Jason’s footsteps, to track the journey of the Golden Fleece from Colchis, those things might put her on the path to finding the gold. She felt that she had her first lead.

			She still had questions. She still wanted to know who Ares was, what he was. She needed to know why he was so interested in the Golden Fleece and why he had wanted her dead when he found out that she couldn’t give him any new information. She wondered what he would have done with her if she had been able to tell him anything.

			Then she got to thinking about Menelaous’ office, about all the wonderful things he kept there. She wondered what value could be put on the objects in that room. Any one of the artifacts he had collected might be priceless. The collection must be beyond the reach of even Ares’s purse. Ponytail and whoever was with her would not find the fleece. They would not know what they were looking for. In the process of looking for it, how much damage could they do? How many objects would they destroy as they dismantled the room searching for the object in the little tin box nestled in among Lara’s clothes in her rucksack.

			Lara shook her head. She couldn’t think about it. Perhaps it was a good thing that Menelaou was dead. Perhaps he’d be better off not seeing the devastation of his property, of all the wonderful antiquities he had accumulated in his lifetime.

			Lara thought back over the couple of hours she had spent with the funny, warm man. She had liked him. Her father would have liked him too, and now he was gone. Lara put her hand in her rucksack and felt around until she clasped the Queen Mary tin box. She gripped it hard for a moment. It was ironic; the artifact inside was supposed to heal, was supposed to bestow immortality on its owner, not get him killed. Could it do that without the gold? Menelaou seemed to think it could. He had called himself a purist, but he had also laughed a lot, and enjoyed the stories. Perhaps he was a realist, a man with his feet firmly on the ground, a man of the world. Lara had touched the fleece and felt nothing.

		

		
			Lara made one more call before she came to her decision. She scrolled through the contacts in her address book and hit dial. The phone rang several times before it picked up.

			“Hello,” she said. “This is Lara Croft, calling for an update on Samantha Nishimura… Yes, I am listed as her next of kin contact… Yes, I will hold. Thank you.”

			Lara felt the tension grow inside her as she waited in silence for someone to come to the phone. It felt like a long time before someone spoke to her again, and when they did it was a different voice.

			“Miss Croft?”

			“Speaking,” said Lara.

			“Miss Nishimura is stable and comfortable.”

			“Has her condition… changed?” asked Lara.

			“She is stable,” said the voice. “I can’t tell you any more than that.”

			“But she’s still undergoing her psychiatric evaluation?” asked Lara.

			“Miss Nishimura is still being assessed. Yes,” said the voice at the end of the line.

			Lara couldn’t think of anything else to ask.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“You’re welcome,” said the voice. There was a click, and the line went dead. Lara’s phone beeped as it hung up automatically. It was depressing.

			 “I guess I’m going to Anafi,” said Lara to herself.

			“Charles de Gaulle airport, mademoiselle?” asked the driver, as if she had been speaking to him.

			“Oui,” said Lara. “Charles de Gaulle.”

			Chapter 17

			“Bring me up to speed,” said Lara. It was a sunny Wednesday morning, and she was standing on the beautiful island of Anafi at an open dig site. Half a dozen students were scraping away in trenches with trowels and brushes, under the instruction of a vigorous older man in a wide-brimmed hat, cut-down jeans and desert boots.

			The area was cordoned off from the public, but there wasn’t much interest from outsiders anyway. Most visitors came to Anafi for the beaches. Lara noticed only two men in linen suits standing watching, taking pictures on their smartphones. They were an odd couple. They didn’t look like tourists.

			Kennard was wearing a baseball cap and a Merton college T-shirt. He looked far too clean to be on a dig. Lara wondered who he was trying to impress. If he wanted to please the dig coordinator, he’d be on his knees in the dirt with everyone else.

			“I thought I’d show you this dig, because it’s winding down, but some great things have been found on the island. One of the temples was cleared several years ago. Part of the coast that was thought to be a mooring point was excavated, and some cave systems and a salt water lagoon three miles east of here threw up a few interesting finds. We’re here because of the Colchis wares uncovered at this site,” said Kennard.

		

		
			“Such as?” asked Lara.

			“Some Colchian pottery, but, notably, some coins and a small statue of a figure with gold adornments,” said Kennard. “And all from the period we’re investigating.”

			“That is impressive,” said Lara. She couldn’t hide her excitement when she heard that Colchis gold had been uncovered.

			“I’m with a team that started work eight months ago. We’re out in the harbour,” said Kennard.

			“Why there?” asked Lara.

			“The island’s small, and the authorities are somewhat resistant to digs run by foreign archaeologists. We’ve got good divers and better access to the coastline. It’s virgin territory, too.”

			“OK,” said Lara, “but I won’t be very useful.”

			“If you want to dig, you still can,” said Kennard. “We’ve got permission to work the shore up to the high tide mark. It means everything gets washed away every day, but it doesn’t have to stop us digging.”

			“Interesting,” said Lara.

			“Come out to the boat, and get a feel for what we’re doing,” said Kennard.

			Lara nodded.

			“She’s new, right, Mr. Frink?” asked the black man in the linen suit, looking at the photo of Lara on the smartphone screen.

			“Yes, Mr. Peasley, she’s new,” said the tall white man, looking intently at the picture of Lara. “Let’s find out who she is, shall we?”

			“Do you think she can help Mr. Fife?” asked Peasley.

			“I’m sure she can be persuaded,” said Mr. Frink.

			“You do like to persuade people, Mr. Frink,” said Peasley. “You’re good at it.”

			“That’s why it’s my job, Mr. Peasley.”

			Lara glanced around to check on the suits. They had gone. Then, she saw them by the entrance to the site. She’d have to pass them on her way out. They were both big men, physical, but one was a foot taller than the other, and very pale skinned, possibly Irish. He appeared to be texting on his smartphone. The other was black. Both wore sunglasses.

			“Jason and the Argonauts landed here first on their voyage home, after leaving Colchis with the Golden Fleece,” said Kennard. “Apollo used his bow to shed light on the island so that the Argo could find safe harbour in a storm.”

			“I thought you were a student of Colchis,” said Lara. “You’re beginning to sound as if you know an awful lot about Jason’s voyage.”

			“I’ve done some reading,” said Kennard, smiling.

			It was a short walk down to the harbour, and Lara was beginning to feel relaxed. The island was small and sunny. The beaches were beautiful, and the dig site was fascinating.

			“Tell me more about the island,” she said as they stepped into the dinghy for the ride out to the boat.

			“I haven’t had a chance to explore it yet, but its geography is interesting. Mountainous, rocky, lots of cave structures that have strong ties to the archaeology. We should investigate it together.”

		

		
			“Why not?” said Lara.

			“There’s a temple to Apollo, and the lagoon’s beautiful if you don’t mind a bit of crawling around. There’s a lot of interest to historians and archaeologists,” said Kennard. “I hope this isn’t going to be all work though. I hope we can have some fun.”

			“Work is fun,” said Lara. “And I’ve still got Sam to think about. I won’t be staying long.”

			“No, of course,” said Kennard. “How is she?”

			“I don’t know yet,” said Lara. “Physically, she’s recovering. She’s undergoing psychiatric assessments.”

			Kennard said nothing.

			With that, the dinghy came alongside the boat, a converted fishing trawler called Alecto. It wasn’t large, but it was big enough to accommodate the eight-man crew and their equipment.

			Kennard spent a couple of hours talking Lara through their diving protocols and the logging procedures for mapping the site underwater and for collating finds.

			“Can I look at anything? Something you’ve dug up?” asked Lara. “How do you store finds on board?”

			“We don’t keep anything here,” said Kennard. “Everything is shipped out immediately for preservation. Once it comes out of the water, everything is very time sensitive. Once artifacts hit the air after being in water for any length of time, the corrosive effects of the exposure to oxygen are very damaging.”

			“So you have nothing here?” asked Lara.

			“Not a thing,” said Kennard. “It’s a pity. It would’ve been nice to be able to show you something.”

			Lara thought it was strange, but she had too many other questions to dwell on it.

			“Digging underwater is pretty specialist,” said Lara.

			“That’s why we rely on Christian and Dave,” said Kennard. “Our dive team.”

			“Is it rewarding?” asked Lara. “Is there much down there?”

			“You’d be surprised,” said Kennard. “The busiest ports and harbours, especially in these old island groups, inhabited for millennia, are full of all kinds of archaeology and artifacts. There are lots of reasons for that. Weather is a factor. Boats, even the biggest, best ships, broke up in storms with the loss of life and cargoes, as well as the loss of the ships themselves. Ships were scuppered. Invading armies were sometimes attacked before they landed.”

			“So the sea is a good source of all kinds of archaeology?”

			“Absolutely,” said Kennard. “There’s as much archaeology in a cubic metre of the seabed around here as there is in a cubic metre of dry land.”

			“And we’re following in Jason’s footsteps,” said Lara.

			“Exciting, isn’t it?” asked Kennard.

			“It is,” said Lara. She checked her watch. “But I’ve taken up enough of your time, and I want to do some more research. I might just head back to the dig and check out some of their finds.”

			“I’m sorry I haven’t got anything here to show you,” said Kennard. “I’d love you to stay.”

			“I’ll come back tomorrow,” said Lara.

		

		
			“Or I could meet you later for something to eat,” said Kennard. “You’ve got my mobile number.”

			“I have,” said Lara, noncommittal.

			“Well, if you’re sure,” said Kennard, “I’ll take you back.”

			“Thanks,” said Lara. “I want to check in with the hospital, and the dig will be finishing for the day soon.”

			“We’d better go then,” said Kennard.

			Mr. Frink sat in the passenger seat of the car and lowered his sunglasses to expose pale golden eyebrows and then startling blue eyes lined with eyelashes so pale they were almost white. He pulled a laptop onto his knees and connected his smartphone to it to download the photograph of Lara.

			He ran the facial recognition software. He didn’t expect to get a hit straight away. He didn’t expect her to be famous. A twisted smile skewed his mouth.

			The face in the photograph he had uploaded belonged to Lara Croft. She was English nobility and the famous daughter of a famous archaeologist. Mr. Fife would like that.

			Frink did a web search and found out Lara’s connection to Yamatai. She had form. She had previous. When it came to archaeology, she had a rap sheet. Mr. Fife would like that, too. She also had no obvious connection to Kennard Montez. Mr. Fife didn’t like Kennard Montez. He couldn’t find anything out about Kennard Montez or any of his crew, and when you couldn’t find anything out about a man, that made him trouble.

			Frink disconnected his phone from the laptop and put a call through to his boss, Mr. Fife. Five minutes later he was back on the quay with his partner.

			“We wait, Mr. Peasley,” said Mr. Frink, pushing his sunglasses up his nose.

			“Christian Fife’s a movie star, man. He doesn’t like to wait,” said Mr. Peasley.

			“Christian Fife’s a movie star who employed us to do a job,” said Mr. Frink. “If I say we wait, we wait. We take her when she’s alone. No fuss, no muss, no athletic white boy to get in the way.”

			“Where do we wait?” asked Mr. Peasley.

			“Wherever we need to wait,” said Mr. Frink putting one hand in his trouser pocket, and taking a few casual steps along the quay.

			They waited on the quay, watching girls in bikinis, and drinking cherry cola.

			They also watched Alecto. They watched the stationary trawler for several hours as divers got on and off the boat at intervals. They saw the girl several times moving around on the deck. They never saw her without the athlete.

			“What’s she doing?” asked Mr. Peasley, twice.

			The first time he asked, Mr. Frink said, “How should I know?” The second time, Mr. Frink lowered his sunglasses down his nose to expose his piercing blue eyes, the pupils pinprick small in the bright sunlight, looked at Mr. Peasley, and then pushed his sunglasses back up his nose. Mr. Peasley did not ask the question a third time.

			As the afternoon wore on and there began to be movement on the beaches as the tourists gathered up their towels to make their way back to their hotels, Mr. Peasley turned to Mr. Frink once more.

			“Is she ever coming back?” he asked.

		

		
			“Look,” said Mr. Frink.

			Mr. Peasley looked out into the harbour. He could see Kennard handing Lara down into the dinghy.

			“OK,” said Mr. Peasley, crushing his cherry cola can in his fist without thinking. “What do we do?”

			“We wait,” said Mr. Frink.

			Lara stepped onto the quay and said good-bye to Kennard. She glanced around at the milling people. There were plenty of them. She didn’t see anyone she recognised. She looked up the slopes of the mountainous island at the cluster of white buildings on its crest, gleaming in the afternoon sun. It really was a beautiful place.

			Mr. Peasley and Mr. Frink were still watching from the deep shadows of an arched porch. Lara passed within yards of them.

			“She’s on her own,” said Peasley.

			“So, now we take her,” said Frink.

			Lara was more relaxed than she’d felt for a long time. She hadn’t had a panic attack in days. She felt calmer now that she had a purpose. She felt exhilarated when she thought about how she had survived in Paris and how she had escaped Ares’s clutches. She felt confident.

			She also felt safe on Anafi. The sun was shining, the place was spectacularly beautiful, and she was surrounded by good archaeology. She felt closer to her quest than she had in Oxford or Paris. There was Kennard, too. He seemed dependable. She knew that he liked her more than she liked him. She knew that he was interested in her. It didn’t matter to her. He was friendly, and they had an interest in common. Besides, he’d given her the lead to Menelaou, and he’d given her some hope of finding the gold from the fleece. Maybe, just maybe, she was on the right path.

			She was thinking about all these things when suddenly there was a man next to her. Then, his hand was on the top of her head, pressing down, and he was saying something.

			“Lara Croft, get in the car,” said the tall white man in the linen suit. He was bigger than her, a lot bigger, and his actions were so firm and deliberate that she couldn’t resist him. He was calm, too, determined, commanding. It was like being spoken to by a soldier or a policeman. Worse than that, it was like being spoken to by an automaton.

			Lara simply didn’t have the time or presence of mind to protest.

			She found herself sitting next to the black man from the dig site. He was still wearing his sunglasses. She was conscious of the huge, hard presence of two hundred and fifty pounds of solid muscle in close proximity to her. Both men were clearly very dangerous.

			“What is this?” she asked. “Where are you taking me?” She reached for the door handle and pulled on it, but it wouldn’t open. The white man had already got into the driving seat and was starting the car.

			“Buckle up,” he said.

			Lara did as she was told, expecting the car to rev up and burst away from the quay at high speed. It didn’t. It pulled away as if it was any ordinary car on any regular journey. It was utterly unnerving.

			“I want to get out,” said Lara. “You can’t just kidnap me.”

			“We’re not kidnapping you, are we, Mr. Peasley?” said the driver.

			“Aren’t we, Mr. Frink?”

		

		
			“We’re agents of Mr. Christian Fife,” said the tall white man that Lara now knew to be called Mr. Frink. “You might have heard of him.”

			“The only Christian Fife I’ve ever heard of is a hotshot Hollywood movie star,” said Lara.

			“That’s him,” said Mr. Peasley. “That’s our boss.”

			“He wants to meet you,” said Mr. Frink. “He sent us to pick you up.”

			“You couldn’t just have asked, like a normal person?” asked Lara.

			“We weren’t sure you’d accept,” said Mr. Frink.

			“We aren’t normal people,” said Mr. Peasley. “Mr. Fife isn’t normal people.”

			There was silence in the car as it drove up the narrow road, skirting the town, and then wove its way up through the slopes of the mountain. It was minutes before Frink spoke again.

			“Shut up, Mr. Peasley,” he said, “or I’ll ask Mr. Fife if I can kill you.”

			Mr. Peasley said nothing more for the rest of the journey.

			Chapter 18

			The villa was high in the slopes. There was very little vegetation, and Lara had a panoramic view as she stepped out of the car. Although the spot was isolated, she could see other villas dotted around further down the slopes, and in the distance, the town of Chora and the harbor, and miles of sea all around the island.

			It was quiet, too quiet. Lara thought about running, but there was nowhere to run to, and nowhere to hide. Besides, even though Mr. Peasley had gone into the villa as soon as the car had stopped, there was still the terrifying Mr. Frink. She shouldered her rucksack, grateful that she had stowed the Book and Menelaou’s tin box in her hotel room, and allowed herself to be escorted into the house.

			The villa was simple but beautiful, with whitewashed walls and tiled floors. The furniture was wood and leather, obviously good quality, handmade by craftsmen. Lara had plenty of time to look around as she waited. Everything was elegant and functional.

			For several minutes she simply stood under Mr. Frink’s gaze, casting her eyes around the room. This wasn’t a permanent home. This was a place where people came to get away from things, from their lives. There was nothing personal about it. The art was good, but neutral. Nothing in the place betrayed a personality. Lara imagined it was a very expensive holiday rental. Eventually, she dared to take a few steps around the room in an attempt to ease the tension that was building in her body from trying to remain still under such scrutiny. Mr. Frink continued to stand at the door, watching her. It was ten minutes before Christian Fife entered.

		

		
			“Leave us,” he said to Frink as he walked in. “I need to eat.”

			Lara turned towards Fife as she heard him enter, his footfalls heavy and irregular on the hard tiles of the floor. He had a strange gait, a limp perhaps.

			She could not help letting out a gasp as she came face-to-face with one of the most famous lead actors in the world.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I don’t need your pity.”

			His left knee seemed to buckle as his right shoulder and then his arm spasmed and jerked.

			 And he was angry. He was very angry.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Fife,” said Lara. She was sorry.

			“You know who I am,” said Christian Fife.

			“I’ve seen your films,” said Lara.

			“Not recently,” spat Fife.

			“What happened to you?” asked Lara.

			“Shit happened to me,” said Christian Fife. “Shit that you’re going to put right.” His arm twitched again, and his face malformed into an odd sneer.

			“You have Huntington’s disease,” said Lara, suddenly realising what had taken hold of Fife’s body. It could also explain his rage.

			“What do you know about it?” asked Fife, his face flushing with another burst of anger.

			“Nothing,” said Lara, “only what I can see.”

			“You didn’t read it?” asked Fife. “It isn’t in the press? Bastards! I’ll be ruined!”

			“What does it matter?” asked Lara. “You’re terribly ill.”

			“It matters!” spat Fife. “You’re going to find the cure. You’re going to save me.”

			“You must have known this could happen,” said Lara. “Your family… Didn’t you get tested?”

			“I haven’t got a family,” said Fife. “I was adopted. I didn’t know.”

			His foot came down hard on the floor tiles, making a harsh sound. Lara thought he was stamping, like a petulant child, until she realised it was another involuntary muscle spasm.

			“How are you coping since your diagnosis?” she asked. It wasn’t just sympathy. Lara knew that Huntington’s was a complicated condition. She knew that for some sufferers, anger was a serious symptom. She needed to know whether Fife’s anger was a symptom or whether it was his character. He was a movie star, maybe it was just ego. She wanted to see if she could have an effect on it.

			“I’m not,” he said. “My career is over. I’m ugly. I can’t even remember lines properly anymore.”

			“And you’re angry,” said Lara.

			“You bet I’m angry,” said Fife, flaring up again, as if to prove it. “I’m dead in this business if I don’t get back on screen soon. I’m literally dead if you don’t save me.”

			“I’m not a doctor,” said Lara, gently. “And you know there is no cure for Huntington’s disease.”

		

		
			Christian Fife flew across the room at Lara. He was on top of her before she knew what he was doing. He grabbed her by the throat and was trying to throttle her, but much of his strength and all of his dexterity was gone. She was able to escape his grasp and flip him onto his back on the couch. She stood over him, straightening her shirt as Mr. Frink entered the room.

			Lara was sure that Christian Fife’s anger was an altered mental state caused by the Huntington’s disease. That could mean that the actor’s henchmen compensated for it, either that or he had employed men whose violence reflected his anger. She could test the theory one way or the other.

			“Is everything all right, Mr. Fife?” asked Mr. Frink.

			“You don’t want to ask me that question?” asked Lara. “Your boss just attacked me.”

			“You seem fine to me, Miss Croft,” said Mr. Frink, striding over to Fife.

			Fife had pushed himself up to a sitting position and was doing his best to straighten his hair, despite the palsy in his hand.

			“Leave me alone,” he said to Frink. “Get out!”

			“I’d rather he stayed,” said Lara. “I’d rather you didn’t try that again.”

			“I won’t stop him if he does try it again,” said Mr. Frink. “And anything he can’t do himself I’ll gladly do for him.”

			“Then, it makes no difference to me whether you stay or go,” said Lara.

			Mr. Frink looked at his boss.

			“Go!” said Fife.

			Lara had her answer. Frink and Peasley would follow Fife’s orders, whatever they were, however violent his demands.

			“I’d appreciate it if one of your men could drive me back into Anafi,” said Lara.

			“You work for me now,” said Fife.

			“I don’t work for anyone,” said Lara. “I’m a student.”

			 “I know who you are, Lara Croft. Mr. Frink took your photograph at the dig site, and I’ve scoured the Internet for information about you. I know who your father was, and I know who you are. I know about Yamatai. You must have come here because of the Golden Fleece. It’s the only reason! A woman like you! An archaeologist like you! You know the legends. You know Jason came here! What do you know about the Golden Fleece that I don’t know? How close are you to uncovering its secrets? How close are you to finding it?”

			By the time he had finished, Christian Fife was in a frenzy. He was shouting at her, desperate.

			“You work for me now, Lara Croft. You’ll find the Golden Fleece, and I’ll be healed. I’ll be rid of this damned disease! You’ll save me, or I’ll set my dogs on you!”

			The door opened again, and Frink strode back in.

			“Is everything all right?” he asked again.

			Fife was breathing hard. His face was flushed, and his left leg was trembling. His right arm flew up over his head and spasmed at his elbow.

			“Tell her, Frink,” he said. “Tell her what a dog you are.”

			Frink simply cast his implacable blue-eyed stare on Lara, and said nothing.

			It was chilling.

		

		
			After several seconds, during which Lara looked as steadily as she could back at Frink, the big man turned his attention back to Fife.

			“Mr. Peasley has prepared dinner. Would you like to eat in the kitchen or on the veranda? And would you like Miss Croft to join you?” he asked.

			Of all the situations Lara had been in, including the nightmare on Yamatai, she couldn’t remember anything quite as strange as this. Frink and Peasley were hired thugs, utterly cold-blooded. Peasley had calmly cooked a meal while Fife had ranted, and Frink had not flinched when Lara had been attacked, nor when Fife had referred to the henchmen as his dogs. She’d never met men like it before. If they were henchmen, they were more like something out of a Bond movie than off the streets of Chicago or New York. They were two-dimensional creatures with no redeeming qualities.

			Perhaps that’s why Fife hired them, she thought, because they remind him of the movies.

			“I’d prefer to eat alone,” said Lara. “I’d prefer to eat at my hotel, alone.”

			“You’ll do as you’re told,” said Fife. “She’ll eat with us.”

			Mr. Frink held his ground, waiting for the answer to the other half of his question. He waited for longer than might have been expected. Finally, he coughed.

			Fife looked at Frink. Frink tilted his head slightly and opened his eyes a little wider, asking the question again with a gesture.

			“We’ll eat on the veranda. Thank you, Frink,” said Fife.

			Frink gestured to Lara. She looked at him until he gestured again. She had never seen anyone look so long at anything or anyone without blinking.

			Lara thought about what she had seen outside the house. She thought about the distance to the nearest villa and to Chora on the slopes below. She thought about her hotel room and about Kennard. She thought about the lack of vegetation. There were no trees, no hiding places, only open land and a huge, blue sky outside. She had no choice but to stay… for now.

			Lara broke the eye contact, dropped her head slightly, and walked in the direction of Frink’s gesture.

			If he wants it to be like the movies, I can make it like the movies, she thought. If I can play along, if I can make Fife believe I’m on his side, if I can cut some kind of a deal, maybe he’ll start to trust me. He gives the orders around here. If I can get him to trust me, then I can make my move.

			The four sat down to a simple but good meal of fish and salad with local bread. Lara watched as Peasley helped Christian Fife tuck his napkin into the collar of his shirt. The Hollywood star insisted on feeding himself, but he was clumsy and his napkin was soon covered in food. Lara ignored it. She would be the perfect guest.

			She engaged with Fife. She soothed him by talking about the lectures in Oxford and a little about Kennard Montez. She soon realised that he became agitated by the name, so she talked about Colchis instead, and about the gold mining methods used in the region. She told him that as long as she could share the outcome with Sam, she would help him in any way that she could.

			Lara leaned over and put a hand on top of one of Fife’s.

			“If I find the Golden Fleece, and if it can restore your health, of course I’ll help you,” she said. “Huntington’s disease is a terrible thing. You’re a wonderful actor, a great star. If there’s a way to get you back on the big screen, I’ll do it.”

		

		
			I hope I’m not overplaying my hand, she thought.

			Christian Fife was a desperate man, and desperate men do desperate things. Once he was placated, once he felt that Lara was on his side, his demeanour changed. His outbursts were no longer directed at her. He got angry with himself, with his disability. He got angry when he spilled a glass of wine, and when his napkin fell to his lap and he got a stain on his shirt, but he did not get angry with Lara again. Lara made sure of it.

			Lara remained wary of Frink and Peasley. Neither of the men spoke directly to her, but Peasley was attentive to Fife’s every need. Frink ate fast without appearing to pay attention to what he was doing. He was like an automaton in all things. Food was fuel to him, not a pleasure or relaxation.

			When it came time for Christian Fife to retire, Lara was shown to a luxurious bedroom on the ground floor with doors out onto the veranda and its own bathroom. She said a cheerful good night and closed the door. She did everything she would normally do if she were simply going to bed. She did not want to raise any suspicions.

			An hour later, Lara ventured out of her room in an oversized T-shirt from her backpack and her underwear. She wanted to check the security of the villa. She was crossing the sitting room when Frink appeared from a corridor to her left.

			“Can I help you, Miss Croft?” he asked.

			Frink was wearing trousers and deck shoes, but no shirt or socks. His torso looked as if it had been chiseled out of a solid block of alabaster. If he was on guard, security wasn’t tight. Fife was clearly confident that Lara wouldn’t try to leave the villa, that she really did want to help him. Or perhaps he simply believed that she had nowhere to run to, that the villa was too isolated for her to dare to make an attempt at escaping.

			Lara faked a yawn and smiled.

			“I just needed a glass of water. Is that OK?” she asked.

			“Let me help you, Miss Croft.”

			Lara followed him into the kitchen.

			“Thank you, Mr. Frink,” she said.

			Lara returned to her room and waited. She didn’t want to go too soon and risk being intercepted by Frink. She was convinced that if she betrayed Fife, the actor’s rage would know no bounds. He’d have her killed, and Frink would do the killing.

			Lara made her move a couple of hours before sunrise. The house was quiet. She dressed, and tried the door onto the veranda. It was open. She stepped through it, barefoot, and closed it. That was the beauty of having the best of everything; nothing rattled or clunked; everything worked effortlessly. The door barely made a sound at all, whispering on its hinge with hardly a click as the handle engaged.

			She was fifty yards from the house when she put her boots on and began to walk down the dirt track that they had driven up to reach the villa. She cast a glance over her shoulder, but the villa was in darkness.

			Then, a light came on, blazing in the darkness.

			 Lara ducked low on the track and watched for a moment. It took no longer than that for her to see torch beams swinging back and forth in the darkness. She’d been found out.

		

		
			Lara got off the track and into the low brush. She couldn’t make a run for it. She was too exposed, and Fife’s henchmen carried guns.

			Lara had been outside for a minute or two and her eyes had adjusted to the low light levels. She could see enough to know that the land fell away steeply to the left. Anafi was a mountainous island. The steep slopes, the rocks and rugged landscape were her best means of escape.

			Lara heard a shout and saw a shaft of light swinging in her direction. The torches were good, but she was out of the range of their beams.

			She scrambled down a steep cliff, bringing rocks down with her. They rumbled past, and more loosened beneath her feet. She gained momentum that she didn’t want, and thought that she was going to fall. She grabbed at the brush, dug her heels in, and managed to halt her progress.

			Lara took a deep breath and rolled her body so that she was facing into the cliff. She found better handholds and then carefully moved her right foot until she found a firm toehold. She did the same with her left. She climbed down the cliff onto a smooth, flat rock.

			She bent down and felt its surface with the palms of her hands, looking for edges and another route down. She stopped.

			This isn’t natural, she thought. This is hewn stone.

			Lara looked around, taking a step to the left, and examined the rock as best she could by the moonlight, painfully aware of the seconds ticking by. She reached out to a stone to the left a little below her position and ran her palm over it. It too had the feel of a stone that had been chiseled.

			Suddenly, a beam of light began to play on the rocks above Lara and to the right. It could fall on her at any moment.

			Lara swung across onto the second hewn rock, and then down between it and the first. She rested one foot on a ledge at the base of the second stone and eased her body into the gap.

			If I’m right… she thought. I hope I’m right.

			The torch beam fell on Lara’s right arm and hand, the last of her to disappear through the hidden portal between the dressed stones.

			The passage was narrow, wider than the opening into it, but still only half a metre across and pitch black. Lara shuffled along it, testing each step, her hands against the smooth walls. It couldn’t be a natural feature, the texture of the walls proved that.

			The exit from the passage at the other end was angled, blocking light from any source.

			It gave into a larger chamber where once more there was visibility. Lara could not understand at first where the light was coming from.

			“There!” said Peasley pointing into the beam of light at Lara’s hand as it disappeared into what looked like a solid cliff face. “That’s her hand. There must be a cave.”

			Frink cast his torch along the rocky face of the cliff. Loose stones were still falling. The drop was long and steep, broken by jutting ledges of hard stone. A fall could prove fatal.

			“We should go down after her,” he said.

			Both men were bigger than Lara. Frink was athletic and agile, but Peasley was of a substantially bigger build. He looked at Frink.

		

		
			“How do we do that, Mr. Frink?” he asked.

			Frink glared at him.

			“You look after Mr. Fife,” he said. “I’ll do this. He should never have trusted her.”

			He turned off his torch and pushed it into his belt. “Hold the torch so I can see my way down.”

			Mr. Peasley held his torch for Mr. Frink, keeping a steady beam of light on his path down the cliff. When he saw his colleague disappear into the side of the cliff, Mr. Peasley turned and walked back to the villa to be with Christian Fife.

			As Lara’s eyes became accustomed to the low light levels, she noticed that there were narrow fissures in the walls and ceiling around her. Some light must be leaking into the room, but it was dark outside. There was only the moonlight. Then she realised that more light was being produced by some sort of luminescent organic material growing on some of the surfaces.

			She was in a kind of vaulted room with smooth curved and arched walls and ceiling. She realised that some of the fissures were slots in the walls, man-made.

			This place was a dwelling, she thought. They built their homes into the cliff face. It was fascinating. Various levels cut into the rock showed where the inhabitants had gathered to sit or possibly sleep, and there were niches and shelves carved higher in the walls for lanterns or candles, or perhaps for storage.

			Lara wished that she had time to explore, and promised herself that she’d come back to examine the rooms more closely, but right now she had to get as far away from Fife and his henchmen as she could.

			She cast her eyes along the walls, moving deeper into the room. A narrow archway took her into another space. She was disoriented and didn’t know whether she was moving deeper into the cliff or along it. Then, she heard movement. She had been followed.

			There was a gap, low in one wall. Lara didn’t think twice. She heaved herself into the hole, and pulled and kicked her way through it. She emerged into a space that was constricted and darker than the previous rooms. It was also low so that she had to keep her head bent. There was a broad ledge at waist height in front of her, covered with a narrow slab of stone. Again, the stone was hewn.

			Lara could hear the echo of footsteps in the rooms behind her. She put the heels of her hands under the edge of the slab and pushed. It was small enough for her to move, and it slid away with a grinding sound, revealing a hole beneath. Lara thought it resembled some sort of well.

			The footsteps sounded as if they were coming closer, and there was nowhere to hide in the small space, so Lara took a deep breath and climbed into the hole, feeling for toeholds as she went.

			She had to shift her body and twist to find them, but they were there. Lara reached up and pulled the slab back into place over her head, plunging herself into darkness.

			She waited for a second or two.

			The sounds were muffled, but she could still hear footsteps. She didn’t dare to wait to be found. Lara lowered herself further into the shaft, wondering how deep it went and where it was taking her.

		

		
			She judged from the distance between the toeholds and by counting them as she descended, that she climbed down five metres in total darkness.

			When she emerged at the bottom, she heard the scrape of the stone slab above her being moved out of the way as Frink found her hiding place.

			Lara was relieved to find light at the bottom of the shaft with more luminescent organic material hugging the stone. She reached out a hand to feel the texture of the stone. She was no longer in a manmade environment. This was natural rock.

			Lara looked around.

			The environment was irregular. There was no room to stand, but there were crawl spaces between the rocks, fissures, passages and slopes. She decided to head down. She had no way to know which direction she was going in, but if she followed a downward path at least she would be heading for somewhere on the island coast, away from Fife’s villa.

			Lara crouched and moved through a large space to her left. It seemed to offer the best visibility and gentle progress downwards. It didn’t last. She soon found herself faced with a long, steep drop, and the rocks were slimy. A drip echoed from somewhere.

			She thought about going back, but Frink was close on her heels and she had no choice but to go on.

			Lara turned and entered the drop feet first on her back, hugging her rucksack to her chest. She tried to stay relaxed, keeping her knees soft, so that the impact didn’t jar her too badly or cause any injuries.

			She landed and huffed out a breath. The space was wide enough for Lara to shoulder her rucksack once more, and she tightened the straps so that it couldn’t get caught on anything. The rocks were jagged and irregular, and she was fearful of getting caught up on them.

			Lara heard someone swear above her, and she knew that Frink was getting closer. She looked left and right. She knew that she was close to the cliff edge, and didn’t want to bury herself in the mountain, so she opted for working downwards in as straight a line as possible. She took the next gap to the right, a passage with a high ceiling and what appeared to be a level floor. She almost fell when it stepped down suddenly, and she was unable to see her feet, because of a jutting rock close to her knees. She cried out.

			Stupid, Lara, she told herself. If he didn’t know where you were before, he does now!

			She went more carefully after that, and the passage proved to be uneven. Lara had to negotiate several steps up and down before she reached its end.

			Lara wanted to move to the left at the next opportunity, but the space she was in was small and the only route was parallel to the passage she had come down. It was also vertical. She couldn’t double back the way she had come, so she turned in the space and climbed through the gap.

			She had to remember that left was right and right was left until she could reorient herself.

			She heard Frink swear again. He had stumbled in the same place she had. He must be right on her tail.

			The shaft wasn’t difficult to manoeuvre down. It was as if a child’s building blocks had been crudely stacked, with jutting edges sticking out for toe- and handholds. All Lara had to do was reach out with her hands and feet and find the corners and edges to progress downwards, using them like a ladder. 

		

		
			But the stones were slick with moisture, and it was dark once more. Frink was right on top of her, getting closer all the time.

			The bottom of the shaft looked like a dead end.

			The space Lara was standing in was about two metres square and just tall enough for her to stand up in, but she could see no exit.

			She couldn’t see back up the shaft, but she could hear Frink’s breathing. He was close.

			Lara put her hands on the slabs of rock, searching for a way out. To her right, at about shoulder height, she finally found what she was looking for. She had missed the opening because it was above a jutting stone. The rock stuck out about thirty centimetres, and Lara would have to haul her body over it to enter the channel above the stone.

			Lara pulled herself up on the ledge, on her elbows, her feet dangling, but there was no room for her head, because the ceiling was so low. She couldn’t see into the gap with her neck distended and her face pushed against the ceiling. She could hear Frink’s footsteps on the slick stone ladder of the shaft above her.

			Lara stopped what she was doing. She felt along the adjacent wall at waist height until she found a lip of rock. She grasped it and swung one leg up until she found the ledge with the gap above it. She secured her foot in the gap and, balancing her weight, she lifted her other leg up and brought her feet together. Then, she began to push herself into the gap, feet first. Working her hands up the wall, she managed to post herself into the fissure.

			The channel was less than a metre long, and there was a steep drop on the other side. Lara found herself with her legs hanging in midair and her head still in the small chamber, her chin resting on the ledge, watching Frink descend into the space.

			He did not bend at the neck or waist. He bent at the knees, looking right at her. He reached for her.

			Lara pushed herself away from him. More of her body dangled over the precipice. She had no choice. She took a breath and let herself go, falling into the unknown.

			It was better than dying underground in a cave system on a tiny Greek island at the hands of a movie star’s henchman. Lara had betrayed Christian Fife, and she believed she knew the price that Frink would exact for that betrayal.

			Lara fell blindly through the air.

			 She did not know what she might hit on the way down. She could break bones as she fell against jutting angles and corners of hard stone. She might even die. She seemed to fall forever.

			She fell so far that she began to turn in the air. She could not maintain an upright position. She knew that she would land on her back instead of on her feet. She knew that if she fell much further she might land on her head.

			Lara landed hard with a cold shock, and then she kept falling.

			It took her a moment to realise what had happened, a moment that filled her nose and mouth with cold, clean, salty water.

			Lara began to pound her arms and legs, and she was soon rising through the water. She broke the surface, coughing and spluttering, and choking on the water that she had inhaled.

			Lara looked around for a safe haven, for somewhere to swim to. Then she thought better of it.

		

		
			Frink was right behind her, and she had the better of him. Frink didn’t know that he was about to fall into water, but Lara knew.

			He was strong and fast and athletic. She knew he would land in water, and she knew where. She could use it to her advantage.

			Lara cast a glance around at the natural grotto that she had landed in and marvelled at its beauty. Then, she positioned herself a metre or two from where she had entered the pool, and she waited.

			Frink’s cry did not sound so much like fear as rage.

			He entered the water on his back, helpless, creating a huge splash. Lara dived in on top of him, determined to keep him down for as long as she was able.

			Frink’s instincts kicked in, and he paddled his arms and legs to get to the surface. Lara took a deep breath and bore down on him, but his arms were strong, swinging hard from the shoulders. When he felt her weight on his body, he began to fight. Lara took a hard blow to the chest and a cuff to the side of the head.

			The water impeded the impact of Frink’s blows, but they struck home nonetheless, and fueled by his growing panic, he struck out with increasing intensity.

			As Lara tried to hold the man under water, two more blows almost dislodged her grip. Then, Frink stopped swinging and grabbed hold of Lara. His right hand fixed firmly on her upper arm, and his left grabbed at her throat.

			Lara had been underwater for several seconds, and the physical exertion meant that she couldn’t hold her breath for long. Frink never stopped paddling his legs, and his upward momentum through the water was strong.

			Finally, they broke the surface. Frink coughed and spluttered, and Lara managed to punch him hard with her right arm. She caught him a solid blow to the nose, and water sprayed from it as his head reeled.

			Frink let go of Lara’s throat, and she threw another punch. Her left arm was still pinned, and she was still treading water. Their legs became entangled, and they dropped below the surface of the water once more.

			Lara was able to take a breath, but Frink was reeling from her second punch and hadn’t recovered from his first dousing. His hold on her left arm slackened, and Lara was able to shrug him off. She kicked his legs away and paddled hard with her arms.

			Lara rose out of the water. She brought both of her hands down on the top of his head, and with a huge effort she pushed down hard, holding Frink’s head below the surface of the water for as long as she could.

			Frink tried to fight back, but he had never fully recovered from his initial fall into the water. He soon stopped flailing beneath Lara’s weight, and went limp.

			Lara didn’t know if Fife’s henchman was dead, and she didn’t care. All she cared about was getting away from him.

			She held his head down for another ten seconds, until she, too, was exhausted.

			When Lara finally took her hands off the top of Frink’s head, his body drifted easily to the surface of the pool. His skin was pale, and his bright blue eyes were open. He lay on his back on the top of the water, arms and legs outstretched.

			Lara looked at him for a moment, catching her breath. Then, she cast her glance around.

		

		
			The pool was surrounded by what appeared to be natural columns of rock. It was utterly beautiful and quite open. It was a large space buried in the cliff, but Lara reasoned that she must be at sea level. The water was salty. She must be on the coast, and there must be a way out of the grotto through some natural cave system.

			She remembered what Kennard had said about the harbour that had been excavated and the saltwater lagoon, and felt reassured that she knew where she was.

			Lara swam to the nearest ledge and sat on it for several seconds.

			Frink continued to float on the pool, unconscious.

			Then, a bright shaft of light drove in low to her left. It was sudden and very yellow. It could only be the sun. It didn’t have the soft white glow of the moon or the bluish-green tint of the organic luminescence.

			Lara crawled along the ledge towards the light. She moved between the columns, always keeping the yellow glow in sight, turning this way and that, finding a path between the rocks, sometimes walking or crawling along ledges, sometimes having to swim.

			Five minutes later, Lara was outside on the beach. The sun was a bright semicircle on the horizon.

			It was a long walk back to Anafi, and Lara reached the town as the sun was rising steadily in the sky. It was still early. The hotel was dark and quiet, and Lara hated to draw attention to herself, so she kept walking down to the quay where the fishermen were working. Her light clothes were dry by the time she got there.

			A young woman was sitting, sewing nets at the quayside. She looked up and waved at Lara.

			“Hello,” she said.

			“Hello,” said Lara. “Beautiful morning.”

			“Too early for a tourist,” said the girl. “My name is Rebekah.”

			“I’m Lara. I’m working out on the archaeological dig in the harbour,” she said, pointing at Alecto.

			“I’m sewing fishing nets. I’m also practising my English so that I can leave the island and do a real job,” said Rebekah. “I speak to everyone. All the tourists. You’re English. We get a lot of English on the beaches.”

			“Good luck,” said Lara. “You should visit England. It’s very different from Anafi, but it’s beautiful.”

			“One day, I will,” said Rebekah. She looked along the quay. “Your dinghy isn’t here. Your dinghy to get to the boat.”

			“No,” said Lara. “Like you said, it’s too early.”

			“Georgos will take you,” said Rebekah. “Georgos… Georgos!”

			Ten or fifteen yards further down the quay, a man in his twenties with long curly hair lifted his head. When he saw Lara standing with Rebekah, he jogged towards them.

			“This is my brother, Georgos,” said Rebekah.

			“Hi,” said Georgos. The siblings exchanged a few words, and Georgos smiled.

			“Of course,” he said. “I would be pleased.”

			In two minutes, Lara had said good-bye to Rebekah and was stepping into the dinghy. A few minutes later she was back on Alecto, calling Kennard’s name. He appeared from one of the cabins, his hair tousled, wearing a pair of fluorescent orange shorts. He stopped mid-yawn when he saw Lara.

			“What on Earth are you doing here?” he asked.

		

		
			“It’s been a long night,” said Lara. “Make me some coffee, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

			Chapter 19

			“What the hell have you got yourself caught up in?” asked Kennard.

			Lara shrugged.

			He had made her the coffee, and he’d cooked up a pretty spectacular breakfast of eggs and good bread. They’d eaten together on deck. It was a couple of hours before the rest of the crew began to rise and get ready for a day of diving. It gave Lara and Kennard plenty of time to talk.

			Lara had to tell Kennard something about why she had hitched a ride out to Alecto so early in the morning. She was still wearing yesterday’s clothes, her boots were drying on the deck, and she hadn’t slept. It was a lot to simply shrug off, so she told him the truth. She didn’t tell him about Menelaou or Ares or anything that had happened in Paris. She didn’t even tell him that she’d been to Paris. Christian Fife was enough for him to deal with. He was just an archaeology student, like her.

			No one’s an archaeology student like me, she thought.

			“I don’t really have a clue what’s happening,” said Lara. “I don’t know why Fife picked on me. His thugs were taking pictures at the dig. My father was a well-known archaeologist, so maybe that has something to do with it. I don’t know. Fife’s a rich man though. He’s rich and famous, and people like that know how to get what they want. He had some sort of face recognition software or something. People like Fife are impressed by other people they think are somehow famous. Not that I’m famous, but my father… You know. He was clutching at straws, looking for anything that could help. His people were researching the Golden Fleece and so was I, and that was enough for him.”

		

		
			“Well, let’s make sure your paths don’t cross again,” said Kennard Montez. “I hate to see you in any kind of danger.”

			“I don’t think I was in real danger,” said Lara. “Christian Fife is just a sad, desperate man. He’s very sick. He’s bitter and angry, and he’s throwing money at his problems. Honestly, I don’t blame him.”

			“I suppose not,” said Kennard.

			Lara was playing the whole thing down for Kennard’s benefit. There was a risk he might try to talk her out of what she was trying to do. There was even a risk he might try to take over if he thought she was in danger. Lara knew that he liked her. She didn’t need a saviour. She didn’t need a man swooping in and taking charge. She had her own plans and her own way of doing things.

			“I walked out of there, didn’t I?” she said.

			“I suppose so,” said Kennard.

			“All movie stars have bodyguards,” she said.

			“I suppose so,” said Kennard, again. “It still bothers me though.”

			“Well, I’m here now,” said Lara, “and you make great eggs.”

			Kennard smiled.

			“While you’re here, let’s make sure you’re safe,” he said.

			“I’m perfectly safe,” said Lara. “I’m staying in a very public hotel. There are people around all the time. And I know who they are now.”

			“We can do better than that,” said Kennard.

			Lara was distracted. She heard revving and splashing, and looked out over the water. She pointed.

			“Are they your guys?” she asked as a pair of jet skis made straight for the dig boat.

			“No,” said Kennard, getting up, “they’re not my guys.”

			 The jet skis were approaching the boat at full speed. The figures on them, both apparently men, were wearing black wet suits and diving masks. Lara couldn’t see their faces, but she had a terrible feeling they were Ares’s men.

			“They’re heading straight for us,” said Lara.

			Kennard started pulling the catches on a lockbox attached to the side of the wheelhouse.

			“Get below decks!” he shouted at Lara.

			“Not a chance,” said Lara.

			The jet skis were only a few yards away when Kennard pulled the flare gun out of the lockbox, loaded it, primed it, and aimed it in a double-handed grip at the jet ski coming alongside the boat.

			Suddenly Lara realised that one of the archaeological divers was beside Kennard, aiming some kind of harpoon at the second jet ski.

			 There was a bang and a flash, and Lara saw the air in front of her fill with smoke. The man who had been riding the first jet ski was in the water, clutching at his face. The jet ski was bobbing idly on the water. The second man had slowed his jet ski and was pointing a weapon at Kennard. But the diver had the harpoon on him, and it was a standoff. He turned the jet ski and headed out into the harbour.

		

		
			Kennard reloaded the gun with a second flare and aimed it at the stationary jet ski. He had fired before Lara could stop him. The man in the water ducked below the surface, avoiding the flash and the blast.

			“You want me to...?”

			“No!” said Lara, cutting off the diver before he could finish his question.

			The second flare had hit the jet ski, and there was more smoke and what appeared to be a small fire, which went out after several seconds.

			“What the hell are you doing shooting at people, Kennard?” Lara asked, horrified.

			“Trying to protect you,” said Kennard.

			“I don’t need protecting,” said Lara.

			“Did those guys look friendly to you?” asked Kennard. “Are they Fife’s bodyguards?”

			“No,” said Lara. “As a matter of fact, they aren’t.”

			“Who are they then?” asked Kennard.

			“How should I know?” asked Lara. “They weren’t pulling weapons on me. They were aiming them at you! Do you pull a flare gun on everyone that comes out to the boat? And what’s that thing?” she asked, gesturing at the diver’s harpoon.

			They heard the thrum of a jet ski engine and looked out at the water to see the first man turning his jet ski into open water. He had taken his diver’s mask off, and though the skin was beginning to blister with burns, Lara could see part of his face. She thought she recognised him.

			“He’s getting away,” said Kennard.

			“Let him go,” said Lara.

			“I don’t usually fire a flare gun at jet skis,” said Kennard. “But you had me worried with all your talk about bodyguards and escaping from remote villas. Maybe I overreacted. I’m sorry.”

			“You had me bloody worried, shooting at people,” said Lara. She sighed. “It’s OK. It’s over now.”

			“I’ll just put this away and start setting up for the day,” said the diver, lowering his harpoon.

			“Thanks,” said Kennard. He sat down and began to check the flare gun before putting it back in the lockbox.

			Lara sat in silence. The truth was, she was relieved. The man on the jet ski looked just like the guy she’d left on the street in Paris, the guy she’d escaped from on the moped… One of the Ten Thousand Immortals.

			Why didn’t they aim at me? she wondered. They were coming for the boat. I shouldn’t have been here. Were they after Kennard? Did they want to hijack the dig? What is Ares doing?

			“Whatever happens,” said Kennard, breaking into Lara’s thoughts, “you’re staying with me now. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

			Lara laughed.

			“I’m a big girl,” she said. “I think I can make my own decisions. Besides, most of my stuff is back at the hotel, and I’m not leaving it there.”

			“I’ll take you back to collect it, and then you’re coming back to the boat,” said Kennard. “You’ll be safe here.”

			“With jet skis attacking and you shooting at stuff?” asked Lara.

		

		
			“Well, we’re both still in one piece,” said Kennard.

			“Point taken,” said Lara.

			“Let’s go,” said Kennard. “The jet ski’s made for open water. We should be safe getting back to the quay.”

			Chapter 20

			The ride back to the shore in the dinghy was uneventful.

			“Look,” said Lara as they approached, “there are people everywhere. I’ll just run back to the hotel. I’ll be perfectly safe.” She smiled to reassure him.

			Kennard tied the dingy up and glanced along the quay, teeming with people.

			“Wait for me, if you like,” said Lara. “I promise, I’ll be back before you’ve even had a chance to miss me.”

			“OK,” said Kennard, “but straight to the hotel and straight back here. Don’t stop for anything or anyone.”

			“No, sir,” said Lara, smiling again. She let Kennard hand her out of the dinghy and walked quickly along the quay, waving at Rebekah as she passed her.

			Lara headed straight for Chora, along the main road, always sure to stay among the thronging tourists. She kept her eyes peeled too. If she was right and Ares had tracked her down, she really needed to be on her guard.

			It’s a good job I got a room in a busy hotel in Anafi and not some quiet corner of the island, she thought.

		

		
			As the road rose ahead of her, Lara saw the back of a white linen jacket worn by a tall, lean man. She kept an eye on it for the next three or four minutes, almost convinced that it was Frink. Whoever it was entered a bar on the right-hand side of the street. Lara tried to get a line of sight into the place, but there was a low awning and shutters, and she couldn’t see anyone inside.

			She kept walking, and within a few minutes she was back at her hotel. She hadn’t been there since the morning of the day before.

			As she walked up the corridor to her room, she noticed that something was off. She stepped to the opposite side of the corridor from her room and looked carefully at the door as she walked past her room. The door was definitely not properly locked.

			Lara walked past the room again, listening. She heard nothing. She reached out for the door handle. The door hadn’t been pulled closed. It hadn’t locked. Lara pushed the door slowly open, as quietly as she could, and stood clear. If someone was inside, they might try to escape or to attack her. Lara was on her guard.

			When nothing happened, and she could hear no sounds from within, Lara stepped into the room and glanced around. Everything appeared to be just as she had left it. Lara stepped back out of the room. Then, she turned and began to walk the length of the corridor back towards the lifts. She saw the service trolley towards the end of the corridor and waited for the cleaner to emerge from the room she’d been servicing.

			“Excuse me,” Lara said, smiling.

			“Yes, miss?” said the cleaner.

			“Have you cleaned room 227?” asked Lara.

			“No, miss,” said the cleaner.

			Lara was relieved. She hated the idea that someone had intruded on her private space, and she didn’t want to be in the room alone. She smiled winningly at the cleaner.

			“Would you mind very much cleaning my room next?” asked Lara.

			“What?” asked the cleaner.

			“Here,” said Lara, and she began to walk back to her room, gesturing for the cleaner to follow. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d be very grateful.” She put her hand in the pocket of her shorts and pulled out a five-euro note.

			“Of course, miss,” said the cleaner, and she stepped back into the corridor to retrieve her vacuum cleaner.

			As the cleaner set to work in the bedroom, Lara locked herself in the tiny shower room. When she could hear the vacuum cleaner, Lara lifted the lid off the toilet cistern and turned it over. Taped to the underside, wrapped in Ziploc bags, were the Book and the Queen Mary tin. Lara pulled off the duct tape in one quick movement, dropped the package in her rucksack, and replaced the cistern lid. Then, just for good measure, she flushed the loo. She screwed up the duct tape and put it in the waste bin in the bathroom before tying off the liner, ready for the cleaner to dispose of it.

			When she went back into the bedroom, the cleaner went into the bathroom, and by the time the cleaner emerged, Lara had filled her rucksack with the few clothes she’d left in the hotel room, and was back on the streets of Chora.

			She didn’t plan to go back to the hotel, but she didn’t check out. Her credit card was on file, so she could make a call. Right now, she wanted anyone who was following her to think that she was staying at the hotel.

		

		
			As Lara walked down the steep, winding road between the beautiful whitewashed buildings towards the quay, she became aware of the sensation, once again, that she was being followed. She glanced to her left and thought she saw Frink again, two or three yards behind her among the tourists. Then, Peasley was beside her, a can of cherry cola in his hand, his forehead glistening above the rim of his sunglasses.

			 A group of thirty or forty tourists was filling the road in front of them, moving at a slower pace. They were a touring party of more mature holidaymakers from somewhere in northern Europe. The accent was Germanic, and one very large man in oversized shorts and robust sandals seemed particularly gregarious.

			“Well, you certainly seem to know where you’re going,” said Lara, skipping up to the man and squeezing in between him and other members of his party. She took him firmly by the crook of his arm. “And me, all on my own,” she said. “You do speak English, don’t you? Everybody does.”

			“English?” asked the man, beaming down at Lara. “Of course I speak the English. I speak the English and the French, and a very little Spanish. The Spanish beaches, they are beautiful, but the tourists, they are most troublesome.”

			“Too many English people,” said Lara. “The Greek Islands are so much more… Well, you can show me.”

			Lara kept an eye on Peasley, who lurked at the edge of the group, but could not hope to penetrate it. She was safe.

			One of the women in the group was scowling and said something rather loudly to her female companion. It was a couple of sentences that included the name “Norbert.”

			“She says that Norbert is looking for a new girlfriend, and that he shouldn’t be looking at such a young woman,” the large man said to Lara, patting the hand that was tucked into his arm. “Sabine is jealous, of course. She should know that Norbert is a wonderful uncle to every pretty girl. She should know that Norbert only has eyes for her. She does not see it. Silly woman.”

			He also spoke loudly enough for everyone around them to hear. Everyone in the group became very animated. It took a moment or two for someone to translate, because clearly the jealous woman’s grasp of the English language wasn’t as thorough as Norbert’s.

			Lara took the opportunity to glance around for Peasely, who had followed the group. He was standing at a distance, and, as Lara watched, he turned away, pushing one hand deep into his pocket. Lara wasn’t fooled into thinking that it was the end of his pursuit of her.

			“Well, Uncle Norbert, you have your happy ending, and I was so enjoying your company,” said Lara as the whole group came to a standstill and the scowling woman, who was now flushed and beaming, was propelled to the centre where Norbert was still holding Lara’s hand.

			“You have brought us together,” said Norbert. “Walk with us, enjoy the company of a happy couple.” He said something to Sabine, who promptly took Lara’s other arm, and the whole party wandered down to the quay where their pleasure boat waited to take them on a jaunt around the island.

			Kennard was waiting for Lara. She waved when she saw him, and he jogged towards them. Sabine laughed and said something. Norbert laughed, too. One or two other members of the party were also soon laughing. Lara looked at Norbert.

			“Sabine said that if she’d known who was waiting at the quay, she might have set her cap at him instead,” said Norbert. “Now go to your handsome young man.”

		

		
			“He’s not mine,” said Lara.

			“But he could be,” said Norbert, and he winked.

			Lara smiled.

			“It was lovely to meet you, Norbert, and you too, Sabine,” she said. “Happy holidays.”

			Lara and Kennard hopped aboard the dinghy, and Lara looked back along the quay as Kennard untied the boat and set the little motor running. She could see Frink and Peasley watching, helpless, as Lara escaped their clutches once more.

			Chapter 21

			The sound was sudden and deafening, and it seemed to come out of nowhere.

			Lara’s heart hammered in her chest. She could feel the sweat break out on her forehead and between her shoulder blades. Her throat tightened. She couldn’t breathe. Her hands began to tremble.

			Please no! she thought. Not here. Not now.

			Kennard had turned in the direction of the sound. The big European whom Lara had walked onto the quay with was waving from a pleasure boat, along with all his friends. He’d persuaded the skipper to sound his horn.

			“Your new friend is hailing you,” said Kennard, turning back to Lara. Then, he noticed how pale she looked and the sweat on her upper lip.

			She exhaled a ragged breath as she tried to control her respiration.

			“Yes,” said Lara, smiling weakly.

			“What’s wrong, Lara? You look terrible,” said Kennard.

			Lara gripped the side of the dinghy. She suddenly realised where she was, and felt horribly trapped. She couldn’t get out of the dinghy. She couldn’t walk around. She couldn’t breathe, God damn it!

		

		
			Not here, she thought. I can’t deal with this here. She wanted to get up and pace. She couldn’t. She tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry. She shook out her tingling hands. Her chest felt impossibly tight.

			“Damn it, Lara, breathe,” she gasped. “Don’t let yourself—”

			Too late.

			Kennard reached out a hand to Lara.

			“Tell me what’s happening, Lara,” he said. “Quickly.”

			“Panic attack,” said Lara, spitting out the words in one short exhalation.

			“It’s happened before?” asked Kennard.

			“Yes,” said Lara. She was clenching and unclenching her shaking hands, since she couldn’t pace. She was trying to breathe out, but her breath was catching in her throat. She seemed not to be able to breathe in or out. Her head spun, and sweat dripped down her back and ran along her hairline.

			“Let’s get you onboard,” said Kennard, as he pulled the dinghy alongside the dig boat.

			Lara shrugged off his help. She couldn’t bear his touch, but she was shaky climbing aboard, and it took her several moments, holding on with both hands and watching her feet.

			Lara’s mind was spinning. A sea of faces loomed in front of her. Then, Kennard’s voice broke through again.

			“Let’s get you below,” he said. “You need to rest.”

			Lara did as she was told, and entered the largest of the cabins below decks. It was where the crew congregated for meetings and to socialise, but it also converted into sleeping quarters for four. There was even room to pace.

			Lara grabbed a bottle of water from a carton and broke the seal. She sipped from it to help her breathing.

			“You’re shaking,” said Kennard. “You’re hyperventilating. You need to try to breathe.”

			“I’m fine,” said Lara, between sips. “Go. I’m better alone.”

			“You could breathe into a bag,” said Kennard. “That might help.”

			“I’m fine. Go,” said Lara again.

			“If you’re sure,” said Kennard.

			As she looked at him, all Lara could see was the flare gun in his hand, and the face of the jet skier. She saw it huge in her mind. She saw the face with the melting mask pulled off. She saw the skin, puckered and blistering from the burns. She saw Ares’s henchmen.

			Suddenly, she was sitting in front of Ares in his office on the Champs-Élysées. Then, the images of Ares in all those photographs tumbled through her mind: Ares during the American Civil War; Ares during Crimea, during the Boer War and the Second World War; Ares on the all major battlefields of the past hundred and fifty years.

			Lara sipped at the water, and walked up and down the narrow cabin. She let the images go, and tried to concentrate on what had caused her to panic.

			“Breathe, Lara,” she told herself. “It was nothing. It was just a foghorn. It took you by surprise, that’s all. You’re safe.” The boat was quiet, at anchor. The divers must be in the water, so there were only a couple of crew onboard. Lara could hear water lapping gently at the sides of the boat. She could feel the slight rhythmic movement of the boat as it rocked very gently in the tidal harbour. It was soothing.

		

		
			It took several minutes, but Lara began to calm. Her breathing steadied, and she was finally able to take a deep breath without it hitching in her throat. Her bottle of water stopped trembling as it reached her mouth, and the sweat on her back began to dry.

			Lara began to sort through the images that had raced through her anxious mind.

			Ares wanted the Golden Fleece, and he wanted Lara dead, except he’d gone after Alecto. The jet skier had pointed his weapon at Kennard.

			So am I still a threat to him, or just a complication? And what about Kennard? she wondered.

			Lara sat down and put the cap on her water bottle. She rummaged around in her rucksack and pulled out the Queen Mary tin. Then, she heard footfalls on the steps down into the cabin. She thought it must be Kennard, come to check on her.

			It wasn’t.

			When she looked up, she saw another face, the face of someone she recognised… except she hadn’t been introduced to him on the boat. The face clenched its jaw, mumbled something, and then turned and took the steps back up to the deck two at a time.

			That was odd. He must have come down to the cabin for a reason. Lara thought for a moment. She wondered why she couldn’t place the crewman and why she couldn’t remember his name. She was sure she hadn’t been introduced to him on the boat. Where, then… Where had she met him?

			Calm, Lara decided that it was a good distraction, a useful one. She was confident that she must have met the man in Oxford, that he must be another Merton student, or one of the other post-grads at Babbington’s lectures. She’d ask Kennard.

			Lara stowed the tin back in her rucksack, picked up the half-drunk bottle of water, and climbed the steps back onto the deck. Her legs felt a little unstable, but that would soon pass. The sun would feel good on her skin, and the sea air would be wonderful to breathe, now that she could take a breath again.

			Kennard was on deck, checking diving equipment.

			“Hey, Lara,” he said. “You look better.”

			“I feel better,” said Lara. “Thanks.”

			“You should stay on the boat,” said Kennard. “There’s plenty of room.”

			“I’ll think about it,” said Lara. She still didn’t want to commit herself, but she knew she couldn’t go back to the hotel. First, she wanted to find out about the crewman.

			“The guy who was just in the cabin?” she asked. “Did I meet him in Oxford?”

			“Greg?” asked Kennard. “He’s just got one of those faces. Hey, you must be exhausted. You didn’t get any sleep last night, and with all the drama this morning… Why don’t you take a nap, and then I’ll fix us some supper?”

			“I’m OK,” said Lara.

			Kennard stowed the wet suit he was folding and took a step towards Lara.

			“You’re getting over an anxiety attack. It was probably brought on by fatigue. Sleep it off, Lara. You’ll feel better.”

			Lara wanted to say it was just the sudden noise of the foghorn from the pleasure boat. That’s all it was. She wanted to tell him just how tough she was. She thought better of it.

		

		
			“You’re probably right,” she said.

			“There’s plenty to do on deck,” said Kennard. “I’ll make sure no one disturbs you for at least a couple of hours.”

			“Thanks,” said Lara. She began to walk towards the steps below decks. As Kennard turned back to his chores, she kept walking. If he noticed, she’d just tell him that she wanted to get some fresh air before being cooped up again.

			Lara strolled around and sat on the deck on the opposite side from Kennard, towards the prow. She was only yards from the man whom she was sure she had recognised. She couldn’t shake it out of her mind. She managed several long glances at him while appearing to be relaxing and looking out to sea. She had seen him before, and it was recently.

			Five minutes later, Lara went below decks.

			Back in the main cabin, she took out her phone and the Book. She knew that Kennard would keep his word, that she wouldn’t be disturbed. She couldn’t rest with so many questions in her mind anyway. If she had seen Greg in Oxford, maybe she’d have a photo of him on her phone.

			Lara scrolled through her pictures. There were some good ones of Willow at Teddy Hall and of their tea at the Randolph, there were some of Merton College and of Babbington’s lectures. Greg was not among the students at the School of Archaeology. Strangely, there wasn’t a photo of Kennard either. He’d been camera shy, and every time she’d tried to take his picture, he’d put a hand up in front of his face.

			Lara scrolled back further. There was the picture of the man on the train to Oxford: Blazer Bloke. It wasn’t Greg.

			I know I’ve seen you, thought Lara. Where are you, Greg? You must be here somewhere.

			Lara scrolled forwards through the pictures she’d taken in Paris. Greg was not among the faces in the pictures she’d taken in the city.

			“Oh, Lara, you fool,” she said, tossing her phone onto the seat beside her, and picking up the Book.

			She opened the Book at the back and slid her fingers into the pocket formed by the flyleaf of the cover. It fit snuggly around the Book so that anything slipped into it could not fall out or be lost. It also meant that anything put there was hidden. Lara teased out the two photographs that she had retrieved from the pavement in Paris, the two photographs that had fallen out of Ares’s henchman’s torn jacket.

			“How could you have forgotten?” Lara asked herself. She looked at the two small, square photographs. She turned them over. On the reverse of one of the photographs was handwritten, “Jason and the Golden Fleece - the Louvre.” Lara studied the photograph. It was of an antiquity, a Greek vase or krater from about the third century BCE, by Lara’s estimation. The decoration showed Jason bringing the Fleece to King Pelias. Lara looked more closely at the fleece hanging from Jason’s hand. It was golden, but it was also complete, with a pair of rams horns clearly depicted.

			Menelaou’s story, she thought. The boy who climbed up the mountain to the head of the spring brought one fleece, one young ram’s fleece.

			The second photograph was not labeled. It was of a small statuette of a ram. It was smooth and squat and stylised, and it looked heavy. It reminded Lara of something Henry Moore might have sculpted. It was incredibly beautiful and, again, looked like an antiquity. The photograph was black-and-white, so it wasn’t clear what the object was made of. 

		

		
			Lara held the photograph in her hand for a long moment. She realised that she did know what it was made of, because she’d seen the object somewhere before. She knew that the ram was about five inches long and that it was made of gold. She could see it clearly in her mind’s eye.

			Lara took the gold Queen Mary box out of her rucksack. She unwrapped the greasy, grey fragment of the Fleece from its silk covering and held it in one hand while she held the photograph of the ram statuette in the other. She inhaled deeply.

			“It’s a ram,” she said. “The gold from the Fleece was made into a ram. It was a ram all along.”

			She put the piece of Menelaou’s fleece back in its tin and the photographs back in the pocket of the Book.

			“One question at a time, Lara,” she said.

			“Who are you, Greg?”

			Lara sat for a moment, the Book on her lap, her hands flat on top of it.

			“Think, Lara. Why are you here? What are you doing? When did this begin?”

			It had begun with Sam and with Yamatai. It had begun with Himiko.

			“Don’t go back there, Lara. Use your time wisely.”

			It had begun with Sam. It had begun with that call to the hospital. It had begun with the overdose. That’s when Lara had started to think about the Golden Fleece.

			Lara snatched up her phone and scrolled back through her pictures, back to before Oxford. There he was! He was wearing a baseball cap and holding a rolled-up magazine, but it was definitely the same man. It was Greg. It was Magazine Man. It was the man she’d taken a photograph of on the Tube station at Warren Street. It was Greg who had made her late for her dinner with Professor Cahalane. He had been following her. He’d been following her in London. He’d been following her right at the very beginning of her quest.

			How is that even possible? wondered Lara. Is he one of Ares’s people? Does Kennard know about this? Why wasn’t he in Anafi?

			Every time Lara found the beginning of a new answer, a new lead in her search for some solution to Sam’s problems, more questions reared their heads.

			She needed answers, and she needed them soon.

			Kennard had told her that the dig at Anafi had been ongoing for eight weeks. If that was true, how was it possible that Greg had been following her in London only a couple of weeks earlier?

			I need to get into the wheelhouse, thought Lara. I’ve got to check the logbook to the Alecto. I need to find out for sure whether this dig is for real. I need to know who I can trust. I’ve got to find out whether I can trust anyone.

		

		
			Chapter 22

			Lara was itching to act. The fatigue had drained away with the good adrenaline of having a purpose and with having a plan. Getting into the wheelhouse wasn’t going to be easy, but, at the end of the afternoon, everyone would be busy. She wouldn’t have long to wait.

			Lara checked her watch. It had been a little over two hours since she’d spoken to Kennard. She put everything back in her rucksack and made a pillow out of it. She lay down on the seating area that doubled as a bunk and pretended to be sleeping. She hoped that Kennard would soon come to find her. She could hear movement on the deck above. The diving was winding up for the day.

			She let her body relax as her mind went through her plan. She heard quick, light footsteps on the stairs into the cabin, but no one spoke. Lara lifted her head a little and slowly opened her eyes, as if waking.

			“Hey,” said Kennard. “I hope I didn’t wake you.”

			“It’s fine,” said Lara.

			“Do you feel OK?” asked Kennard.

			Lara sat up and stretched a little.

		

		
			“I feel fine,” said Lara. “I could use some fresh air, and I’m hungry.”

			“Good,” said Kennard. “I’m about to cook. Why don’t you go up on deck.”

			“I might just do that,” said Lara. She picked up her rucksack.

			“You can leave that here, if you like,” said Kennard.

			“I was going to relax with a book and maybe see if I can get a phone signal and ring Sam,” said Lara.

			“OK,” said Kennard, smiling.

			Lara climbed the stairs to the deck and looked around. Everyone was busy doing something, just as she’d hoped. The boat was anchored, and there was no one in the wheelhouse. Everyone was gathered around the other side of the boat, checking equipment and find bags, and dealing with logs. It was the perfect opportunity.

			Lara set herself up on the deck close to the wheelhouse. She sat for a few minutes. Then, she took out her phone and paced back and forth, examining the screen. If anyone were watching her, it would look as if she was trying to get a phone signal. No one was.

			It was a beautiful, bright, still day in the harbor, and the door to the wheelhouse was propped open with a weight. Lara stepped inside. She opened the door wide so that it almost filled the width of deck to the guardrail, making it difficult for anyone to enter behind her, and moved the weight.

			The Alecto’s logbook was attached to the bulkhead by a chain. She opened it and flicked through the pages. Everything was logged. There were times, dates, and coordinates. She began with the date that she’d first arrived in Anafi and worked backwards.

			The coordinates had not changed since two days before her arrival on the island. Lara assumed those coordinates were for their current location. The Alecto had taken a journey four days before her arrival at Anafi. Prior to that, it had been moored for a week at coordinates that differed from its current position. In the three days before that, it had made another journey, and prior to that, it had been moored at another set of coordinates for six weeks. Apart from three short journeys, it had been moored at those coordinates for fourteen weeks prior to that.

			Lara made a note of the coordinates. She couldn’t be sure, but she guessed that they were a considerable distance from Anafi. She’d have to check the coordinates to find out exactly where Alecto had been for the past five months, but she was almost positive it had not been at Anafi or anywhere close to it. She was almost sure that the dig had begun only two days before her arrival.

			Why had Kennard Montez lied to her? Who was he working for?

			I have to get off this boat, and I have to get off this island, thought Lara. I’ve got to stay one step ahead of these people, whoever they are.

			Two speedboats approached Alecto from the stern. The first cut its engine, and two men were already jumping onto the diving platform at the rear of the boat as it was being tethered by a third. The second speedboat came alongside to port, and two more men were boarding from grapple lines thrown over the guardrails before anyone on Alecto had realised what had happened.

			The first of the crew to notice something was wrong tried to cut one of the grapple lines free as the boarder climbed, but the cable was too strong, blunting the knife. The boarder was fast, and grappled the crewman to the deck. He disarmed the crewman with a slam of his wrist against the deck, and knocked him unconscious with his second punch.

		

		
			The second boarder had taken down one crewman with a blade wound to his gut and was attacking another. The second, a young woman, had been checking and stowing wet suits. She had one wrapped around her arm and was trying to defend herself against the blade while countering with well-aimed kicks.

			Lara heard the commotion and ducked below the windows of the wheelhouse so that she could not be seen. She heard rapid steps on the stairs from below decks as Kennard and another crewman rushed onto the deck. They emerged behind the wheelhouse and met the two men who’d boarded the boat at the stern.

			Lara checked the windows. She had to know what was going on. She could see both skirmishes on the deck. She counted four men in full, black wet suits, fighting with the crew of the Alecto, including Kennard, who appeared to be an expert in some form of martial arts. His arms and legs were swinging impressively as he drove one of the boarders back along the starboard deck towards the lower diving platform at the stern. She saw a glint of steel as the boarder held his ground for a moment, his stance wide and low, his left hand swinging into Kennard’s body at waist height.

			Lara gasped, but her eyes kept moving. She didn’t have much time, and she needed to assess the situation. She did not see whether Kennard escaped the knife attack. On the port side of the boat, two more figures in black were doing battle with more of the crew. One of the women was struggling to keep her balance as she was being forced back over the guardrail. Suddenly, she snapped rigid fingers, hard, under the ribs of her assailant, and his head fell forward as he doubled over. Her neck stiffened and her back flexed, and then she drove forwards, full force, propelling the boarder’s body down onto one of the heavy metal storage lockers that lined that side of the deck.

			A second crewman was attacking the other black clad figure from behind as he was clearly kicking a man that was already on the deck.

			Lara saw another blade. This time it was in the hand of a crewman, not a boarder.

			The thumps and shouts were loud, but the fighting was fierce, and Lara knew that it could not last for long. She was also sure that these were more of Ares’s people. She remembered the blistering skin of the face she had seen only hours before, the face of the jet skier that Kennard had attacked. If they were Ten Thousand Immortals, were they still after her?

			Even if Kennard and his crew defeated them, there was the question of Greg’s allegiance and of Kennard’s lies about the dig.

			Lara stepped out of the wheelhouse, shielded by the door. No one would notice her footsteps among the thuds and shouts of the skirmish. Some of the time, the dinghy was tied at the stern of the boat, but not when the diving platform was in use. The crew hadn’t finished packing up for the day, and Lara was relieved to find the dinghy tied up where Kennard had left it, forward of the wheelhouse.

			Lara threw her rucksack into the dinghy and dropped down after it. The little engine started up immediately, and she drove the dinghy away from the boat on the starboard side, making a wide circle out into the harbour before doubling back towards the shore.

		

		
			Chapter 23

			Lara looked back twice. She had not been seen. As she approached the quay, Lara kept a careful look out. Her eyes were peeled for familiar faces. She was expecting to see Peasley or Frink. Her luck couldn’t last. She smiled with relief when she saw a tall, lean, young Greek man with a lot of long, curly hair. She pulled the dinghy into the quay as close as she could to him and called his name.

			“Georgos,” she said.

			He looked up and smiled broadly at her. She was finishing tying up the dinghy when he reached her. She shouldered her rucksack and let him help her onto the quay.

			“Hello, Lara,” he said.

			“Is Rebekah here?” she asked.

			Georgos looked around for a moment, and then pointed thirty or forty metres further down the quay to where his sister was standing talking in a small group. She was facing them, so he stepped into her line of sight and waved both his hands over his head. Rebekah soon noticed her brother and walked towards him. When she realised that the English girl was with him, she walked a little faster, a broad smile, matching her brother’s, soon spreading across her face.

		

		
			“Lara,” she said, by way of a greeting, “you’re back.”

			“Hello, Rebekah,” said Lara. She turned her head and looked up and down the quay.

			“What is it, Lara?” asked Rebekah. “What is wrong?”

			“It’s nothing,” said Lara. “I’m trying to avoid somebody.”

			“Is that all?” asked Rebekah. She took Lara’s hand and began to run along the quay with Lara in tow, as if it was a game. Lara let herself be led. They passed the spot where Lara had been put in the car by Peasley and Frink. Lara couldn’t help casting a glance into the arched porches of the houses that clung to the slopes facing the quay.

			Another fifty metres, and Lara was being led into the shady space beneath one of the arches. The house beyond was cool and comfortable and very homely. Lara was led through a large, low, whitewashed room into a kitchen.

			“We can hide here,” said Rebekah. “Welcome to my home.”

			“It’s lovely,” said Lara.

			“I have wine and fish and salad,” said Rebekah. “Georgos will be here soon, and he will want to eat. Will you stay?”

			“I have nowhere else to go,” said Lara. “Except, I need to get off the island. I need to get back to London.”

			Rebekah stopped moving around the kitchen, finding glasses and wine. She looked hard at Lara.

			“You are serious, Lara,” she said. “Something is wrong?”

			“My friend is in hospital, and I need to get home,” said Lara.

			“One phone call,” said Rebekah, holding up a finger. She turned, lifted the receiver of a landline hanging on the kitchen wall, and dialed a number. She spoke rapidly for a few moments, and then turned to Lara.

			“Your name is Lara?”

			“Croft,” said Lara.

			Lara heard her name spoken into the receiver, along with a lot of Greek that she didn’t understand. When she hung up, Rebekah was smiling.

			“You are on the ferry leaving for Piraeus at 10:20 tonight,” she said. “There’s a transport service from Piraeus to Athens International Airport.”

			“Thank you. You made that so easy,” said Lara. “I hope I can repay the favour one day. You must come to see me when you visit England.”

			“I will,” said Rebekah. “After we eat, Georgos can take you back to your hotel to collect your luggage.”

			“I have everything here,” said Lara, lifting her rucksack from her shoulder and putting it on the floor at her feet.

			Rebekah smiled again.

			“More time together then,” she said. “A proper farewell.”

			Rebekah handed Lara a small glass half-filled with wine.

			“A proper farewell,” said Lara. She hesitated for a moment.

			“There was something else?” asked Rebekah. “I am happy to help you, Lara.”

			“You know about boats and the sea around here?” asked Lara. “You know about coordinates?”

			“All my life,” said Rebekah. “For as many generations as anyone can remember. For my whole family it has been only fish and boats and our little houses on the quay.”

			“If I showed you some coordinates, do you think you could tell me where they are?” asked Lara.

		

		
			Rebekah gestured out of the kitchen.

			“Follow me,” she said.

			Lara picked up her rucksack and followed Rebekah into the large sitting room. Against one wall there was a piece of furniture covered in what looked like an old painted shawl. Rebekah threw back the cloth to reveal a beautiful old plan chest made in a highly figured dark golden wood. She pulled out a drawer, and Lara looked in to see a pile of maps.

			“Anywhere in the Aegean Sea, the Thracian, the Sea of Crete, the Ionian, the Myrtoan will be in this drawer,” said Rebekah. “Below are maps of the Mediterranean. Below that, the Adriatic. If your coordinates are not in those places, Georgos will know where to look.”

			Lara was only half listening. The map she was looking at was, by her estimation, at least two hundred years old. It depicted a series of islands with their coastlines and the seas around them, and it was hand drawn and coloured. It looked as if it had never been folded. Lara stepped across the room to put her glass down on a table at a distance. She wasn’t going to risk spilling anything on the maps.

			“Give me your glass please, Rebekah,” she said. Rebekah handed her the glass, absentmindedly, and Lara placed it beside her own.

			“I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a beautiful map,” said Lara.

			Rebekah laughed.

			“A map is a tool,” she said. “True maps, family maps, remain on the land. They are copied for the boats as they are needed. A good map is a useful tool. It does not need to be new or beautiful.”

			“Do you have more like this?” asked Lara.

			Rebekah began to rummage through the drawer, pulling out maps and tossing them on top of the chest.

			“Carefully,” said Lara. “Please be careful with them.”

			Rebekah laughed again. The first drawer held about a dozen of the maps, all of similar age and all in wonderful condition, never folded or exposed to humidity, and stored in the dark.

			“These are rare and very valuable,” said Lara. She wanted to touch them, but couldn’t bring herself to do it without wearing gloves. “Do they belong to you?”

			“To me and to Georgos,” said Rebekah.

			“You should have them appraised,” said Lara.

			“They are just old maps,” said Rebekah, but she wasn’t laughing anymore.

			“When I get back to London, I’ll speak to someone about them, if you’d like,” said Lara. “May I take some photographs, just on my phone?”

			“Of course,” said Rebekah, bemused. “But don’t you want to know about your coordinates?”

			Lara took her phone and her notes from the logbook out of her rucksack. She gave the notes to Rebekah and started to take photos of the maps.

			“This is easy,” said Rebekah. “The first coordinates are right here in Anafi harbour. The second are in the Ionian Sea. I think it is Preveza. She slid the maps over each other until she found the one she wanted. “Here,” she said, stabbing the map with her finger.

			“Is that far from Anafi?” asked Lara.

			“A thousand kilometres, maybe more,” said Rebekah. “The other coordinates are close by. I think Kerkira.”

		

		
			“Corfu?” asked Lara. “That’s east of the Greek mainland.”

			“One hundred and fifty kilometres north of Preveza,” said Rebekah.

			“Alecto hasn’t been in Anafi harbour for eight weeks,” said Lara, more to herself than to Rebekah.

			“Your boat? With your diving friends?” said Rebekah. “Of course not. It was there two days when we first met.”

			The exterior door into the sitting room opened, and the girls turned to see Georgos entering.

			“Let’s make some food,” said Rebekah, “and we can tell Georgos about the maps.”

			Chapter 24

			Rebekah and Georgos insisted on taking Lara to the ferry, and she was glad of the company. It made her more anonymous than if she’d been alone. She walked between them and listened to them talking to each other and laughing, clearly excited about the maps, even though neither one of them seemed to quite believe what Lara had told them.

			Lara said her farewells and was soon safely installed on the ferry and on her way to the mainland to catch a flight back to London. She had an eleven-hour overnight journey to Piraeus, but the ferry wasn’t busy and she managed to upgrade to a berth on her own for an extra charge. Lara knew that she would need some sleep, but first she needed some time to think.

			Lara got comfortable and took out the Book. She took the photographs out of the pocket in the back cover and looked at them again. It was the black-and-white photograph of the ram statuette that really interested her. Where had she seen that statuette before?

			“Think, Lara,” she said to herself. “It was recently. You know you saw this recently.” She sat back for a moment and closed her eyes. She couldn’t remember. She reached into her rucksack for the bottle of water that she’d brought with her, and felt the cold, embossed surface of the Queen Mary tin. She pulled it out and put it in her lap. Then, she took out the bottle of water, thumbed the cap, and took a couple of long sips.

		

		
			She thought about Herodotus Menelaou. She thought about his office, high up in the old building in Paris. She thought about all the wonderful things in his room. She thought about his stories. She thought about how he had allowed her to touch everything, about how alive she had felt, about the romance of it all.

			He had been alive too, more alive than almost anyone she had met. He had been ancient and enormous. He had breathed hard, and he had sweated profusely, and he had talked and laughed with her as if they had been old friends. She would have liked to have known him for longer than the couple of hours they had spent together. The time had gone so quickly, and yet she hadn’t had a chance to properly look at more than two or three things in his room.

			She wondered if he even knew what he owned, but only for a moment. Of course he knew; he’d known about the Fleece and about the gold. It hadn’t mattered what she’d picked up, he’d had a story about it, about its origins, where he’d found it, who it had belonged to before him, and any number of details surrounding its provenance. She wondered what would become of it all. She grasped the little tin tightly in her hands. For someone so alive to die like that...

			Lara closed her eyes and cast her mind back to the room.

			“Was it there?” she asked. “Were you in that room?” She opened her eyes and stared at the photograph of the ram statuette again.

			It wasn’t there. It couldn’t have been there, she thought. I would have touched it. I would have wanted to know how it felt in my hands. It’s the perfect size to hold… the perfect texture.

			“You would have let me hold it,” she said out loud, as if she was talking to Menelaou.

			And then she knew.

			It was as if a light switch was thrown in her head. She could see it so clearly she wondered how she hadn’t seen it before.

			She had seen the statuette. She had seen it shelved, carefully displayed. She had seen it in its rightful place among other objects from the same period and the same region. She could see the little statuette of the ram now, and she could hear his voice.

			“There are some fine pieces, so I’d prefer you didn’t touch anything without asking first.” That’s what he’d said to Lara. What’s more, he’d said it just as her eyes had fallen on the golden ram.

			“It’s in Babbington’s office,” she said. “The gold from the Golden Fleece. Professor Babbington had it all along.”

			Lara’s mind was buzzing. She had her lead. The last piece of the puzzle was in place. She had travelled all over Europe following Kennard’s clues. She had put herself in harm’s way in Paris, and she’d been tracked down to Anafi and even kidnapped. She had at least two factions following her, and she still had no idea what Kennard’s part was in the whole adventure. And all along, the final piece of the puzzle had been in Babbington’s office in Oxford.

			There was nothing to be done until she could return to England, except to stay one step ahead of whoever was tracking her, to stay out of reach of Christian Fife’s henchmen and Ares’s Ten Thousand Immortals.

		

		
			How were they able to find her so easily?

			 Lara’s main source of information was the Book. She used the Internet, of course, and her phone. Then, she remembered something that Christian Fife had said.

			“I’ve scoured the Internet for information about you.”

			Wasn’t that exactly what she’d done? If Ares really was as powerful as he said he was, wouldn’t it be simple enough for him to set up The Ten Thousand Immortals home page and then track anyone who checked the page? She’d visited the site several times. She’d bookmarked it on her laptop at the flat, and visited it again from the borrowed laptop in her hotel in St. Germain. He knew who her father was. He knew about Yamatai. She was a target for Ares.

			It’s the technology thought Lara. That’s how they’re tracking my movements. That’s how they know where I am.

			Lara took out her mobile phone, turned it off, and removed its battery. No one could track her phone if it was disabled.

			It was a long ferry ride, and there was nothing more that Lara could do, except sleep. So much had happened in the last few days, and she hadn’t slept at all the night before. Suddenly, she realised just how exhausted she was.

			She put all her belongings back in her rucksack and made a pillow out of it. If it was under her head no one could steal it without disturbing her. The contents, the Book and the photos, were far too valuable for her to lose them.

			Then, Lara slept. For the first time in two days, she slept.

			Chapter 25

			When the ferry arrived at Piraeus, most of the passengers transferred to a bus for Athens International, and Lara went with them. She felt safe in a crowd, and all of the travelers were obviously tourists in family groups with luggage, or students, who resembled her, with backpacks. There were no suspicious looking men, or people travelling alone, and no one was travelling light.

			Lara was well rested and alert, and it was another bright, sunny day. There was an air of anticipation and excitement among many of the passengers that buoyed everyone along. An hour and a half after docking at Piraeus, Lara was at the airport in Athens buying a one-way ticket for London Heathrow, leaving at 1:40 p.m. She had an almost three-hour wait at the airport. It could have been worse.

			The airport was busy, and she stayed among the crowds. Lara was hungry, so she went into one of the many coffee shops for coffee and a pastry. She scanned the room all the time she was having her late breakfast. A small, neat man with close-cropped hair walked deliberately into the room, between the tables. He didn’t join the queue for the café. He was clearly looking for someone. He was wearing a zip-up jacket with a small man-bag held snugly to his body, the strap tight across his torso, and tight black jeans and flat shoes. He looked like no tourist Lara had ever seen. Man-bag was side-on to Lara and hadn’t seen her yet.

		

		
			When a family at the next table got up to leave, Lara decided to leave with them. Then, she saw the second man. He was tall and athletic, with stubble, and he was wearing shades indoors. Shades was also wearing a jacket and didn’t have hand luggage.

			There were two of them, and she was convinced they were looking for her.

			Lara left the café, staying close to the family from the next table, hoping that she wouldn’t be spotted. The public bathrooms were only twenty metres away, on the opposite side of the narrow concourse. She headed for them at a brisk walk, weaving her way through the milling crowds.

			The bathroom wasn’t busy, and there was a cleaning crew working. Two women were mopping the floor and polishing the basins, talking and laughing. Lara entered one of the stalls towards the end of a row. It was still more than an hour until her flight. Did they know which flight she was on? Would they intercept her before she could board? Were they Ares’s people? She was almost certain that they were.

			Lara could hear the women speaking to one another, until they stopped suddenly.

			“This is the women’s bathroom,” said one of them in English with a heavy accent. She sounded stern.

			“My girlfriend is unwell,” said a man’s voice. “I was worried.”

			“This is the women’s bathroom,” said the cleaner again.

			“I wanted to—” the man began to say. His voice was assured, commanding.

			“Shoo!” said another woman’s voice. “You cannot be here. I will call security.”

			Lara heard another stall door open, and someone walked out.

			“Is there a problem?” asked another voice, this time in perfect English.

			“My girlfriend is unwell,” said the man again.

			“That’s no reason to be here,” said the English woman, firmly. She sounded middle-aged or older, and was clearly used to taking charge. “I suggest you leave. We can deal with the young woman. Off you go.”

			Then, Lara heard running water. A moment later, she stepped out of the stall.

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“That man wasn’t your boyfriend, was he?” asked the woman.

			“No,” said Lara.

			“Are you in trouble? Are you causing trouble?” asked the woman.

			“Absolutely not,” said Lara. “That man is causing me trouble.”

			“Then, I suggest you call security immediately,” said the woman. “Is there anything I can do for you? I speak a little Greek.”

			“I will call security,” said one of the cleaning crew. The two women in overalls became excited and talked rapidly to one another. Then, one of them took out a walkie-talkie and spoke into it.

		

		
			“There, you see?” said the English woman. “You’re all set.”

			“It would appear so,” said Lara.

			“Good luck,” said the woman, and turned and left the bathroom.

			Shades made the smallest gesture to Man-bag as the English woman left the bathroom. They were standing several metres apart on the concourse, pretending to look in the shop windows, waiting for the opportunity to pick up Lara’s trail. She had to leave the bathroom at some point. Man-bag took half a dozen casual steps towards Shades.

			“Do you want to try again, now the battle-ax is out of the way?”

			“We’ll wait,” said Shades.

			Then, his head tilted up a centimetre as he saw a security guard in a flak jacket and carrying an MP5, walking along the concourse towards them.

			Most of security guards at Athens International were dressed in blue shirts and peaked caps and wore a sidearm. There were plenty of them.

			Shades expected the security guard to walk past. He was surprised to see him walking into the ladies’ bathroom.

			“Shit!” he said.

			“What now?” asked Man-bag.

			“We’re here to do a job,” said Shades. “It just got a bit more difficult.”

			“What is the problem?” asked the security guard.

			“Two men,” said Lara. “They were acting strangely.”

			“Describe them,” said the security guard.

			“One was short and lean, wearing tight black jeans and a black zip-up jacket and soft shoes. He had a small bag with a strap around his chest. No hand luggage. The other was tall and athletic, with stubble and sunglasses. He was wearing a black jacket, also fastened. No hand luggage.”

			The security guard spoke rapidly into his walkie-talkie.

			“What were the men doing?”

			“They were following me,” said Lara.

			She would have preferred to say something else, to be more vague, but she couldn’t lie in front of the cleaning crew. They were witnesses, and she knew that the security guard would ask them what had happened.

			One of the cleaners said something in Greek to the guard.

			“Do you know the men?” asked the guard.

			“No,” said Lara.

			“Are you sure?” asked the guard.

			“I’m sure,” said Lara. “I do not know the men.”

			“She says one of the men came into the bathroom. She says he claims to be your boyfriend,” said the guard.

			“That’s true,” said Lara. “He did, but I don’t know him. He isn’t my boyfriend.”

			“It is a serious crime to waste my time,” said the guard.

			“I understand,” said Lara.

			“You will need to come with me,” said the guard. Then, he spoke again to the cleaning crew. In another moment, Lara and one of the cleaners were being escorted from the bathroom by the armed security guard.

			Lara didn’t know whether to feel relief that she was safe from whoever had tracked her down or horrified at the position she was in. She looked around the concourse as they walked briskly away, but she saw neither of the men.

		

		
			Man-bag took off his bag and his jacket. He put the bag back on and turned the reversible jacket inside out, switching from black to a pale grey. He put it back on over the bag and didn’t fasten it. Shades pulled a beanie hat out of his pocket and put it on. He took off his shades and unbuttoned his jacket. Shades joined the queue in one of the coffee shops, and Man-bag went into a newsagent’s to look at magazines. They both had good views of the concourse when the security guard emerged with Lara and the cleaner.

			It became clear very quickly that the interview was going to take longer than an hour. Lara was going to miss her flight.

			“Passport,” said the interviewer. She was a petite woman in a skirt suit who took a very formal, unsmiling attitude. Her badge said that her name was Marina Kasapis.

			Lara handed over her passport and answered questions about where she was travelling to and from. She answered questions about her latest visit to Paris. She tried to explain why she had so little luggage. She talked about being a student of archaeology and explained how she was able to afford to travel.

			Someone had taken her passport away. She was searched. Her luggage was searched. They wondered why she had disabled her phone. She claimed it was broken and that she didn’t want to put the battery back in it in case she made things worse. When they asked why she hadn’t thrown the battery away, she just shrugged.

			The Book was difficult to explain. She talked about it being a study aid, but it was clear that she had not made it herself, that some of the notes were old and in several different hands. It did, however, back up her claim to be an archaeologist.

			The Queen Mary tin was more difficult.

			“What is this?” asked Ms. Kasapis.

			“It’s a Queen Mary tin,” said Lara. “They were given as Christmas gifts to serving soldiers in 1914.”

			“Why do you have it?” she was asked.

			“It was a gift,” said Lara. “Given to me in Paris by a friend.”

			“Is there anything inside?” asked Ms. Kasapis.

			“Yes,” said Lara. “There is an ancient piece of wool. A piece of a fleece from Colchis in Georgia. It’s wrapped in silk cloth.”

			“What does it mean?” asked Ms. Kasapis.

			“It’s an antiquity,” said Lara. “In Georgia, gold was mined from streams. Instead of using pans, the miners used fleeces that they laid in the streambeds. The gold collected in the wool, and when the fleeces dried, the gold was combed out. This is a piece of one of those fleeces.”

			“It is an antiquity?” asked Ms. Kasapis.

			“Yes,” said Lara.

			“Do you have a license for it?” asked Ms Kasapis.

			“No,” said Lara. “I brought it from Paris. It was a gift given to me by a friend there. It originates in Colchis.”

			“You claim it is not a Greek antiquity?” asked Ms. Kasapis.

			“It is not,” said Lara.

			“The box is not Greek?” asked Ms. Kasapis.

			“It is English,” said Lara. “It is not an antiquity.”

			“Please open the box,” said Ms. Kasapis.

			Lara opened the Queen Mary tin and drew back the silk covering the piece of the fleece.

			Ms. Kasapis peered at the matted grey scrap of wool. She drew on a pair of latex gloves and pulled the piece of the fleece out of the tin with her fingertips. She felt it for a moment and then placed it back in the tin.

		

		
			“You can verify its provenance?” she asked.

			“No,” said Lara. “It was a gift from a friend. I know only what he told me.”

			“Close the box,” said Ms. Kasapis.

			Lara covered the scrap of wool with the silk and put the lid back on the tin. It was taken away.

			Two hours passed.

			“Have you found the men?” Lara asked.

			“No men answering your descriptions have boarded any flights from the airport,” said Ms. Kasapis. “We are preparing to show you CCTV footage of the concourse for you to identify them.”

			“OK,” said Lara.

			Lara was able to identify the men with ease. They were exactly as she remembered them, and exactly as she had described them.

			“I am going to show you some more footage,” said Ms. Kasapis. “I want you to identify any individuals that look familiar. Try to disregard clothing. Appearance might be altered.”

			Lara watched footage of a newsagent’s for two or three minutes. There was something familiar about one of the men who left the shop and walked along the concourse before disappearing after two or three seconds. The man was wearing a grey jacket that was open, and he wasn’t carrying a bag, but there was something familiar about him. She asked to have the film replayed.

			“That’s him,” she said. “That’s the man with the bag and the zip-up jacket. It looks just like him.”

			“Good,” said Ms. Kasapis. “And now, this piece of footage.”

			Lara looked at a second piece of film, and she spotted Shades immediately. It was the stubble and the line of his jaw. The jacket was the same, too.

			“That’s him,” said Lara, pointing at the monitor. “That’s the other man.”

			“Thank you,” said Ms. Kasapis. “If you’d like to wait here.”

			Lara was left in the interview room with a security guard. She was wearing the standard uniform of a blue shirt and a peaked cap, and was much less threatening than the guard who’d escorted her to her interview. Another half an hour passed, and Lara was brought a bottle of water and some food on a tray. She took the water, but she was too tense to eat. They had taken her passport and Menelaou’s fleece, and she didn’t know if she’d be allowed to travel. She was desperate to get back to London, and she was fearful that Ares’s people or Kennard’s, or even Christian Fife’s henchmen would get to Babbington before she did. She was afraid for his safety, but she also wanted to secure the Golden Fleece statue before it could be taken away from her.

			If I know where it is, the others won’t be far behind me, she thought.

			Ms. Kasapis finally returned.

			“You will be allowed to leave on the 7:30 flight to London Heathrow,” she said, handing Lara her passport.

			“And the men?” asked Lara.

			“They have been detained and are being interviewed,” said Ms. Kasapis. “That is all I can tell you.”

		

		
			“Can I have an escort to my flight?” asked Lara.

			“We insist upon it,” said Ms. Kasapis.

			“My tin?” asked Lara.

			Ms. Kasapis produced the tin.

			Lara opened it and checked the contents. She looked at the scrap of fleece carefully and held it in her hands for a moment.

			“It was photographed and the details recorded and checked by an expert,” said Ms. Kasapis by way of an explanation. “It was found to be of no interest. It is an offence to export artifacts without the proper authorisation. There are rules and regulations, Miss Croft.”

			“Of course,” said Lara.

			“There are forms to fill in. An incident report for our records,” said Ms. Kasapis.

			The paperwork was completed, and, finally Lara was escorted to her flight. It was a strange and disconcerting experience, and she had no doubt that Ares’s men would walk out of the airport free men in much less time than it had taken her to board her plane for London. She had no idea whether they had been able to call in reinforcements in the meantime.

			No matter what it took, she was determined to get to Oxford tonight. There was no more time to waste.

			Chapter 26

			Lara’s plane arrived on time at Terminal 5 at 9:15, and she headed straight for the Heathrow Express for a train to Paddington. She knew it would be late when she finally reached Oxford, but there was nothing she could do about that. She’d get to Babbington first thing in the morning.

			She bought a ticket with ten minutes to spare for the 9:57, and decided that this was her best chance to use her phone. If Ares was tracking her, he probably already knew she was heading for London; a railway station wouldn’t tell him much about where she was going from there. She put the battery in her phone, checked her contacts, and wrote Willow’s number on the back of her hand. Then, she took the battery out of her mobile again and headed for a public phone.

			“Hello?” said Willow when she picked up. Her voice sounded cautious.

			“Hi, Willow. It’s Lara… Lara Croft,” said Lara.

			“Hi, Lara. How lovely to hear from you,” said Willow. “I almost didn’t answer my phone.”

		

		
			“I’m using a pay phone,” said Lara. “I’m coming to Oxford tonight, and I wondered if you could possibly do me a favour?”

			“Anything,” said Willow.

			“Would it be OK if I crashed with you?” asked Lara. “I won’t get there ‘til about midnight, and I know it’s inconvenient.”

			“A sleepover?” asked Willow. “That’d be lovely. I can’t wait!”

			“Good,” said Lara, smiling. “Where shall we meet?”

			“Do you know the Turf Tavern?” asked Willow.

			“It’s just off Catte Street,” said Lara.

			“That’s right,” said Willow. “I’ll bring some of the guys and wait for you there.”

			“Wonderful,” said Lara. “See you later.”

			Lara was as vigilant as always on the platform, checking the passengers. Terminal 5 was the terminus for the train, so she was able to walk along the platform and see into the carriages. She checked who was sitting where and joined a carriage with several small groups of people. No one was travelling alone, and everyone had some sort of luggage. She couldn’t see anyone who looked like they might be one of Ares’s men or women. She was the last to enter the carriage. Lara sat down in the aisle seat of a pair, closest to the doors, and put her rucksack on the seat next to her. She could see down the full length of the carriage at all the other passengers. Six minutes later, the train stopped to let in more passengers for the other Heathrow terminals, but only one more family joined her carriage. Sixteen minutes after that, the train pulled in at Paddington station without making any more stops.

			Lara was grateful that she didn’t have to travel across London on the Tube. She vividly remembered the ride to Cahalane’s hotel and her encounter with Magazine Man… with Greg. She still didn’t know how Greg and Kennard fit into the story. She still didn’t know whether they were connected to Ares. She had no reason to believe that they had anything to do with Christian Fife. She wondered whether they had their own agenda. She was sure there were things she still didn’t know.

			Someone had spent a good deal of money setting up the pretend dig in Anafi, if it was a total hoax set up for her benefit. If it wasn’t a hoax, then what was it?

			There were very few people on the 10:48 from Paddington. Lara didn’t want to sit in an empty carriage, but she was wary of joining a carriage where there were people sitting alone. She opted for a carriage where a young couple was sitting together. Again, she took the aisle seat of a pair, closest to the door. The station had been busy, and she’d been able to buy a cup of coffee and a sandwich at the Costa on the main concourse. She hadn’t eaten on the plane. She hadn’t eaten anything for twelve hours, and the stress of the day had made her hungry.

			She ate the sandwich and drank the coffee as she watched passengers get on and off the train between Paddington and Oxford. There were four stops before Oxford. The young couple got off the train at Slough, and Lara was alone until the guard came to check her ticket. She asked how long until the next stop, but it was only a ten-minute wait, so she decided to stay where she was until she knew who was getting on at the next station. A large group of young people got on the train at Maidenhead, so she remained where she was. When she left the train at Oxford, they were still in the carriage.

		

		
			Lara was first off the train, and into a taxi at the station, and minutes later, she was walking into the Turf Tavern where Willow was sitting at a table with Ben and Imran. The pub was half-full of students, and Lara was happy to be in a crowd again, and to be around familiar people, particularly Willow.

			“So, what have you been up to?” asked Willow.

			Lara smiled.

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said. “But I’m back now.”

			“Sounds intriguing,” said Ben. “And I always thought archaeology was dull.”

			“Haven’t you seen the Indiana Jones movies?” asked Willow. “Archaeologists are adventurers, aren’t they Lara?”

			“Not in the slightest,” said Lara. “Mostly, we sit in dirty holes in the middle of fields in the cold and damp, digging through odds and sods the size of your fingernails.”

			“Are you staying for long?” asked Willow.

			“I’ve got a meeting in the morning,” said Lara. “So just tonight, I think.”

			“Oh,” said Willow, disappointed. “You’re not going back to Merton for some more lectures.”

			“I think I’ve found out what I needed to know,” said Lara.

			“Let’s have another drink,” said Ben, “and you can at least tell us something about what you’ve been doing.”

			So, Lara told them that she’d been on holiday to a Greek island. She didn’t tell them anything about her quest for the Golden Fleece, but she did tell them about Rebekah and about finding her maps and how valuable they might be. It wasn’t the whole story, but it was a good one, and her friends loved the idea of her finding some real treasure.

			Chapter 27

			Lara was up early and walked over to Merton College shortly after eight o’clock. She thought she’d have to wait for Professor Babbington to get to his office, but if she had to wait, so be it.

			She knocked purposefully on his door, and was surprised when she heard his voice on the other side.

			“Come,” he said.

			Lara entered the room to find him sitting with a student, apparently taking a tutorial.

			“Miss Croft,” he said. “We don’t have an appointment. Perhaps you’d like to wait.”

			“I’m sorry, Professor Babbington,” said Lara. “This is a rather urgent matter.”

			“Leave your essay, Sarah,” Babbington said to the girl, who was sitting in the low chair that Lara had occupied during her last visit. “It would appear you have earned a reprieve. Come back at half past two, and we’ll recommence then. Re-read the section on establishing provenance.”

		

		
			Sarah looked blankly at Lara, picked up her bag, and scurried out of the room without a word, closing the door behind her.

			“Well, Miss Croft, to what do I owe this dubious pleasure?”

			Lara had cast her eyes around the room. It was exactly as she remembered it. There was a place for everything, and everything was in its place. She knew exactly where to look for the ram statuette, and it was where she expected it to be, tucked away, high up in the far corner of the room.

			Now that she was in Babbington’s study, now that she was confronting him, she wasn’t entirely sure where to begin or what to say.

			“Come along, Miss Croft,” said Babbington. “What is so very urgent that you burst into my office and turn out my student? The Golden Fleece has been a mythical artifact for two millennia, and suddenly it is a matter of urgency? I assume it is the Golden Fleece to which you refer?”

			“It is,” said Lara. “You misled me.”

			“I did no such thing,” said Professor Babbington. “I imparted to you the same information that I would impart to any student on the subject. I referred you to historic findings. I deconstructed the myth. I informed you.”

			“And yet, you don’t believe a word of it,” said Lara.

			“Empirical fact and belief are two entirely different things, Miss Croft,” said Babbington. “That which we can verify and that which we believe to be true are often at odds, one with the other. If we could verify the presence of God, there would be no need for faith.”

			Lara could hardly believe what she was hearing. Babbington was arrogant, pompous even. He talked as if he was superior to the students he taught, as if they deserved to know nothing of the mysteries that surrounded the objects they studied. In that moment, Lara felt nothing but contempt for Babbington. He reminded her of another collector.

			He’s no better than Ares, she thought.

			“I know about the Golden Fleece,” said Lara. “I know about the gold from the fleece.”

			Babbington’s expression did not change.

			Lara wasn’t sure what she expected, but it was not his total lack of any reaction. There was a moment’s pause while she considered her next words.

			There was a heavy double knock on Babbington’s study door.

			Babbington was facing the door, and Lara turned to see who was there as the professor said, “Come.”

			The door opened, and two men entered, closing the door behind them. Mr. Peasley and Mr. Frink strode across the room, drawing pistols from holsters under their jackets as they approached Lara and Babbington.

			Lara ducked as she saw the barrel of Frink’s gun emerging. She turned to look in Babbington’s direction. Peasley had the professor in an armlock, with a gun pointed at his head.

			Lara looked back at Frink and the gun he was pointing at her.

			 “You left Anafi without our permission,” said Frink. “Mr. Fife is not a happy man.”

			“What are you doing in my study?” asked Babbington, defiant. “Why are you hounding this poor girl? You can’t just come in here—”

		

		
			Peasley cuffed Babbington on the side of the head with the butt of his pistol. A trickle of blood ran down his face from a wound in his temple.

			Lara was surprised and impressed that Babbington didn’t cry out.

			“Our boss is very angry. You betrayed him,” said Mr. Peasley. “That isn’t going to happen again.”

			“You’ll tell us what we want to know,” said Frink, “or we’ll kill your friend.”

			“She doesn’t know anything,” said Professor Babbington. “Can’t you see? She’s just a girl, a student, and not a very good one.”

			“Stand up,” Frink said to Lara. She had got as low as she could against the back of the desk when Fife’s henchman had pulled his gun, but there was no way for her to get away from it, and she didn’t have a weapon. Lara stood.

			“Where is the Golden Fleece? Do you have it?” asked Frink.

			“There’s no such thing,” said Babbington.

			Peasley cuffed the professor again, opening up the wound in his temple so that it began to bleed more profusely.

			“She can speak for herself,” he said. “You’re a dead man.”

			 Lara looked into Frink’s face, and saw the cold, hard stare that had frightened her before. He was obviously determined to complete his mission. Nothing would stand in his way. She held his gaze for a moment. She thought about the statuette standing in its cabinet only a few feet away, and she thought about the Queen Mary tin in her rucksack with the little piece of fleece inside it that she’d taken from Menelaou’s room in Paris. She knew that Frink and Peasley would kill for the Golden Fleece. She also knew that she didn’t want to give up either artifact. Her only concern was Sam. She would do anything to help her friend recover from the horrors of Yamatai.

			She looked from Peasley to Frink. Time seemed to stand still. She could see Peasley’s firm grip on the gun he was holding to Babbington’s head. She could see the tension in his trigger finger. She knew that the gun could go off at any moment, and that Professor Babbington would die instantly if Peasley pulled that trigger.

			Then, she thought she heard the sound of feet running upstairs. Suddenly, the study door burst open. Peasley and Frink turned to face the door, guns still raised, but there was confusion on their faces. Professor Babbington fell to the floor, and Lara tried to duck.

			She heard shots, but they were not what she expected. She didn’t hear the hard bangs of pistols firing. Frink and Peasley didn’t get any shots off. She heard the soft spit of silenced weapons. She felt the weight of a body falling into her. Then nothing.

			Hydarnes, Xerxes, and Lydia unholstered their guns as they ran up the stairs to Professor Babbington’s office. They were through the door, and fired without warning as soon as they identified the targets. The bullets from their silenced Sig Sauers hit the body masses of their victims, and they went down hard.

			Xerxes and Hydarnes began to search the study. Xerxes worked his way around the furniture, emptying the desk drawers and opening cabinets, and Hydarnes began to rummage through the shelves. Lydia bent over Lara’s still body and tugged at the strap of her rucksack to pull it free. Lara was still wearing the bag, and Professor Babbington’s body was lying half on top of her, so it was impossible to remove it. Lydia took a switchblade out of her boot and cut the straps holding the rucksack tight to Lara’s body.

		

		
			Lara awoke to a strange dragging sensation and to the sound of breaking glass. She could feel someone moving close by. She listened and tried to remember.

			There was shooting, she thought. They stormed in with guns and started firing. Am I dead? Why aren’t I dead? She felt pain and weight and a warm, wet sensation. She located the pain in her back and ribs. Had she been shot? Was the wet sensation her blood. The seconds were ticking slowly by. She needed to know more.

			Lara heard a moan among the clatter of objects being dislodged and the shuffle of feet. The figure close to her got up and strode away. Lara dared to open her eyes. She could see Babbington’s arm and head over her shoulder. He was lying across her back. That explained the weight. She could also see her rucksack with some of its contents spilled out. Someone had been going through her things. She rolled her eyes to take in as much of the room as possible. She could see the lower half of a woman in tight slacks and boots a few feet away, standing over a body that was slumped over the low chair.

			No one was watching her, so Lara tipped her head up a couple of inches. The woman was Lydia, and she was pointing a gun at Peasley. He was twitching and groaning. His left hand was clutched over a wound in his chest, and his shirt was covered in blood.

			Lara turned her head as she heard glass breaking again.

			“I’ve got it!” said Hydarnes. “Finish him off, Lydia, and let’s get out of here.”

			Lara saw the ram statuette in Hydarnes’s gloved hand at the same time she heard the Sig Sauer spit a shot into Peasley’s head.

			Then, she heard another shot, and another. She dropped her head. She was next. She had to be next. But the shots weren’t from the Sig Sauer. The shots were hard bangs from weapons that weren’t silenced.

			The Immortals moved fast, covering each other as they exited Babbington’s study and made their way into a hail of fire from the stairwell.

			“What’s going on?” asked Lydia. “Armed response can’t be here already.”

			“It’s got to be something else,” said Hydarnes. “No visual on hostiles. We’re taking fire from multiple directions.”

			They returned fire, shooting into the corners and turns of the staircase from which they were being attacked. Hydarnes and Xerxes covered Lydia, who stormed the room below Babbington’s where two students were sharing a tutorial. She ushered them and their professor into the bathroom beyond and told them to lock themselves in. Then, she began to look for targets from the window down onto the quad. The Immortals were under attack.

			“Hydarnes to Ares,” said Hydarnes. “Send in reinforcements. Now!”

			They left a dead student in the stairwell, presumably caught in cross fire. There was no sign of the hostiles. Xerxes took a flesh wound to the thigh, which made him stagger down the stairs. When he reached the bottom, he wedged himself behind the door and hurriedly wrapped the leg so that he could continue.

			“Entering the quad. Cover us,” said Hydarnes.

		

		
			“Copy that,” said Lydia from her position at the window above.

			Chapter 28

			Lara breathed hard for a moment.

			This is my chance, she thought.

			The Ten Thousand Immortals had left the study, and everyone else was dead. She opened her eyes and cast a glance around as much of the room as she could see from her position on the floor. It was chaos, and she knew that Hydarnes had the ram statuette, the second half of the Golden Fleece puzzle. But she was safe, for now.

			She took another deep breath to assess her pain. It hurt to breathe. She guessed that she’d cracked a rib, maybe two, but her back felt OK, and she was confident that she hadn’t been shot. Professor Babbington must have blocked her body. Had he died to save her? She couldn’t be sure. She was bruised, and her left elbow was sore, but otherwise she thought she was fine.

			Lara lifted herself onto her right elbow and shouldered Babbington’s weight. Then, she rolled hard to dislodge the man from her back. He was small, but dead weight was always heavy. Finally, Lara was on her knees on the floor. The cold, wet patch on her back was Babbington’s blood. He’d taken two shots, one to the gut and one to the chest, and he’d bled out onto the floor and onto her. His skin was ashen. Lara didn’t need to examine Frink to know that he, too, was dead.

		

		
			Lara stuffed her belongings back into the rucksack, and breathed a sigh of relief when she realised that Lydia hadn’t taken the Queen Mary tin with the piece of Menelaou’s fleece inside.

			Now all I’ve got to do is retrieve that statue, she thought. She stood up and began to tie the straps of her rucksack together so that she’d be able to carry it on her back. She could still hear shots being fired, and shouts and screams from the quad.

			Lara went to the window and looked out. It was chaos. She watched for a moment as an older woman came out of one of the staircase doors to try to help one hysterical student who was standing screaming in the quad. The girl had to be manhandled out of harm’s way. Lara saw faces appear at windows, while some students and members of staff were trying to escape from the college, risking their lives to get away. One elderly man was red-faced and gasping as he ran around the perimeter of the quad, keeping close to the building. Another opted for the chapel, looking for sanctuary from the madness.

			Lara didn’t hear Frink come up behind her.

			 Suddenly she felt an arm around her neck, pulling tight and squeezing her throat. She grabbed at the arm and pulled down, hard. At the same time, she drove the heel of her boot into what she hoped was her assailant’s instep. Her aim was good. The grip on her throat loosened. Still holding the arm, Lara twisted out from under the stranglehold and pushed, trying to turn her attacker and get him in an armlock.

			It was only then that she saw the pale skin and bright blue eyes that identified her assailant as Mr. Frink.

			Why wasn’t he dead?

			Lara was caught by surprise, and despite the big man being weakened by a gunshot wound, she was unable to complete her move. Frink threw a left-handed punch, but Lara ducked, and he hit her shoulder instead of her head. The blow smarted, but she punched back with her good right arm, attacking him low, close to his injury. Frink doubled over and coughed, clutching at his stomach for a moment.

			Then, he drove his head forward, butting into Lara, and knocking her sprawling to the floor before falling on top of her.

			Lara had the advantage. She grabbed Frink’s head by the ears and rolled. He could not resist, and in the next moment she was straddling his torso. She got one good punch in to his jaw, before he lifted her off his chest and thrust her away from him.

			Lara marvelled at his strength. He should have been dying, but he was coming after her, relentlessly. Lara pushed to her knees and reached behind her as she glanced at the desk. There was something on it. She grabbed it and swung. The object felt cold and hard in her hand, like marble. Frink saw it coming and ducked. It glanced off his face as he turned, connecting with Frink’s cheekbone hard enough to knock the object out of Lara’s hand, but not hard enough to knock him out.

			Lara sprang to her feet. Frink lunged for her from his position, staggering to his knees. His arms found her waist, and she was on the floor once more. She fell hard on her back, the wind knocked out of her. Her ribs ached, and sweat began to bead on her forehead from the effort of fighting Frink off.

		

		
			She kicked out, her boots connecting with Frink’s ribs. He coughed again and groaned, and his hold on her loosened. She kicked again, and her foot connected with something hard. Lara leant back on her arms and winced at the pain in her left elbow. She favoured her right arm to drag herself away from Frink’s hold.

			The gun, she thought. His gun is still holstered. If I can just reach his gun.

			Whatever injury Frink had sustained, he was coming after her, and he wasn’t going to stop. He was a born killer, and he was determined to kill Lara. She had to take him out first.

			Lara scrambled to her feet. She glanced around for a weapon. The room was littered with objects. Someone had emptied the desk drawers, and artifacts had been tipped over on the shelves and in the cabinets. The floor was mostly clear, except around the bases of the shelves.

			Lara didn’t want to risk bending to pick something up. She wanted to be on her feet. She wanted to be able to attack Frink and defend herself. She circled the room, her stance wide, her arms out, fists clenched.

			Frink was on his hands and knees when she aimed a kick at him. He saw the looming boot and he twisted away. Lara’s kick missed, and the force of it driving into empty air made her lose her balance for a moment. It gave Frink the time he needed to get from his knees to his feet.

			Frink was dishevelled and lumbering, but his eyes were fierce as he made to attack Lara once more. Lara darted around the room, avoiding the assault. Her eyes moved swiftly from Frink to the shelves and cabinets as she circled, dodging Frink’s lunging attacks. He was slowing down. Lara was able to duck and dodge his attacks, but she had to act soon, before he recovered enough to make a more effective strike.

			She glanced at the gun in the holster under his arm and wondered why Frink hadn’t used it.

			Lara sidestepped another clumsy lunge, and found herself close to a shelf of busts. Much of Babbington’s collection consisted of pots and vases and statues of various kinds, all of them fragile, breakable objects. Even under attack, Lara couldn’t stand the idea of destroying such beautiful antiquities, particularly after the damage that had already been done in the room. The busts were solid, cold marble. She took one from the shelf, and swung it once, forcing Frink to take a step back. The second swing disoriented the man, and then Lara lunged. She drove the bust hard into Frink’s solar plexus. He folded, letting out a hard, huffing sound.

			Frink grabbed the bust in both hands as he went down on his back. Lara didn’t let go of her weapon, and was dragged down on top of him. She rolled to one side and grabbed for the gun in the holster under his arm. She pushed it against his chest.

			Frink looked right at Lara with his bright blue eyes, and his lip curled in a smile.

			If he thinks I won’t shoot, he’s wrong, thought Lara. She pulled the trigger. The gun clicked. Lara pulled the trigger again. Nothing.

			“Guns are fine for threatening and coercing people,” said Frink, breathing hard. “When it comes to killing, a man does it with his bare hands.”

			Frink had recovered his breath fast, and he swung a punch at Lara’s head. She was faster than he was. The shock of the gun having no bullets had made her more alert, not less, and she was already jumping off the prone man’s body when he tried to attack her again.

		

		
			Somehow, Lara’s foot became tangled under Frink’s side, and she sprawled away. There wasn’t room for her to land on the floor. Instead, she landed heavily against Peasley’s dead legs. She felt something cold against her face. Peasley’s gun was still hanging from his hand, and there were still bullets in it.

			Frink wasn’t just any cold-blooded killer, he was some kind of lunatic psychopath. And Lara understood just how badly he wanted to kill her now. She reached up and took the gun from Peasley’s limp fingers. She pointed it at Frink, and in that split second, she saw the fear in his eyes.

			Lara pulled the trigger. She saw the round explode in Frink’s chest as she heard the bang and felt the ache in her wrist from the recoil. Then, she saw the shock on Frink’s face as his head rocked and then fell back against the floor, disappearing from her view.

			It was over.

			Lara got to her feet, relieved to no longer feel the sensation of dead flesh against her back. She wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of the hand still holding the gun, and looked down at Frink. She could see, for the first time, that his initial injury had been a through and through. He would have recovered from it. She had shot him clean through the heart.

			Lara took another deep breath. It made her ribs ache, but it steadied her nerves.

			It was over.

			Lara looked at the gun in her hand and then at the shoulder holster that was exposed under Frink’s jacket. The holster could be attached to any belt or strap with its own fold-over velcro strip. She tore it free and slid it through her belt, holstering Peasley’s gun. Then, she shouldered her rucksack.

			The door to the study was ajar. She listened. The shouting and gunfire were not coming from the stairwell, but from the quad below. Lara stepped out onto the landing.

		

		
			Chapter 29

			Lydia covered Hydarnes and Xerxes from the study window as they entered Front Quad of Merton College from the stairwell. There was confusion below, and it was difficult to identify the shooters. Her eyes darted left and right, looking for targets. A head appeared twice at a door to her right. When it appeared for a third time, Lydia took the shot. The bullet ricocheted and hit another student dashing the length of the quad towards the Lodge. He stumbled and clutched his leg.

			Lydia looked for another target as Xerxes ran across the quad firing into St. Albans. Hydarnes was already in the cover of Fitzjames Arch. Lydia’s view of him was blocked by students and staff trying to escape. She heard a pop and felt a spray of stone dust close to her face. She’d been spotted.

			Lydia withdrew from the window.

			“I’m coming out,” she said. “Cover me.”

			“Copy that,” said Hydarnes. “Backup incoming.”

			Lydia checked right and left, gun raised in both hands as she exited the stairwell. She jinked right, keeping low, with her back to the buildings as she crossed in front of the chapel. She crouched behind the steps to the Hall as more students fled past her, and then made a run for Hydarnes’s last position.

		

		
			Suddenly, a student stopped right in front of her.

			“Out of my way,” said Lydia. “Keep moving.”

			The girl of about twenty was wearing jeans and a purple hoodie, and she looked just like all the other students. She locked her hands and swung both arms through Lydia’s body at waist height, flipping the Immortal over her arms, onto her back. Lydia’s Sig Saur flew out of her hands, and she was badly winded. Her head also came down hard on the cobbles. The girl in the hoodie straddled Lydia, pinning her arms.

			Lydia couldn’t believe what was happening.

			“Who the—?” she began to ask, but she never go to finish the question. The girl in the hoodie knocked Lydia unconscious with two swift blows. She stood over her, flipped her on her side, and cable tied her hands behind her back and her feet together. Then, she picked up Lydia’s Sig Sauer, ejected the magazine, and pocketed it. She tossed the gun on Lydia’s unconscious body. The whole attack took seconds.

			Xerxes was holed up in St. Albans Arch, and Hydarnes was still in the cover of Fitzjames Arch, but both were under fire, and could do nothing to cover Lydia.

			Lara crept down the stairs. She put her back to the doorjamb and glanced out onto the quad. As she looked out, a passing student stumbled in his panic. He looked up at her, his face pale, eyes wide with fear.

			“It’s not safe,” he said, gasping.

			Lara stepped out of the doorway, hooked her shoulder under his arm and started to propel him in the direction he was going.

			“Thank you,” he said, breathless with panic.

			She remembered how that felt from her own experience with anxiety.

			Lara left the student at the chapel and turned to face the quad, keeping low behind the Hall steps. Her eye was drawn to movement high in the building opposite. Then, she realised it wasn’t in the building. Someone was hanging on the outside of the building. It looked like a student, casually dressed in a long-sleeved shirt and cargo pants. He was scaling the wall. Then, she saw movement to her left as Xerxes emerged from St. Albans.

			Suddenly, the figure on the building was still. He had seen Xerxes too. As Xerxes came into range below him, the figure on the side of the building released his grip and dropped down on top of the Immortal, felling him. Xerxes recovered quickly and wrestled with his attacker, but he was still holding his gun. If the Immortal had been willing to give up his weapon, he might have stood a better chance in the wrestling match. It was too close quarters to get off a shot, and trying only hampered his abilities at hand-to-hand combat.

			In less than a minute of squirming and struggling, the student had wrapped his calves around Xerxes’s neck, flipped him onto his belly, and got him into an impossible armlock. From there, he was able to cable tie his wrists and disarm him. Xerxes kicked furiously. The student avoided the blows, and finally brought a hand up under Xerxes’s chin and around his throat. Lara watched, amazed as Xerxes went limp, suddenly unconscious. The student cable tied the Immortal’s ankles together and took his gun.

			Lara didn’t know what to think. Who were these people? They looked like students, and they were taking on the 

		

		
			Ten Thousand Immortals, and beating them. And it was all because of the Golden Fleece.

			The statue! Where’s Hydarnes? How do I get the statue back? Lara wondered.

			She turned when she heard footsteps in the lodge. There were fewer people moving around in the quad. Most of the students and staff had left or holed themselves up. She couldn’t tell who were real students and who were… She didn’t know what they were. If people were coming into college, surely they were coming in to help?

			The first things she saw were soft boots and tight, black jeans. A glance up told her everything else she needed to know. Tucked behind the Hall steps, she hadn’t been seen yet, but she needed to move fast.

			Ares had sent in more Immortals, at least two, and probably three of them, from what Lara could see. Staying low, she dashed up the Hall steps, not looking back, and entered the building.

			The Hall was Merton College’s formal dining room, running between Front Quad and Fellows’ Quad. It was a grand room with long tables down its entire length and tall stained glass windows along both sides. Lara crossed the empty room to the Fellows’ Quad side, stepped up onto the high, wide stone window ledge and looked out of the window. There was no one in the quad, except for the four people walking in through Watergate and striding onto the lawn.

			Lara gasped. The three men and one woman were dressed in tight black and dark denim jeans with dark jackets and soft boots. They were well-groomed, European and frighteningly familiar. One of the men was Darius, but they were all clearly Immortals.

			Lara had the very strong impression that Ares could not be very far away.

			Her attention snapped back, and she jumped down from the window ledge and ran back up the room towards the exit. She had heard the squeak of a hinge, and a door opening and closing somewhere above her. Then, she heard a voice.

			Instead of leaving the Hall as she had intended, Lara backed into the end of the room. She tucked herself away under the minstrels’ gallery where people were emerging above her, and listened again for the voice.

			“Merton College is a big place,” he said, “but we have the advantage. We know these buildings.”

			It was him. It was Kennard Montez. He was back in Oxford.

			“Trinity can take down the Ten Thousand Immortals. Good work with the woman, April. You too, Teo. That’s two down, and we don’t have the artifact yet.”

			“And there’s no sign of the girl,” said a woman’s voice.

			Lara presumed it was April. Had Lydia been taken down? And who else?

			“No,” said Kennard. “There has been no sighting of Lara Croft in Oxford.”

			So, they didn’t know I was here, but they’re still after me, thought Lara.

			“Do we expect her to be here? Could she have got to the artifact before us, before the Immortals?” asked a new voice, which Lara assumed was Teo’s.

			“She’s been one step ahead of Trinity most of the way,” said Kennard. “If it wasn’t for her, none of us would be here now.”

			“Not Trinity, and not the Ten Thousand Immortals,” said April.

		

		
			“Let’s get back out there,” said Kennard. “Use the buildings. Use your skills, and spread the word. Remember, you look just like any other students. The Immortals don’t know who you are, and they don’t recognise you. Spread the word, use hand signals. Leave the electronic communications to the Immortals.”

			“They’re easy to spot,” said Teo.

			Kennard laughed.

			“Too easy,” he said, “with their cat burglar clothes and their earpieces.”

			“Our orders stand?” asked Teo.

			“We need to close this down and clean it up,” said Kennard. “That’s the operational brief. No one must survive, and no evidence must remain. No one can know anything. You know the drill.”

			“Understood,” said April.

			“Yes, sir,” said Teo.

			“Teo, take the Front Quad. April, you’re with me. Remember...” His voice trailed off as Lara heard soft footsteps and the squeak of door hinges as the three left the Hall.

			Chapter 30

			Whatever Trinity was, and however Kennard Montez was involved with it, Lara had one big advantage over it and him.

			Lara Croft knew where the ram statuette, the Golden Fleece, was. At least, she had prior knowledge of where it had been only ten or fifteen minutes ago. She didn’t know exactly how long it had been since she’d first entered Babbington’s office, or since Hydarnes, Lydia and Xerxes had ransacked the room. She didn’t know exactly how long it had been since she’d killed Peasley or since she’d witnessed the chaos in the Front Quad. She knew for sure that it couldn’t be more than scant minutes.

			Seconds, minutes were an illusion at these times. Every moment passed so slowly that time almost seemed to stand still.

			She knew that Lydia had been taken out by April, probably killed. She knew that one other Immortal had been taken out by Teo. If it was Hydarnes, he’d somehow lost or passed on the ram statuette before he’d been attacked. It was possible, but Lara decided that it was unlikely.

			 Lara had surmised that Hydarnes was a senior ranking member of the Ten Thousand Immortals, that he was Ares’s right-hand man. It was unlikely that he had been taken down so quickly or so easily, even by someone as ruthless as these Trinity people clearly were. Greg must be Trinity, too. Who were they, and how long had they been interested in her? Lara let it go and concentrated on the statue and the Ten Thousand Immortals.

		

		
			As Ares’s trusted servant, Hydarnes would hand the Golden Fleece to no one but his master. Hydarnes would put the statuette in the hands of one man: Ares. Or he would die trying.

			If Lara could find Hydarnes, she would find the Golden Fleece.

			She had the advantage over Kennard Montez and his Trinity assassins, because she knew who held the statue. All that remained was for Lara to track Hydarnes down.

			She wondered if she had an advantage over the Immortals, because she knew that she was at risk from all and any students. She knew Kennard Montez. She knew his type. Was Greg in Oxford, too? She had also heard the voices of April and Teo. Perhaps she could spot members of Trinity. Perhaps she could tell them apart from other students, particularly in this high-stress situation.

			If I’m clever, she thought, and if I’m lucky...

			Lara stepped up onto the window ledge and looked out of the window onto Front Quad. It was surprisingly quiet. There was no one around.

			The last thing she had seen was the group of Immortals walking onto the lawn of Fellows’ Quad. Then, the stampede began. She heard the sound of pounding feet and shouts and cries as students began to pour out of the doorways on the other side of the Hall. She waited for a moment, and saw them rushing through Fitzjames Arch and into Front Quad.

			The students who had holed themselves up and hidden themselves away were being driven out of the buildings around Fellows’ Quad. Lara thought fast. She took her rucksack off her back, rolled it up, and shoved it hard into a plate rack built into one of the window ledges. Then, just as quickly, she pulled it out, rummaged around in it until she found the Queen Mary tin, and put it in the back pocket of her jeans. Then, she rolled the rucksack back up and pushed it in among the shelves, along with her jacket. She’d come back for them.

			Lara stepped back into Front Quad against the flow of the leaving students. It was a chaotic rabble. Some students were jostling through, heedless of others’ needs, some were helping each other. One or two were tearful, others were stoic. Some brought nothing, others had tried to retrieve belongings or were carrying books.

			It was easy for Lara to lift a baseball cap from a jock’s head and tuck it under her arm before he realised she had taken it. She pulled a Merton College sweatshirt from a bag, its contents spilling out. Then, Lara squeezed through Fitzjames Arch, adjusting the cap to fit over her hair. Then, she pulled the oversized sweater shirt over her shirt and pushed up the sleeves. It came almost to her thighs, conveniently covering the gun at her belt and the tin in her back pocket.

			It wasn’t much of a disguise, but it made her look like any other Merton student, and with the cap pulled well down, even Kennard might not spot her straight away. She’d be identified by her skin tone, her long braid, her rucksack and her physique. She’d done everything she could to hide those things. She hoped that being among people her own age, and in chaos, would do the rest.

		

		
			Lara slid along the wall of the buildings towards the nearest doorway, allowing the students to pass in front of her, shielding her from view. All the time, she was looking out for the Immortals. Hydarnes was her first target. Her second aim was to steer clear of Trinity.

			She took the first doorway on her left, listening intently as she entered a suite of rooms on the ground floor. They were empty, but there were scuffling sounds from above. Lara went into the lobby and up the stairs, taking them quickly but quietly. As she approached the first floor, the noises were louder, but the door off the landing was closed. Lara took the opportunity to brace herself and glance out of the window down onto the quad, which was emptying fast.

			She released the catch on her holster and tucked the sweatshirt over her belt so that she had access to the gun. She opened the door to the sounds of a skirmish. A man in black and a tall, athletic woman in a zipped hoodie were engaged in a bout of what looked like some sort of martial art.

			The woman turned as Lara entered the room, and it put her at a disadvantage. The Immortal performed a swinging kick to the back of the woman’s head, and she dropped to the floor, unconscious.

			Lara didn’t hesitate. She pulled the gun and fired. A second kick from the Immortal connected with the weapon, sending the shot high over his head, into the ceiling, and a hard shower of plaster dust rained down on them. Lara brought her arm hard round in a backhanded sweep as the Immortal recovered from the kick. The weight of the gun added to the impact as her fist connected with his jaw, and his head swung, making him stagger off balance.

			Lara followed the swing with a left-handed jab to the Immortal’s exposed chest, and the man was winded. She put her hands together and swung in a double-handed blow, but her fists did not connect. Only the barrel of the gun made contact with the Immortal’s face. His hands came up to his broken nose, and he reeled backwards.

			Lara could have shot the Immortal. She knew she only had the bullets in the gun’s magazine. She didn’t know how many. She holstered the pistol and booted the Immortal hard in the knee, bringing him down in a lopsided fall. He tried to tackle her, but the blows to his head and face had taken their toll. Lara didn’t know what damage the girl had done to the Immortal, but she could see there was very little fight left in him.

			As his arms reached out to grab at her, Lara swung her right fist hard. The Immortal sprawled to the floor, unconscious.

			Lara heard a light moan from the girl on the floor. She didn’t move, but she was obviously coming round. Lara looked at her, and saw the pack of cable ties sticking out of her back pocket. She pulled them out, and quickly cuffed the girl’s hands and feet with them. She did the same to the Immortal, and pocketed the rest of the ties.

			Then, she bent over, her hands on her knees, and breathed hard. The fight had lasted less than a minute, but it was hard physical work. Lara felt good. She felt strong. She felt good adrenaline work its magic in her body. She was calm. Two more deep breaths, and her heart rate was normalising after the physical exertion of tackling the Immortal.

			Her only regret was that it wasn’t Hydarnes.

		

		
			Chapter 31

			Lara heard screaming from the quad, and ran back down the stairs to see what was happening. A dozen or more students were pouring out of the doorway in the adjacent wall, next to the Watergate. They’d been driven out. Something was happening there. Filled with confidence, and desperate to find Hydarnes, Lara sprinted across the lawn.

			She heard the bang of hard rounds hitting stone, and thought, for one adrenaline pumping moment, that she’d been targeted. She made the door and looked back as she heard a bullet hitting flesh. She saw a figure in dark clothes fall among the fleeing students. Another Immortal was down. One fewer for her to worry about. She couldn’t see whether it was Hydarnes or not.

			Lara hesitated for a split second, wondering whether to go back to check the body. She didn’t.

			A man almost flew down the staircase in front of her. He came within a hair’s breadth of colliding with her. She turned as he passed. He turned, too, but she was already taking the stairs two at a time. At the fourth step, she spun and jumped. She landed hard with two feet in his chest, crashing him through the doorway and onto the wide path surrounding the lawn.

		

		
			Lara’s own landing was clumsy, and she yelped with the pain in her ribs.

			“Stop!” shouted Greg.

			She wouldn’t stop for him or for anything. She didn’t trust him, and she didn’t trust Kennard Montez. Greg rocked forward, lifting his head and shoulders off the ground. Kneeling, Lara firmly held her left fist in her right and swung her body hard so that her right elbow impacted with the side of his face. The force was so fierce and so unexpected that Greg’s upper body twisted, and he landed on his shoulder. His neck snapped back, and his head bounced off the hard flagstones. He was out cold.

			Lara pulled a cable tie from her pocket and bound his wrists. But Greg was strong and fit, and the blow hadn’t been hard enough. He came around fast, faster than Lara saw as, still kneeling, she dropped her head and breathed.

			Greg shook his head once to clear his vision and then swung his arms, aiming his bound hands at Lara’s bowed head.

			The first gunshot killed Greg before his hands could connect with Lara’s head. The second would have killed Lara, but the gunman didn’t get the chance to pull the trigger again. Lara didn’t know where that second shot had come from, but a split second after Greg was shot, the body of his killer fell facedown only a few yards away from him.

			Lara was up and ducking for the doorway before she had checked the bodies or looked for the second gunman. She took the stairs two at a time. She didn’t even know which of the Immortals had killed Greg. Two of the Immortals had died in the Fellows’ Quad in a matter of a minute, and she couldn’t rule either of them out as Hydarnes.

			Right now, all she wanted to do was get away.

			Up wasn’t the answer.

			When Lara reached the first floor, Trinity and the Immortals were engaged in ferocious hand-to-hand fighting that seemed to extend across the whole floor. She turned and ran back down the staircase, drawing her borrowed gun as she got back to ground level and the exterior door where she had attacked Greg.

			Lara realised that she had been running blindly. She had been following the action. She needed to think. She needed to think about how Ares worked. Hydarnes had the ram statuette. How would he get it to Ares?

			She knew the buildings. If Ares were here, where would he be? He was a man of authority. He was interested in status, in show. The whole college was about status. The whole place was steeped in history.

			The chapel? she wondered. The Hall?

			Lara stopped in the doorway, her back hard against the wall. She took a breath and concentrated.

			“Where do men of power go in an Oxford college?” she asked.

			The weapon still in her hand, Lara looked out of the doorway to her left at the last door adjacent to the back wall of the Hall. She looked up at the windows above it. The glass in them looked black in the daylight. It gave her no clues.

			Lara thought about the moments she had spent hiding under the minstrels’ gallery in the Hall. She remembered Kennard Montez standing in the gallery above talking to Teo and April. She had been so close. Trinity had been so close.

		

		
			Lara looked across the quad. The last of the stragglers were still leaving. She glanced up at the windows and the roofline as the last of the students left, via Fitzjames Arch. She could see the barrel of a gun at a window to her right pointing into Fitzjames Arch. She should be able to keep out of the shooter’s sight line. Someone was scaling a wall a few yards behind the shooter, but was in no position to aim a gun at her. Most of the action was happening inside the buildings.

			Lara decided to go before all the students disappeared. She also decided to holster her gun. Holding it, she looked like one of Trinity. Without it, as long as she wasn’t recognised, she was just another student running for cover.

			Lara made a dash for it, sprinting diagonally across the lawn. She heard shots, hard bangs and the soft spits of silenced rounds. She felt a hard smack to her backside and heard a high-pitched ping just as she reached the doorway she was aiming for. She thought that she’d been shot, but when she flexed her leg she felt nothing.

			As she entered the doorway onto yet another staircase, Lara finally heard sirens. It felt as if she’d been under threat for a very long time. She knew it could only have been minutes. She knew that the call would have gone out to the emergency services at the first sign of danger.

			People had died, but now she felt real urgency. Lara’s body responded with a hit of adrenaline that drove her up the stairs, along corridors, and through rooms to her goal. Her only focus was Ares. Nothing would stop her getting to him before the authorities did. Nothing would stop her getting to him before he escaped.

			Chapter 32

			“Miss Croft,” said a familiar voice. Lara stopped in her tracks. She turned to face Ares, sitting in a green leather armchair, reading a newspaper. He folded it. Then, he leaned forward in his chair and tossed the newspaper onto a table that stood in the middle of the room, between them. The table was neatly arranged with the day’s newspapers, and at its centre stood the gold statuette of the ram.

			She said nothing. Her head was full of too many things.

			She had expected to find Ares in the Senior Common Room. That room was austere. The walls were lined with wood panelling, hung with old portraits. Tables stood on an ancient rug, surrounded by upright chairs with their green leather seats. It was a simple, masculine, formal room given over to the Fellows of the college.

			Lara shook her head, trying to dislodge the sound of the sirens. She was standing in the smaller, prettier Upper Bursary. It did not suit Ares’s character, and yet, somehow it made sense. He was a guest, after all. He would expect the honour, the etiquette.

			 “You seem surprised to see me, Miss Croft,” said Ares, “and yet, I was expecting you.”

		

		
			“You’ve got what you came for,” said Lara. “Why should you expect me?”

			“Because you want it so very much,” said Ares gesturing with one beautifully manicured hand at the statue made from the gold collected in Menelaou’s fleece.

			“To own such an object,” said Ares, “to have the privilege of choosing who sees it, who touches it, who has the honour of harnessing its power, that is the point. To see your desire for it, and to deny you the pleasure of its touch, of its wonders, that is everything.”

			“And you believe in its mythical powers?” asked Lara.

			“Do I believe in its power to confer kingship?” asked Ares. He laughed. “I am a very powerful man, Miss Croft, more powerful than any monarch.”

			“The most powerful men still die alone,” said Lara.

			“And yet here I sit, alive and thriving,” said Ares. “You would not believe the forces that a powerful man might employ to live forever. A girl, on the other hand, might easily meet her untimely death, especially in such a dangerous situation.”

			“So you lured me here to gloat, and to kill me?” asked Lara.

			 “On the contrary,” said Ares. “You brought me here, Miss Croft. You have been invaluable in my search for the Golden Fleece. Why else would I allow you to escape my Paris office so easily? Of course, my ownership of the statue is natural justice for you destroying Yamatai.”

			“There’s a connection?” asked Lara.

			“Let us just agree that as a door closes in one place, somewhere else a window opens,” said Ares. “Himiko’s powers are lost to me, buried deep in that pathetic girl, your friend, inaccessible, useless. The Golden Fleece, however, is more than adequate compensation.”

			Ares reached into his jacket and pulled something out. He held it in the palm of his extended hand for Lara to see. It was a small, old Derringer with a beautiful wooden stock.

			“This is the gun that killed Abraham Lincoln,” said Ares. “You’ll be in good company when I shoot you with it.”

			“The bullets won’t match any of the others found at the scene when they investigate what happened today,” said Lara.

			Ares laughed again.

			“What will that matter when you’re dead?” he asked.

			“You’re wrong,” said Lara, suddenly remembering something. “That isn’t John Wilkes Booth’s gun. His gun is in the Ford’s Theatre Museum. It was authenticated by the FBI. I read about it.”

			“If I know anything,” said Ares, “and I’ve been on Earth for long enough to have accumulated a great deal of knowledge. I know guns. I also know artifacts.”

			“The FBI got it wrong?” asked Lara.

			“The FBI authenticated the weapon in the Ford’s Theatre Museum using photographs taken in the 1930s,” said Ares.

			“John Wilkes Booth’s gun wasn’t stolen until the 1960s,” said Lara.

			“Are you sure about that?” asked Ares. His lip curled into a smile. “Are you absolutely sure, Miss Croft? Because I’m certain that I’m holding the weapon that killed Abraham Lincoln. I know that I am holding the gun that John Wilkes Booth used to shoot the President of the United States in 1865. The American Civil War made my company a very great deal of money, Miss Croft. You might say that it helped to put us on the world map.”

		

		
			Images flashed through Lara’s memory, pictures of Ares shaking hands with men, standing or sitting beside them, surrounded by crates and boxes filled with firearms.

			Ares turned the gun in his hand until he was pointing it at Lara, his finger on the trigger.

			The sirens had stopped. The police had arrived. In a few moments, the college would be filled with armed officers. This would all be over soon. Lara heard a shouted command from somewhere outside, and then running. She turned in the direction of the sounds.

			Lara was standing between two doors. The one she had entered by was fully open. Standing sideways with his back against it, invisible to the room, looking right at her as she turned towards the sounds, was Kennard Montez. He was holding a Glock 17 in a low, two-handed grip.

			Lara looked back at Ares.

			Her only hope was that Kennard would shoot Ares before he shot her, and that she would be fast enough to escape before he aimed his weapon a second time. Her adrenaline was already pumping. She hoped it didn’t show. She hoped that Ares couldn’t smell it on her. If he could, he’d assume that she was afraid of him. She put the hateful thought out of her mind.

			“I’m a good shot, Miss Croft, but the body mass is always a safer bet than the head,” said Ares. “A double tap is very popular these days, but, of course, this is a single-shot weapon. So, the head, Miss Croft, or the heart? I suspect you’re ruled by—”

			Kennard Montez’s first shot from the doorway as he raised his gun hit Ares in the body mass.

			Lara didn’t see any of it.

			The adrenaline in her system made her senses acute, and she trusted her intuition to know exactly when to grab the ram statuette and run for the opposite door. She yanked the door closed behind her and kept running.

			The ram in her left hand, Lara pulled the gun from its holster with her right and then jammed the statuette into the holster and fastened it. She heard more shots as she ran the length of the building. Suddenly, she was in the minstrels’ gallery above the Hall. She kept moving.

			Lara had Menelaou’s fleece in her back pocket in the Queen Mary tin. She had the ram statuette jammed in a gun holster, and she was carrying a weapon. Lara stopped at the top of the stairs to look out over Front Quad. It was teeming with police. She took a deep breath, tucked the gun in her waistband, and ascended the stairs.

			If I can just get out of Merton without getting caught… by anyone, she thought.

		

		
			Chapter 33

			Kennard Montez was tackled by an Immortal as he fired at Ares. The bullet seared into Ares’s left shoulder. Kennard flew into the room a split second later, an Immortal on his back.

			Ares stood. He did not gasp or wince. He took a large silk square from his pocket, folded it, and unbuttoned his shirt. He pressed the wadded cloth against the wound, and bound it in place with the tie that he had removed from around his collar.

			Kennard and the Immortal battled furiously, first on the floor and then across the width of the room. They upended chairs and turned over tables in their urgency to do each other bodily harm.

			 Ares buttoned his shirt and shrugged his jacket back into place. Then, he walked deliberately across the room, sidestepping the furniture and the brawling men, and exited in the same direction that Lara had left.

			Kennard was backed against a window, the Immortal’s fists flying into his gut. Trying to avoid going down on his knees, Kennard reached out for something to steady himself. His right hand found the cord that was holding back the curtain, and he gripped it and pulled.

		

		
			With renewed purpose, Kennard threw a hard left uppercut, connecting with the Immortal’s jaw. Then, he swung the cord around the Immortal’s neck. He caught the cord’s other end deftly in his left hand and pulled on both ends.

			The Immortal tried to swing another punch, but the hard yank on his neck and punching into air compromised his balance. Kennard turned the Immortal. He twisted the ends of the cord around his hands and pushed his knee into the Immortal’s back as the man went down on his knees.

			The Immortal began to claw at his neck, but it was useless. The pressure on his throat was too much, and he was quickly gasping for breath. Kennard kept tightening his grip as the Immortal’s strength began to fail him, and eventually he was unconscious.

			Kennard Montez had no more time to waste. It would take several more seconds for the Immortal to die of strangulation, so he let go of the cord. The Immortal slumped to the floor. Kennard reached down, gripping the man’s head between his hands, and in one swift move, he broke his neck.

			Then, Kennard retrieved his gun and went after Ares.

			Lara crossed the roof of the stair turret and climbed the steep slope of the Hall roof, grateful for the rubber tread of her sturdy boots. She crouched at the top and looked out across the college. Someone was walking the ridgeline of the roof that adjoined the Hall, to her left, using it like a tightrope. It was a woman dressed all in black. She had to be an Immortal.

			Lara knew she’d been seen. She crab-crawled back down the roof. Lara took a firm hold of the lip of the roof with both hands. She swung her body down so that the drop was as small as possible, and then let herself fall. The connecting building between the Hall and Mob Quad was low and narrow, and Lara fell hard onto its roof, her legs crumpling beneath her. The fall made her wince with the pain in her ribs as the gun in her belt jammed up against them.

			“Keep moving, Lara,” she told herself.

			A shot pinged off the roof close to Lara, and she rolled onto her back, pulling her weapon. She fired back. She was trying to cover herself, to give herself time to get up and onto the next roof. She refused to be a sitting duck.

			Adrenaline pumping, Lara climbed the wall onto the roof of the building behind the chapel, overlooking Mob Quad. She scaled the gable end of the building that butted up to it and sat on the ridge, looking across the alley at Fellow’s Quad. Lara could see the windows of the Upper Bursary. She turned to look back at the Hall roof to see the Immortal woman leaping off the building.

			Lara couldn’t believe it. The two roofs had to be four metres apart. The Immortal would never make the jump. If she did make it, Lara was in big trouble.

			Lara knew she should move, but she was mesmerised. The Immortal seemed to be in slow motion, cycling her legs and throwing her arms forwards to add to her momentum.

			Then, she was on the roof and climbing towards Lara.

			Lara scrambled to her hands and knees, and tried to climb over the ridge to vault onto the other side of the roof and escape. The hem of her jeans got caught in the ancient roof tiles. She pulled at it. Nothing. She tugged hard, kicking at the roof. She felt a tile dislodge under her boot, but her jeans were still pinned. She pulled once more. Still nothing. She took a breath and lowered her foot, trying to free it that way.

		

		
			Before she could pull again, Lara felt a hand close around her ankle. She kicked, but the hand held firm. She felt a body climbing up beside her, and the hand was released.

			Lara kicked out. Her jeans came free of the tiles, and she tried, once more to pull herself over the ridge of the roof. This time, a hand grabbed the back pocket of her jeans. She felt the Immortal’s body weight pulling down on her waist, and she hooked her elbows tightly over the ridge to keep her balance. Lara felt another sharp twinge in her left elbow, and she kicked out again with the pain.

			Lara heard a rip, and suddenly the weight dragging on her waist and the back of her jeans was gone. With an immense effort, she pulled herself up, using her good right elbow and throwing her right leg over the ridge. She was surprised when the Immortal did not pursue her.

			Lara moved to her left, to the nearest dormer window, and, sitting on its apex, she glanced back over the ridgeline. She saw the Immortal, her hand raised. In it was the Queen Mary tin that had been in Lara’s back pocket.

			Lara was about to climb back over the ridge and risk attacking the Immortal to get Menelaou’s fleece back when she heard the woman say, “Catch.” She watched in horror as the Immortal pulled back her arm and then released the tin, sending it spinning through the air.

			Lara craned her head to follow the tin’s trajectory straight into the hands of another Immortal standing in the alley below.

			As the Immortal woman flipped over the roof, continuing her pursuit, Lara pulled the gun out of her waistband, raised it, and shot. Watching the fate of the Queen Mary tin had left her too little time to escape, and now Lara had a grudge. The body of the Immortal jerked once with the impact of the bullet hitting her squarely in the torso, and then slumped over the apex of the roof.

			Ares had no qualms moving around the college. He walked deliberately, with confidence. He knew what he was doing and where he was going, and no one questioned it. He left the Hall, passed through the gate in New Front Quad, and walked around the chapel. He had eyes and ears everywhere, and was being fed information about Lara Croft’s whereabouts from the Hall roof and from his Immortal in the alley adjacent to Fellow’s Quad. She was heading for Mob Quad. So was Ares.

			Kennard crossed the minstrel’s gallery and looked out over the scene below. The police were in full force. He knew that several of Trinity were down, but with Ares and Lara still at large, he had his work cut out.

			Kennard Montez turned and ran back along the minstrel’s gallery and through the rooms and corridors on the upper floor on the west side of Fellows’ Quad. He looked out of the Upper Bursary’s window to catch a glimpse of Lara disappearing over the roofline. He was too late to take a shot, but at least he knew where she was, and he knew she had the Golden Fleece statue. There was no sign of Ares.

			Kennard took the risk of leaving through Fellow’s Quad. He took the stairs closest to Watergate and exited onto the footpath that ran alongside the playing field. It was a short jog from there to Mob Quad.

			The last time he had seen her, Lara was on the roof towards the north end of the quad, so Kennard ran around to enter by the chapel. A policeman was stationed at the chapel door.

			Lara stood on the apex of the dormer window, her head and shoulders above the roofline. She looked out over the supine body of the dead Immortal at the view of the college beyond. The police were crawling all over Fellow’s Quad, and two ambulances had pulled into Front Quad to deal with the wounded.

		

		
			Lara heard a shout, and ducked as a shot was fired from the roof of the Hall. They were still after her. Another shot shattered the tiles on the far side of the roof she was clinging to.

			Lara slithered down the dormer and onto another small section of roof that was hexagon-shaped. Several roofs met, all different heights with different pitches. She manoeuvred her way across them. Then, she was climbing again, another gable end. She felt exposed, wondering where the next shot would come from.

			Lara was on a section of pitched roof with more ancient peg tiles, facing south across Mob Quad. One of the large, ornate dormer windows opposite began to open. Lara turned to sit against the tiles, digging the heels of her boots into the roof to steady herself. She pulled the gun.

			“Lara Croft!”

			The voice rang out across the quad.

			She couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

			She couldn’t believe that Ares was still alive.

			Lara was sure that it was his voice calling out her name. She fired her gun at the window where she thought the voice was coming from. Glass shattered, ancient glass in leaded windows.

			How is Ares alive? Lara wondered. Kennard shot him. I was in the room.

			Lara remembered that she hadn’t seen Ares shot, that she had grabbed the golden statue and run when Kennard had raised his gun and entered the Upper Bursary. She also remembered that Ares had been sitting in a chair. He had been aiming a gun at her, but he hadn’t known that Kennard was behind the door. He couldn’t have escaped the shooting. It wasn’t possible.

			Lara turned and dropped her legs down the roof until her feet hit the gutter. She tested it with her weight. Then, she inched along it until she came to the first window. It was shut. She couldn’t get in.

			A gun fired, and a roof tile shattered close to Lara’s head. Shards of baked orange clay hit her in the face, grazing her cheek and forehead. Ares had fired and missed. It meant she had time. The Derringer was a single-shot weapon. He had to reload.

			Lara sidestepped her way to the next window more confidently. It was also closed.

			“Don’t shoot!”

			It was Ares’s voice again.

			Lara turned her head and then twisted her body. She could see the barrel of a gun at a window to her left. It was another of the large, ornate dormer windows in the roof adjacent to Ares’s position.

			“I’ll kill her myself,” said Ares.

			To Lara’s horror, the window opened further, and first a leg and then an arm emerged. The figure was lean, and black clad, as all the Immortals were. It was a man. He had removed his jacket to squeeze out of the window. Lara knew that he was emerging from one of the upper windows in the beautiful old library in that part of the quad.

			As she watched, the Immortal stepped onto the gutter line. It took his weight, and he began to walk along it in her direction. His moves were elegant and effortless compared to hers. He was faster.

		

		
			There was another shot, and the windowpane immediately to her left shattered, the glass tinkling noisily into the room beyond.

			Lara gritted her teeth. She took two sideways steps past the window and began to climb the pitch of the roof.

			All she had to do was get over it before Ares could reload and before she was met by the Immortal.

			“The Immortal isn’t allowed to kill me. He won’t defy Ares,” she told herself. “Don’t let that stop you killing him, Lara, if you have to.”

			Lara threw her right leg over the ridge of the roof and let the rest of her body follow. When her head was below the roofline, she allowed herself to breathe and glance around. The chapel roof was in front of her with the tower to her left. She didn’t feel confident about the jump across to the roof. Watching the girl make the four-metre leap across the alley had spooked her. But it didn’t matter, because Lara was ready to confront the Immortal. He was the only thing that stood between her and Ares.

			She knew that the old man would hound her to the ends of the Earth if she didn’t confront him now. He wanted the ram statuette as much as she did, and she wanted it more than anything else in the world… for Sam.

			The only sensible route off the roof was sideways. There was a gap to the next building, but it wasn’t wide, and Lara couldn’t be seen. She steadied herself on the roof, finding a grip with her boots among the tiles. Then, she reached out to the parapet wall that ran along to the chapel tower. At a stretch, with a burst of confidence, Lara launched herself at the wall, grasped it firmly, and hauled herself up and over it.

			She landed on the narrow walkway that led between the west wing of Mob Quad, where the Immortal had climbed out of the window, and the chapel tower. Her first thought was to run for the tower. She changed her mind and walked to the far end of the walkway. Lara knew that the Immortal would not expect her to run towards him.

			She looked over the wall and down onto the roof that she had last seen him walking along. He was nowhere to be seen. Somehow he had eluded her.

			Immediately to Lara’s right was a tiny turret with a wooden door. She didn’t know what it was for, or dare to think that it might be unlocked. She tried the door, and it opened into a room the size of a cupboard. Lara stepped inside, leaving the door ajar.

			She listened. The only access to her was across the roof or along the chapel roof walkway, which was made of wooden planks. Even the softest of shoes and the lightest of feet would make sounds when they approached her position.

		

		
			Chapter 34

			“You can’t go in there, sir,” the policeman told Kennard. “There’s been an incident.”

			“I know, officer,” said Kennard. “My girlfriend texted me. She asked me to meet her here. She’s very upset. I got here as quickly as I could.”

			“American, are we, sir?” asked the policeman.

			“I’m a student here,” said Kennard, “on a scholarship.”

			“Name, sir?” said the policeman.

			“Kennard Montez,” said Kennard. “Kennard McKenzie Montez. My mother’s Scottish.”

			The policeman checked his list.

			“Of course, she’s not actually from Scotland,” said Kennard, leaning a little closer to the policeman. He was used to using his charm to get what he wanted and needed. “Between you and me, officer, my mother’s a terrible snob. I suspect the English find her rather funny when she visits. Of course, she’s my mother, and I love her.”

			“As you should,” said the policeman. “Your tutor’s name, sir?”

			“Professor Babbington,” said Kennard.

		

		
			“Very well,” said the policeman, stepping to one side. “And show some respect, young man. It’s all very well, me finding your mother funny. It’s another, you telling me I ought.”

			“Of course, officer,” said Kennard. “Thank you.”

			“I’ve lost her,” said the Immortal. “She went over the roof and disappeared.”

			“Careless,” said Ares. “Retrace your steps. Lara Croft is clever. She doesn’t take the conventional route. I’m making my way to the chapel.”

			The Immortal climbed the stairs of the chapel tower and stepped back out onto the chapel roof walkway. He looked out onto the roof of the north wing of Mob Quad facing the chapel. That was where Lara Croft had disappeared to when he’d last had her in his line of sight. She was not there now. He took a few more steps and glanced at the opposite pitch of the roof beyond the ridgeline. It was empty.

			The Immortal began to move along the chapel roof walkway, scanning Mob Quad and the windows and roofs. He saw nothing. He heard nothing. But Ares had told him to retrace his steps. It was a direct order. If it had been an order from Hydarnes, he might have used his initiative, but it had come from Ares. No one failed to follow an order, by the letter, that came from the very top of the organisation.

			The Immortal continued his progress along the narrow walkway that connected the chapel tower to the west wing of Mob Quad. When he reached the end, he put both hands on the parapet wall and looked down on the roof that he had walked only a few minutes before. He had a view right across the quad. There was nothing to see.

			Lara stepped out of the tiny turret and raised her gun in both hands to coldcock the Immortal in the back of the head. He heard the step behind him, and he was fast. He turned as her hands came down, and the impact hit him in the clavicle as he swerved, cracking his collarbone. To Lara’s disappointment, the man remained conscious.

			He grabbed Lara’s wrists and smashed them against the corner of the turret, dislodging the gun from her hands. It fell away, clattering onto the wood plank floor of the walkway.

			Lara used her old trick, stamping her heel down hard on his instep, and the Immortal winced, but he kept hold of her hands in both of his. He used the strength of his back and the momentum of turning his body to swing Lara around and throw her against the adjacent roofline. She landed on her cracked rib, and cried out.

			Infuriated, Lara brought her head down and bit hard into the back of the Immortal’s wrist, above the short glove that he was wearing. She could taste his skin and his sweat, and feel his hairs on her tongue, but she didn’t care. The Immortal pulled his hand away only when Lara drew blood.

			Resting her weight against the pitched roof to put extra strength into the kick, Lara booted the Immortal solidly in the knee, extending the joint too far. She heard the ping and crunch of cartilage and connective tissue.

			The Immortal swung a fist at Lara’s gut, but she was hyperconscious of her sore ribs, and she rolled away from the punch that landed against the tiled roof. A tile cracked, and the man shook out his hand, clearly in pain.

			The space was narrow, and Lara had missed the opportunity to shoot the Immortal dead. She was at a size and strength disadvantage, and she couldn’t get away from him. She backed up a couple of quick paces, and as he came towards her, she turned sideways and tried a kick to his throat. The kick fell too low. It caught him squarely in the solar plexus, but he was too strong for her. Instead of being winded or falling, he caught her foot and pushed it upwards.

		

		
			Lara had no choice, but to go down.

			She found herself on her back in a space barely wider than she was.

			She stayed down.

			He’s either got to leave me down here, or get down with me, she thought.

			The Immortal hesitated for a moment before throwing himself on top of her.

			Lara was ready. She bent her knees and brought her feet up to meet his hips. Then, she pushed up hard, throwing her feet towards her shoulders, taking his weight up and over her head. The Immortal crashed heavily onto the walkway behind her head.

			Lara followed through with the momentum of her body. Thrusting her legs up over her head, and planting her hands behind her shoulders, she rolled on top of the Immortal. A split second later, she was straddling his chest. She pinned his arms with her knees and punched him hard in the face.

			The Immortal wasn’t very much bigger than Lara, but he was fit and strong. He was trained for these encounters. He was trained to fight opponents much more skilled than she was.

			Lara found herself smashed hard against the pitched roof once more, her ribs taking much of the force of the impact. She coughed air from her lungs and winced with the pain. She lay there for a second or two, expecting more pain.

			He can’t kill me, she thought, but he can beat me.

			Then, Lara remembered the gun. She had lost it at the beginning of the fight, but, unless it had gone over the parapet, it couldn’t be far away. Lara played on the pain, hugging her ribs. She kept her head down and moaned, exaggerating her discomfort while casting her eyes along the stretch of the walkway that was within range to see if she could locate the firearm.

			She finally spotted it, three or four metres away, behind the Immortal, in the far corner of the walkway, tucked up against the turret. Lara had no idea how she’d get to it from where she was.

			It’s worth a try, she thought. Ares could be here at any moment.

			Lara allowed herself to go limp. She feigned more pain and more exhaustion than she felt. She softened her knees and slid down the roof until she was virtually squatting in the narrow walkway, facing the Immortal. He took a step towards her.

			Lara braced herself, and when she judged that he was close enough, she made her move.

			Lara put her weight on her front foot and kicked off with her back foot, lunging at the Immortal at waist height. She caught the man full in the gut with her shoulder. She’d hoped to wind him, but instead she hit a brick wall.

			Lara had hoped to repeat the trick she’d managed on her back. She’d hoped to throw the Immortal’s body over hers, and then make a dash for the gun.

			It didn’t work.

			The Immortal dropped a little in his knees and bent over Lara from the waist, but his stomach muscles held firm. She did not penetrate the wall of his body, nor did she knock him off his feet.

			“Enough, Miss Croft,” said a voice, behind her.

		

		
			It was Ares.

			“I think you’ve had enough, don’t you?” he asked her.

			She’d sat back on her heels, and her head had dropped onto her chest, but Lara had not turned to look at Ares. She didn’t need to. She knew she was beaten.

			“Stand up, Miss Croft,” said Ares. “Maintain a little dignity.”

			Lara stood slowly, and turned to face Ares. He stepped out of the shadow of the chapel tower door at the far end of the walkway.

			The Immortal, standing behind her, took Lara by the wrist and forced her left arm back in a lock, making her elbow twinge. She was determined not to cry out, but her lips pursed involuntarily.

			“There is no need for that, Karan,” said Ares. “Miss Croft will not resist.”

			“Are you sure about that?” asked Lara.

			Ares laughed.

			“Quite sure, my dear,” said Ares. “What would be the purpose? You are not a stupid woman. You are young, but you have insight. You are brave, too, and you honour your friend with your exhaustive efforts to procure my artifact.”

			“Your artifact?” asked Lara.

			“That which I conceive as my own, invariably falls into my possession,” said Ares. “It was ever thus.”

			“Objects do not fall into your possession,” said Lara. “You kill for them.”

			“Have you not killed, Miss Croft?” asked Ares.

			“For my own ends?” asked Lara. “Never.”

			Ares laughed again.

			“And when your ends are your survival or the survival of your friends?” asked Ares.

			“I am not you,” said Lara. “I am not like you.”

			“No,” said Ares, “you are not. It is a pity. I could use you, Miss Croft, but you are too good, too noble, too selfless.”

			“Thank you,” said Lara. “It’s only a pity that Kennard Montez didn’t kill you.”

			“The young man I warned you about,” said Ares. “I savor his name. You see, sometimes the things I conceive as my own do fall into my possession.”

			Lara was ambivalent. She didn’t know whether to care or not. She couldn’t decide whether Kennard was as bad as Ares. Either way, both men wanted her dead. She was backed into a corner. Ares was going to kill her. She had the ram statuette. She could feel it jammed into the gun holster at her waist. It felt warm and heavy against her belly. Its presence reassured her. Soon it would be gone. And she would be dead. None of it mattered any more.

			“Now, Miss Croft, if you’d like to hand me the Golden Fleece,” said Ares. “This can all be over in a moment.

			“Whether I give it to you or not, you’re still going to kill me,” said Lara.

			“Just one shot, Miss Croft, your choice of head or heart. As I was saying before we were so rudely interrupted, I suspect you’re ruled by your heart,” said Ares. “No matter. I’m sure Karan will have no compunction taking the Golden Fleece off your corpse.”

			“Assuming you can kill me while it is in my possession,” said Lara.

		

		
			Ares put his hand inside his jacket to pull out the little Derringer that he had insisted belonged to President Lincoln’s assassin.

			“The weapon that killed a president has magic of its own,” said Ares.

			Lara noticed for the first time that Ares was no longer wearing a tie. She saw the bloodstain on his shirt, and then noticed the small hole in his jacket as it fell back into place. So, Kennard had shot him after all.

			Then, she was looking down the barrel of the Derringer pointing at her chest.

			Ares took several purposeful strides towards Lara.

			Karan took two steps back away from her.

			“Don’t worry so much, Karan,” said Ares, holding John Wilkes Booth’s gun lovingly in his hand for a moment, and looking at it. “The bullet from this little weapon will kill Miss Croft, but it won’t penetrate her body, even from this distance. You’re quite safe.”

			Lara thought she felt the first bullet sing past her face. Karan’s body had not hit the planks of the chapel roof walkway when the second report rang out. Lara watched as a great splash of red bloomed on Ares’s immaculate shirtfront. He had still been admiring the Derringer in his hand when he had been shot in the back.

			Ares’s hand went limp as he looked down at his chest. The gun fell to the planks with a clatter. It bounced, and fired a shot into the parapet wall, which ricocheted off the tiled roof opposite. There was a bang and a spray of stone dust, and then a crack and a puff of orange tile dust.

			A spot of blood appeared on Ares’s lip, and then he went down. He toppled like a felled tree. He didn’t crumple or fold, but stayed straight and true, falling flat, as horizontal as he had been vertical only a moment before.

		

		
			Chapter 35

			Lara ducked behind the parapet wall. She crawled over Karan’s body and grabbed her gun. Crouching against the turret room, she held the gun at arm’s length in two hands and looked for a target.

			“Why aren’t I dead?” she asked herself.

			She scanned for a target again, but her view from below the height of the parapet wall and behind the turret was very limited. She could see Karan’s and Ares’s bodies stretched out on the walkway ahead of her and the pitched roof to her left. She could see the entrance to the chapel tower ahead of her, and she could see a small section of the top of the chapel roof. That was all.

			Karan’s head was only a few feet in front of her, and that was where he’d been shot. She shuffled forwards on her hands and knees and examined his fatal wound. She didn’t know much about angles and trajectories, but she could see enough to guess.

			Lara centred herself, crouching on the walkway. Then, she turned her head to the approximate angle of Karan’s gunshot wound. Whoever had shot him had been standing on the chapel roof, but low down, below where Lara could see. If the shooter had been standing on the portion of roof that Lara could see from her squatting position, the bullet would have gone downwards and emerged at the base of his skull or gone into his torso. It hadn’t.

		

		
			Lara hadn’t been shot, because she’d ducked fast enough. The shooter couldn’t see her.

			Lara was safe for the moment. She had some time to think. The shooter only had a view of her from a small section high up on the chapel roof. If she got in the little turret, he wouldn’t be able to see her at all.

			Kennard Montez raised a hand in a kind of farewell greeting to the policeman, but he was aware that he was still being watched, so he had to enter the chapel. He was losing valuable seconds.

			He stayed as close to the entrance as he could. When he was sure he wasn’t being watched, he made his way to the stairs up to the roof. From there, he’d have good access to Mob Quad, and a good chance of intercepting Lara Croft. He knew and Ares knew that Lara had the ram statuette. The rest should be straightforward.

			Kennard stepped out of the tower door onto the chapel roof walkway. He glanced along the walkway to the tiny turret at the other end, but saw nothing and no one. He vaulted the low wall onto the chapel roof, dropped down onto the wide gutter ledge, and walked along, negotiating the buttresses that jutted up between the windows below.

			Halfway along the gutter ledge, Kennard stopped and looked back towards the walkway. He had heard movement. He saw an Immortal move along the walkway, and lifted his gun. He hesitated. There was no sign of Lara Croft or of Ares, and he didn’t want to signal his position by firing his weapon. This man was incidental, for now.

			Kennard dropped his back against the pitch of the chapel roof and slid down. He could still see the length of the walkway, and he could hear the Immortal’s footfalls on the wooden floor. He preferred not to be seen.

			The Immortal disappeared behind the turret, and Kennard heard scuffling. He adjusted his position, shifting his back up the roof so that he was more upright. Soon he was standing, aiming his gun, watching the skirmish unfold between Karan and Lara Croft. If he could get a clean shot in, and take out the Immortal, he would do it.

			Kennard Montez stood firm on the wide gutter ledge, shifting his position by taking a short step to the left or right, moving his hands a few centimetres one way or another, keeping his sights on the Immortal and Lara. Several times, they dipped below the parapet wall.

			Kennard thought about taking a position further up the roof, but the pitch was steep and he couldn’t be sure of a firm firing stance. He would need to fire a very accurate shot to take out the Immortal and not risk killing Lara in the process. If he had to kill her during the operation, he would do it, even though he had liked her from the beginning. If Ares killed her, so be it.

			Finally, Lara was out of sight, below the parapet wall, the Immortal standing over her.

			Kennard had no way to know whether she was alive or dead. No shot had been fired, but the Immortals were trained killers and Lara might have been killed in any number of ways. Kennard wanted to shoot the man, but it was out of the question. He still needed to find Ares. He still needed to protect his position.

			Then, he heard the Immortal speak, and he saw Ares emerge from the tower door onto the walkway.

		

		
			“Enough, Miss Croft.”

			 So, Lara was alive after all.

			Kennard stood on the gutter ledge of the chapel, arms steady. He sighted Ares, and he sighted the Immortal. It was unlikely that anyone was going to spot him in the circumstances.

			He watched the scene play out and listened to the conversation between Ares and Lara Croft. She was an impressive young woman.

			Kennard was relieved when Karan stepped back from Lara, and he had a clear shot at the Immortal. He swung his weapon from Karan to Ares and back again, twice. He wanted to make sure that he could kill both men fast, reflexively, with two bullets and no repercussions. The Immortal appeared to be unarmed. Ares’s weapon fired only one bullet.

			It was Kennard Montez’s lucky day.

			Then, Kennard was amazed to see Ares stop pointing the gun at Lara to look at it. It was too good to be true.

			Kennard Montez shot the Immortal standing behind Lara first. He couldn’t be sure the man didn’t have a gun, and he knew that all the Immortals were equipped to kill with their bare hands. Lara wouldn’t be able to hold him off for long. The second shot, the body shot to Ares’s back, was easy. Kennard fired it almost reflexively before his first target had gone down.

			He didn’t fire a third shot.

			Lara Croft had done exactly what she was supposed to do.

			She had done exactly what Kennard Montez had hoped she would do.

			Lara Croft had ducked.

			Kennard Montez sighted his firearm again, but he could not see his third target, because she was below the line of the parapet wall.

			 He turned and scaled the chapel roof. He was right; the pitch was too steep, and the surface was too slick. While he was climbing, Kennard decided that it would be impossible to get a good enough stance anywhere on the roof to get a good shot at anyone on the chapel roof walkway. He decided to abort the attempt.

			Kennard Montez would have to find another way to retrieve the ram statuette for Trinity, and he would have to find another way to dispose of Lara Croft. He had, at least, accomplished part of his mission. He had neutralised Ares, and the last of the Immortals.

			Kennard allowed himself to slide down the far side of the chapel roof. He landed softly on the gutter ledge. There, he paused for a moment to put his hand over the chest of his jacket and feel the hard rectangular shape of the Queen Mary tin tucked in the inside pocket.

			Trinity trained its agents well. They were very good. The Immortal waiting in the alley between Fellows’ Quad and Mob Quad to catch Lara’s tin wasn’t an Immortal at all. He was one of Kennard Montez’s men. He was Trinity, and he had done his job impeccably.

			There were police stationed at every exit, and Lara’s only way out was to stay above ground. The chapel tower was the highest point in Merton College. Kennard guessed that was where she would go next. He hoped he was right.

			Kennard holstered his gun, and walked the gutter ledge to the tower. He considered scaling the roof back to the walkway, but if she was there, she might flee across the rooftops again. He didn’t want to risk her falling. He didn’t want the police involved, and he didn’t want to fight her. If he was right and she made for the tower, he’d find another route.

			Kennard looked up at the side of the tower. He found his first handhold, and he began to climb.

		

		
			Chapter 36

			It was quiet inside the tiny turret. Lara sat for what felt like a long time. She rubbed the scratches on her face from the glass and broken tiles, but the blood had gone and there was no pain. Her ribs didn’t seem to be hurting either, and when she flexed her elbow it didn’t appear to be as bad as she remembered.

			Good, she thought. What’s next?

			“What’s next is you need to get yourself out of here, Lara,” she whispered.

			Lara reasoned that the best escape was to get inside. If there was a gunman on the chapel roof, then she needed to get into cover, and she couldn’t stay in the turret cupboard forever. The roofs of Mob Quad wouldn’t be safe, either.

			If he scaled the chapel roof and he can’t see me, perhaps he’s figures I escaped, she thought. I could wait it out.

			She thought through the architecture in her mind, visualising her view from the walkway. From below the parapet, she had only been able to see a portion of the chapel roof and the tower looming high above it.

		

		
			If I can get to the tower without being seen, she thought, I’ll be looking down on him.

			The walkway was still a problem. It was long and narrow, and there was nowhere for her to hide. The shooter was a good marksman. He’d taken out Karan and Ares fast and accurately with two bullets. The first was a perfect head shot. Wherever he was on the roof, he’d get a shot at Lara at some point along the walkway. She had to assume he was still on the roof. She had to assume he was somewhere higher up on the roof.

			Lara had fired a gun. She knew she could shoot, and she knew she could kill if she had to. She knew she wasn’t a marksman. She didn’t stand a chance of killing this man before he got a shot at her, and if he shot first she was dead.

			Then, there was the problem of the bodies. There were two bodies sprawled on the narrow walkway. There was no way around them. Lara would have to climb over them. It would take time, and she’d be exposed. If she tried to run over them, she’d be above the parapet. If she crawled over them, she’d be slow and she’d be a bigger target.

			The bodies were a big problem.

			“What do I do with the wretched bodies?” she whispered. “Think, Lara.”

			She didn’t have to think for long.

			Lara stood up in the little turret. She squatted a few times to test the strength in her legs. She rotated her shoulders and flexed her elbows. She felt strong. She felt strong enough. Dead weight was heavy, but neither the Immortal nor Ares were big men, and she’d be on all fours.

			Lara crawled out of the turret. She looked up at the section of chapel roof that was visible above the parapet wall, but could see nothing. Then, she shuffled over to Karan’s body. On all fours, she pulled the Immortal’s body onto her back, wrapped her right arm firmly around his shoulder, and pulled him onto her so that his head fell forward over her shoulder. Then, she started to crawl forwards, using his corpse as a shield. If she was shot, at least her injuries shouldn’t be fatal.

			Karan’s body was heavy, but Lara was determined, and it didn’t take long before she reached Ares’s prone figure. She was relieved to find that he really was dead. She could see his face in profile. It was slack and awkward. His lips were blue and his skin ashen, and his eye was open and staring.

			Lara was looking into that eye when her hand fell on the cold, hard barrel of the little Derringer. She didn’t know if she could hold Karan’s weight with one arm, but she was suddenly determined not to leave the artifact behind. If it was what he had claimed it to be, it should be returned to the Ford’s Theatre Museum. If it was merely an old Derringer, it was still the weapon that Ares had meant to kill her with.

			Lara heaved Karan’s body against the parapet wall, hoping it would take some of his weight, and, as quickly as she could, shoved the Derringer into the waistband of her jeans towards the small of her back. She had to wedge her hand between her own body and Karan’s, and it took a few moments to secure the Derringer. She was breathing hard when she rolled back into position, and she almost slumped down onto Ares’s body when the full weight of the Immortal landed on her back once more.

			She had to decide whether to ditch Karan and use Ares’s body, or crawl over the loathsome corpse.

			Lara couldn’t stand it anymore. She heaved herself upright on her knees, sliding Karan’s corpse off her back. Then, she stood up fast and lunged forwards. She planted one foot on 

		

		
			Ares’s back and the next between his knees, and then she was down again, squatting between his feet. She crawled the last few feet of the walkway to the tower door.

			It was a huge risk, but there was no gunfire.

			Lara stood in the doorway to the chapel tower and breathed a sigh of relief. She had been reckless and she knew it, but the idea of touching Ares’s body had been too much for her. She wanted to take off the right boot that had made contact with his corpse’s back and toss it away. He appalled her as much in death as he had in life.

			She glanced back at Ares, lying on his face with a hole in his back, and she was glad.

			Chapter 37

			Kennard Montez looked through the pierced stone wall that surrounded the tower roof and onto the viewing platform.

			Lara Croft wasn’t there.

			Kennard hauled himself over the ornate balustrade and stepped onto the verdigris copper surface with its raised joints. He turned through 360 degrees to look out over the city of Oxford. It all looked remarkably peaceful. He wondered how much anyone would ever know about what had happened at Merton College that morning. It was his job to make sure that as few people as possible knew as little as possible. None of this must ever become common knowledge. The public must always be kept in the dark.

			Kennard strode to the southeast corner of the tower and looked down on Fellows’ Quad, and then turned his head to look over at Front Quad. The emergency services were doing their jobs. Paramedics were attending to the needs of the students who had been hurt. There were quite a lot of them, but most of them had taken minor injuries, had been crushed or trampled, or had been elbowed in the stampede to leave the college. One or two had been caught in cross fire. Several had suffered trauma, shock or panic attacks. The police had not had to deal with bodies. There had been several, almost all of them Immortals, along with two or three Trinity agents. Trinity had people on hand to deal with them. They had been bagged and removed. The last had been taken away right under the noses of the emergency services. It was part of the job.

		

		
			The rest was about misdirection. Something would be reported in the press about the incident at Merton College, a lone gunman, a mad man. Trinity agents had died that morning. One of them would sacrifice his reputation. It was one of the many things they all signed up for.

			Kennard turned and looked down on Mob Quad. It was empty. There was no one in the quad or on the rooftops. He took a long look down at the chapel roof walkway. The bodies of Ares and Karan lay where they had fallen, but there was no sign of the girl.

			Where was Lara Croft?

			Kennard Montez walked the perimeter of the tower two or three times. He decided that he must have been wrong. He must have missed Lara. She must have taken a chance and gone down into the college via the chapel.

			Kennard left the roof. He went down the tower and back out to the policeman that had let him into the chapel.

			“You can’t leave, sir,” said the policeman.

			“I need to get to a tutorial,” said Kennard.

			“But this is your college, sir,” said the policeman. “There won’t be any tutorials today.”

			“I wasn’t here during the incident, officer, so I can’t tell you anything,” said Kennard. “Besides, you let that other girl leave.”

			“No, sir, I can assure you that no one has left this building, and you are the only person I’ve allowed inside. I’m rather beginning to wish that I hadn’t, sir.”

			“Nobody’s left?” asked Kennard.

			“Nobody,” said the policeman. “Not so much as a sausage has passed this threshold, sir. Not since you, that is.”

			“Thank you, officer,” said Kennard, and turned back into the chapel. Lara wasn’t there either.

			He heard the policeman tut, and he was aware that he was being watched again, so Kennard bided his time. His charm could only get him so far, especially in an emergency situation.

			Three minutes later, he was climbing the tower steps back up to the roof.

			Lara climbed up to the tower roof and knelt on the platform, looking out through the pierced balustrade over the college. There was order below. The police and paramedics had taken charge. She assumed that they were searching the buildings for the final shooter, the man who had killed Ares and Karan. She hoped they found him soon. She could wait.

			I suppose they’ll find me, too, eventually, she thought.

			Kennard stepped into the doorway onto the chapel roof walkway and looked along it. He knew that it was empty, apart from the two bodies, but he had been taught to be thorough. Kennard blinked and looked at the bodies again. He closed his eyes briefly and ran through the shooting in his mind. The two men, Ares and Karan, had been standing several metres apart when he had shot them. They had been lying several metres apart when he had looked down on them from the tower.

		

		
			Now, the corpses of Ares and Karan were lying very close together.

			Kennard opened his eyes and looked again. He estimated that Ares’s body was where it had fallen. Karan’s body had been moved. Lara Croft was the only person who could have moved the body. Kennard wondered where she had disappeared to when he had looked for her the first time. He looked along the walkway to the turret. He had assumed it was solid, ornamental. Clearly there was space inside. He should have known it. He was supposed to know everything.

			Kennard made a mental note never to make a similar mistake. Then, he wondered why Lara had moved Karan’s body, and he wondered how. She must have had a reason.

			Kennard was suddenly very sure that he had been right all along, that Lara was on the tower roof. He ducked back through the doorway and climbed the last of the stairs up to the viewing platform.

			As Kennard Montez emerged onto the tower roof, Lara Croft made to pull her gun. He was faster. It was a standoff.

			“Shall we put these away?” asked Kennard.

			“If I do that, I know you can pull a gun faster than I can,” said Lara.

			“I can get a kill shot off faster than you can, too,” said Kennard. “Who do you think killed Ares and Karan?”

			“It was you on the chapel roof?” asked Lara.

			“Yes,” said Kennard.

			“Who are you?” asked Lara. “No… don’t tell me, because if you tell me, then you’ll have to kill me.”

			“Something like that,” said Kennard.

			They were still pointing their guns at one another.

			“Can we just put the guns down and talk for a minute?” asked Kennard.

			“Talk about what, exactly?” asked Lara.

			“We could start by talking about what’s tucked into that gun holster,” said Kennard, pointing his gun at Lara’s belt, “because it clearly isn’t your firearm.”

			“Or we could start by talking about you,” said Lara. “We could start by talking about why you lied about the dig in Anafi harbour. I know the Alecto only arrived there two days before I did. Or we could talk about why Greg followed me across London on a Tube train. We could talk about why a post-grad student at Merton College Oxford carries a gun, and why he’s such a damned good shot.”

			“I like you,” said Kennard.

			“What’s that got to do with anything?” asked Lara. “You’re an idiot, and you’re not to be trusted.”

			“And you’re a clever, brave, extraordinary woman. I wish they’d let me recruit you for Trinity instead of using you,” said Kennard.

			“What’s Trinity?” asked Lara.

			Kennard hesitated.

			“You might as well tell me,” said Lara. “You’re going to kill me anyway. You know you are.”

			“Trust me when I tell you that the last thing I want to do is kill you,” said Kennard.

			“Didn’t I just say you’re not to be trusted?” said Lara.

			“And you’re right,” said Kennard. “Put down the gun, and we’ll have that conversation. Otherwise, I’ll shoot.”

		

		
			Lara and Kennard lowered their guns at the same time. Kennard holstered his. Lara put hers back in her waistband.

			“You didn’t ask me to lay my gun on the floor or hand it over,” said Lara.

			Kennard pulled his gun. It was aimed at Lara’s head before hers was raised.

			“OK,” said Lara. “You’ve made your point.” She put her gun back in her waistband, and Kennard holstered his.

			“Talk,” said Lara.

			“You’re going to have to give me the statue,” said Kennard.

			“You son of a bitch,” said Lara. “That’s what Americans call people like you, isn’t it? No good sons of bitches?”

			“That’s what they call us,” said Kennard.

			“My father would have called you a bugger,” said Lara. “You’re an utter bastard. Ares was arrogant, and Christian Fife was desperate and angry and he made the mistake of hiring lunatics, but you...”

			“Are you going to hand it over?” asked Kennard, holding out his hand.

			Lara snapped the fastener on the holster and tugged on the ram statuette. It was jammed solidly into the pouch that was the wrong size and shape for it, and it took her a few moments to pull it free. She held it tightly in her hands for a second.

			“You were deceitful,” said Lara. “You were ruthless and underhanded. Trinity, whatever it is, whoever it is… Trinity did a fine job of turning you into a thoroughly nasty piece of work. You’re a devious, unscrupulous, murdering bastard! And you’re not just killing me. Sam never did anyone any harm. She’s the funniest, brightest girl in the world, and you’re killing her too.”

			Kennard said nothing.

			“Take it,” said Lara, thrusting the ram statuette at him. “I hope you know what this is, and I hope you know what you’re doing. Bastard!”

			Lara was still gripping the Golden Fleece statue so tightly that her knuckles were white and her hand was shaking ever so slightly.

			Kennard took a couple of steps towards her and tried to gently take the little gold statuette out of her hands. She couldn’t bear for him to touch her, so she let it drop. He caught it and stepped away from her.

			“It’s not what you think,” he said. “None of it is what you think. I understand why you hate me, but I’m here to do a job. I do know what this is, and I do know what I’m doing. Trinity trained me for this, and, believe me, I’ve been well-trained.”

			“Trained to be a monster,” said Lara.

			“After Yamatai, when I was assigned to this job, I studied you,” said Kennard. “I suggested you for recruitment, but you were turned down. I wish you could work with us.”

			“Not in a million years,” said Lara. “I’d rather die.”

			“I know,” said Kennard. “You were assessed as too maverick for the organisation, too independent, too free-spirited.”

			“Too bloody honest,” said Lara.

			“Perhaps,” said Kennard. “I want you to believe me when I tell you that Trinity is a good thing.”

			“I don’t believe you,” said Lara. “Why was Greg following me in London?”

			Kennard shrugged.

		

		
			“We keep tabs on key people. Since I wanted to recruit you, and since Yamatai… When key people have meetings at high levels, we like to know about it,” said Kennard.

			“My phone,” said Lara.

			Kennard said nothing.

			“Why did you send me to Menelaou? You got an innocent old man killed,” said Lara.

			“He was a cold lead. We couldn’t get anything out of him, but I knew that if there was anything to know, you’d find it out,” said Kennard. “Like I said, you would have been a perfect recruit for Trinity.”

			Kennard sighed.

			“I’m going to reach into my jacket pocket,” he said. “I’m not pulling my gun.”

			He reached inside his jacket and pulled out the Queen Mary tin, and held it up to show Lara. It was battered and had what looked like a bullet hole in it.

			 “So, I did get shot, after all,” said Lara. “The tin took the blast.”

			“It’s my job, our job, to clean up here,” he said. “I take the assignments I’m given, and I carry out my orders,” said Kennard. “Without you, we would never have recovered Menelaou’s artifact. It was part of the job.”

			“And the next part of the job is to eliminate me?” asked Lara.

			“I can’t leave any loose ends, Lara,” said Kennard.

			 “You gave up the right to call me Lara when you pulled a gun on me.”

			“I’m not allowed to leave any loose ends,” Kennard said again.

			“Then, you’d better kill me,” said Lara.

			Kennard pulled his gun.

			Lara pulled hers.

			Kennard shot twice in quick succession.

			Lara was down.

			Kennard shot twice more.

		

		
			Chapter 38

			Kennard took Lara’s gun and pulled the holster on its Velcro strip from her belt. He couldn’t leave any evidence. If she were found with a gun, or even a holster, the police would ask questions. She was a victim. That was all.

			His work done, Kennard climbed over the ornate, pierced balustrade in the cloud of masonry dust that his bullets had kicked up, and made his way down the tower wall. He couldn’t take the stairs. He’d fired shots, and someone, possibly the policeman at the entrance to the chapel, would soon find his way up the tower.

			Kennard dropped onto the roof behind the tower, and climbed down the first drainpipe he could find on the wall on the west side of Mob Quad. He was lucky to be shielded from Grove Walk by a wide stretch of grass and several mature trees in full leaf.

			He jogged along Grove Walk, past several police cars towards Merton Street, which was cordoned off. No one would miss him. If he was ever asked, he could say that he slipped out after the gunshots were heard in the tower. He’d tried to leave once, after all. No doubt the policeman had that on record. Incidents like this were always chaotic. There were always anomalies, those loose ends he was so good at tying off.

		

		
			Kennard Montez’s record was impeccable. His phone would show the text he’d cited if he was ever asked, but the chances were that he never would be.

			Right now, he was just a student out for a run. He was an American and an athlete. There was nothing unusual about it.

			A couple of minutes later, Kennard walked into The Bear Inn in Albert Street. Six students were sitting at two tables in a corner of the room. He lifted a hand to acknowledge them, and bought a soft drink at the bar. Then, he went to join them.

			 “Did you hear about what happened at your college this morning?” asked one of the girls, loudly enough for everyone in the bar to hear.

			“I was there for a little while,” said Kennard, “but only after the police arrived. I don’t think anyone knows what went down though.”

			They were talking for the benefit of the staff and the two or three other early customers.

			“It’s over,” said Kennard quietly, as he held his drink in front of his mouth. “You can all stand down.”

			“The object was retrieved?” asked one of the men from the other table, leaning in. “I hear there was a shooting,” he said more loudly.

			“I heard that too,” said someone else. “There are police all over Merton Street.”

			“The object was retrieved,” said Kennard, raising his glass again to shield his mouth. “The subjects were eliminated.”

			“I never heard of anything like this happening in Oxford,” one of the Trinity men said, again for the benefit of the other people in the room.

			“It happens all the time in the States,” said Kennard.

			“It’s still shocking though,” said one of the girls, another American.

			“It’s always shocking,” said the first man.

			“It’s over?” asked the American girl in a whisper.

			“It’s over,” said Kennard.

			The seven students sat and talked and wondered about the incident for another twenty minutes or so, and then began to make their excuses to leave. All but one would leave Oxford before the end of the week. The last remaining man was still an undergraduate not yet fully recruited by Trinity, but he had a long career ahead of him with the organisation.

			Lara Croft came around. Her head throbbed, and she felt sick and dizzy. She opened her eyes, but everything looked fuzzy and swirly, so she closed them again quickly, afraid that she might vomit.

			She couldn’t think. She tried to breathe.

			Why am I breathing, she thought. I shouldn’t be breathing, I should be dead.

			Lara’s mind suddenly swarmed with thoughts and feelings. She had been shot. Kennard Montez had shot her. He had taken the Golden Fleece. He had taken the beautiful little golden statuette of the ram out of her hands; he had told her terrible things, and then he had shot her.

			She had tried to pull her gun on him, but she’d been too slow, and he had shot her.

		

		
			An image flashed suddenly in Lara’s mind. She saw the blood blooming on Ares’s shirt. Kennard Montez was a good shot. Too good. How could he have missed her? He had only been standing a couple of metres away. Maybe he hadn’t missed.

			Lara’s head swam, and blackness descended again.

			Lara came around for a second time. She couldn’t bear to open her eyes again. Her head still ached horribly, and the sick feeling wouldn’t go away. After a moment, she remembered her thought process: Kennard, the gunshots. She lifted her hands tentatively. That was OK, so, carefully, she began to pat down her body, starting with her arms and legs. She couldn’t feel any blood. There were sore places, bruises perhaps, but she couldn’t locate any bullet wounds.

			Lara realised how uncomfortable she was. She was slumped against something hard and lumpy. Nobbly edges of what felt like stone were digging into her neck and shoulders, and her head was at an uncomfortable angle. She had to move. She opened her eyes and blinked to try to settle her vision. Then, she realised that when she’d patted herself down she hadn’t felt her head.

			Lara reached up and gently touched her head. The left side was wet. She knew that she’d been wearing a cap, but she couldn’t remember when or where she’d lost it. She didn’t want to look at her hand, but she knew that she should. As she thought, it was bloody. She groaned. No wonder her head hurt. She felt a small surge of adrenaline. Maybe she’d been shot after all.

			Then, she felt foolish. If Kennard Montez had shot her in the head, she’d be dead.

			Lara lifted her head away from its resting place and winced. Damn, it was sore. She rolled her head and neck forwards and took a deep breath. She still felt like vomiting. She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them again. All she could see was a chunk of fallen masonry and the bluish-green of the copper roof turned to verdigris by time and the elements. The colour made her want to vomit more.

			I’ve got a concussion, thought Lara. I’m alive. It’s just a concussion.

			Lara couldn’t look at the roof of the tower any longer. The colour was too much for her. She closed her eyes. Everything was too black. It wasn’t the darkness of closed lids in daylight. It was something else.

			Lara Croft’s torso slumped forwards over her legs. She was out cold once more.

			Lara awoke and opened her eyes. She didn’t know what she was looking at. The image was fuzzy and rotating, but it was brown and green and beige. It wasn’t the verdigris floor of the tower roof.

			“Can you hear me?” said a soft, low voice. “Can you wake up for me, love?”

			Someone’s calling me “love,” thought Lara. Who would call me “love”?

			She started to open her eyes again, but the swimming of colours before her eyes was off-putting, so she closed them again. She couldn’t see who it was, but it must be a person.

			“Can you tell me your name, love?” said the voice again.

			“Lara,” said Lara. There didn’t seem any point not answering the question.

			“Good girl, Lara,” said the voice. “I’m Matt. I’m with the ambulance service, and I’m going to look after you.”

			Lara thought about nodding, but her head hurt.

			“Do you know where you are, Lara?” asked Matt.

		

		
			Merton, thought Lara. The Fleece, Kennard. Oh, no. I can’t do this now. I’ve got to get out of here. Wake up, Lara. Open your eyes and get up!

			Lara breathed hard. Then, she opened her eyes. She blinked a couple of times and tried to clear her vision. Gradually, the paramedic’s face swam into focus.

			“My name is Lara Croft,” said Lara. “I’m at Merton College, Oxford. I’m on the chapel tower roof. I don’t know what happened. I think I fell. I have panic attacks.”

			She looked around for clues. She saw the ridges on the copper floor, the raised joints where the roof panels had been sealed together. “I must have tripped on one of the ridges when I was hyperventilating. Clumsy of me. I banged my head.” She put her hand up to the left side of her head.

			“Don’t touch,” said Matt, gently. “I’ll clean it up for you. It’d be better if we could get you off this roof. We’ll get a stretcher up here.”

			“I can walk,” said Lara, hoisting herself up.

			“You might have a concussion,” said Matt. “There must have been some dodgy masonry up here. It looks like a piece might have hit you.”

			“I’m OK,” said Lara. “I think I just fainted. The panic attacks.”

			“Sit,” said Matt. “Let me run some checks.”

			The paramedic shone a light in her eyes and kept talking to her.

			“Why are you here today, Lara?” he asked.

			“I came to see Professor Babbington,” she said. “He’s professor of antiquities, and a family friend. I study archaeology.”

			“How did you get on the roof?” he asked.

			“I was frightened,” said Lara. “I just ran.”

			“OK,” said Matt. “Your pupils are reacting. How do you feel?”

			“I’m fine,” said Lara.

			“Do you feel nauseous?” asked Matt. “You haven’t vomited?” He glanced around for signs that she’d been sick.

			“No,” said Lara. “Really. I’m fine.”

			“What about your vision?” asked Matt. “Any blurring or double vision?”

			“No,” said Lara. Her vision had cleared. It wasn’t a lie.

			“There are a lot of police milling around the college,” said Matt, “and quite a lot of people needing medical attention. I’d have to get someone else up here to get you stretchered out. It would take time and resources from other areas.”

			“Don’t do that,” said Lara. “There’s no need, really.”

			“It’s protocol,” said Matt. “I shouldn’t make an exception.”

			“My name is Lara Croft,” said Lara. “I am at Merton College Oxford to visit Professor Babbington. There has been an incident involving gunfire. The police and ambulance are in attendance. I have panic attacks. I am sitting on the roof of the chapel tower, and by the way, the view from up here is stunning. I am talking to a lovely paramedic with brown hair and a green suit called Matt.”

			She smiled. Her head throbbed, but she didn’t wince. She hoped it didn’t show.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just had a panic attack and bumped my head. You should be doing something more important than looking after me. Now can we get down from here, please?”

		

		
			“OK, Lara,” said Matt. “Just one thing though. If you feel sick or woozy at any time, just let me know. There are a lot of stairs between here and the ambulance, and if you fall down them, my job’s on the line.”

			“I can do that,” said Lara.

			Chapter 39

			Lara did feel woozy, but she took the stairs steadily, with Matt helping her all the way down, and she made it. All she wanted to do was get her head wound dressed and get out of there.

			Lara had no idea why Kennard hadn’t shot her, and she had no idea whether he would come back for her. She didn’t have Menelaou’s fleece or the ram statuette. She also realised that she didn’t have her bag. She didn’t have the Book.

			Where did I leave my rucksack? she thought. It took her a moment to remember that it was in the Hall. She had to get it back.

			Matt led Lara to an ambulance. He took her temperature and her blood pressure.

			“You’re in perfect health,” he said.

			“There,” said Lara. “I told you.”

			“That head doesn’t look too clever though,” said Matt. It would take him some time to clean it and dress it, and while he set to work, they were approached by a police officer.

			“Have all your patients been processed?” asked the policeman.

		

		
			“This is the last,” said Matt. “You can talk to her now, if you like, or I can escort her over to the Hall when I’ve finished.”

			“Now is good,” said the officer.

			Lara put her hand up to her head and closed her eyes.

			“I don’t feel very well, Matt,” she said.

			Matt turned to her.

			“Are you having any new symptoms?” he asked.

			“It’s just my breathing,” said Lara. “I think I’m having another panic attack.”

			Matt turned to the policeman.

			“Thanks, officer,” he said. “I’ll just take her over to the Hall when she’s fully recovered.”

			“Make sure you do,” said the officer.

			Lara hated to feign anything, but the panic attacks were real enough when they did happen, and if she could get into the Hall, she stood a good chance of retrieving her rucksack.

			“Just lie back for me, Lara, and breathe normally,” said Matt. “I’m going to stop treating your wound for a few minutes and we’ll deal with this, all right?”

			“Thanks, Matt,” said Lara, and she meant it.

			Five minutes passed. It didn’t matter. If Kennard Montez was watching, she was surrounded by emergency services personnel, and all the time she was with Matt or with the police she had to be safe.

			Lara decided that it was better not to pretend a panic attack. So, after she had been lying down for a minute or two with Matt at her side she said, “I think, maybe, I was just a bit squeamish.”

			“That’s perfectly all right,” said Matt.

			“It was just the idea of my head bleeding, and you touching it,” said Lara. “I’m fine. I’m not panicking at all.”

			She began to sit up.

			“Stay there,” said Matt. “That way, if you feel unsettled or woozy, there’s nowhere to fall.”

			“OK,” said Lara.

			As he worked, he talked her through everything. He told her when to expect to feel cold, when he was applying a salve and when he was dressing the wound.

			Lara felt terrible that she was putting him through it all. It felt so dishonest. At least the nausea was beginning to wear off.

			“Now, just lie there for a minute,” said Matt, “and then I’ll take you over to the Hall.”

			“Thanks,” said Lara, and she smiled at him.

			Two minutes later, they were out of the ambulance and walking towards the Hall. Students were filing out of the building. Some had dressed wounds; many were simply walking out. Several looked as if they had been crying, and some were still pale and shaken. They were all in groups. No one was alone. They spoke quietly to one another.

			The Hall was fairly empty by the time Lara was led in by Matt. The emergency services had obviously been very efficient.

			Lara sat on a bench at one of the long tables usually used for dining, and Matt sat down next to her.

			“You don’t need to stay,” said Lara.

			“You were my last patient,” said Matt, “and I’d like to observe you for a little longer. That head wound is pretty nasty. You might still have a concussion.”

		

		
			“If you’re sure,” said Lara. She didn’t want to put him off. She didn’t know how long she’d have to wait for her interview, or what sort of questions the police would ask. Matt might come in useful.

			I’ll have to get rid of him before I leave here, she thought. I’ve got to get my rucksack, and I can’t do that with him in tow.

			They only waited a few minutes before a policeman approached them.

			He asked the same questions that Matt had asked. He wanted to know her name. He wanted to know where she was when the incident occurred.

			“And what was your business at the college?” asked the policeman.

			“I came to visit a professor,” said Lara, “an old family friend and associate.” She was cautious. She didn’t want to say too much. The whole thing had started at Babbington’s office, and he was dead. The student whose tutorial she’d interrupted could probably verify that she had been there and identify her. She needed to be careful.

			“The name of the professor?” asked the policeman.

			“Babbington,” said Lara. “Professor Babbington.”

			The policeman looked sternly at her for several seconds.

			“Is there something wrong, officer?” asked Matt.

			“How did that meeting proceed?” asked the policeman.

			“I interrupted a tutorial,” said Lara. “It was silly. I told the professor I needed to talk to him urgently. I have panic attacks, and I was overreacting. He knows me, so he dismissed his student. Anyway, I realised how stupid it was. I’d put him out, and he had to reschedule the tutorial. I was embarrassed. I apologised for disturbing him, and I left. I was only there a couple of minutes. Then, all hell broke loose, and, honestly, I don’t remember much more.”

			“Lara had a fall and a mild concussion,” said Matt. “Combined with the panic attacks and the stress of the situation, I doubt she can remember very much of anything.”

			“But you can confirm that you were with Professor Babbington this morning?” asked the policeman. “Where did that meeting take place?”

			“In his office.” said Lara. She knew not to give more information than was asked for.

			“At what time?” asked the officer.

			“Eight o’clock,” said Lara, “or a minute or two after.”

			“And when did you leave?” asked the policeman.

			“I was only there for a few minutes,” said Lara. “I think the professor was cross with me for interrupting his tutorial, so, like I said, I left more or less straight away.”

			“Did you see anyone else in the vicinity of Professor Babbington’s study?” asked the policeman.

			Lara put her hand up to her head and closed her eyes.

			“Are you all right, Lara?” asked Matt.

			“I don’t know,” said Lara.

			“She really doesn’t remember anything,” said Matt. “Anxiety is a complicated disorder, and she’s had a head trauma.”

			“I left as soon as I realised what I’d done,” said Lara. “I was embarrassed. I shouldn’t have barged in while he was working. I don’t remember seeing anyone.”

			“It’s all right, Lara,” said Matt.

			“She’s been treated for her injuries?” asked the policeman.

		

		
			“Yes,” said Matt. “I can’t give her anything for her anxiety, because of the concussion. You shouldn’t stress her, officer.”

			“It’s all right,” said Lara. “I’d like to help if I can… Has something happened to Professor Babbington?”

			The policeman looked at Matt, and then said, “Nothing for you to worry about, Miss Croft.”

			“I was in and out in a minute or two,” said Lara. “Who would do anything to Professor Babbington?”

			“It’s all right, Lara,” said Matt again.

			“Do you have any identification with you, Miss Croft?” asked the officer.

			“I lost my bag,” said Lara. The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.

			“There was a sweep of the college, and all property has been collected,” said the officer.

			“Would you like me to go and look?” asked Matt.

			Lara thought for a moment, He’s emergency services. They won’t ask him any questions. Maybe it’s better that way.

			“I couldn’t ask you to do that,” she said.

			“It’s no trouble,” said Matt.

			“Well, if you’re sure,” said Lara.

			“Can I leave her with you?” Matt asked the officer. “What does the bag look like, Lara?”

			“It’s a grey rucksack with the straps tied together,” said Lara.

			“I’ve got a few more questions,” said the policeman. “They’re processing property in St. Albans, the other side of Front Quad. Just turn right out of this building and straight across—”

			“I know where it is,” said Matt. “I won’t be long. Keep the questions simple and don’t upset her. She’s been through a lot, and she’s fragile.”

			“I’ll do my best,” said the policeman.

			“If it gets too much, just lie down on the bench,” said Matt, “and don’t forget your breathing. I’ll be back.”

			Matt returned only a few minutes later, and, in the meantime, the policeman didn’t dare ask any new questions. He simply went over the old ones and took Lara’s contact details.

			Matt handed Lara her rucksack, which meant she had the Book. She realised that she didn’t have her jacket, but she didn’t care. She unfastened the rucksack, unzipped the inside pocket, and pulled out her ID. She showed it to the policeman, who made a note of it.

			“If you could just cast your mind back, one last time,” said the policeman.

			Matt glared at him.

			“When you left Professor Babbington’s office this morning, did you meet anyone on the staircase, or did you see anyone in Front Quad, nearby?” asked the policeman.

			Lara thought for a moment, pretended to think.

			“I don’t remember anyone,” she said. “There might have been students, but there are always students.”

			“And you went from the Front Quad up to the chapel tower?” asked the policeman.

			“Yes,” said Lara.

			“Why?” asked the policeman.

			“I don’t know,” said Lara. “I honestly don’t know.”

			There was a long pause.

		

		
			“If you remember anything… anything at all, you will get in contact with us, won’t you, Miss Croft?” asked the policeman.

			“Of course,” said Lara.

			“Someone will want to interview you again, so we’ll be in touch,” he said.

			“OK,” said Lara.

			There was another pause.

			“Can I take her now?” asked Matt.

			“All right, then,” said the policeman. “I suppose so. Pity though.”

			“What’s a pity?” asked Matt.

			“She might have been a useful witness,” said the policeman under his breath to the paramedic.

			Lara pretended not to hear him as she stood up carefully and put the rucksack on her back.

			“So, I can go?” asked Lara as Matt escorted her out of the Hall.

			“It seems so,” said Matt. “Are you staying in Oxford?”

			“I live in London,” said Lara. “I was going to head back.”

			“You shouldn’t be alone for a while,” said Matt. “Just in case. I’d rather you didn’t travel, either.”

			“You’re being over-cautious, surely,” said Lara.

			“In better circumstances, I’d put you in an ambulance and take you to hospital,” said Matt, “but this is a busy day. Promise me you’ll stay in Oxford. Try to be around people. I don’t want you on my conscience.”

			Lara looked at him.

			“I don’t want to alarm you,” said Matt. “I’m sure you’re fine. It’s just a precaution. With everything that’s happened today, there’s a chance your anxiety might kick in, too.”

			“You’re a real peddler of doom, aren’t you?” said Lara, smiling. Then, she regretted the smile. It made her head throb.

			“Seriously, Lara, you should look after yourself,” said Matt.

			“I’ll try,” said Lara.

			If only he knew, she thought. With Kennard Montez still out there, I might need a lot more looking after than he thinks.

		

		
			Chapter 40

			Lara walked away from Matt towards the lodge. Front Quad was quiet. She was one of the last to leave, and she was walking out alone. She was only a few metres away when she heard someone jogging behind her. Lara turned to find Matt almost beside her.

			“Let me at least walk you to the lodge,” he said. “Perhaps I could find you a taxi or an escort to wherever you’re going.”

			“Thanks,” said Lara. The longer she could stay with someone in authority, the better. She still felt that Kennard was a threat.

			Lara and Matt walked through the lodge and out onto Merton Street. Police cars lined the street, which was cordoned off. Lara turned right, and Matt remained at her side. Lara looked at him.

			“I’ll just walk you to the cordon,” he said, smiling. “No taxis here.”

			“This really is above and beyond the call of duty,” said Lara.

			“You’ve been my best customer today,” said Matt. “No screaming or crying, no vomiting on me, and you didn’t bite.”

		

		
			“People bite you?” asked Lara.

			“You’d be surprised,” said Matt.

			Lara smiled.

			“Oh!” she said.

			“Are you all right, Lara?” asked Matt.

			“Yes,” said Lara. “I’m really very all right. In fact, I think that all my worries are over, at least for a little while. Look.”

			Lara pointed at the police tape crossing Merton Street twenty metres ahead of them, and at the people standing behind it.

			“Someone you know?” asked Matt.

			“That’s my friend Willow,” said Lara, “and Elliot, Imran and Ben. I wonder what they’re doing here.”

			“I could make a fairly shrewd guess,” said Matt. “I’ll walk you over. Make sure they look after you. In fact, I’ll tell them myself.”

			Lara raised her hand, and suddenly Willow spotted her and bounced up and down, and hugged Elliot standing next to her. Moments later, she was hugging Lara across the police tape.

			“I was so frightened,” said Willow. “I was terrified something awful had happened to you. Look at your head!”

			“I’m fine, Willow,” said Lara.

			“She’s not fine,” said Matt. “She’s had a concussion, and she needs watching. Can you do that for me? If she lapses into unconsciousness, if she becomes disorientated or vomits, take her straight to the hospital, OK?”

			Willow’s face became very serious and slightly pale.

			“Of course,” she said. “Of course I will.”

			“We’ll look after her,” said Imran, “around the clock if we have to.”

			“We’ll see if the guest room’s free in halls,” said Ben.

			“She can stay with me,” said Willow.

			“Your room’s too small,” said Ben. “She needs looking after.”

			“I’ll sleep on the floor,” said Willow.

			Lara laughed.

			“Stay with me in the guest room, Willow, and we’ll live in the lap of luxury.”

			“It looks like you’re in good hands,” said Matt.

			“I am,” said Lara.

			“I’ll say good-bye then,” said Matt. “And good luck.”

			“Good-bye,” said Lara. “And thank you. Thank you very much.”

			“You’re very welcome, Lara, and remember: vomiting, disorientation, vision impairment, lapses into unconsciousness, get to a hospital.”

			 “I will,” said Lara, “but apart from a few bruises, I’m really fine.”

			“Make sure you are,” said Matt, and with a last smile, he turned and jogged back along Merton Street.

			Elliot took Lara’s rucksack, and Imran put his jacket around her shoulders, and the five of them walked back to St. Edmund Hall. The guest room was quickly arranged, and Lara and Willow were soon settling in.

			“You look wretched,” said Willow.

			“I could really use a shower,” said Lara.

		

		
			“And a change of clothes,” said Willow. “Your jeans are torn, and you’re filthy. I don’t know where you got that Merton sweatshirt from, but it’s about four sizes too big for you.”

			“I’m all out of clean clothes,” said Lara.

			“No problem,” said Willow, “I’ll pop back to my room and find you something, and a shower cap. You can’t get your dressing wet. Don’t faint while I’m gone.”

			“I won’t,” said Lara.

			“Promise?” said Willow.

			“Promise,” said Lara.

			When Willow had gone, Lara pulled the sweatshirt off, very carefully, over her head. She remembered her jeans tearing when the Immortal on the roof had pulled the Queen Mary tin out of her back pocket. She tried looking over her shoulder at the damage, but quickly stopped when the action made her head throb. Instead she put her hand deep into the pocket to check the damage.

			The pocket was torn off, about halfway down where it was sewn to the seat of her jeans. She could feel the torn stitches and ragged denim between her index finger and thumb. She could also feel something warm and hard against her middle finger. She turned her hand and took hold of the small, hard object. It felt like a small, smooth pebble. She pulled it out, rolled it onto the palm of her hand and looked at it.

			“How extraordinary!” said Lara.

			She remembered the Queen Mary tin in Kennard’s hand, and the hole in it from the bullet that had smacked into it when she had fled across Fellows’ Quad. Somehow, the nugget of gold must have fallen through the hole into her pocket and had been there all along.

			“My lucky charm,” she said, rolling the nugget of gold around in her palm with the index finger of her other hand. “Sam’s little lucky charm.”

			Lara plucked a tissue from a box on the bedside table, wrapped the nugget, and pulled the Book out of her rucksack. She stowed the little parcel in the flyleaf pocket of the back cover where it would be safe.

			As she unfastened her jeans, something fell to the floor. Carefully, gently, Lara bent down and picked up the little Derringer that Ares had aimed at her.

			Thank heavens the police didn’t search me! she thought. How on Earth would I have explained having this in my possession?

			There was a knock at the door, and the handle turned. Willow was back.

			Lara shoved the Derringer in her rucksack and dropped it on the floor.

			Kennard Montez was sent by Trinity to tie up loose ends. I wonder if he’ll come back for the Derringer. Damn it!

			“You weren’t supposed to get in the shower until I got back,” said Willow.

			“Which is why I’m waiting for you,” said Lara.

			“You got undressed,” said Willow.

			“Well, my clothes were revolting,” said Lara.

			“Yes, they were,” said Willow, smiling and handing Lara a towel. “There’s even a hole in your T-shirt.”

			Lara tugged at the back of the T-shirt and put her finger through a small hole. She checked the sweatshirt, but there was no hole in the back of it.

		

		
			How on Earth did I get a hole in my T-shirt before I got hold of the sweatshirt, Lara wondered. She had a memory flash of gunfire in Babbington’s office. It couldn’t be! That couldn’t be a bullet hole!

			“Thanks for the towel,” said Lara, dismissing the idea.

			“And you’ll need this, too,” said Willow, pulling a shower cap with yellow ducks all over it out of the bag she was carrying.

			Lara spent a long time under the hot shower. She thought she’d been shot by the Immortals in Babbington’s office, and she’d survived. She thought she’d taken another hit in the backside when she’d run across Fellow’s Quad, heading towards the Senior Common Room in her search for Ares. Then, she was convinced that Kennard had shot her, and she’d ended up sitting next to a chunk of rubble from the shattered masonry where he’d missed her.

			Was it just the anxiety disorder? she wondered. Was it the panic that made me feel pain? Was it action that made the pain go away?

			Lara didn’t believe it. There was something else. The world was full of things that were stranger than anyone could explain. She’d seen things on Yamatai that she couldn’t explain. She couldn’t explain what had happened to Sam. Sometimes it didn’t matter what could be proven; it only mattered what a person believed in. Ares had believed he was immortal. He wasn’t. Kennard had made sure of that.

			But I had the fleece, thought Lara. When Ares was shot, I had the fleece. Every time something happened, I had the ram statuette or I had the Queen Mary tin with Menelaou’s piece of the fleece in it. Two pieces of a puzzle, and still a mystery.

			Lara stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in the towel.

			“Or maybe you’re imagining things, Lara. Maybe you’re just very lucky,” she said.

			“Did you say something, Lara?” Willow called out. “Are you OK in there?”

			“I’m fine,” said Lara, opening the bathroom door and stepping out. “Just fine.”

		

		
			Chapter 41

			After a few quiet days with Willow and her friends in Oxford, and with no signs of Kennard Montez on the horizon, Lara decided it was best to get back to London. She had used Willow’s phone to check in on Sam, and she was told that she would be able to visit her friend.

			Willow hugged Lara on the station platform, and they said their good-byes.

			“Promise you’ll come back soon,” said Willow.

			“I will,” said Lara. “I owe you another tea at the Randolph.”

			The journey was blissfully uneventful. Lara did her usual checks at every station, but the carriage seemed to be full of happy families. No one was dressed in tight black, and there weren’t even any students to be suspicious of. A large school party joined the train at Slough, filling almost the entire carriage, and they didn’t get off until Paddington station. So Lara was able to relax for most of the journey.

			At Paddington, she opted for a taxi home. She decided the head wound justified the luxury.

			Lara dropped off her bag, and found a little jewelry box for the gold nugget that she’d found in her pocket after the incident at Merton College. It was only a few days ago, but it felt like another lifetime to Lara. She’d gone over and over it in her mind. It all still seemed so impossible. There had been so many near misses. She should have died so many times. So many bullets had somehow manage to miss her. There was no logical explanation that she could think of. Perhaps the anxiety had exaggerated in her mind the danger that she had been in. But she didn’t believe that.

		

		
			She had thought back through all the things she had done that day without fear, and she knew that she had not been in a state of panic when she had accomplished those feats.

			“Don’t deny it, Lara,” she said. “You went on a quest for the Golden Fleece. You wouldn’t have done it if you didn’t believe that some things are still a mystery.”

			Lara took the gold nugget out of the flyleaf of the Book and unwrapped it. She held it in her palm for a few moments and then placed it in the jewelry box. She closed the box, put it in her jacket pocket, and left the flat.

			“How are you, Sam?” asked Lara, hugging her friend.

			“I’ve missed you,” said Sam.

			“I’ve missed you, too,” said Lara. “They wouldn’t let me visit for a little while.”

			“I know,” said Sam, “but I’m better now.”

			Lara remembered the pale, forlorn girl that she had left a couple of weeks before, and she realised that Sam looked much better.

			“You look better,” she said.

			“Something started to happen,” said Sam. “Two or three days ago, I don’t remember exactly, but I woke up and I couldn’t hear her anymore. I still remember, and I think it will take time to get rid of those terrible memories, Lara. I think I’ll need help with that. But I don’t hear her anymore, Lara.”

			“That’s wonderful, Sam,” said Lara. “That’s truly wonderful.”

			Three days, thought Lara. That was the day after Merton… Could it be possible?

			“Who could you hear, Sam?” asked Lara. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”

			“Her,” said Sam. “Himiko… It was all about Yamatai, Lara.”

			“Yes,” said Lara. “It was all about Yamatai.”

			“Was it three days ago, Sam, or could it have been four days ago?” asked Lara. If it was four days ago, maybe just having the fleece and the ram statue in my hands was enough to heal Sam… Maybe Ares was the last connection to Yamatai, and his death finally broke Himiko’s spell.

			“I don’t know,” said Sam. She thought for a moment. “It might have been four days. Does it matter, Lara? Is it important? I’m getting better.”

			“It doesn’t matter at all,” said Lara. “The only thing that matters is that you get better.” Maybe, one day, I’ll work all this out, but, right now I have to be here for Sam.

			“Tell me what you’ve been doing, Lara,” said Sam. “I’ve been stuck in here, and I want to know what you’ve been doing.”

			“Not much,” said Lara, “When I knew they wouldn’t let me visit, I went on a dig. As a matter of fact, I brought you back a souvenir, a lucky charm.”

			“What did you bring me?” asked Sam, her face lighting up.

			“A piece of Colchis gold,” said Lara. “What do you know about Jason and the Argonauts?”
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