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        “All strange and terrible events are welcome, but comforts we despise."

        – Cleopatra

      

      

      

      When Jo Bennett’s eyes flickered open, there was nothing to see but deep, velvet dark.

      After she did a quick body scan and realized she wasn’t seriously hurt, she reached up to check the headset with the microphone. It was bent and mangled.

      “You guys read me? Anyone there? Can you hear me?”

      Nothing.

      One earpiece had broken and hung uselessly on its cord her shoulder, but the other one was still in her ear. She didn't even hear the crackling of static.

      She was alone somewhere in the bowels of the temple.

      Scrambling for her flashlight, she aimed its beam into the dark.

      “Holy smokes.”

      She was in a circular chamber, the unending wall surrounding her covered in paintings of ancient Egyptian figures in royal garb.

      On the other side of the room was the entrance to another tunnel. A dark, black yawning hole. As terrifying as it looked, she knew that it was going to be her way out. It had to be her way out.

      She turned, sweeping the opposite side of the room with the dying beam of her flashlight. What she saw behind her nearly brought her to her knees.

      A door, with a cartouche chiseled onto the front of it.
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      A sign that royalty was buried here, just behind that door.

      Jo immediately recognized what royalty the cartouche was depicting. The symbols contained within the cartouche’s shape were unmistakable. The two birds and lion she’d studied for so long.

      She was staring at the cartouche of Cleopatra.

      Holding her breath, Jo stepped closer. Reaching out, her palm rested on the door. She closed her eyes and pushed. Miraculously, the door shifted. She threw her good shoulder into it, and it creaked open. The flashlight flickered again but didn’t go out.

      She lifted the beam of light and stepped inside.

      Her gasp echoed throughout the chamber. She stared, the flashlight shaking in her hand.

      The entire room glittered with gold. Gold coins, spilling out of golden bowls. Gold engraved jewelry boxes, overflowing with gold anklets, rings, bracelets, and earrings. A massive gold bed, inlaid with brilliant colored stones, covered with more shimmering trinkets: daggers, swords, gold headpieces. Everything glinted and gleamed, even in the limited light of her flashlight.

      She felt her skin tingling, the goosebumps beginning to form.

      This is it.

      She reached her hand out, now only inches from the massive gold structure.

      …And her flashlight went out, plummeting her into darkness.

      That’s when she heard it.

      Breathing. Behind her.

      She was not alone.
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      Phoenix Art Museum

      Arizona
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        * * *

      

      Heart pounding, Jo stepped into the foyer of the museum and then stopped dead, eyes lifted to the sixteen-foot high red granite statutes of a pharaoh and queen towering above them.

      It was nearly unfathomable that another archeologist had not only found these buried under sand in the Mediterranean Sea but had managed to transport them to her town in Arizona.

      How could something that had been hidden in the sea for hundreds of years be so perfectly preserved?

      Jake brushed her arm and Jo jolted.

      “Can you take a picture of me?” Jo said to Jake, reaching out to hand him her phone.

      She saw her hand was shaking. What was up with that?

      Jake had also noticed. Great. He cocked his head, examining her as she backed up into place between the two mammoth statues. The museum brochure she’d read said the statutes weighed 8,000 pounds each and were likely more than twenty-two centuries old.

      They’d been plucked from the seas near Alexandria. No wonder she was shaking – Jo had dreamed of unearthing treasures in Egypt for as long as she could remember. Now she was seeing some of the most spectacular archeological treasures discovered in more than fifty years. It’s okay to be a little shaken up, she told herself.

      Ever since they'd pulled into the museum's underground parking lot, Jo had felt a surge of nervous, electric energy racing through her. She'd tripped coming up the stairs from the garage, banged her knee into the welcome desk, and dropped her ticket three times before they'd even made it inside the museum. She'd always been clumsy, but this was next-level. She was looking at some of the most incredible things she'd ever imagined, and she was seeing them with Jake.

      Her Jake.

      So yeah, she gave herself permission to be a bit shaken up.

      When she'd first heard months ago that the exhibition was coming to town, she'd become a member of the museum so that she could be one of the first to tour it and be the first to hear the team of archeologists talk about their findings. And now that day was here.

      “Smile, Jo,” Jake said. “You look like you’re afraid.”

      Am I? No. She put her hands on her hips and tilted her head. “Just take the darn picture!”

      “Why don’t you take your hair down?” Jake asked.

      "Because," Jo said, slightly annoyed. Because the other day when I was in the gym locker room taking my hair down to brush it, some little girl came up to me and called me Wonder Woman and asked for my autograph.

      But she knew that wasn't the real reason. She happened to like wearing her hair in a ponytail. It was no fuss. Jo was all about no fuss. That's why her "uniform" was a tank top and cut-off shorts most of the time. Sure, a little tomboyish, but she didn't care.

      And besides, what was that question all about? Considering that Jake was her direct superior at the university – the Dean of the Department of Archeology where she also taught – anything happening that she might be reading into would be deemed slightly inappropriate and totally against the rules.

      Not that Jo liked playing by the rules.

      “Because why?” He asked, teasing. “I’ve never seen you without your hair in a ponytail.”

      “Because it’s easy,” Jo said, smiling. “I can’t be bothered to spend time doing things like fixing my hair. Booooring.”

      “Just this once, please? I’d love to see it down.”

      “Why don’t you grow a soul patch?” she asked, immediately bursting into laughter. The thought of Jake with his wavy black hair, huge blue eyes, and clean-cut Clark Kent look didn’t mesh with her picture of Jake wearing a soul patch. “And maybe grow some dreads while you’re at it?”

      Jake rolled his eyes. “I will. If you wear your hair down. Just once.”

      “Shut up and take the damn picture already,” she said. She tossed back her long, dark ponytail in a faux modeling move and popped her knee out to the side. “And make sure I look cute.”

      A barely imperceptible flush spread across Jake's cheeks. A group entered the museum right then chattering loudly, but she could still make out his mumbled words: "I don't think that's a problem."

      She turned away to hide her own heated face. Awkward.

      Jake was technically her boss. But they were more than that. She wasn’t sure what exactly they were, but she knew that the electricity between them was undeniable. However, something always seemed to get in the way of them taking their relationship to a different level.

      To hide her embarrassment, Jo turned and started toward the colossal staircase at the end of the main floor. Geez. It seemed like at least once a week she and Jake had one of these super awkward moments.

      Last week it had happened when Jake had asked her to his mother’s house for Christmas.

      Jo had been slightly stunned by the offer – and unfortunately, it seemed like he could tell. After he brought it up, he immediately made sputtering excuses, which only made Jo feel worse for reacting the way she had.

      “Um,” he’d started, “I just, um, know that you don’t really have any family around and, um, my mom makes a really yummy ham and…” He’d trailed off. It must have been the horrified look on her face.

      But he’d misread her reaction. While she had been shocked that he wanted her with him for his family’s Christmas celebrations, she’d been mortified that Jake thought she was such a loser she’d be spending the holiday utterly alone.

      Even if it was true.

      She didn’t want a “pity” invite. She’d plastered a huge fake smile on her face. “I do have plans, but thank you.”

      Now, in the museum, she regretted how short she’d been with him. It was very sweet of his mother to ask her. It was even sweeter that Jake wanted her there, too. Now, she wished she’d said yes instead of letting her insecurity and pride get in the way, but that was nothing new.

      It seemed like half of the decisions she'd made during her teenage years had been guided by those two stupid things – insecurity and pride. She blamed it all on being a chubby pre-teen. Despite being lean now, there was always a tiny part of her deep inside that still thought of herself like that "little fat girl" who just wanted to fit in. She was an adult now, and she kept it under tight wraps. Most of the time.

      Once she’d graduated from college and hit her stride — being pursued by men who obviously didn’t see her as a chubby little kid and pursuing her dream job as an archeologist — she was rarely plagued with any sort of insecurity. But pride on the other hand? Yeah. Still a bit of a problem.

      And this time it had cost her the company of a good man and good friend at Christmas. And, apparently, a good ham. She was touched, and she really was grateful to have Jake Parrish in her life. Remembering this as she walked back over to him, she put her hand on Jake's arm. He looked down, surprised, and she quickly removed it, but not before she'd felt his taut tricep under her palm. Damn. Jake Parrish apparently knows his way around some barbells, too.

      “What?” He gave her that smile. The one that always threatened to melt her into a little gooey spot on the floor.

      “Aw. Nothing. It’s just that… you’re a good guy, Jake Parrish.”

      Another small red flush crawled up his neck. Too cute. He swallowed and concentrated on the images on the phone. Then he held it out to Jo. "This is a great shot. You standing there shows the sheer massiveness of those statues. You look so small. Incredible."

      Small. Instantly that chubby little girl inside of her perked up. A trickle of insecurity ran through her. Even though he hadn't meant to call her small, she couldn't help but start to feel defensive. "Small" was not part of her DNA. She was 5'9" and looked him right in the eye when they were facing one another.

      The exhibit was in a gallery upstairs. As they climbed the two flights, Jo shook off the lingering self-doubt. After all, she saw how Jake sometimes looked at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. She was pretty sure he didn’t have any complaints about her size. Her CrossFit classes had done their job.

      Besides, she wasn’t interested in whether anyone thought she was small or skinny. All she wanted was to be a force to be reckoned with. Strong. Fast. Formidable. Maybe that’s why she’d had such a prickly reaction to Jake’s saying the statues made her seem small.

      Whatever. Right now, she was too excited about what lay before them. A mixture of anticipation and dread surged through her. The emotional cocktail surprised her. She’d been looking forward to this day–the first time she’d actually seen artifacts that had existed at the same time and in the same city as Cleopatra — for so long.

      Jo’s hand rose to the broken ankh necklace dangling from its leather strap. She rubbed it absentmindedly and then tucked it inside her T-shirt, feeling a strange need to hide it.

      On the upper level, she and Jake made their way through galleries of religious icons, Chinese Qing dynasty silk textiles, Miao textiles, and then past a Georgia O'Keefe painting. Jo kept her eyes on the end of the long hall where she could make out a bright blue sign announcing the exhibition of the sunken treasures. Her heart began to race faster. Halfway between her and the entrance, an even more towering Egyptian statue soared two stories high through the open-air rotunda.

      “Hapi,” she whispered as they grew closer.

      "This is crazy," Jake said, taking out his own phone to snap a selfie with the Egyptian god who took both male and female forms.

      Jo stood at the foot of the statue, looking up in awe. The placard said the statue weighed nearly 10,000 pounds and gave its history.

      Commotion at the end of the hall snapped Jo out of her awe. A line was already forming for the exhibit. It opened in five minutes. Jo and Jake hurried and got inline. The line shuffled forward slowly, and Jo found herself impatiently waiting for their turn to enter the exhibit in that wing of the museum.

      Once inside, the crowd quickly moved through the numbered exhibits. But Jo was no average museum attendee — she wasn't there just for the sights. She lingered at each exhibit, taking snapshots for her research and because, well, she found all of it absolutely amazing. At one point a man even gave her a dirty look. She merely glared back and pointed to the sign that said PHOTOGRAPHY (NO FLASH) ALLOWED. She'd briefly considered using her middle finger to point but figured that since she was here with Jake, they were technically representing their university.

      Of all the exhibits, she was especially fascinated by the sarcophagus, the miniature Sphinx, and the stele, the massive stone slab of stone engraved with hieroglyphs. Steles were much like today's gravestones – they depicted a story of the person who had been laid to rest, and often commemorated their life in a few stories. The stele featured at the museum tonight told the story of a prominent businessman who had died during Cleopatra's reign. It had been found near the man's tomb. Jo took several photos from different angles. She had a rudimentary knowledge of hieroglyphs, and this one seemed to show Cleopatra and Antony, but she wasn't sure – those markings were worn and unclear.

      Jo wandered on and eventually found herself in front of a brightly lit display case where tiny coins rested on black velvet.

      The description said the coins were believed to have Cleopatra’s image on them. Jo studied them. The queen of the Nile’s profile was not classically beautiful. In fact, some would argue it was even unattractive. However, nobody really knew what the woman had looked like. The only “picture” of her anyone had typically existed as a relief the coins she’d had made or in hieroglyphics.

      “She wasn’t an Elizabeth Taylor, was she?” Jake said.

      “No,” Jo said in a dreamy voice, lost in her own thoughts. “But even still, she was said to be the most captivating woman that ever lived.”

      “Certainly the most powerful.”

      “True story,” Jo said. She took another picture with her phone, blowing up the view so she could see the faces on the coins better.

      Jake wandered off, but Jo lingered, mesmerized by the tiny coins. She imagined what it must feel like to hold them. But even more than that, she imagined what it had been like to actually unearth them on a dig. Being the proverbial fly on the wall for something like that would be a dream come true for Jo.

      These coins might have been the most accurate depictions of what Cleopatra had really looked like, but to Jo, they were more than that. These coins had been found underwater in the sunken ruins of the ancient city of Alexandria, and therefore they were the only artifacts she'd ever seen in person that had a direct link to Cleopatra.

      If these coins had been found — if these massive statues had been found – who was to say that Cleopatra’s tomb itself couldn’t be found?

      As she stood there, she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

      But she knew it had nothing to do with the exhibit. This was something else.

      Jo felt him there before she turned around.

      A man stood behind her. He was about her height but stooped, as if he was shrinking into himself. The man had longish brown hair that looked like it hadn't been washed or brushed for quite some time. His bushy eyebrows were lowered over his piercing dark eyes, but he wasn't looking at the coins.

      He was staring at her.

      Jo’s first reaction was to think the man had a little bit of a “mad scientist” air about him. It could have been the messy hair and the wild look in his eyes.

      Self-consciously, Jo reached for her ankh necklace, but it was tucked into her T-shirt. His eyes followed her gesture. His attention made her uncomfortable, and she started to move past him when he reached out and placed his hand on her arm.

      She jerked away. “Don’t touch me.”

      He ignored her words and the angry set of her jaw, holding on to her arm until she yanked it free of his grasp. She marched off toward the small room with the theater screen and seats, searching for Jake. She entered, her eyes adjusting to the darker room. She saw in her peripheral vision that the man had followed her. Incredulous, she whirled around.

      “You look a little like her,” he said, his eyes scanning her face. His voice had an accent she couldn’t place, and a lilt to it that told her he wasn’t at all fazed by her.

      Worst pickup line ever. Jo scoffed. "Does anyone really know what she looks like?"

      “I wasn’t talking about Cleopatra.”

      Jo froze.

      “…I was talking about your mother.”

      Jo’s heart leaped into her throat. “Excuse me?”

      Just then Jake appeared at her side.

      “Everything okay here?” Jake asked.

      Jo's mouth was dry as if all the moisture had been sucked out of it, and she couldn't speak for a second.

      She didn’t take her eyes off the newcomer. “This guy tells me I look like my mother.”

      “Because you do. A spitting image,” the man said. He cocked his head, examining her.

      Finally, Jo regained her composure. She lifted her chin. “How did you know my mother?”

      “I didn’t.”

      Jo’s eyes narrowed. “Then how do you know I look like her?”

      “I’ve seen pictures of her.”

      Jo felt a wave of irritation. She was losing her patience. “Who the hell are you?”

      “I worked with your father.”

      Jo raised an eyebrow.

      “I saw a picture of your mother on his desk once.”

      “Still haven’t told me who the hell you are.”

      At that moment the lights dimmed, and the film began, starting with a voiceover narrating the ancient history of Alexandria. People poured into the small theater area, surrounding Jo. When she turned back, the man had slipped away.

      Jake was gone too, lost in the crowd.

      As people took their seats, Jo pushed back through the crowd toward the door at the back of the small room and opened it, stepping into the light, blinking. Jake was standing there, examining a headless statue.

      When Jake saw her, he smiled. “Sorry. I was getting claustrophobic. Thought I’d wait until everyone went in, then stand near the back wall.”

      He’d told her recently that ever since they’d been imprisoned and trapped in the bowels of Arizona caves that concealed a long-lost temple, he’d grown a bit claustrophobic.

      She knew that the giant, prehistoric-era snakes they’d encountered didn’t help, either.

      “Did you see where that guy went?”

      “Nah,” Jake said. “But he was a creep. You want me to rough him up?”

      “Very funny.” Jo scowled.

      Jake shrugged. “He made all that up. I think he was just hitting on you.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Let’s go check out the jewelry and pottery.”

      She nodded, but she couldn’t help but feel uneasy about the man. His words and his sudden disappearance had her feeling that something wasn’t quite right about him. As if he’d come just for her.

      Later, as they were going down the stairs to the main floor to leave, Jo felt a trickle of dread and looked around to see what might have caused it. Three stories up, by the railing overlooking the stairway and main floor, she saw him.

      At first, she hadn't seen him because he blended into the mannequins that were part of the mid-century fashion exhibit, but when he stepped forward slightly, she could see him clearly. It was the same man who had grabbed her arm outside the theater. He backed away from the railing and was gone.

      She paused. Her instinct was to go after him and ask what the hell his deal was, but by the time she went back up two stories, she knew he’d be long gone.

      Jake apparently noticed that she was no longer behind him and stopped at the foot of the stairs.

      She cast one last glance upward and then went down to meet him.

      “Want to grab a drink?” he asked.

      Jo made a face. “I wish. I have a hot date with a bunch of midterm exams that need grading.”

      “Which is precisely why you should grab a drink with me.”

      “Right,” she said, chuckling. She remembered the last time they’d “grabbed a drink” together. They had been sitting on a porch swing in front of a tiny cabin, preparing to explore the caves hidden beneath the Arizona mountains, and they’d shared a bottle of rum that had been hiding in the cabin’s freezer. Her memories of the night were faint, mostly still images of their interactions, but there were a few key points that had been burned clearly into her mind.

      The bottle of rum hadn’t lasted long.

      The swing had felt good, comfortable.

      They’d kissed.

      She snapped out of the memory, choosing to focus instead on the present. That was the past, she told herself. This is now.

      She said goodbye to Jake and walked toward the exit, and then to her car. As she drove back to her place, Jo thought about the strange man and how he’d just stood there, watching her. She remembered Jake’s words. He was a creep. It was strange. It was almost as if he'd wanted her to see him.
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      Jo tried to stifle her yawn but realized nobody was paying attention anyway.

      All of Jo's students had their heads down. They were always on their phones, Facespacing or Snaptexting or whatever kids did these days, or they were busy taking notes on their laptops or iPads. She'd given them the rest of the hour to do some independent study. It was the last day of the semester, and she didn't have anything new for them to do before break. Midterm exams had been graded and returned.

      The only person who noticed her huge yawn was sitting in the first row. Patrick Donovan. He shook his albino head of hair and matched her yawn with an even bigger one and then rolled his dark eyes at her. Jo wasn't a giggler, but she giggled.

      Looking at her graduate assistant, she decided he needed to eat a cookie or two. Maybe she'd buy some and give them to him as a Christmas present. He was so thin from running marathons and so naturally pale; he looked like a skinny white wraith sitting in the front row. Every new school year at least one student would do a double take when they walked into class and saw the gifted programmer sitting in his customary front-row seat.

      Once, when a student had come to her office and complained about how Patrick creeped him out, giving him a weird look or something to that effect. Jo immediately lectured the kid on how the grad student was smarter than the entire archeology department put together and that if he didn't like it, he didn't have to take her class. She didn't need to add that to graduate from the archeology department, every student was required to take her class. Furthermore, Jo told the kid, if Patrick wanted to sell his invention — the C.A.T.S.C.A.N. — he could do it in a heartbeat.

      After lecturing the student about Patrick, she focused her attention on Patrick's program. C.A.T.S.C.A.N. — the Cartographic Area Topographical Survey and Cultural Aggregation Nexus — allowed archeologists around the world to enter text-based or audio recordings from a dig site and the software would cross-reference the data and parse it using Patrick's brilliant algorithmic analysis, then plot out a visual representation of what the software believed the civilization looked like. The program could also interpolate LIDAR scans and ground-penetrating radar topography to estimate what tunnels and caves and temples might have existed and provided a map of what they looked like, as well. As she told the student all this, doing her best to explain the technology that she herself barely understood, she became more and more excited. The student, however, became more and more uncomfortable until finally he apologized and left, slinking out of her office.

      Jo remembered fighting the temptation to kick the door closed behind him.

      Now, she looked at her watch and then nodded toward the door, then gestured as if she was guzzling a beer.

      Patrick laughed out loud, and several startled students looked up, then dipped their heads again to their online imaginary worlds.

      Soon enough the hour was over.

      In her office Jo tidied up some papers and books and checked a few emails, frequently glancing at the clock as she plowed through the mindless tasks. She couldn't wait to leave for the day — she was going to celebrate the last day of the semester by attending the reading from the two archeologists who'd discovered the ‘Sunken City' artifacts at the exhibit she'd explored with Jake the night before.

      There had been a surprising lack of information about the Sunken Cities online; she'd found only a few research papers that had been published, and she'd read a technical article or two that had initially appeared in the European press. Other than that, the internet was nearly devoid of useful information.

      While the exhibit last night had been utterly mind-blowing, Jo was even more excited about the reading and talk tonight. She wanted to ask the archeologists about their search for Cleopatra’s tomb.

      Nobody had come as close as they had. They'd been the first people to unearth vast pieces of the sunken city of Alexandria. They’d been on-site in 1994 when pieces of the fabled Pharos lighthouse of Alexandria had been discovered underwater in the harbor. And they'd even led the excavations that revealed what many believed was the "royal quarter" of Alexandria, where some thought Cleopatra's palace had stood. Much of the ancient city of Alexandria had been demolished, sunken into the harbor, or built over by the newer, more modern version. The archeologists Jo was interested in hearing from had been two of the foremost Alexandria explorers, and the museum exhibit from last night proved it. And yet, the literature at the exhibit had said that they believed they'd only found ten percent of what was there to be found.

      Pulling out a drawer in her desk, she retrieved a few protein bars and then ate two. She planned to go straight to the talk at the museum. She'd told Jake about it, but he'd acted mysteriously and told her he had plans.

      Her heart had sunk a little. Was he going on a date, and not wanting to admit it to her? He had been so vague about it all that she worried this was precisely what he was doing. Jo tried not to let her thoughts go there, but she had to admit she was jealous.

      Now in her office, she glanced down at her outfit. The cargo pants, T-shirt, and combat boots were a little unconventional for a professor, but she'd somehow made it work. If Indiana Jones could pull it off, I can too, she told herself. At least none of the “higher-ups” at the university had ever complained about her dress. Even though she’d worn her “dress-up” clothes — the tight black cargo pants instead of the baggy tan ones — today, she still looked like she’d just stumbled in from a dig.

      Still, she was now feeling uncertain about how the look would go over at a fancy-schmancy museum talk.

      Leaning over, she reached into a box on the floor and pulled out a wadded-up black blazer to throw on over her T-shirt and then unlaced her hiking boots, tossing them in a corner. After rummaging around through half a dozen boxes on the floor, she found what she was looking for. They were still sort of combat boots, granted, but these babies had a three-inch-heel. They sent the message, "I'm sexy, and I can kick your butt!”

      After taking her hair down out of its signature ponytail and finger combing it into submission, she swiped a slash of pink lipstick onto her lips. Looking into the bathroom mirror on the way out of the building, Jo smiled. She was ready to go.

      She closed her office door with a thud. She'd return the next day and straighten up the small tornado that she created over the past semester. It was her ritual during the break. She'd finally have time to get organized. Usually, as soon as she did, the new semester was ready to start up again, but that was okay.
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      The reading was held in a small room on the second floor of the museum. She was directed to the elevator, but she took the stairs. Always take the stairs! She reminded herself. It had been one of her mantras since high school. She suddenly grew sad. Would she always feel like the overweight girl who had to be on guard and give herself pep talks? She pulled her shoulders back.

      No. She was powerful. Strong. Healthy. Taking the stairs kept her that way. That was all.

      Traffic had been hellish, and she realized she hadn't given herself enough time to get there so by the time she parked, the reading had already started. She slipped inside the door at the back of the room, hoping she wouldn't be disruptive.

      At first, she scanned the seating area, looking for an available seat nearby, but then her eyes landed on the archeologist who was speaking, and she drew back, sucking in a breath.

      It’s him. The man from the exhibit.

      He was seated before a nameplate at the table in the front. David Caldwell. The archeologist who had found the sunken treasures in Egypt. He was the creepy guy following me at the exhibit, she thought.

      The archeologist seated next to him was the man’s partner Malcolm Land — a wiry, blonde-haired man who looked a little like Crocodile Dundee.

      And he was staring directly at her.

      Jo felt her face flush, and it only got worse when Caldwell paused mid-sentence and raised an eyebrow at her.

      A few heads turned. Some students in the front row made snickering noised, no doubt scolding her for coming in late. She pulled back her shoulders and dared anyone scoffing to look her in the eyes. Nobody did. She knew the people in the audience were just acting that way because they thought she was rude for coming in late, but she knew why David Caldwell had raised his eyebrow at her and stopped talking. She knew what he was thinking.

      Gotcha.

      But why?

      Caldwell continued speaking, and Jo caught her breath at his words.

      “Anyway,” he began again, “the discovery of Cleopatra’s tomb would be as monumental as Howard Carter’s discovery of King Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922. It would be the most significant archeological find in almost a century.”

      He wasn’t telling Jo anything she didn’t already know, but hearing it said out loud still sent a chill down her spine.

      Ever since she was a little girl, she'd been obsessed with Cleopatra.

      And she even remembered the exact moment during her childhood when it had been solidified in her mind as her ultimate goal.

      Her older cousin Harvey Bennett — whom she called "Uncle Ben" — had shown up at their house one night. Her dad had been away on business, but she and her mother were home.

      At the time, Jo had just returned from her utterly disastrous time at summer camp — she had nearly drowned, she had been mocked and taunted by her fellow campers, and she’d earned an unfortunate nickname that had stuck with her into college.

      When Ben arrived unexpectedly at their house, Jo had been home from camp for a week, but was still morose and pouting about the humiliation she’d endured. Her mother had been sympathetic, but not to the point of babying her. Instead, her mother had talked about getting Jo private swim lessons and helping her learn aerobics.

      Even my mother thinks I’m fat, Jo said, feeling sorry for herself.

      On this particular night, her mother had been sitting on the edge of her bed trying to coax Jo to come downstairs and eat dinner when the doorbell rang. Their dogs, three giant labs, went wild.

      When they’d moved out to the country, her mother had said her father had to either buy her a shotgun or get her a pack of dogs. She wasn’t going to spend her nights out here alone in the boondocks when he traveled. Not with Jo at home.

      Her dad bought her a rifle and a shotgun, telling her the dogs would be too much work.

      And two months later he’d brought home three lab puppies, telling Jo and her mother that they’d been abandoned.

      "Three?" Her mother's voice contained a joyfulness and excitement that was contagious. Her mother grabbed her father and kissed him and hugged him.

      He drew away with a shy smile Jo rarely got to see.

      That night the dogs were going bonkers. Jo saw her mother’s eyes dart to her bedroom across the hall where the shotgun sat, loaded, on the closet shelf. Her dad had said that the gun didn’t even need to be fired — any prowler would run for the hills just hearing her mother chamber a round in the shotgun.

      Her mother had already crossed the room by the time Jo had caught up to her downstairs. The dogs were still barking like banshees at a large man who stood in the open doorway.

      Her mother held the dogs back and ushered the stranger inside. It had taken a few seconds for Jo to realize that the “man” was none other than her cousin. He’d filled out, gotten taller, and his voice had deepened. She remembered feeling a bit of teenage angst and embarrassment when he noticed her and gave her a single head-tilting nod. “Sup,” he’d said.

      She’d blushed and run into the other room.

      After pouring themselves glasses from one of her dad's bottles of whiskey, her mother and cousin settled themselves down into the front porch furniture. Their faces were barely visible, thanks to the bright Edison bulbs strung in lines across the porch. In the distance, a cow bellowed. Chickens scratched and clucked on the side of the house. The smell of the neighbor's fresh-cut alfalfa field traveled on a breeze and Jo inhaled deeply, sipping on her own Kool-Aid and listening in on the adult conversation.

      Her cousin jumped up, startling Jo. She looked down and saw a garden snake slithering under their feet. She laughed and leaned over to pick it up, letting it glide through her fingers in an endless circle. Her mother burst into laughter.

      “It’s not a cobra, Harvey.”

      He also laughed and settled back into his seat. “Reflex, sorry. Most of the time when I see a snake, it’s one that wants me dead. And if I don’t kill it first, I am.”

      “Cobras?” Jo asked, stroking the snake’s head. “Will they really kill you? Like they did Cleopatra?”

      Jo and her mother had recently watched a movie with Elizabeth Taylor playing Cleopatra. Her mother had rented it after Jo had asked about the necklace her mother always wore. Her mother told her that the emblem on the end of the silver chain was called an Ankh, and she’d explained that it was a hieroglyph of the symbol of life to the ancient Egyptians. “I wear it because I’m hoping to channel some of the strength and intelligence and power — the life — that Cleopatra had,” her mother had said.

      The conversation had then led to more discussion about Egypt and Cleopatra, and philosophy and life in general. Jo had been shocked and pleasantly surprised at how much her mother knew about Egypt, Cleopatra, and ancient history.

      From that day on, Jo had seen at her mother in a new light. She realized that her mother was more than just a mother.

      Now, on the porch, she saw a glimpse of that side of her. She was playful and laughing.

      “Well, funny you should bring that up about Cleopatra,” her cousin said to Jo. “That’s not exactly what happened. Just a story that’s been passed down.”

      “How so, Harvey?” Her mother said, tucking her legs under her on the cushioned chair.

      That’s when her cousin told the real story of Cleopatra.

      He'd explained how Cleopatra's suicide would have been considered the greatest possible insult to Octavian, who had wanted to humiliate her by parading her as a prisoner through the streets of Rome after Rome's military victories over Egypt. But some scholars believed that Octavian actually allowed her to commit suicide, choosing the method herself. However, Cleopatra's actions in the days leading up to her death seemed to indicate she was performing a religious ceremony, not merely preparing for suicide.

      And then Harvey said something that would change Jo’s life.

      “And they’ve never found her tomb.”

      “How come?” Jo asked.

      “The city she lived in sunk into the sea.”

      “Wow. Like disappeared? A whole city?”

      "Alexandria, yeah. Most of it anyway. Gone," Harvey said.

      Then the subject changed and they began talking about Jo’s dad, who had been away on business. She dozed off listening to her mother and cousin sharing funny stories about her dad getting into mischief as a young man.

      Jo leaned over and rested her head in her mother’s lap. Her mother pulled a throw over Jo’s body and then absentmindedly smoothed Jo’s hair back as she spoke to Harvey. Jo closed her eyes. The next thing she knew her mother was gently whispering in her ear.

      “Let’s get you to bed.”

      “What about cousin Harvey?” Jo asked, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. Her cousin was gone.

      “He had to leave. He came over to talk to your father. He’ll go to the city tomorrow to meet up with him.”

      From that moment on, Jo devoured every book and every movie and TV program she could about Cleopatra, and of course anything Hollywood offered about finding lost treasures, hidden tombs, and ancient mysteries. And then in high school when it came time to think about college majors, Jo didn't hesitate. She wanted to study archeology.

      And if she were fortunate, maybe one day she would even visit a dig in Egypt. It would be a dream come true.

      Now, at the museum listening to David Caldwell — the man who had finally managed to uncover artifacts from the underwater city seemed surreal to Jo. Somehow he had known her parents, which made it even more bizarre. It made no sense at all to Jo.

      “Does anyone have any questions?” Caldwell asked.

      Several people did. The usual back-and-forth banter began. “What was it like to find these artifacts,” “How long have you been an archeologist,” and other entry-level questions were answered by the team onstage.

      Finally, Jo raised her hand.

      “Yes, Ms. Bennett.”

      Jo felt her cheeks flush. There were murmurs from some of the seated audience, no doubt surprised that the woman who had come in late was known by name by one of the famous archeologists. She tried to hide her dismay at his calling her out by name. “Do you believe that Cleopatra’s tomb is still somewhere underwater in the seas you’re exploring?” she asked.

      His gaze forced her to hold her breath. It was too intense. Jo didn’t like it.

      And she decided right then that she didn’t like him, either.

      “Yes. I do.”

      “Do you think you’ll find it?” She pressed on. Caldwell was older, maybe in his forties. She knew archeologists who had worked well into their eighties, even still taking trips to the field and dig sites. Forty years was a long time, and this man had quite the head start. She started to feel the pangs of competition within her.

      “It is my destiny to find Cleopatra’s tomb,” he said. “It is the culmination of my life’s work.”

      The room grew silent at his intensity.

      Even Malcolm Land, his Crocodile Dundee-looking partner, shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      Jo met Caldwell’s eyes for a long few seconds. We’ll see about that.

      He must have been able to read her mind. “You have another theory, Ms. Bennett?”

      She smiled, and his eyes widened. It was then she realized she was smirking. As other heads in the audience turned to look at her in the back of the room, she also had the stark realization that she had made him look bad at his own event.

      Meaning she had made just an enemy.

      Archeology was a fantastic career, but it could be fickle and petty like any other competitive field. An underhanded comment, a coy remark, or even a smug look could often be enough to incite a career-long rivalry.

      Jo didn’t have the feeling that Caldwell was a huge fan of hers to begin with, but she was now confident that he downright despised her.

      She probably hadn’t won any fans in the crowd, either.

      A docent from the museum cleared his throat and announced, “I think it’s time for Mr. Caldwell and Mr. Land to sign some books. Can we form a line over to the left-hand side of the room?”

      Just then a loud gasp erupted in the crowd, and all heads turned toward the back where Jo was standing. But they weren't looking at her. They were looking at a man who had just come in the door. He seemed winded, but he took a moment to catch his breath, then winked at Jo as he unfurled a scarf he had wrapped around his neck.

      Like everyone else in the room, Jo immediately recognized the man. Calvin Train, the famous motivational speaker.

      And one of the richest men in the world.

      He towered over her at six-foot-four. His black hair, acne-pitted cheeks, and striking, deep blue eyes gave him the look of a severe man who still knew how to have fun. His palms were as large as Jo's face. His acne-scarred face was the only thing that kept him from being movie-star handsome, but even then he carried himself with an air of confidence that was palpable in the room.

      "My apologies," he said in his characteristic loud, booming voice. "The weather was terrible, and my jet was stuck in Chicago. I am terribly sorry to interrupt and even more sorry I missed your talk.”

      The docent, who seemed puffed up with pride and a bit of shocked confusion, smiled and sputtered around on the stage. “I — I’m sure Mr. Land and Mr. Caldwell would be available to speak to you privately after the signing, wouldn’t you gentlemen?”

      David Caldwell scowled, but Malcolm Land fervently nodded his head. “Of course.”

      “Please, please come up to the front,” the docent said.

      Before he made his way up the aisle, Train stared at Jo for a long second that made her uncomfortable. She’d only seen him on TV and on magazine covers, both of which must have toned down his image. In person, he was downright intimidating.

      During the commotion of people standing and talking about this exciting development — practically a celebrity in their midst — Jo slipped out the door that led back to the lobby.

      After a stop in the bathroom, she was shrugging on her coat outside the presentation hall when the Crocodile Dundee man appeared before her.

      He stuck out his hand. “Malcolm Land,” he said. “My apologies for my partner. He is often arrogant, and, as you’ve just found out, has terrible bedside manners.”

      Unlike his partner, this man was British. Also unlike his partner, this man was polite.

      Jo smiled and returned the handshake. “It’s fine, really. I was a bit… carried away as well, I suppose.”

      He kept the smile. If he agreed with Jo about her behavior, he didn’t show it. “And if he wasn’t so good at what he does…” he said, an exaggerated sigh escaping his lips.

      “I understand,” she said. “It’s no problem, really. Nice presentation, and congratulations again.” Jo turned, ready to leave. She was tired and anxious to get home and in bed, but the man continued.

      “I was wondering,” he said. He paused, his eyes growing bright. A big smile spread across his face. “If… perhaps you had time to grab a drink.”

      “I — I’m sorry. I have to work really early,” Jo said. Oh, my God. He’s hitting on me. He had to be somewhere around her grandpa’s age. Okay, more like Dad’s age if he were still alive, but still.

      “In that case, I must ask you now. You said something in there that intrigued me. I was wondering if you would tell me: What exactly is your theory about Cleopatra’s tomb?”

      Jo smiled. Wouldn't you like to know. This man didn't deserve a rude response, but there was no way she was going to let him in on what she was thinking. First of all, she had no idea if she was even on the right track, and second of all, the two men were professionals and well-funded and already pseudo-celebrities. They had all the head-start she knew they needed.

      She turned and left. But once she passed through the first set of doors, she happened to glance back and saw him still standing there staring. He was no longer smiling.

      What’s his deal?  she wondered. Both of the archeologists had been acting strangely toward her. And then for Calvin Train himself to show up… it was all bizarre.

      Driving home she scrunched up her face as she thought through it. What was it about the two men that seemed so repulsive to her? Caldwell had undoubtedly been a bit stalkerish at the exhibit. Worse, he'd grabbed her arm when she had tried to move away from him. Touching a woman you didn't know was a pretty stupid move, especially these days. But it was more than that. It was the intense, challenging way he looked at her and his arrogance in believing that he was destined to find Cleopatra's tomb.

      And his partner? Equally as odd. They both were very interested in finding Cleopatra’s tomb, but Jo didn’t think they’d find it in their searching beneath the waves in the harbor of Alexandria.

      Because it wasn’t under the sea.
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      It was something Harvey said that evening years ago on the front porch. She could hear him in her mind, reciting the words to her and her mother.

      “If you ask me, Cleopatra spent the days leading up to her suicide in ways that seem like she was preparing for a ritualistic, religious death.”

      Which to Harvey meant that she had been preparing to be buried in a temple, not some commonplace tomb in Alexandria, where most archeologists and historians believed they'd find her final resting place. She knew there were several temples only a short distance from present-day Alexandria that made them possible burial sites for the world's first celebrity. No one else had ever thought to look at these sites either, as they were all considered either "beneath" someone of Cleopatra's stature, or they had been built to commemorate some other highborn lord or lady prior to Cleopatra's death.

      Back at home in her loft, Jo pounded away on the keyboard. She was searching for those temples within the proximity of greater Alexandria and some of the surrounding towns, listing all them on a yellow legal pad beside her computer’s mouse.

      When she was done, she looked at the list. There were ten temples she’d identified as ideal resting places for someone trying to keep her burial site a secret. They were grand enough for Cleopatra, but they wouldn’t arouse any suspicion.

      Her eyes were starting to blur. It was getting late, and she had an 8 a.m. class to teach the next morning.

      “Whoever decided to schedule college classes before noon was an idiot,” she mumbled as she walked over to the refrigerator for a caffeine fix. She didn’t have much on hand, but she knew there would be an energy drink or two hidden on one of the shelves.

      Then it hit her: They were on break!

      The university’s semester had officially ended Monday, but she’d had to attend a few extra days for whichever of her students wanted the extra attention, which had turned out to be most of them. She hadn’t even considered it, going through the week on autopilot.

      She could sleep in. She could stay up until 3 a.m. watching reruns of Friends. She could continue researching Alexandrian temple complexes.

      But as she cracked open the energy drink and took a refreshing sip, she laughed to herself. She knew she'd be up early no matter how late she stayed awake tonight, hitting the 6 a.m. CrossFit class. She was a creature of habit.

      This stuff used to be more manageable when I was in college. Even though teaching at the university helped her feel like one of the students, she was at least half a dozen years older than most of them. Her habits of early rising had been engrained in her long enough that she couldn’t act like an undergrad if she tried. She put the rest of the drink back in the fridge, closed her laptop, and stumbled to bed.

      The next morning, after CrossFit and a shower, she swung by the Desert Perk Café on the way to campus to grab her usual Chai with added matcha. Jake sat in the corner. She hated to admit that he been at least half of her motivation for stopping — knowing he’d be there, too. It was unusually quiet. Some students had probably already left for the winter break.

      He was drinking his standard — a sizeable white-chocolate mocha latte with extra whipped cream on top. The remnants of a glazed donut sat next to the morning newspaper he was reading.

      It was a full-page spread on Calvin Train.

      “Come on. Him again?” Jo said, sliding in the seat across from him.

      “Huh?” Jake said looking up.

      “Train. What’s he up to now?” Jo said. Besides crashing archeology talks in Arizona.

      "Says he came here for a meeting with some ‘business interests,' but it also says he's taking a mini-vacation, doing the usual — jumping off of cliffs spelunking, curing his chronic depression with ‘Psilocybin treatments.'"

      She knew Train had gotten some press for his belief that commonly abused — and illegal — drugs would be the next major mental health breakthrough, and he had gone so far as publicly admitting his familiarity with some of the more exotic versions of those drugs.

      Maybe that’s what brought him to Arizona, she thought. Maybe not mushrooms but a little peyote? In Arizona, there were Native American churches and other organizations even offering peyote to its "congregants" — who they happened to see as anyone who put enough money in the offering plate. The legality of it all was a gray area between state and federal law and one that was hotly contested in state media.

      “Uh huh,” Jake said, taking another bite of a massive donut sitting on a plate before him.

      “Celebrating the end of the semester?” She asked looking pointedly at the donut.

      “Very funny.” He folded the newspaper and tossed it at her.

      They both knew he ordered the same thing every day: sugar-laden coffee and a sugar-laden donut.

      “That’s gonna kill you one day,” she said. It was an ongoing joke.

      “We all have to die from something. Wouldn’t you like to die from an amazing donut?”

      “I’d rather die later, actually.”

      “Apparently Train thinks sugar is evil, too. You guys could be BFF’s,” Jake said.

      “We could be. I had the chance — he was there last night.”

      “Where?”

      “The museum.”

      Jake’s eyes snapped up. “Whoa. Really?”

      “Yep. He was a little odd.”

      "I heard he hangs out with Richard Branson and for fun, they take hot air balloons up two thousand feet and swing from one to the other," Jake said. "He sounds like the perfect friend for you — another adrenaline junkie."

      “I’m not an adrenaline junkie,” Jo said, tossing the paper back at him. Train’s face on the spread smiled out at her, mocking.

      “Yeah, right,” Jake said. His eyes took her in. “You do look a little tired today. Did you go party with those archeologists after their reading?” he asked.

      Dang. The concealer she’d swiped under her eyes in a half-hearted attempt to disguise the dark circles had obviously not worked.

      “You know, it’s never helpful to tell a woman she looks tired. Not if you like your fingers still attached to your hands.” She swatted at him with the fork lying next to her. “And yes, I did go to that book signing.” While you were busy on your date or whatever, she thought. “But I came home right after.”

      “I thought the signing was early, like at eight?”

      “Yeah. Well, I got some ideas and stayed up late checking them out.”

      “Aha,” Jake said. And then smiled. “Sorry, I was at this ridiculous dinner my mother set up.”

      Jo tried not to act too interested and took a massive sip before answering. "Yeah?"

      Jake shook his head. “My mom’s old college friend’s daughter was in town, so…”

      His voice trailed off.

      So it was a date, Jo thought. To her surprise, she was suddenly filled with jealousy. Ridiculous. We’re not even dating.

      “So?” She asked, watching his eyes carefully.

      He burst into laughter. “She had a boyfriend that my mom didn’t know about when she set it up, and she spent the whole dinner telling us about him.”

      “Them’s the breaks, Romeo,” Jo said.

      “So about last night? How was it? Anything interesting?”

      “Oh yeah,” Jo said smiling. “Very, very interesting.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Well, I’m going to put in for a sabbatical.”

      "You're kidding, right?" He looked dismayed, and Jo felt a little bad.

      “No.” Did that mean he liked her? Like like liked her? “But I’ll need your recommendation first. As department head and all. As my boss.” She emphasized the word.

      “Oh, yeah. That.” He always grew uncomfortable when she reminded him that he was technically her boss. She couldn’t say she liked it either, but it was a fact.

      “Wow,” he said. “We can talk about it today, but I’ve got a meeting with the provost this morning,” he said. “Want to grab lunch?”

      “As long as I don’t have to watch you eat something disgusting like a hotdog.”

      “No guarantee there.” He stood. “Meet back here at noon?”

      Jo spent the morning cleaning her office, which ultimately involved two large plastic trash bags of scribbled notes, used coffee cups and takeout containers. She hefted the bags into the hall and saw the janitor.

      "Hey, Chris. Want to hear my New Year's resolution?"

      The young man shrugged his slim shoulders. “Why not? I’m sure I’ve heard worse.”

      "I'm going to be more environmentally friendly. I'm going to get a really cool to-go coffee mug, and I'm going to buy these neat glass containers with lids and actually bring my lunch to school every day. I bet I'll even save money, too."

      “About time.” He didn’t even try to hide his smirk.

      Jo smiled back. She liked Chris. He took twenty credit hours a semester and also worked at the co-op in addition to working as a janitor in her department. He was ambitious, and apparently had been put on the planet to make her feel inadequate about her terrible choices. Even just a look in her direction made her feel self-conscious about her lunch choices most days.

      He even wore those environmentally friendly, socially responsible shoes — Tums or something — and today he had on a shirt that looked like it had been made of bamboo or tree bark. It didn’t look good, and it did not look comfortable.

      “You kids are so serious about recycling and organic stuff. I want to be like that. Believe me, I’m trying,” Jo said. “But have pity on me. We ‘old people’ had to learn all this stuff later. You guys have been indoctrinated into it since you were in the womb.”

      “How old are you, anyway?” he asked.

      “29.”

      “Damn. That’s hella old.”
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      Later, when Jo walked into the Desert Perk Café, she immediately spotted Jake seated with head down looking at his phone. He was frowning.

      “What’s up? Something wrong?” she asked.

      “Oh, just the regular academic red tape. Same old B.S. One of the perks of my new job. Perks? Get it?” He gestured at the menu.

      “Hardy har har,” she said.

      But she frowned. When they'd first met, they'd bonded over complaining about the higher-ups. But now Jake was a higher up, and Jo wasn’t sure how she felt about that. He hadn’t changed, but she wondered if she’d even be able to tell if he did.

      After they ordered — a tuna poke bowl for Jo, a platter of tempura vegetables for Jake, much to her surprise — Jake sighed loudly.

      “This sabbatical. How long do you want to be gone?”

      Jo swallowed. “If my hunch is right, it could be a year or more.”

      Jake blew air loudly out of his mouth, then turned his palms upward on the table. “I’m not going to stand in your way. I will definitely submit my recommendation. But after that, I don’t know what the provost will do. I’m new, so I don’t have a lot of clout honestly. They made that pretty clear to me today during this morning’s meeting.”

      “What happened?”

      “Not even worth bringing up.”

      “Oh.” Jo’s voice was quiet. She was thinking about what he’d said. He would “recommend” her sabbatical, but who knew if it would be approved. And judging by how Jake had explained it, it didn’t sound promising.

      Jake smiled. “The good news is with that grant, there’s a good chance if your sabbatical is approved, it would be partially funded already.”

      “What do they pay?”

      Jake took a big bite of his tempura just as she asked the question. He held up a finger until he finished chewing.

      “I’ll have to double-check, but I believe you get 50 percent of your normal pay.”

      Jo breathed out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “That’s what I’d need to make it work.”

      “You seem really excited about your ‘hunch.’ Care to share?”

      She nodded. Couldn’t wait for you to ask, she thought. Jo took a deep breath, then told him her theory: Cleopatra’s tomb was not in the harbor, underwater, but in one of the temples surrounding Alexandria.

      "I know you've obviously thought this through, but I have to ask: what makes you think that these temples haven't already been thoroughly excavated? I mean, don't you think if there were something there, it would've already been found? And why now? I know you've always loved Cleopatra, but you've never mentioned this theory to me."

      “Well, as for the theory,” Jo said as the server refilled their drinks. “Some of these temples haven’t been looked at in years. They’re all but forgotten. With the new technology —Patrick’s software — we could really find it. There’s more there. There has to be.

      “And I think I just got reinvigorated listening to Caldwell and Land. They think they’re close to finding it. I got excited again, and with the semester ending…”

      They sat in silence for a second.

      “I was going to run my theory by Caldwell, but that was before I actually met him and realized he was the same dude from the exhibit… something about him — ”

      “He seems like sort of a creeper.”

      “Totally,” Jo said. “And he’s completely convinced that the tomb is somewhere underwater, in Alexandria,” she said. She speared a forkful of avocado and tuna. “And he’s certain he’s the one who will find it. Last night he even said ‘it’s my destiny to find it,’ or some crap like that.”

      “But you think he’s barking up the wrong tree.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “So what’s your plan?”

      “I’m not positive, but I think I might need to first go see the temples in person. That will help me narrow them down. I’ve already narrowed it down to the five most likely candidates.”

      “Wow. Just last night?”

      “Yes. But I’ve been thinking about this for years, Jake.”

      He nodded, examining her. She was dead serious.

      “How long will that take you?”

      “I’m going to ask for a year-long sabbatical. But first I need to go over there and get permission from the Egyptian Minister of Antiquities to even visit the temples. Most are closed to the public, either because of grave robbers or lack of upkeep.”

      Jake bit his lip thinking and then said, “So you’d be gone a month or so the first time around? If you got permission?”

      She nodded. "If I left right away, I could maybe be back in time for the spring semester."

      The Adam's apple on Jake's neck bobbed as he swallowed. He did like her. She knew it. She hadn't just imagined all those moments of almost between them. And the thought of not seeing him for months — or God forbid, even years — didn’t sit well with her.

      It was up to her to make the first move.

      "I thought that I might need some help…" she trailed off, hoping he would get the hint.

      “Oh, yeah?” he said and took another bite of what appeared to be broccoli. She waited for him to quit chewing and meet her eyes.

      "I would want someone very experienced; someone I've worked with before…"

      Come on, Jake!

      His eyes widened. “Oh, gotcha.” He smiled, but then his eyes fell. “I don’t know if I could get the time off. Even though school is out, I have all sorts of boring work to do.”

      “Even for like a two-week vacation?” she asked, sort of hating the hopeful pleading she could hear in her voice.

      His smile was her answer. “I don’t know, but I can try.”

      She returned the smile.

      “I’ll fill out the paperwork for my sabbatical application.”

      “Sounds good.”
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      It was dark by the time Jo finished cleaning her office and returned home to her loft. As she walked up to the front door, she sensed immediately that something was wrong.

      Her neighborhood was pretty safe. It was one reason she’d bought the loft there with the money she’d inherited after her parents’ death, but a rash of home and vehicle burglaries last summer had the neighborhood on high-alert.

      The front porch light that was typically set on a timer was out. She turned her key in the lock, and the door swung open, but she stayed back for a few seconds, listening. Then she quickly reached in and flicked on the line of light switches. The porch light and the inside hall light flickered to life.

      That’s when she saw the disarray. Stepping back onto her front porch she got out her phone and dialed 911.
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      After the police had cleared her loft, determining that anyone who had been there was long gone, they walked her through the space and asked her to point out if anything was missing.

      The Bose stereo system sitting in its usual spot on the table, untouched, was the first indication she wasn't dealing with a regular burglar. Without stopping to check for other valuables, Jo immediately headed to her office in the loft space. As she rounded the corner at the top of the stairs, she gasped.

      Every book had been pulled off every shelf and flung on the floor. Filing cabinet drawers were open, and papers covered the floor and furniture. The yellow legal pad on which she'd written her notes about the temples was gone. Her laptop, however, was still in the backpack she carried everywhere.

      “Did you have anything of value here? It looks like the burglars were very interested in this room.”

      Jo realized she was shaking. The idea that a stranger had violated her home was bad enough, but when she understood what they were truly after, it shook her to the core. They’d left the expensive items and taken her notepad.

      With my notes on Cleopatra’s tomb.

      The only person she could think of who knew anything about her research into Cleopatra’s tomb was Jake. And there was no way he would do this. But the creeper archeologist David Caldwell and his equally off-putting partner Malcolm Land knew she had a theory.

      Was that enough of a reason to break in and steal a notebook?
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      Jo shut the door after saying goodbye to the detective who had come to interview her.

      They’d sat on her couch and talked. He didn’t take notes, which surprised her. But when she cleared her throat and told him she could only think of one person who’d be interested in what was on her laptop, he took out his phone and began to type.

      “It doesn’t make sense, though,” she said.

      He didn’t answer, but it looked like his teeth were working the inside of his cheek as if he were thinking hard. “Well, we’ll just have a quick conversation with Mr. Caldwell and see where he was tonight.”

      “Or today, right?”

      “Or today, but your elderly neighbor was home all day and said she didn’t hear a thing.”

      Jo made a skeptical face. “Not sure she can hear anything anyway.”

      He chuckled. “We’ll see what we can find out. Meanwhile, why don’t you go to a hotel until you can get someone to fix your back door?”

      The officers had shown her how someone must have scaled the wall leading into her bricked patio area and then broken the glass on her backdoor window. They then easily reached in to turn the lock.

      But now, closing the door on the detective, Jo knew she wasn’t going to any hotel. The detective must have thought that her position at the university made her a wealthy woman. But she couldn’t even remotely afford a hotel without getting her insurance company involved, and even then it would be weeks before she’d see a reimbursement check.

      Right now, she needed to save every penny for her upcoming trip to Egypt. The way it stood was that unless she were granted a paid sabbatical, her Egypt trip would completely wipe out her meager savings, clean out her bank account, and probably max out her credit cards as well.

      But it would be worth it. Tonight’s burglary made that clear. If someone was trying to scare her or stop her from going to Egypt, their plan had severely backfired.

      She wanted to go even more now, so instead of booking a hotel, she'd hunker down here until her trip. Still, remembering her childhood on the farm, she wished she had a shotgun. Or at least a dog or two. She'd have to work with what she had. Before heading to bed, she pushed her large vertical buffet over a few feet, so it blocked the door. If anyone tried to break in, they'd have to knock over the large piece of furniture. It would at least give her enough time to find something to use as a weapon.

      Hopped up on adrenaline, Jo lay awake most of the night, thinking about what the break-in meant. Had Caldwell or Land really been so desperate based on a random comment she’d made at his book signing that he’d resort to this? Her implication that she had a different theory than him? Was he so insecure about his own theory that he’d broken into her home to try to find what it was? And why her home office?. It didn’t add up. What about someone else who had been in the room? Had someone followed her from the reading?

      It was still dawn when she dialed the number on the card the detective had given her. She examined it more closely. His name was Alfred Dunnigan. Poor soul. He answered immediately.

      “Sorry if I woke you,” Jo said.

      “Nah. I’m still up. Night shift. Plus, I wanted to make some progress on your case. I’m leaving town later today.”

      “Oh.” She knew she sounded dejected. “Anything turn up yet?”

      “Well, sort of. We were able to track down Caldwell. Unfortunately, he and his business partner, Malcolm Land, had already left town early yesterday morning. Based on the timeline you gave me, probably before you’d even left for work.”

      “He’s out then?”

      “Looks like it.”

      Jo was stumped. But then she remembered why she’d called. “My office at the school? I’m heading there in a few hours, but I guess it doesn’t make sense that someone would break into my home office and not my work one?”

      “Stay put. I’ll send some officers over to check on it and get back to you ASAP.”

      Jo made an espresso using her fancy one-button espresso machine her friend had bought her for Christmas, downed it, then decided to venture into her living room. Unlike her offices at home and work, she kept her living quarters fairly spartan and modern. A sleek couch. A slim leather chair. A TV and a few pictures. The only knick knack-type items were a small statue of a sphinx and a ceramic replica of a Cuchimilco couple from 1200 A.D. Peru that was supposed to keep evil spirits away.

      “Guys, you didn’t really do your job,” she said, scolding the couple who were standing with their arms out. “…Or maybe you did.”

      Surprisingly, only a few things were out of place in the room, mainly pillows and cushions that had been tossed around and some books that had been torn off her bookshelves. She thought about leaving things as they were but knew this wasn't a crime scene investigation. They weren't going to be fingerprinting and scanning the air for particles or whatever the CSI TV show did. They'd already been through her house and deemed it safe – there was no reason to keep it as-is. She had the room straightened up before Detective Dunnigan called back.

      “I’m sorry to have to ask you this, but is your office at the university usually… um, well… messy?”

      Jo rolled her eyes, but she knew it wasn’t his fault. “Yeah, it’s normally a train wreck actually. Turns out I spent all day cleaning it yesterday, so...”

      “Well, sorry about that. You’re going to have to start all over again. Someone’s clearly been here, based on the mess. Also, the school’s security company reported an alarm going off there early this morning. When officers went to investigate last night, however, they didn’t find anything suspicious.”

      “I’m on my way,” Jo said, reaching for a hoodie that was on a hook by the door.

      “Did you have a laptop or computer in the office?” he asked.

      “No, I have a laptop I cart to school and back home every day.”

      “Oh good. Glad they didn’t take that.”

      “Me too,” Jo said. “I’ll head there now and take a look.”

      “Meet you there.”
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      The first thing Jo realized was that the picture she kept on her desk was gone.

      “Anything missing?” Dunnigan asked. He stood in the doorway watching as Jo looked around.

      “They took a picture,” she said. Her voice was low.

      “A picture?”

      She swallowed. “Of me, with my mom and dad.”

      The detective didn’t answer.

      After a few seconds, he spoke to someone behind him in the hall. “Can you get Mason in here to scan for fingerprints?”

      Hmm, she thought. So I guess this is a big enough deal to warrant the full CSI treatment.

      He turned back to Jo. “Anything else?”

      Jo’s eyes searched the small space. She took a step toward her bookshelf. It was mostly empty with all of her books now on the floor. She quickly scanned the titles, recognizing each of them and imagining them in their rightful places on her shelves. She put the picture together in her mind. Still, something was out of place. She looked again, this time not trying to focus on anything in particular, and —

      There.

      She froze.

      “Ms. Bennett?”

      “Um, detective? Have you ever heard of a burglar leaving something instead of taking something?”
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      It turned out that Detective Dunnigan had heard of burglars leaving mementos behind after they broke into homes. And they weren’t items anyone would want to find. Gross things. Jo knew he was just trying to lighten the mood, to keep her spirits up, but the stories he told her while they waited for the investigative team were disgusting.

      Thankfully the new item was neither disgusting nor creepy. It was, however, confusing.

      "I guess leaving a picture of a black crow is better than the guy who took dumps on the kitchen table," he said, examining the picture once more. It wasn't framed, and it appeared to have been printed on the cheap, high-gloss photo paper typically offered by the one-hour photo services at mall kiosks and corner pharmacies. Jo didn't think the picture itself was strange in any way — it didn't have any markings on it, and there was no writing on either side of the four-by-six inch image.

      But it had been left there, on the pile of books on her floor, on purpose. She was sure of it. No one carried around cheap photographs of crows and accidentally dropped them as they were snooping around in someone’s office illegally.

      “Definitely better than a dump on my desk,” Jo said. She glanced again at the dark-brown crow in the picture. She knew enough about ancient Egypt to know crows were bad omens. And she also knew that this particular crow was native to Egypt. The Corvus ruficollis, or brown-necked raven, called northern Africa and southwest Asia home.

      “They say people do that — defecate — as a kind of power trip,’ Dunnigan said, still talking about pooping burglars.

      Jo was only half listening. This picture is a warning. Left by the intruder. The same one who broke into my home.

      “I’m going to step outside for a minute,” she said. Detective Dunnigan nodded.

      She walked out into the hallway. Someone was telling her to back off her search for Cleopatra’s tomb. She grabbed her cell and pressed redial to dial the last number she’d called — Jake’s. It went straight to voicemail.

      Crap.

      She wanted to talk to him, to just hear his voice, but she decided to leave a message anyway. “Listen,” she said. “I’m leaving tonight on a flight to Cairo. Whether I got the sabbatical leave or not. I — just wanted to let you know.” She paused for a moment before adding, “I hope you understand. I have to do this.”

      She decided not to tell Jake about the break-ins through voice message, hoping instead that he’d call her right back when he got a second. She hung up, put the phone back into her pocket, and stepped back into the office.

      Dunnigan was pushing things around on her desk, poking at odds and ends and doing what she assumed were detective sorts of things. He almost didn’t notice her when she grabbed her bag and left again, only grunting a quick approval as she slipped out.

      She headed to the lobby of the department building. Jo took her laptop out of her bag and got online to make arrangements for her trip to Cairo.

      The Happy City Hotel was only $18 a night, which both excited her and worried her. At least it’s not $18 an hour, right? She scrolled through the pictures. The rooms looked like a little old grandma’s house – pink walls and pink rose bedspreads and pink vanities, with pink and white floral wallpaper. The rooms even had towels — also pink — folded into those little swan things, which seemed happy enough.

      The dining area, oddly, had white padded walls hung with pictures of tigers. Neither pink nor calming. But the best part of all was that breakfast was included in the nightly price. Jo enlarged the photos of the breakfast buffet and couldn't identify a single food, so she made a note to pack an abundance of protein bars. Just in case. She was pretty adventurous about food, but she also wanted to stay healthy. No chance she’d risk getting some exotic bug while she was supposed to be exploring and researching

      She took a deep breath, closing her eyes. It’s all going to work out. She was fretting over silly details. The truth was she that she just wanted to avoid thinking about the possible consequences of her actions: Losing her job. The university was going to want to know what had happened at her office — their property — but also at her apartment. They would be curious about why one of their staffers had been targeted and burglarized. The fact that she was planning to duck out and leave the country would not sit well with the higher-ups Jake was always complaining about

      But she also knew she needed to act now before she wimped out. And before the threat to stop her — and whoever was behind it — grew more serious.

      She mapped out a plan in her mind.

      The first person she needed to convince was Patrick.

      She found him at the nearly deserted campus coffee shop, head bent down over his laptop, a coffee cup and the remains of a bagel nearby. She could see by the look on his face that he was deeply engaged with whatever was on his computer screen. It was the same look he had when he was programming, or putting together a chart she’d asked him to prepare for the class, or – actually, now that she thought about it, it was pretty much how Patrick looked all the time.

      And he was sitting with Jake. For some reason, Jo felt herself start to blush.

      She walked up to the table. Both men turned to look at her, noticing her at the same time. “I think I know where Cleopatra’s tomb is,” Jo said, not wasting any time.

      “Surely you can’t be serious,” Patrick said.

      “I am serious. And don’t call me Shirley.”

      The friendship formed between Patrick and Jo five years ago had blossomed out of their mutual obsession with movies. Patrick was always hoping to stump Jo with an unrecognizable movie line. But she’d always held her own, thanks to a childhood where she was insecure about her weight and looks and buried her loneliness by watching movies.

      And Jake was almost always lost when they started their back-and-forth.

      “Airplane. 1980,” Jo said, looking at Jake.

      “Aha. That’s a good one,” Jake said. He turned to Patrick. “By the way, she is serious. Dead serious.”

      “Did you get my message?” she asked.

      He shook his head, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “No, sorry. I’ve been here, but my phone’s on silent.”

      “It’s okay. My house was broken into. And my office, but it’s not a big deal. I’m —”

      “What?” Jake and Patrick said simultaneously.

      She waved it off. “Yeah, crazy.” She opted for a slightly altered version of the truth to speed things up, knowing there would be time to fill them in later. “They didn’t take anything, and I’m okay. Police are checking it out now. But that’s not what I was calling you about.”

      Jo set her bag down and plunked into a chair to explain her plan. She would land in Cairo and head to the Ministry of Antiquities office for permission to visit the temples. She would fly or drive to each of them and determine which one was most likely the site of Cleopatra’s tomb.

      “I’m sure he’s only going to grant me a temporary permit until I can gather enough evidence that I’m on the right track. But I am, I can feel it. And the fact that all this stuff – the way Caldwell and Land treated me, the break-in – is happening now just makes me want to get started sooner.” She paused, then took a sip of Jake’s latte. She nearly gagged. Disgusting. “That’s where you would come in.”

      Before she’d even finished the sentence, a frown spread across Patrick’s face. It worried her and made her speak faster.

      “With C.A.T.S.C.A.N. we could simplify the process, speed it up, have solid results to bring back to the Minister to get a permanent permit to excavate — for as long as we needed.”

      She paused, holding her breath, watching Patrick’s face, waiting for his reaction.

      “Jo, I’m sorry.”

      Her heart sunk. It felt like her entire body deflated.

      "I would go. You know I would. In a heartbeat. It sounds amazing. But I'm leaving town right after this. That's what Jake and I were meeting about." He gestured toward a duffel bag on the floor by his feet that Jo hadn't noticed. "I got a call. A family emergency. My older brother was in a car accident. He's fine, but he's the primary caregiver for my mother. My mother lives with him, and he drives her to her appointments and so on. It's a long story. But I just told Jake I need a leave – that's what we were meeting about. I'm not sure when I can get back."

      Jo’s heart sank. She’d been so focused on herself, so stuck in her own little world, she hadn’t even considered her friends. “Patrick, I’m so sorry. I just barged in here and interrupted. I’m so sorry about your brother. Is he going to be okay? Is there anything I can do?”

      He smiled. “Thanks. No, it’s just a matter of me moving back home for a few months to help care for Mom while he’s recuperating. Mainly until he can drive again.”

      “’A saint is a human being we celebrate for the sacrifices they make, for their commitment to making the world a better place,’” Jo said.

      “Hardly.”

      “You are, though,” Jo said, her voice growing soft. “A saint.”

      The three of them sat there for a minute until Patrick said, “St. Vincent.”

      “What?” Jake said.

      “That was the movie she quoted,” he said.

      “Damn. I thought maybe for the first time I’d stumped you,” Jo said.

      "Not a chance." He smiled. "Sorry, Jo. I wish I could help."

      Jo stood and grabbed her bag.

      “Please don’t worry about it. Take care of your family. But I’ve got to go — I have to meet the window repair guy at my place.”

      Before she walked away, she turned to Jake. “I don’t suppose you heard back from the provost about my sabbatical?”

      Jake shook his head. “I wish I had.”

      Then Jo realized what both her and Patrick’s leaving meant.

      “Oh my God. Are we totally leaving you in the lurch for the spring semester?”

      “I think I can figure it out. I’ve got a grad student chomping at the bit to get some hours in. Don’t worry about that.”
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      After the window repair guy finished, Jo grabbed her large backpack that worked as a small suitcase and carry on and packed a few items. Toiletries and a few extra pairs of cargo pants, tank tops and a jacket along with boots. She had no plans to dress nice anywhere, so that made it easy.

      While she was finishing up business with the window guy, Jake had returned her call and left two messages: "I went in and talked to the provost. Jo, there's just no way to get the sabbatical approved right now. The best-case scenario is to get it approved before the spring semester begins." He paused. "Do you have time for a coffee before you go?"

      Jo shook her head listening to his message, even though he couldn’t see her. She pressed play on the second voicemail.

      "Jo, I know this is important to you. But I… we… don't want to lose you and your work. I hope you can make it back in time for the spring semester." He paused. “Otherwise you’re technically gone without approval. After talking to the provost, I’m worried you might not have a job to come back to if you’re not here and classes begin. Can we please at least talk about it before you go?”

      That last message made Jo pause. She thought about it for a second, realizing how much she did want to talk about it, to see him once more before she left.

      No. This was too important. She had to follow her passion, and the longer she delayed, the more likely she wouldn't leave at all. She had a hunch – a solid, strong suspicion that she knew where Cleopatra's tomb was, but it was going to take a lot longer than just winter break to figure it out. As Caldwell had said, finding the tomb would make history, but it wouldn't be easy. It was as if everything she'd done up to this point in her life had led her right here to this moment, to this decision.

      Then she got angry. She might be a college professor, but she was an archeologist first. If the university couldn’t understand what she was doing — or worse — let her go because of it, even though it would bring the school prestige as well, so be it.

      It was a chance she’d have to take.
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      Jo didn’t stop clutching the armrests until the plane had just reached cruising altitude. She hated flying, ever since she was a kid. This was the first time she’d done it since then, in fact. She couldn't help it — she felt confident the plane would crash, everyone on board would die a horrible, fiery death, and she would never find the tomb of Cleopatra.

      And there was something slightly off about the other passengers on the plane. It might have been her imagination, but it seemed like every time she got up to use the airplane bathroom or stretch, all eyes were on her. She'd try to meet a glance, and the person would instantly look away. Were they suspicious of something, or did she have something on her face?

      No. She was just paranoid.

      Admit it, Bennett. You’re on edge.

      It was true. It surprised her that having someone break into her home and office could feel like such a personal attack. She'd always read about people feeling "violated" by burglary, and she used to privately scoff at the idea.

      She’d always thought that “violated” was such a strong word for someone wronging you, especially if you never saw them and they didn’t touch you.

      But now she got it. She was freaked out by the thought of some guy with a face she couldn’t see rummaging through her personal belongings.

      So, yeah, she was a little paranoid. A little on edge. A little freaked out.

      Her seatmate, thank God, was asleep from the minute she sat down. She was an older woman who pulled down over-sized black sunglasses, plugged in earbuds and promptly began to snore.

      And luckily, the plane wasn’t even close to full, so there were a couple empty seats between them.

      During the flight, Jo tried to concentrate on an article she'd saved on her phone talking about a recent archeological discovery near Cairo.

      Apparently, archeologists had given up on finding the mummies in a tomb they'd uncovered. It had been empty, and they'd been stumped as to where the bodies and the treasures had gone. Then, during a random scraping of one of the walls, a layer of dirt had fallen away and revealed several rectangles that indicated long shafts. When they pried open the shafts, they found the bodies and the treasures.

      She went to sleep thinking about treasures and tombs, crypts and temples. She imagined she was the main character in a puzzle video game, walking around a temple complex trying to discover clues that led to bigger and better clues, all the while dodging evil spirits she'd accidentally awoken.

      And about thirty minutes after that, she woke up.

      It had only been an hour after the flight took off, and she was long done with her article, her nap, and was now bored out of her mind. Jo peered around the plane at the other passengers. Not one single person was paying attention to her.

      She sighed.

      Yep. Paranoid.

      She yawned and cast another glance at the woman in her aisle. Yeah. That was the ticket. Sleep. Jo rummaged around in her bag for her own sunglasses and earbuds and put on a guided meditation about falling asleep before leaning back in her seat and closing her eyes.
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      Jo awoke to the sound of a flight attendant telling passengers in several different languages to prepare for landing. She’d apparently dozed off again, a hazy dream involving snakes, hieroglyphics, and underwater caves still sharp in her mind.

      Jo was instantly wide awake. The woman a few seats away was no longer snoring and was now carefully applying a bright red shade of lipstick that Jo thought should never have been made into a color meant for human lips, pouting into a compact mirror.

      The feeling she'd had of paranoia or fear was gone. With her nose pressed to the airplane window, a sense of euphoria soared through her. She was almost in Egypt. A dream come true.

      As she looked down, at first, she only saw the vast expanse of the brilliant blue Mediterranean below. Then the land popped into view below. It was dotted with structures — skyscrapers — the tallest ones lining the Nile. Even thinking this made Jo’s mouth drop open. The Nile.

      She was looking at The Nile. The longest river on the planet, and in some places over four miles wide. And only just over twenty percent of it was in Egypt – the majority of the vast body of water sustained and supported cities and towns much deeper into the heart of Africa.

      Exhilaration filled her chest. She couldn’t get enough of the view.

      At the outskirts of the developed area stood two massive pyramids, standing watch over a smaller one. Their enormous size was made clear by the white shining dots moving along the roads standing alongside them — vehicles.

      Jo whispered their names under her breath: The Great Pyramid of Khufu, the Pyramid of Khafre, and the smaller Menkaure Pyramid. The Great Sphinx lay directly to the east and was more difficult to pick out, but Jo felt an electric shock as she spotted it.

      As the plane circled around to the other side of the Giza plateau, their size became even more apparent and impressive compared to the towering skyscrapers of the city below.

      Although she was awed by the sheer size of the pyramids from the air, Jo was struck by the realization that much of the area surrounding the pyramid complex had not even been fully excavated. Many thousands of years of history lay beneath the sands in this area of the world, countless generations of stories and artifacts and treasures. It was unfortunate that so little of it had been unearthed, either due to political issues or economic strife, but to her, it was just a symbol of what she was there for.

      Then they were on the ground, the sound of the landing gear screeching and groaning as they smacked against the tarmac and immediately slowed the forward motion of the plane.

      Grabbing the large backpack that served as her only luggage, Jo exited the plane and followed the signs to ground transportation.

      Inside the cab she’d hailed to take her downtown, Jo’s excitement faded. The view outside of trees and office buildings could have been that of any city in the world. Buildings and houses, parks and stores, schools and churches. There were a few funky Lorax-looking trees that she didn’t recognize and a billboard or two with pictures of Arabic men she also didn’t recognize, but other than that it didn’t feel very exotic at all. The street signs were written in a different language, of course, but it seemed as though she’d been on a plane ride for a day just to land somewhere else in the country she’d just came from.

      She shook off her disappointment. She was in Cairo, Egypt, but it could have been Cairo, Illinois.

      But about five more minutes into the drive, Jo’s eyes widened.

      A white stone structure topped by cupolas loomed over the vehicle, off to the right. Two skinny, gothic towers stretched up into the blue sky — minarets.

      She’d seen her first mosque.

      About time, she thought.

      From what she’d read about Cairo, it was dubbed the City of a Thousand Minarets because it contained so many beautiful mosques. Across the world, people spoke about the fantastic skyline dotted with minarets that could be seen from any high rooftop.

      “Coooool,” Jo breathed out the word quietly.

      The driver met her eyes in the rearview mirror.

      She couldn’t stay for sure, but the way his eyes crinkled, it looked like he was smiling at her. Either way, she smiled back.

      She finally felt like she was in Egypt.

      From that point on, everything looked exotic — from the squat stone apartment buildings with the narrow rectangle openings for windows to the elaborately carved square archways leading into park areas.

      As they crossed a long bridge that appeared to lead into downtown, Jo spotted another mosque dotted with cupolas. This one only had one long thin minaret, but it stretched a dozen stories higher than any surrounding building.

      Before long, the driver pulled up at her hotel. The “Happiest Hotel on Earth,” as she called it.

      Within twenty minutes of checking in, hanging up some shirts and spreading her meager toiletries on the small bathroom counter, Jo was ready to go.

      Grabbing her cross-body bag, she filled it with a bottle of water, her camera, and some protein bars before she headed out, eager to explore a bit of the city before dark.

      She'd chosen her hotel for its location, which according to her map was about twenty blocks away from the Nile. At some point during her visit, she hoped to cross the Qasr El Nil bridge that spanned the river.

      As she set out, a tour bus passed her with pictures of the pyramids wrapped around its sides. It took all her willpower not to flag it down and climb aboard. She’d have to save that type of sightseeing for another trip. She knew that if all went well, she’d be spending a lot of time in Egypt in the future.

      There were a lot of things to see in the city of Cairo. She wanted to check out the French neoclassical architecture at Talaat Harb square, an area once known as "Paris on the Nile." After that, she'd explore the Abdeen Palace where the president lived and grab a bite at an Abdeen Square restaurant.

      But first, the most critical visit — to the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities and then tomorrow, she'd visit the Ministry of State for Antiquities Affairs to ask for permission to visit the temples. It was frustrating that this sort of request couldn't be done online. She couldn't send an email or fill out an online form, nor could she pick up the phone and ask.

      The Ministries that governed Egypt were a bit old-school in their unwillingness to let in outsiders, but as much as it frustrated her, she understood why. Egypt had always been a target for graverobbers, treasure hunters, and those seeking fame and fortune. The country was rife with history and had the valuable artifacts to back it up.

      Until the modern era, many of Egypt's temples and catacombs had been raided, sometimes more than once. Countless treasures had been stolen and sold on the black market, but many more had simply vanished, disappearing from Egypt's history as if they had never been there.

      In 2011, the government of Egypt created a department solely focused on the protection of the country's most magnificent artifacts, and a pseudo-military was created to back it up. Only by providing this sort of strict structure with a militaristic backbone had the government been able to quell the flow of antiquities out of the country.

      But there was another problem.

      Jo knew a bit more about the current ministerial cabinet than the average civilian and most Egyptian citizens. She had some insider information from a trusted source that explained a very interesting turn of events of late.

      For the past few years, and up until a few months ago, the Ministry of Antiquities had been led and run by a woman named Rachel Rascher, a German-descended Egyptian citizen who had been able to recruit and train her own staff and teams, mostly without any governmental oversight whatsoever.

      Unfortunately for the country of Egypt, Ms. Rascher wasn’t as interested in protecting national treasures as they would have hoped. During her term, she had an ulterior motive: to find and deliver proof to a secret group of Neo-Nazis of the ultimate superiority of the Aryan race. She was as crazy as she was brilliant, and she’d pulled the wool over the eyes of the entire world, and had nearly gotten away with it.

      Her cousin, the now-famous Harvey Bennett, had found himself and his own team embroiled in the drama, and had eventually prevailed and brought down the woman and prevented another major terrorist catastrophe. Jo didn’t know the details, but she knew that her older cousin had been pivotal in bringing down the secret regime.

      Rachel Rascher had perished in the ensuing fight, leaving a vacancy in the Ministry. Jo had followed the story a bit, fascinated by her cousin’s exploits, but equally fascinated by the impact it might have on Egypt. Fortunately for her things had continued to normal almost immediately, and a man had taken the role Rachel Rascher had previously filled within a week of her death.

      And she wasn't sure how she should approach that situation and the new Minister. Would he want to know that she was related to the man who'd prevented a terrorist attack, potentially on his country's own soil? Or would he think that her relation to the older Bennett brought with it a risk he wouldn't take?

      But she ignored the nagging doubt that questioned whether gaining permission would be easy, even with her prepared speech and notes. She knew that right now she had to have faith, to believe that all the pieces would fall into place. The Minister would expect a plan of action and figured she'd start at the temple farthest away and then narrow it down based on proximity to Alexandria.

      Jo pushed the puzzle out of her mind, deciding instead to enjoy the fact that she was finally in Egypt.

      She was excited about the exhibit at the museum. It held some of the other artifacts that had been found by David Caldwell and Malcolm Land that Egypt had refused to let out of the country for the traveling exhibition she’d seen back in the States.

      But she knew the government's best efforts could still be easily undermined. Priceless artifacts at the museum had already been lost to history, the latest incident only a few years before. Jo had read that during the 2011 revolution — the same year the Ministry of Antiquities had been formed —the museum had been broken into and two mummies had been destroyed, more than 50 objects lost, and dozens more damaged. To her, it was astonishing to imagine people destroying such priceless artifacts, but she knew that to the thieves, the objects meant a considerable payday.

      Weaving her way through the maze of streets that led to the museum in Tahrir Square, Jo mentally prepared to meet with the Minister the next day, rehearsing her pitch silently as she walked.

      Suddenly, the museum was before her.
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      Hours later Jo emerged into the darkness of the night, blinking, stunned, and emotionally exhausted from taking in the treasures. She must have stood for an hour in front of the gold death mask of Tutankhamun and then the sarcophagus. The mummy of Ramses the Second and the statues of Khafre, Khufu, and Menkaure, the figures for whom the pyramids nearby had been erected.

      The Cleopatra exhibit had taken her breath away. It held a porcelain bust. Tins that were believed to have held the kohl that had painted Cleopatra’s eyes. And some massive, thick, gold necklace archeologists believed the queen had worn for special political ceremonies. It was breathtaking.

      Finally, when Jo realized the rest of the museum was quiet and dark, a woman approached her and told her the museum was now closed, and had, in fact, closed an hour before. The woman gave her a sympathetic smile, saying she had to get home to her family now. Jo thanked the woman for staying late and reluctantly pried herself away.

      Reeling from sensory overload, euphoria, and jetlag, Jo stepped outside the museum and paused on its steps to get her bearings. She was disoriented from being inside so long and so caught up in the exhibits, but now she was in a hurry to get back to her hotel. Not to finally crash into bed, but because she had things to do.

      She had to call Jake. She was bursting with the good news of what she’d realized in the museum.

      She had to double-check her notes.

      And she had to eat.
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        * * *

      

      Initially, she’d planned to methodically visit each of the temples, taking as long as it took for her to decide that that temple was a bust. But all that had now changed. She’d seen something in the exhibit that made her certain she knew precisely which temple housed the body Queen of the Nile's. Now she just had to convince the Egyptian Minister of Antiquities.

      Caught up in her excitement, it took Jo some time to realize that the square before her was eerily deserted and full of long shadows. She’d been there so long she didn’t think she should walk around in the dark looking for a restaurant to eat. She’d go directly back to the hotel and order room service. Tomorrow, in the daylight, she’d eat out.

      As her eyes adjusted, she saw a shadowy figure dip into a doorway.

      The heck was that? she wondered.

      A sliver of apprehension raced down her spine, but she stood straight, pulling her shoulders back. If someone thought she was just some dumb tourist, they were wrong. She was street-smart. Savvy. And she had fought dinosaur-sized snakes in the bowels of an Arizona cave.

      Then there was a sound she couldn’t place. A slithering, scraping noise that echoed throughout the square. Was it her imagination?

      She was tired. But not to the point of hallucinating. And she was pretty sure she’d developed a tiny cold with sniffles. Plus, she was out of her element in a new city.

      For a second, she considered going back to the museum, to the only safe place around her she knew, but as the thought crossed her mind the light went out, and she heard the door lock behind her.

      Instead of walking past that doorway, which would lead her directly to her hotel, she'd take a more circuitous route to get back — the last thing she wanted now was to be followed by someone intending to do her harm later when she felt safe in her room. She'd turn a street early and then cut back over once she was sure nobody was following her. Her cross-body bag hung near her waist, but her passports and relevant documents were safely tucked into the passport belt that lay flat under the waistband of her jean shorts. Also, her leather belt doubled as a money holder, with a hidden zipper on the inside that kept folded currency out of sight.

      With her shoulders back, head held straight, she walked purposefully toward the figure, but then at the last moment turned.

      She turned onto the narrow street that led to her hotel, casting a wary glance behind her. When she turned back, she gasped.

      A woman, draped in fabric with only her eyes peering out, stood before her.

      “Oh, good Lordie, you scared the bejesus out of me,” Jo said with a nervous laugh. The woman just stared at her.

      Then the woman moaned and slumped against the wall of a building. Jo rushed over and kneeled down, peering into the woman’s wrinkled face. “Are you sick? Do you speak English?” Jo was meeting with her interpreter tomorrow, but he or she would have really been helpful right then.

      Jo heard a snap and a tug, then felt the weight of her cross-body bag disappear. She whirled and caught a glimpse of folds of material from a skirt at her level rushing away. She stood and gave chase instinctively but then paused. She needed to help the old lady. But when she turned back, the woman was gone.

      Suspicious, she thought. Why would –

      Then she stopped. She realized what had happened.

      She’d been had.

      And the woman’s cohort, the actual thief, was now long gone, disappeared into the darkness.

      The thieves had targeted her as a naïve tourist – and they’d obviously been right.

      At first, Jo was angry — at the women and at herself — but then she realized this was likely how the women put food on the table. With a sigh, she turned back toward her hotel. She'd have to replace the camera. And that wouldn't be cheap. She only had about twenty U.S. dollars in that bag with the rest safely tucked in her money belt. All in all, the women probably would be disappointed in their haul.

      The road she was on led to a major street with bustling activity, and she sighed in relief. At least she wouldn't be robbed again tonight.

      After she was safe in her hotel room, with an upholstered chair pushed up against the door, Jo logged onto her laptop. The hotel’s Wi-Fi was spotty, but she wanted to search for David Caldwell’s whereabouts — by seeing where the sunken Egypt exhibition was now. After all, wouldn’t he have to be traveling with the exhibition? She wanted to make sure he was far, far away from Cairo.

      But when she looked up the stops for the exhibition, she found it was over. Which meant he could be anywhere.

      Police had said he was out of town when her break-in occurred. That meant that somebody else was sending her that warning by breaking into her home and office.

      And of course, that meant she was onto something, and they wanted to know what it was.

      She knew she was right. This was proof.

      After today’s visit to the museum, Jo knew just which temple that was.

      But just to be sure, she loaded the pictures she’d taken of a stele today onto her laptop and then blew them up. She scribbled the images into her notebook and then flipped through a book she had on ancient hieroglyphs.

      It didn’t take long for her to decipher the gist of the ancient writing. Her knowledge of hieroglyphics was rudimentary, but this seemed clear.

      It confirmed what she'd thought earlier at the museum — the hieroglyphs told a story about how Antony and Cleopatra had been buried at Taposiris Magna, but to her knowledge, no Egyptologists had yet made this connection. The reason was simple: the hieroglyphs, while easy to decipher, seemed to merely reference Cleopatra’s death, not the location of her death. The top of the stele spoke about the death of Cleopatra, showing her with an asp held to her breast and Antony dead at her feet. Then it showed her body on the ground as well and the two lovers being carried to a tomb. There was nothing about the location of their deaths, or their burial and final resting place.

      It was only later, farther down below on the stele that Taposiris Magna was mentioned at all. Unless people suspected that Cleopatra was buried at a temple, they would never make the connection between the queen’s death and the mention of the temple far below in the script.

      It made sense with everything Jo had compiled about Cleopatra’s tomb over the years. It aligned with all the hours she’d spent studying and logging small details, considering factors as diverse as architecture and icons, and the symbolism and mythology and even the chronology of all the temples within a certain radius of Alexandria.

      She'd gone over it all so many times, and while she was examining the exhibition of the sunken treasures here in Cairo, the stele had sealed the deal.

      Looking at her notes reaffirmed her conclusion. A piece of paper listed four cities that made up the majority of Cleopatra’s world: Alexandria, Canopus, Heracleion, and Taposiris Magna.

      Alexandria had been Cleopatra's home and the capital. Canopus, which had sunk into the sea, had been a religious hub. Heracleion, a port of entry, was now also underwater. Alexandria, being the largest and most important city of Cleopatra's time had all but been thoroughly excavated and explored. If there were any tomb in Alexandria that could claim Cleopatra's and her lover's final resting place, it would have been found already.

      But twenty-nine miles to the west of Alexandria was Taposiris Magna. This city, more than the other three, possibly played the most significant role in Cleopatra's family history and ancestry. The town had been founded by her forefather, Ptolemy II, as a temple to Osiris.

      Jo's theory was that if Cleopatra had genuinely believed that she was the living embodiment of the goddess Isis, and Marc Antony was Osiris incarnate — and the couple had often dressed up as the two gods — then a burial at Taposiris Magna would be appropriate as a sacred resting place in the afterlife.

      Jo’s research had shown, in fact, that Cleopatra had dressed up as Isis for her first meeting with Antony. Cleopatra must have given orders that her body and Antony’s be privately smuggled to Taposiris Magna. Jo suspected that the queen had feared the Romans would destroy her body — thus preventing her from using it in the afterlife — to punish her for committing suicide. It made sense to Jo that her burial location would have to be secret.

      Jo was betting everything on this.

      She glanced at her watch. Midnight. Which meant it was around 4p.m. in Austin. Jake was probably still at the university. She reached for her phone and punched in the familiar cell number. It went straight to voicemail.

      “Jake? Jo. I think I’m on to something. I’m in Cairo. I’m still in town because tomorrow I’m going to try to get in to see the Minister of Antiquities, but then I’m heading to Alexandria after that. I’ll try to call when I can. My cell service is spotty as you might imagine. But you can always leave a message.” She took a deep breath. “But I’m calling because I discovered something exciting today. I wanted to share it with you…” she trailed off, feeling stupid suddenly. She cleared her throat. “Well, anyway. I’m sorry for putting you in a bind by coming here, but I hope you understand. I’ll call when I can.”

      She sighed. She’d apologized for running off. What more could she do?
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      The next morning in her tiny room with pink walls at the Happy Hotel, Jo was awakened by a commotion outside her door. People were speaking loudly and angrily and then to her astonishment; her door flew open. Two men in gray suits stood there beside the angry and red-faced clerk from the hotel’s front desk.

      Jo scrambled to sit up and pulled her covers to her chest.

      “What the hell is going on? Get out of here! Who are you?”

      Her eyes darted around the room looking for a weapon, even though she knew these people were somehow here in an official capacity, or at least they looked the part.

      “We are from the Ministry of Manpower and Immigration. Please come with us.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’m not a migrant. I’m not immigrating. I’m an American citizen. I have rights,” Jo sputtered. “I’m not even dressed.” She wanted to add, and I don’t even know that that’s a real organization, but she wasn’t sure. If any country would have a “Ministry of Manpower and Immigration,” she figured it would be Egypt.

      Just then a man in a dark suit stepped forward. “I’m with the American embassy. The hotel manager just called me.”

      “Thank God,” Jo said.

      “Unfortunately we do need you to come down to Immigration, but only so we can sort this out.”

      Jo's momentary relief at seeing the embassy worker evaporated. Instead, she was filled with irritation.

      “Seriously?”

      The man in the suit nodded.

      Jo rolled her eyes. “Can you at least wait in the hall while I get dressed?”

      The immigration officials eyed the windows. She followed their gaze, then looked back to them.

      “Don’t worry about that. I’m not going to jump out a fifth-story window.”

      The four men backed out, with the hotel worker still muttering angrily under his breath before the door closed.

      Jo’s heart was pounding. “Toto, I have a feeling we're not in Kansas anymore,” she said to the empty room. She wished Patrick was there to laugh at her Wizard of Oz reference and toss her one in return, but her words only echoed on bare walls. Suddenly, she was homesick, scared, and lonely. She missed Patrick and Jake so bad her stomach hurt.
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      The immigration offices were only a block away. Inside the lobby, there was some argument going on between the embassy man and the immigration officials.

      “Great,” Jo said in a low voice. The guy who was supposed to be there to help her was apparently a fill-in job. From what she could make out he was some lackey who had answered the phone and really had no power.

      “I’m filling in until my boss gets into work today.”

      "You're kidding, right?" Jo asked. She eyed the kid. He looked 17. He had a small rash from shaving that morning, and his suit was ill-fitting, his neck poking up and out of the hole formed by his stiff Oxford shirt, making his head look like a turtle.

      “What do you do there exactly?”

      A blush spread up the man’s neck. “I’m an intern.”

      Suddenly Jo felt bad for him and a little bit like a heel for scoffing at him. "Thank you so much for coming when you got the call," she said. "I was scared to death when those guys barged into my hotel room and having someone there from the U.S. embassy – someone who speaks English – really helps. I truly appreciate it."

      The young man straightened up a little and nodded. “I wish I could do more, but I think you have to go in and talk to them. They promise it won’t take long.”

      Jo nodded. She turned to the immigration officials. “Can we get this over with?”

      Inside a small room, a beefy man with beady eyes and a bad combover grilled her like she was some sort of terrorist.

      “Why are you here? You are an archeologist? We get grave robbers all the time who proclaim to be archeologists. Do you have a permit from your government or educational institution? How do we know you aren’t trying to illegally enter the country and live here?”

      She answered all the questions directly and bluntly, only expanding on details when pressed. When they finally paused, she stifled a yawn. She needed coffee, and she needed to get the hell out of there as soon as possible. She glanced at her phone to see the time. Crap. It was in low-power mode and showed a charge of 1 percent. She was going to be late to meet her interpreter if they didn't release her soon.

      The man left for a few seconds.

      When he returned, he handed her a cup of coffee.

      “Thank God,” Jo said and gulped some down. It was the worst cup of coffee she’d ever had, but it was still coffee.

      He sat watching her and then said, “The school has no authorization on file for your trip here.”

      “Yeah,” Jo said. “About that… Let me call Jake — he’s my department head. He knows I’m here.” She reached for her phone. Now the battery was completely dead. Terrific. She was trapped in a room with a guy who might put her in prison just because he was bored that day. Stranger things had happened to American tourists. “My phone is dead. But if you loan me a phone or a charger… it’s a — ”

      He cut her off. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

      Jo blinked. What? “If I give you his number will you call him?”

      “You could give us any phone number, anyone who is trained to say what you want them to say.”

      Boy, these guys were like the freaking KGB. Am I dreaming? Maybe she never really woke up. She felt as though she were part of a Bond movie.

      Trying to infuse her voice with as much patience as she could muster, Jo said, “Okay. How’s this? Call the main number and ask to be transferred to Jake Parrish in the Department of Archeology. Is that good enough for you?”

      The man’s chin jutted down. “Yes. I will be back when we reach him.”

      He left, and Jo put her head down on the desk. Please, please, please be in the office today, Jake.

      Four hours later, the beefy guy came back in. At this point, Jo had dozed off. She jumped up, startled.

      “You can go now.”

      He didn’t need to tell her twice, and even though she was curious about what the man had discovered about her, she practically sprinted out of the room and to the front door. As she swept through the lobby, she dimly noted that the Good Samaritan Intern was nowhere to be found. Whatever.

      As soon as she got back to her room, she plugged her cell phone into the charger on her nightstand and dialed Jake.

      “Oh my God, Jake. Did you get a call? I mean, holy hell, this is not cool. Thank you for getting the approval for me to be here.”

      Jake didn’t answer.

      “Jake? You there.”

      “Oh, yeah,” he sounded distracted. “Sorry it took so long.”

      “I’m just happy to be out of there. Hey, how did you get the school to approve my sabbatical, anyway?”

      There was a pause, and her heart sank. Pause means bad news, she thought. Pause always means bad news.

      “Hey, listen, Jo. I’m flying over to supervise your work. I’m looking at flights right now. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to be there until Saturday.

      “What?” Jo practically screamed the word. “You’re coming? Oh my God! This is the best news ever.” Cool it, Jo. She cleared her throat. “I mean, I really could use the help.”

      “Will you still be in town? Your message said you were leaving for Alexandria.”

      “I was. But this… this changes everything. Do you want me to wait for you so we can go to Alexandria together?”

      She would wait. Even if it meant changing her train ticket, her hotel room, and extending the time she’d hired the translator. Jake was coming. Here.

      “I don’t think you need to wait. Might as well get started, since I have limited time. I have to get back in time for classes, but thanks,” Jake said. “I’m looking at landing and immediately catching the train, so I’d be in Alexandria by Saturday night.”

      She giggled, then cut herself off.

      “What?” His voice sounded playful.

      “Just… that it will be great to see you.” It wasn’t a lie, but it was so much less than the truth.

      It was quiet on his end for a second, and then he said, "Same."

      In the back of her mind, she registered that Jake was acting a bit strange, but Jo barely waited to start talking again. There’s so much to tell him, she thought. “It’s great here,” Jo said. “But can you believe I’m in Cairo and within a stone’s throw of the pyramids and yet have not seen them other than from twenty-thousand feet up?”

      “What? You haven’t seen them yet? You’re not going to see them?” Jake sounded astonished.

      “Yeah. Well, at least not right away. I’m anxious to get to Alexandria. What about you? Do you want to delay meeting me for a day so you can see them?” She held her breath, hoping he would say no. She wanted to see them as soon as possible, especially now that she’d had an extra four hours of her precious time wasted at Immigration.

      “I’ll catch them on the way back. Before I fly back.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” Jo said.

      “Hey!” Jake said, “If it all works out, we can visit them together and coordinate our flights back home.”

      Jo closed her eyes for a second. A mixture of conflicting feelings soared through her. She couldn’t help but feel a small thrill that Jake was so excited to see the pyramids with her, but also a large heap of guilt.

      Because going back wasn’t part of her plan.

      Not if she could help it.

      She didn’t want to take the wind out of his sails, so she tried to muster enthusiasm in her voice when she said, “That would be awesome.”

      She wasn’t lying. Not really. Seeing the pyramids with Jake would be awesome. But she still planned to stay in Egypt. After all, she had an earth-shattering discovery to make: she had to find Cleopatra’s tomb, and she felt closer than ever. Physically and mentally.

      “Can’t wait to see you, Jo,” he said.

      Jo tried to hide her smile even though Jake couldn’t see it over the phone line. But she knew her excitement was in her voice. Jake was coming to Egypt to help!

      "Oh, Jake. This is so exciting. But I better go and get ready to visit the minister. I'll call you as soon as I'm done," Jo said. "Oh, by the way, you should pack some of that sugar crap you like to eat because you aren't going to find any donuts here."

      He laughed. Jo hung up and went to grab her bag, only to remember it had been stolen the night before. She’d forgotten to tell Jake about that in all the excitement.

      She rushed out. She had to meet with the interpreter she’d hired.
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      Abet, her interpreter, was small and wiry and wore a huge grin. He had a full head of gray-streaked hair and a weathered face. He looked like a kind grandfather who had worked on a farm most of his life. He stood from the café table where he had been sitting and thrust out his hand. “Josephine Bennett?”

      “Jo’s fine. Abet Mahmoud?”

      He nodded, and they shook hands.

      “Coffee?”

      “Oh God, yes,” Jo said and slunk into the chair opposite his. She’d hired him online through a company recommended by an archeological organization.

      After a few minutes of sipping coffee and Jo explaining why she was in Egypt, she glanced at her phone.

      “First stop: I need your help with the Minister of Antiquities office. I’m trying to get a permit to visit the temples.”

      The interpreter raised his eyebrow.

      “You’re meeting with Zawa Harif?”

      His response was a bit strange. Jo knew about the previous person who’d filled that role – Rachel Rascher – but she wasn’t aware of any conspiracies or drama surrounding the new chairman. Perhaps he was just skeptical, or the office itself was still a sore subject for Egyptians after what had happened here a few months ago, thanks to her cousin Harvey Benett and his team.

      “Yep,” Jo said, standing, ignoring the tension. “Shall we? I know his office closes soon.”

      They headed to the imposing building that housed the antiquities office and several other government bodies. The building had the air of a Persian castle, minus the minarets. A large wrought-iron gate surrounded the grounds.

      Jo’s heart was racing when she stepped up to the large wooden desk in the lobby.

      “I’m here to see Zawa Harif,” she said, confidently.

      The woman smiled but shook her head. At first, Jo turned to Abet, expecting to need him to translate. But the woman surprised them both by responding in perfect English. “I’m sorry, but his schedule is full. The next appointment is three weeks out.”

      “I have an appointment.” It was a half-truth – she’d called before heading to Egypt, only to discover that she needed to be in-country before requesting a meeting of this sort. So she’d called again immediately after she’d landed, only to find out that the Minister wasn’t available for meetings in the near future unless they were “sanctioned,” which she took to mean with important people.

      The woman frowned as she clicked through a few screens. “I’m sorry, I don’t see –”

      “My name’s Jo Bennett. I’m here to ask about a digging permit.”

      “…your name.” The woman hardly acknowledged Jo’s words. “Right, I’m sorry there’s nothing in the calendar with your name on it. Again, we can schedule something now if you’d like. In three weeks, he has some availability…”

      Jo’s eyes widened. The government officials had told her she could stay in-country for two weeks. Frantically, she racked her brain for some way she could get in. She thought about calling in yet another favor at the university, but she wasn’t sure if it would help – or if she had any favors left to call in.

      Before she could respond to the woman a man in a gray suit, carrying a briefcase the same color as his jacket and pants, walked into the lobby. To her surprise, Abet and the man greeted each other warmly with hugs and began speaking in Arabic. Jo stood at the counter, feeling awkward. The secretary started tapping on her computer keyboard, now ignoring them all.

      After a few minutes, the man grinned, and with a nod to the secretary disappeared behind a door on the wall behind them.

      Jo shot Abet a startled look. “Was that him? Zawa Harif?” She was horrified to think that the man had been standing there the whole time while she was daydreaming about ways to meet him. She could have been lobbying him herself. And what was up with Abet, not introducing them?

      Abet turned to her.

      “You are a lucky woman.”

      Jo raised an eyebrow.

      “That man. He is a childhood friend of mine. He is visiting the Minister. He said he can ensure we get in today, but only for a few minutes between meetings. As a favor for an old friend.”

      “Today?” Jo felt a surge of excitement.

      Abet nodded.

      “I just want to kiss you!”

      “Please.” The blush spread across his cheeks.

      “Sorry. I mean that in the friendliest friend way you know.”

      “Yes, I realize.”

      Within ten minutes they were seated before Zawa Harif.

      After shaking his hand and sitting down, Jo began to hyperventilate. Get it together, she told herself. This is the chance of a lifetime. Don’t blow it before you even get to Taposiris Magna.

      Taking a deep breath, she began.

      The Egyptian Minister of Antiquities had a full head of gray hair and giant bushy black eyebrows arched over soft, gentle eyes. He looked like a math professor rather than a politician. He wore a bright pink sweater over a white button-up shirt. Jo took this as a sign that he wasn't afraid to be a little different. It was a good omen because her theory went against conventional thought on where Cleopatra's tomb lay. She needed someone who wasn't afraid to buck the norm. And he seemed to listen attentively as she outlined her theory. She tried to give him enough information to convince him without giving it all away. She didn't trust that the Egyptian government might just take her knowledge, kick her out, and find the tomb themselves.

      She also didn’t mention Harvey Bennett. If this man knew the connection to her cousin, she didn’t need to remind him. Harvey, while doing good overall, had caused a lot of damage and wreaked plenty of havoc in Giza. And if the Minister didn’t know the relation, she wasn't about to offer it up. She continued detailing the broader theory.

      Unfortunately, the man didn't seem wholly convinced. Okay, Bennett, she thought to herself. Time to bust out the big guns. She reached into her backpack and withdrew maps of all the Isis and Osiris temples within the proximity of Alexandria, then showed how Taposiris Magna, only 50 kilometers west of Alexandria, was the best bet. She didn’t go into detail about where, exactly, in Taposiris Magna she thought the tomb might be.

      Because I don’t know exactly where it might be.

      He raised an eyebrow, so she continued, sputtering the words.

      “Then, last night, at the museum, I found further proof,” she said. She then showed him her notes that translated the hieroglyphics on the stele.

      “It sounds like a valid theory,” he said, tilting his head and nodding.

      She sat back and sighed with relief.

      Then he leaned forward on his desk, lacing his fingers together.

      “But.”

      She froze at that one word.

      “You are – with all due respect – a “rookie.” Like they say in American baseball.”

      “Yes,” she interrupted. “But I’m an archeologist. Trained. I even teach at a real university. I know my stuff, and I’ve published plenty of papers.” She was hoping to appeal to the academic in him. If there is one. For all she knew, the man was just a politician. She decided to try to appeal to the politician in him as well. “And I’m the only one who put all these pieces together, and if it’s true, it means a lot of money and recognition for your country.”

      “This is true. Why do you care about money?”

      “I actually don’t,” she said. It wasn’t a lie. She gave Harif a brief overview of her history and fascination with Cleopatra, beginning with her mother and her death. All the while, Jo watched the clock. Five minutes had ticked off, but the Minister was still allowing her to talk.

      Finish up, she willed herself. Finish this quickly – it’s your only chance.

      He nodded, then smiled. “But still – you are competing with thousands of applications each year to excavate in my country.”

      Jo closed her eyes, and her heart sank. Of course she was. She had been so dumb. Of course it wasn’t going to be this easy. Even if her research was better than everyone else’s, there was probably tons of money being thrown around. Money that had nothing to do with unearthing ancient artifacts or hidden tombs. Money that wasn’t interested in history or archeology or knowledge. Money that was only interested in more money.

      She knew Harif was trying to do a job, and she even believed that he wanted to do a good one. But that fact meant that he had to deny the vast majority of those requests. She’d rushed into a country, prepared in all the wrong ways, and was now begging for a handout.

      Harif continued. “Out of those thousands, we only approve at the most 150 applications a year for the extended excavating license. Those who are approved usually have solid sources of funding, backing from major museums and established research universities around the world, decades of experience, experienced teams…”

      She tuned his voice out.

      It was over. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes and she angrily brushed them away. They made her look weak. Juvenile. She needed to compete with the big boys if she were going to get her way.

      Abet poked her in the side, and she came back to the present. "I'm sorry?"

      “What I said,” Zawa Harif said smiling, “Is that the best I can do for now is grant you a temporary permit to visit the site. It is only good for two weeks and does not allow any excavation, but it will allow you to be present on the site and possibly come up with some more evidence to help me convince others as to why you should be granted a permit. It will be challenging, I’ll admit, without more backing and funding, but it is not impossible. You have made a good case here, Ms. Bennett, and I am intrigued.”

      Jo opened her mouth to argue, to protest that she needed to dig and survey if she were going to get anything out of the visit, but she clamped her lips together and nodded. This is the best we’re going to get.

      Looking at Abet’s beaming face, she knew that this was a big as a victory as she could have expected.

      Zawa Harif leaned over his desk, writing something, and then with a flourish handed her a document. It looked like messy scribbles to Jo, but he said, "Keep that in a safe place. Produce it to authorities in Alexandria and Taposiris Magna and at the temples, and you should have no problem getting in to look around."

      She nodded, then remembered her manners. “Th – thank you.”

      After she stood and had her hand on the door, she turned to look back.

      He was already absorbed in a document before him, his eyebrows furrowed. “Sir?”

      He looked up.

      “I’m coming back,” Jo said. “Just so you know — I am going to find something that will convince you to give me that excavation permit.”

      He nodded solemnly and then looked back down, but Jo thought she caught a hint of a smile.

      Outside, after she said goodbye to Abet with plans to meet up later, Jo slumped onto a bench and put her head in her hands.

      A memory of her mother and father came back to her.

      It had been a day when Jo’s father had been teaching her to ride a bike. She was growing frustrated. “I’m hungry. I don’t want to do this anymore,” she said, kicking the bike’s tire in a fit.

      “But you are so close,” her dad said. “I bet it won’t take much longer!”

      “But it’s taking forever!” Jo protested, scowling at the bike. “I’m tired. Why isn’t it easy for me? It was easy for Matt.”

      Her next-door neighbor and best friend at the time had learned how to ride without training wheels in thirty minutes flat the summer before, and he never hesitated to remind her of that.

      “Honey,” her father had said, leaning over her after she fell and scraped her knee for the umpteenth time. “Anything worth having in life is worth working for.”

      Jo thought about it and said, “So keep trying?”

      “Only if it’s worth having.” Her father wasn’t always cryptic, but when he was delivering one of his famous lines, he often fell into these sorts of riddles.

      It didn't happen right then, but two hours later – at least an hour after her mother had called them into dinner and then thrown up her hands when they didn't come — that's when it happened. The magic. She did it. Even when she wanted to quit.

      Now, remembering this, Jo smiled.

      It wasn’t until she looked up that she realized she’d been crying.

      She dried her tears, stood up, and brushed herself off.

      “I’m not a quitter.” She mumbled the words to herself. “I’m not giving up. I’m going to come back here every week until they tell me yes. I don’t care if it takes the rest of my life, I’m not going to give up.”

      As she replayed the conversation with the minister in her head, one word stuck out, and she clung to that one word with everything she had: Usually.

      “Those who are approved usually have…”

      She smiled. Because that one word was all she needed to keep going.

      If Patrick were there, she would’ve spouted off a quote from Dumb & Dumber, and it was this line she spoke to herself now.

      “So, you’re telling me there’s a chance?”

      She walked the rest of her way back to the hotel, a noticeable lift in her mood.

      Back in her hotel room, Jo dialed Jake, but it went straight to voicemail once again. She realized it was the middle of the night there, so she left a quick message.

      "Meeting didn't exactly go as planned, but I was given two weeks at the dig site to find evidence to make my case. I'm so glad you're coming because now I'm going to really need your help, Jake.”
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      Jo dozed off in her train seat as the countryside flashed by out the window. She had slept poorly the night before, constantly worried that someone might try to sneak or barge into her cabin. She was on edge from her previous encounters in Egypt. First the theft in the street, then the men from Immigration essentially breaking into her hotel room. She knew that the flimsy chair-in-front-of-the-door trick wouldn’t stop anyone.

      When she'd arrived at the train station to buy her ticket to Alexandria, she'd hovered in the shadows for most of the wait for her train, watching to see if anyone who seemed suspicious was paying attention to her. But people mainly ignored her. An older man did a double-take but then quickly looked away. She'd worn a headscarf to blend in, and her clothes were reasonably inconspicuous — loose linen pants and blouse.

      Still, as a woman traveling alone in a foreign country, she felt vulnerable.

      Abet was going to meet her in Alexandria the next morning. He had a family obligation today. Jake had texted her a quick reply that he’d gotten her message and that they’d talk more in person.

      Now, reassured that she was safe on the train, her lack of sleep hit her and Jo drifted off to sleep.

      She woke two hours later when they were nearly to Alexandria.

      As she began to gather her things, Jo froze.

      Her cross-body bag that had been stolen was now sitting on the train seat beside her. She jumped up, whirled and looked around. The few people seated nearby quickly looked away.

      Excuse me?” she said to a man across the aisle. He shifted uncomfortably but met her eyes. She held up the bag. “Did you see anyone leave this in this seat?”

      He shook his head. Jo wondered if he understood what she asked or was just trying to get rid of her and stop her from talking to him.

      She asked a few more people and was met with silence or heads shaking.

      Peering at the door to the other train compartments, she wondered if it would be worth asking other people, but just then there was an announcement that they were pulling into the train station.

      It was only after she disembarked and sat down on a bench with a map to get her bearings that Jo examined the cross-body bag. It had been cut off her body when the woman had stolen it, but now when she looked at the strap, the leather had been repaired, sewn back together with neat, careful stitches. Looking around first to see if anyone was watching, Jo unzipped the top of the bag and began withdrawing the contents, placing them on the bench seat beside her.

      Her sunglasses. Her lip balm and hand lotion. Her camera. A protein bar. A pack of gum. Everything was there. Even the twenty dollars. Huh.

      And then, as Jo reached inside the depths of the bag, her fingers felt something else lodged at the bottom. Something that hadn’t been there before. She pulled out a small, thick piece of round canvas the size of a silver dollar. It was an embroidered patch. A small gasp escaped her lips when Jo saw the image. She whipped her head around to see if anyone had noticed, clutching the patch in her palm with her fingers tightly closed around it. When she saw that saw nobody was paying her any attention, Jo unfurled her fingers. The patch was embroidered with an image of the head of Isis — her profile with, a golden curved rod underneath, symbolizing a snake. The goddess had the traditional cow’s horn and sun disk on her headdress and colorful beaded hair. Her nose was regal and her lips voluptuous.
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      Jo stared at the patch and then felt a prickling at the back of her neck.

      People bustled by her at the busy train station, caught up in their own lives and yet somebody on the train had followed her from Cairo. The woman who took her bag? Whomever it was, it was somebody who apparently knew why Jo was in Egypt.

      Jo carefully examined the tiny neat stitches where someone had taken the time to fix the ripped spot on the leather strap. It didn't seem like the same work as the thieves who'd broken into her apartment. Whoever had broken into her office and house hadn't cared about what they damaged. When she cleaned up, she'd found a broken candy dish and a shattered picture frame.

      What had the woman hoped to find in the bag? Not money. The camera?

      Jo flicked the cover for the SD card on the camera. It was gone. It had contained pictures she’d taken of all her maps and research about the Egyptian temples in case her actual documents were lost in her travels. She’d already loaded the images to her laptop, so nothing truly was lost. But the fact remained that now somebody else had them.

      Shoving her belongings back into the cross-body bag, she slung it over her shoulder, grabbed her backpack and set off for her hotel on foot. It was less than a mile away, and she wanted to get a feel for the city. Tomorrow, she'd be up early and visit Taposiris Magna in person.

      Walking through the streets of Alexandria, Jo felt a frisson of excitement. On these very streets, the Queen of the Nile had walked. Or maybe been carried by young men fanning her with palm leaves? And this, Jo realized, was where Cleopatra's younger brother's devious plan to win over Caesar had famously backfired when the teenage boy had produced the head of Caesar's enemy, Pompey, to the Roman ruler as a gift. But rather than be grateful, Caesar had been disgusted and saddened and shortly after that aligned himself with Cleopatra after she snuck into his chambers and seduced him.

      Jo inhaled deeply. The air had the briny scent of the nearby Mediterranean Sea combined with cardamom, coffee, and falafel. The smell of food made Jo’s stomach grumble. She veered off to a small sidewalk cart and thrust her money at the older man in exchange for a falafel and fava bean sandwich that she ate as she walked.

      In her excitement, she dialed Jake. Once again, it went straight to voicemail. He was most likely on his transatlantic flight.

      “Jake? I wish you were here. I’m in Alexandria. I’m freaking out a little. Cairo was great, of course, but this was Cleopatra’s home! Did you know it was once one of the greatest cities in the world? The only city bigger and richer was Rome.” She paused for breath. “Yes, I am fully nerding out — oh my God! I can see the fort where the lighthouse was. I can’t believe I’m seeing one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Oh man. And the water, it’s so blue. Better go now. This call might be costing me a fortune. Hurry up and get here already, Parrish!”

      She hung up and continued, walking wide-eyed through the city center. She’d wished she’d brought a better scarf instead of the flimsy pink one on her head so she could fit in with the local Muslim women and not stand out like the tourist she was. She stopped and bought a giant scarf and wrapped it around her head and then felt more incognito, which was how she wanted to feel after being targeted in her home town and in Egypt. However, dragging a suitcase behind her and clunking along the street didn’t help her case, either.

      When she reached her hotel, she realized it was basically a hostel. A tiny room with a bunk bed. The bathroom had mismatched tiles and exposed green piping sticking out of rough patches of plaster in the wall, but it was clean and didn’t appear to have bugs. And frankly, she’d slept in worse in North Dakota as a kid.

      She remembered the story well. A family vacation to see the famous heads of Mt. Rushmore. After a long day of driving and then visiting the site, her parents had found the hotel they'd booked. Back then there were no online bookings – and most places weren't online anyway – so they'd resorted to looking up hotels in the phone book. They'd called, and booked over the phone. The employee's description, however, had failed to mention the dead cockroaches that had been hastily brushed behind the bathroom door, as well as the flimsy lock and broken down full-sized refrigerator with its door hanging off that stood ominously at the end of the beds. They'd slept in sleeping bags until about two in the morning when her mother couldn't take it anymore and packed them up to start driving home.

      She hoped she hadn’t been duped by the fancy name of this Egyptian hotel. The Alexander the Great House, had been a steal for $20 a night. It was a goofy name, but so far it had lived up to it.

      Especially when she drew the curtains. Holy smokes. There it was — the Mediterranean Sea. Blue for as far as she could see. Awesome.

      Jo set up her laptop while perched on the edge of the bottom bunk bed and searched through her bag for the small embroidered patch. Propping it up on the pillow so she could see it as she typed, Jo looked it up. It was vaguely familiar, but never in a million years did she think she’d be able to guess what it was.

      Twenty minutes later, she'd discovered that the image that was on the patch was the symbol of the Daughters of Isis. She'd never heard of the organization, so she continued searching, but she couldn't shake the feeling that she was being watched.

      Jo thought back to the women in Tahrir Square who had taken her bag.

      She had to assume the older woman was a decoy and accomplice in the robbery.

      Maybe the two women had felt bad when they realized Jo wasn’t some rich tourist and that’s why they returned her bag and money. But it still didn’t explain why they left that patch inside and took the SIM card. They hadn’t seemed to wish her harm. The patch clearly had to be some sort of message. But what had they been looking for in the first place?

      Jo was nearly certain that the crimes — the two burglaries back home and the robbery in Cairo — were not connected. They were too abrupt, too obvious. Both parties wanted something related to her research and notes on Cleopatra. That was too much of a coincidence to be unrelated. The fact that the first group had broken and entered into her apartment, trashed everything, and stole research and the second group – this Daughters of Isis, if the patch was indicative of the culprits – merely took her pack, rifled through it, and returned it was too dissimilar to point to a singular group.

      That meant two people — or two groups — were after her, or after something she possessed. They’d taken her notebooks and research, but was that it? Were they after something more?

      It was apparent it was all connected to her hunt for Cleopatra. But were they interested in her findings, her research, or her theories on Cleopatra's tomb? Were they searching for gold or riches? Or something else?

      The sun was growing low, and although she wasn't super hungry after her falafel and fava sandwich Jo also didn't think it would be wise to wait for dark to go hunting for food in the darkness of a new city. Especially not after her Cairo experience, so she headed out to look for some food to bring back to her room for a late dinner.

      Outside her hotel, Jo paused, looking around at the beautiful exotic city. She decided to head toward the waterfront, and it turned out to be the right call.

      She was soon armed with a large, fragrant, paper-wrapped bundle containing a fava bean dip, Baladi bread, and a squid dish with tomato, onion, chili, and cilantro. It was growing darker, and Jo was beginning to feel the excitement, curiosity, and adrenaline of travel set in, so she walked the few blocks back to her hotel.

      Jo settled into her room and scarfed down the food while she read over the notes and documents and from her phone and the maps she’d downloaded, trying to figure out just what these Daughters of Isis people now knew.

      She assumed that at this point all they knew – all they could know – was that Jo had a theory that Cleopatra was buried in one of seven nearby temples. If they were bright, they might be able to determine that Jo had some theories as to why she’d been buried there, but there was not much else she’d left them with.

      Nothing on that SIM card revealed that she’d narrowed her choices of cities down to Taposiris Magna, and nothing on the card or her notebook revealed that she had some theories about where in the city she’d look, as well.

      After a while, Jo turned off the lights and crawled into bed, sleepy. But sleep eluded her. Instead, she lay awake in the dark feeling suddenly lonely and a little apprehensive for another two hours before falling asleep.

      Jake can’t get here soon enough.
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      The next morning Jo was waiting at the train station with two large coffees and a bag of Egyptian pastries when Jake stepped off the train.

      Jo didn't try to hide her smile and rushed over to kiss him on the cheek.

      She drew back, her cheeks getting hot, but before she could speak Jake leaned in and kissed her long and hard, right on the lips. Jo forgot about the cups of coffee and the bag mashed between them until Jake pulled away and searched her eyes.

      “I…” he began, but she interrupted him by handing him one of the coffees and the bag. “Here you go. I’m pretty sure I found the only donuts in Alexandria.

      Jo turned before he could see her flushed cheeks. Holy smokes. He’d just kissed her and boy, was it some kiss. Like fireworks-exploding-kiss. She was completely disoriented and felt a little weak. She needed time to compose herself. By the time they exited the train station, she felt normal again and turned to him with a broad smile.

      “I’m so happy to see you.”

      Every word was true.

      “Me, too.” His voice was quiet.

      She quickly gulped some coffee and then scanned the streets.

      “We can go straight to your hotel to dump your gear or I can give you a quick tour of the waterfront,” she said.

      “Um, I don’t really have a hotel. In my rush, I…”

      Awkward. “Oh.” Also awesome.

      She thought for a minute. “Let’s go to my room, dump your gear, then we’ll grab some real food,” She gave the half-eaten pastry in his hand a smirk. “We have some time before we have to meet Abet. He’s our interpreter. He said he’s hired a car to take us to the site this afternoon. I can hardly wait.”

      Over lunch at a seaside café with the table overlooking the Mediterranean Sea, Jo and Jake ate a cheese and meat fondue with baguette-type bread she while she explained her theory about Taposiris Magna and how she’d come to that conclusion after seeing the stele in the Cairo museum.

      “You’re on to something, Bennett,” Jake said, shaking his head as he looked at the notes she’d been scrawling on napkins. “It all makes so much sense.”

      “We just need to find something – anything – to place Cleopatra at Taposiris during her lifetime, and I think we can convince the minister to grant us an excavation permit. I mean, there’s enough connection to convince me that she was there – that she still is there – but it’s not at all a common theory, so we’ll need some hard evidence.”

      Jake broke off another piece of bread, dipped it into the fondue and smiled. “And we’ll get it. You’ll get it, Jo.”
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      Jake and Abet hit it off like old college buddies reunited. Apparently, Abet had family in Texas and seeing Jake’s Dallas Cowboys baseball cap made them instant best friends. Jo rolled her eyes as they talked about football.

      Abet only carried a backpack and said they should go straight to meet their driver at the city center.

      An Arabic man wearing a long, dress-like thawb leaned against a beat-up old white Volvo.

      He grunted at Abet. They spoke for a few seconds while Jake and Jo waited nearby. He cast a few suspicious glances at the couple waiting nearby and then spit on the ground. Jo gave Abet an alarmed look, but he just winked at her.

      As they got settled into the car, Jo tried to make conversation, introducing herself to the driver and asking how he was. The man, however, ignored her – or grunted – she wasn’t sure which. Jo leaned back in her seat while he fiddled with something on the dashboard. She didn’t want to be the annoying dumb American tourist, but this dude clearly didn’t want to talk.

      As Jake and Abet settled in, reaching for seatbelts, they continued chattering away agreeably, talking American football. As they discussed the merits of zone defense and tight ends, or something that Jo tuned out, her thoughts drifted to their destination. The only thing about Jake she couldn't tune out was the pressure of his leg pressed against hers. Since Abet had insisted on sitting in the backseat to get to know Jo's friend, they'd all had to crush together into the back seat. The rear seat of the car was small, so Jo had offered to sit in the middle when Abet had climbed into the back instead of taking the empty passenger seat up front. Jo didn't question why. Maybe he knew the driver was grumpy and stand-offish.

      But now the pressure of Jake’s thigh against hers was threatening to drive her mad. So instead of thinking about Jake naked, she turned her thoughts to the temple.

      Then the car jerked to a start and Jo flew back against her seat.

      The quiet driver was suddenly a madman behind the wheel, cursing and banging on the steering wheel and honking.

      Jo clutched Jake’s knee so hard he yelped.

      “What the?” he said.

      Abet was leaning casually against his door facing them and continuing to talk about the Dallas Cowboys quarterback's injured wrist. Jo cringed as they came upon a car in front of them that was going at least twenty kilometers per hour slower than they were. More honking and yelling from the driver, and then she found herself thrown against the window as he swerved quickly into the opposing lane and then swooped back into his lane seconds before they were about to smack into a honking car coming directly at them.

      Jo felt the blood drain from her face.

      Then, to her astonishment, their driver came to a screeching halt at a traffic light when she could clearly see they had a green light. Jo whipped her head behind her, knowing that they could easily be rear-ended. Sure enough, a car was barreling toward them and most likely going to hit them.

      “The light is green!” The words flew out of her mouth before she could stop them. The driver met her eyes in the rearview mirror. There was no mistaking the dirty look he gave her.

      At the same time, another car flew through the intersection before them, obviously running their own red light.

      The driver gave her a smug look and then punched the gas, propelling them through the intersection just in time to avoid the car behind them. That driver had slammed on his brakes and came skidding to a stop right at the spot where they had just been.

      Jo's heart was racing, and she found she was clutching Jake's hand, her fingernails digging into his palm. He looked shaken as well, and his other hand was clutching the armrest on the door.

      Meanwhile, Abet was still talking about last year's Superbowl as if nothing had happened.

      “Holy smokes, Abet! What’s up with our psycho, thawb-wearing driver? I think I’m going to throw up.”

      "Thawb?" Abet answered. "Oh, close. It's a jellabiya — wider and looser than a thawb. It's the most comfortable clothing I own. When I am not working as an interpreter, it is all I wear." He turned to Jake. "You must try one on while you are here. The freedom, the comfort! Keeps you cool everywhere. You know what I mean? The best part of living in Egypt. Hands down."

      Jo sputtered. “What? I’m talking about the driving.”

      Abet laughed. “Kamil has come with the highest recommendation. I don’t get into any cars in Egypt with anyone who isn’t proven to be safe.”

      Jo tried to keep her voice down, as she was unsure if the driver understood English or not. “He stopped at a green light. He nearly got us into a head-on collision. And now he’s driving like a maniac, going more than twenty kilometers per hour over the speed limit.”

      Abet raised an eyebrow. “Speed limit?”

      “Okay, I made that last part up, but you know what I mean.”

      “He stopped at the light because lights don’t mean anything. Did you see the other car run the red light? If we had not stopped, Jake's side of the car would be completely smashed to bits. He passed the car because otherwise we might have been rear-ended by another vehicle which was going even faster than us and the car he passed. And nearly doesn’t count. What do they say in America? ‘Close only counts in horseheads and hand grenades.’”

      “Horseheads?” Jake burst into laughter. “Horseshoes!”

      Abet gave him a skeptical look. “Horseshoes?”

      "Horseheads?”

      "I admit, it never made sense to me, but what do I know? And horseshoes makes no more sense to me than horse heads," Abet said.

      “Horseshoes is a game,” Jo said. She laughed and explained.

      “Aha. Now I see,” Abet said. “So, ‘horseshoes and hand grenades.’”

      “So basically, all drivers are insane in Egypt?” Jake said.

      "They say if you can live through driving in Egypt, you can drive anywhere in the world safely."

      “Good to know,” Jo said. “But you might have to find me some Valium for our next trip. I don’t know if my nerves can take it.”

      Every time the driver passed by a car, whether it was literally passing it, or if the other car was waiting to get on the road, there was honking involved.

      Each time, it startled Jo from her thoughts.

      “What’s up with the honking?”

      "It is communication between the drivers," Abet said.

      “I thought communication had to have syntax. Grammar. Nuance.”

      Abel looked at her strangely.

      “Whatever.” She leaned her head back on Jake’s shoulder and closed her eyes. It was better that way. Otherwise, if she paid attention to the road in front of them, she was going to end up a nervous wreck by the time they got to Taposiris.

      Abet was telling Jake how Taposiris Magna was situated on the edge of Lake Mariout. He was showing a bit more of his personality to Jake, now getting worked up as he told him about how the once-freshwater lake was now a brackish pit because, during Napoleonic times, the British had destroyed a seawall and flooded the lake with water from the Mediterranean. In doing so, the resultant flooding from the seawater had destroyed over a hundred and fifty Egyptian villages. Apparently, Abet had familial ties to one of the communities that had been destroyed.

      He gave a large sigh. “I supposed it was what forced my ancestors to move to Cairo, which probably led to us being educated and not peasants.”

      Jake was indignant. Jo smiled. He’d always had a soft spot for the natives of a land who were trod on by invaders. One of the things he loved to lecture on was how Native Americans had been treated by settlers. Jo loved that passionate side of him.

      As their voices faded into murmurs in the background, Jo drifted off into her own thoughts, laying out her plan of attack once they reached the temple.

      First, she’d find the highest ground on the site and survey it from there. There was a good chance that if Cleopatra was buried there, her tomb was oriented with the way the sun rose and set so Jo would orient to that.

      Egyptians buried their people facing west, toward the setting sun, because they believed that the sun God, Ra, needed to help them reach the afterlife. They thought that the sun god set every night and was reborn every morning at dawn. They viewed sun rays as stairways to heaven.

      After surveying from the highest point, she’d make a broad circle around the temple starting at the furthest edge and moving in closer in concentric circles. Jo wasn’t sure what she hoped to find from this first visit, but she’d know it when she saw it.

      Excitement surged through her, and she tensed. It must have been evident because Jake stopped what he was saying and turned to her. "Everything okay?"

      “Just excited.”

      He smiled, and Jo suddenly wanted to lean over and kiss him again.

      What the hell was wrong with her? She was on the brink of possibly the most exciting discovery in her life and instead was thinking about kissing a guy. Lame.

      She turned away before he did, staring straight ahead out the front windshield. The landscape was whizzing by. Thankfully they seemed to be the only car on the road, so she didn’t have to fear for her life. Or at least hadn’t had to for at least twenty minutes.

      Soon they pulled off the road and onto a smaller road. The driver stopped at what appeared to be a checkpoint with a little guard shack. Jo tugged on a hat with ear flaps to guard against the hot sun and was out of the car the second it stopped. The driver and Abet got out of the vehicle and were speaking to two men who had emerged from the shack.

      Soaring above them was the temple. Jo stood in front of their car and stared, shading her eyes to see across the expanse of desert. She could see several large, free-standing pieces remaining of the massive stone walls that surrounded the temple. The tops of the walls were crumbling in places.

      Jake was soon beside her. He let out a long whistle. “Unbelievable.”

      "Right?" Jo said and turned to smile at him. He grabbed her hand, and she squeezed it tightly.

      Abet called her name, and Jo and Jake walked over to join the two uniformed men. As she approached, Jo rummaged in her bag and found the document with the Minister's signature.

      The men gave her the once-over, and then one of them reached for the paper. He read it, his lips moving and then handed it to the other man who looked at it for a brief second before nodding.

      They said something to Abet, who turned to her.

      “They said it’s closed for the day.”

      Jo threw back her shoulders, jutted out her chin and met the men’s eyes as she spoke.

      “Tell them the Minister said I could be here any time I want, and if they have a problem with it I can call him now.” She reached for her cell phone.

      After Abet relayed the information, one of the men frowned. The other glared at Jo and spit on the ground but then moved aside, muttering something.

      Abet turned to go back to the car. “Let’s go. They said we can drive up to that clearing and park there.”

      “I’ll walk,” Jo said.

      She held her breath as she strode past the two men, but they didn’t move or say anything. Soon Jake and Abet drove by in the car. She looked up in time to see Jake give a smile and little wave.

      By the time she got to the clearing, Jake had popped the trunk of the car and withdrawn some equipment he’d brought. Mainly cameras and other survey equipment. A shipment of other excavating materials was expected the next day.

      “I’m going to take some measurements of the area,” Jake said.

      Jo scanned the walls of the temple and then headed toward a tall opening in the wall. Inside, the desert floor was the same as it was outside, sand dotted with small circles of brush. But up against one side were massive stone blocks that seemed to scale up to the top of the wall in that area. The ruins.

      Her heart beating wildly in her chest, Jo reached out and touched a nearby stone. Cleopatra had been here. And might be somewhere in this temple. It was awe-inspiring.

      Jake was suddenly beside her. “Wow,” he whispered. He was snapping off some photos with a special camera.

      "I know," she said. She wanted to just stand here all day, taking it in. To imagine what it must have been like in its glory before it had begun to erode and lose out to the test of time. She quickly brushed off her fangirl thoughts and began to think like an archeologist. As she surveyed the area, it didn't take long for her to spot the first place she would surveil: a small ridge at the eastern edge of the dig site.

      “I’ll be back soon,” she said. She grabbed a bottle of water and her camera and took off.

      The sun had begun to set by the time Jo felt like she’d gotten a feel for the layout of the temple and some possible ideas about where she would start digging once the permit was granted.

      It wasn’t a matter of if, but when.

      Jake met her at the car. He handed her a pita with some sort of meat and grain stuffed inside.

      “Abet brought these.”

      Jo didn’t respond as she hungrily devoured the meal, all the while watching Jake. He had dirt on his face and sweat dripping down his temples.

      And he still looks great.

      A cool breeze swept in from the sea, and Jake leaned back and close his eyes. “Heaven.”

      She pulled her hat off and shook out her hair to catch the breeze. “You aren’t kidding.”

      The air had been still and stagnant all afternoon. The cool breeze seemed to revive them. Jo took a big slug of her water bottle and offered it to Jake. He grabbed it and chugged it all and then handed it back. “Sorry.”

      “No worries. There’s more in the trunk.”

      They made their way over to the car. She’d almost forgotten that there were two more people in their party, and she felt slightly disappointed that she wasn’t alone with Jake out here. The driver had a cloth pulled over his face and was softly snoring. Abet was curled up in the back seat, also asleep. The heat didn’t seem to bother them, and they had the windows rolled down to let in the sea breeze.

      Jake and Jo leaned against the back of the car.

      “What do you think?” Jake asked.

      “I think we start digging, and I know the first spot. Most people would tend to think royalty would want to be buried smack dab in the middle of the temple, right? And that’s exactly why Cleopatra would not be buried there.”

      “Right,” Jake said. “Wait. What?” Jake furrowed his brow.

      “This temple was built around 270 BCE by Cleopatra’s ancestor, for Pharaoh Ptolemy II as a temple to Osiris. That’s what Taposiris means: A place of Osiris.” Jake was watching her mouth as she spoke, which was oddly disconcerting, but she continued. “So, there is a good chance that there is already a tomb in the middle of the temple for the pharaoh. Cleopatra would know this. She wouldn’t want to usurp that spot. In fact, she would want to be buried in a spot that showed she was above an earthly king.

      “Because she considered herself the incarnation of the god Isis, she would want to be placed in a burial tomb that indicated she was above the earthly royalty. And one way to do that — or at least to symbolize that — would be to be buried in a tomb that was due northwest of the pharaoh’s tomb. While it isn’t physically ‘above’ the pharaoh’s tomb, it is symbolically ‘above’ and closer to the setting sun where the sun god, Ra, would come to guide her. Does that make sense?” Jo could feel her nose wrinkle as she asked the question. Even though she knew it was true, she was also hearing her theory out loud for the first time.

      "Yes!" Jake's voice rang with excitement. "Everything had to have symbolic meaning, and you're right, she would consider herself above an earthly pharaoh. Makes sense."

      “We just need to find something that places Cleopatra here during her lifetime. Anything. Any sign of her to prove to the minister we should be granted a permit to excavate on a long-term basis.”

      “You said you have limited capacity to dig on this trip?” Jake asked.

      “Two weeks, and nothing destructive. I’m not allowed to touch anything that will affect permanent structures, that sort of thing. Abet is going to hire a crew to accompany us back here tomorrow. He said it wouldn’t be worth paying them for the first day of surveying.”

      Jake nodded. “Well, I think my surveying is done. Should we call it a day?”

      Jo was about to say, ‘No way,’ when she noticed the dark circles under Jake’s eyes. He’d just flown fourteen hours from the states, gotten on a train, arrived here, and then spent the afternoon surveying in the hot sun.

      “Oh my God. You must be exhausted.”

      He gave a sheepish smile.

      “Let’s wake them,” Jo said, reaching for the door handle. “We can get a good night’s sleep and be back out here bright and early.”

      They woke their driver and translator, and the four headed back to Alexandria. She was excited, but she had to admit the cold air conditioner of the car felt better than the excruciatingly hot sun.

      By the time they returned to the city, Jake was asleep in the seat beside her. She nudged him gently and said in a whisper, “come on, Jake. We’re here.”

      He frowned and opened his eyes. “Huh?”

      “We’re back in Alexandria.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and then groaned. “I need to find a hotel room.”

      “Not tonight,” Jo said, reaching for his hand. “You’re going to stay in my room tonight. I’ve got bunk beds.”

      She led him upstairs, and he basically fell into the bottom bunk. Jo yanked off his boots and then covered him up to the chin with a thin, worn sheet she found in a cupboard. He was already snoring. She smiled.

      After getting ready for bed, she crawled into the top bunk. She couldn't stop smiling. Jake was in the bunk below her, and he was so damn cute when he was sleeping. But more than that, now that she'd seen the temple, she knew they were on the verge of finding something at the site. Something big. She just knew it.

      She couldn’t be wrong. She couldn’t afford to be wrong.

      She fell asleep to thoughts of mummified bodies walking in underground passageways at Taposiris Magna.
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      When Jo woke, Jake was standing next to the bed, grinning from ear-to-ear and thrusting a large cup of coffee toward her. Because she was on the top bunk, his face was at her eye level.

      “So that’s what you look like with your hair down.”

      Scowling, she reached for a hair binder and yanked her hair up into a quick ponytail.

      He laughed.

      "Is that coffee for me?" she said with a smile and reached for the mug. She took a big gulp before coming up for air. He was staring at her, and she realized her camisole strap had slipped, revealing some flesh. Nothing untoward, but enough to cause them both to blush.

      He turned away as she yanked it up.

      “How long have you been awake?” Jo said, trying to figure out how to climb out of the top bunk with a full cup of coffee.

      “Here, let me hold that,” Jake said, reaching for the mug as she crawled out. “Only an hour or so.”

      “Thanks. I see you found the café across the street.”

      “Yep. And I’m sorry I already ate,” Jake said, gesturing toward his bed where there was a big white bag. “But I saved you some. I picked out the healthiest thing I could. Looked like bark and seaweed so I figured you’d eat it.”

      Jo laughed. “Good job.”

      She rummaged in the bag and withdrew a hard, dark roll with seeds and green flecks. She took a big bite. "Yum. You sure know how to treat a girl, Jake Parrish."

      “I barely remember coming to bed.”

      “You were pretty out of it.”

      “Thanks for letting me sleep here,” he said. “I’ll find a place today.”

      Jo had a mouthful of her roll and had to swallow and gulp some coffee to wash it down before she could answer.

      “You could… stay here.”

      He lifted his shoulders as if he were going to shrug, but before he could protest, Jo spoke. “It would actually be doing me a favor. I’d really feel safer,” she said.

      He raised an eyebrow.

      "There's something I haven't told you yet," she continued. "I've had some weird things happen — besides the break-in back home — and I wouldn't mind having you in the room if that bed isn't too uncomfortable." Or too awkward.

      “Uh, well, I guess… um.”

      Jo hid her smile. She’d never seen Jake tongue-tied before.

      Then a terrible thought struck her: Maybe he could read her mind. Maybe he knew that she wanted him to stay for reasons other than her safety. But perhaps what was even more real was that she did just want him around. As her boss. As her friend. As her… whatever he was, she wanted him around. She hadn't realized just how big a part of her life he was until the past few days without him.

      Then his eyes grew wide as he registered what she’d said.

      “Wait? What kind of weird things?”

      She told him about getting robbed outside the museum, the strange return of her bag, and how she was convinced someone knew she was in Egypt and why she was there. She left out the part about the Daughters of Isis, mostly because she hadn’t fully processed it yet and wasn’t quite sure yet how they were involved.

      Jake’s brow furrowed as she spoke and when she was done he exhaled loudly. “Wow. Okay. I think it’s smart for me to stay here. But do you want the bottom bunk?”

      “Bottom bunk is for the punk.”

      “What?” he said.

      “Just something my friends and I would say during sleepovers.”

      Jo grabbed her clothes and toiletries and headed for the bathroom before he could see her blush. She was lying. She had no friends who said that. No sleepovers. It was something she'd seen in a pre-teen movie once. It was something she wished had been told to her by friends. She shook off that feeling of being a lonely, chubby girl and stepped into the shower. She was a badass. She was a strong, powerful, intelligent woman. She had nothing to prove.

      But in the back of her mind, she couldn't help but think what all those girls who ignored her in school would think of her now. What would they feel when they saw her face on magazine covers lauding her as the woman who discovered Cleopatra's tomb?

      Within thirty minutes, they were both downstairs in front of the hotel with wet hair waiting for Abet and their driver.

      An hour later, they were helping their new crew of ten local men unpack gear at the dig site.

      Jo was already sweating, and it was only eight in the morning. She wished she could wear her signature shorts instead of loose khakis and a loose long-sleeved blouse, but she knew the sun in Egypt was brutal. Plus, she knew the shorts would garner unnecessary attention from the crew, who she’d already caught staring at her a few times. Oh well. She’d show them she wasn’t some delicate woman. She’d work alongside them just as hard and just as long.

      Even though it seemed counterintuitive, she also knew that the more covered up she was, the cooler she’d remain. It was why the men wore dress-length single layers of clothing. She looked at Abet, who’d worn his jellabiya today, and then imagined Jake in one. She decided he’d look hot.

      Then she decided he’d look hot in anything.

      She made a mental note to research where to by one, and if women could wear them. They did look airy, light, and refreshing.

      By ten, Jo had mapped out and staked off the area she thought most promising for them to dig. It was still a rather large area. She needed to narrow it down even more.

      “It looks like they did some excavation here before,” Abet said, pointing to a spot about three feet away.

      "Yes, I read about that. Most of these sites, as you probably know, have been at least given a cursory examination at some point in the past. But most of the people doing the work were looking for the ‘big prize,' either a pharaoh's tomb or treasure or something that would put their name in the history books.

      "It's of the biggest problems we have in archeology," she continued. "We get into it dreaming about the big catches, the big finds. We're happy doing anything though because we love the job. But, of course, it costs money to do this work, and the only way to get more money is to go and ask people – universities, usually – for it. And the only way to convince them to give it to you is…"

      Abet finished her thought. “…to find something big and important.”

      “Exactly,” she said, smiling. “So, I’m not surprised this place has been worked over a bit. There’s nothing obviously valuable here.” She took out her phone and pulled up an image she’d saved of the night sky. She’d used a piece of software Patrick had helped her find that allowed her to ‘go back in time’ by reverting the stars’ and planets’ alignments and location to a specific date and time in the past. “Here’s what I found: this location seems to line up with where the Isis constellation was at the time of Cleopatra’s death. In ancient Greece, Isis was part of Sirius and part of the Egyptian holy trinity of Isis, Osiris and their son Horus.”

      He nodded.

      The foreman, a man with broad shoulders and a hooked nose named Eban, handed her the small pickaxe. “You make the first shovel.”

      She smiled. “Thank you.”

      Before she struck the ground, Jo looked up at the sky, squinted, and withdrew the ankh on its leather strap from under her blouse. Holding it between her fingers, she closed her eyes. She wasn't sure she believed in God – most of the time she did, but she had been harboring some mixed feelings about the guy for some time. But she said a prayer to whatever or whoever might be up there to help her find the tomb. Just in case.

      Without a word, she leaned over and scooped up the first shovel full of dirt.

      The crew whooped around her and then started digging on their own.

      Jo couldn’t decide which spot to stay at so she took turns between the two groups. The heat was stifling. Sweat dripped off her brow in a never-ending stream. The digging was slow going.

      Unearthing artifacts was a marathon, not a sprint.

      Everything had to be done slowly and methodically. Excruciatingly slowly. Well, excruciatingly slow to Jo. The men seemed used to it and did not appear to be in a hurry. She also knew that they were well aware they were getting paid by the day – so the longer it took to get the hole dug, the more money they’d make.

      No, she reminded herself, that’s not fair. They’re working hard, they just don’t want to overdo it.

      Shortly after lunch, Jo heard shouting over at the dig site near the pile of rubble. A group of men surrounded another man in a gray turban who was red-faced and cowering. The other men were pointing at him and yelling. Eban grabbed the man by the arm and jerked him onto the ground.

      Jo shot Jake an alarmed look, and without a word, they both ran over.

      Breaking through the circle, Jo shouted, nearly out of breath. “Stop. Stop. What is going on?”

      Abet was at her side, looking barely winded.

      “Let me talk to them.”

      Jo exhaled loudly and nodded, backing out of the circle. Jake took her arm. “What’s going on?”

      “Abet’s going to find out.”

      They stepped back from the circle. She couldn’t understand what they were saying since it was in Arabic. All Jo knew was that all these men were angry. And that the man in the middle was lucky he wasn’t being stoned. It seemed that tense.

      After a few minutes the circle parted and Eban and Abet emerged, each holding tight to the man in the gray turban’s forearms.

      When Jo met the man’s eyes, she saw sheer terror.

      It sent fear spiking through her. Her mouth was dry, and when she swallowed it seemed like a lump was stuck in her throat. What the hell is going on?

      "Ms. Bennett, this man was caught attempting to smuggle an artifact. Another man saw him put it in his pocket. Under Egyptian law, he faces a prison term with hard labor and a fine of up to 50,000 pounds."

      Jo was speechless.

      Eban handed her a small ceramic statue covered in dirt. He placed it in Jo’s palm.

      She glanced down and her breath caught in her throat. It was a statue of a cat. It was about the size of a bottle of nail polish and was broken, missing its tail. Even broken, it was a valuable and exciting find. The man closed his eyes and bowed his head.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” Abet asked, prodding the man.

      The man looked up and spoke to Jo without taking his eyes off her.

      Abet translated. "He says he is very sorry. Please forgive him. His oldest daughter needs surgery. Otherwise, she may die. He was going to sell anything he found here at the temple. He took this job so he could smuggle artifacts. He said he has no excuse. His intention all along was to be a thief. His daughter's surgery will cost 8,000 pounds."

      Jo’s heart went out to the man. She held the man’s gaze as she spoke and Abet translated.

      “Tell him he will be driven back to town immediately by my driver. He is no longer employed at this dig site.”

      She paused. The man nodded and spoke.

      “He wants to know if you are taking him to the police station.”

      Jo shook her head. “No.”

      The man dropped to his knees and grabbed at the cuffs of Jo’s pants crying. Abet and Eban started to yank him back up, but Jo held out her palm. They backed up.

      She crouched down and took the man’s arms and helped him back up. Not letting go of his forearms, she continued to speak, her eyes locked on his.

      “Tell him to go to the front desk of the Happy Hotel tonight after eight. There will be an envelope waiting for him. It will contain enough money for him to pay his daughter’s medical bills, with a bit left over. Tell him I wish her a speedy recovery.”

      The man had tears running down his face as Abet led him toward the parking lot.

      Jo turned toward Eban. “Tell the other men he will be adequately punished for his transgression.”

      Eban hesitated. He was frowning. “Are you certain? I mean about your decision regarding Afrim?”

      She hadn’t even known the man’s name.

      “Yes,” she said. “I am one-hundred percent sure.”

      Eban tried to hide his smile. “Okay.”

      He turned and walked back to the other men who were still speaking angrily and spitting on the ground. After a few minutes, the men seemed to calm down and went back to work, looking for more treasures where Afrim had found the broken piece of a cat statue.

      She and Jake returned to the spot where they’d been digging.

      "How much is 8,000 pounds in U.S. dollars?" Jake asked.

      Jo shrugged. “Don’t know. About 500, 600 bucks, I guess. Why?”

      He smiled. “Let me get half.”

      She smiled back. “Thank you.” She didn’t want Jake to have to do that, but she also knew that the balance in her bank account was dwindling, starting to cause her a bit of anxiety.

      A few hours later, one of those same men whooped loudly, and Jake and Jo ran over again. This time the man held up a small piece of jewelry — a gold earring.

      The crew spent the rest of the day carefully excavating while Jo spent it documenting and testing. She was determined to follow all the rules and regulations for digging in an ancient site – she wasn’t going to let a small misstep somewhere cause her to lose the site.

      Excavations took place centimeter by centimeter in gridded trenches.

      The dig area was only ten meters square, as specified by law. Smaller was also better, as this way every inch could be documented. Some of the crew had been on dig sites before, and a few of them were even trained. She’d needed some help, so now Eban was working with her on the documentation, carefully mapping out the area and showing where the cat and earring had been found.

      At one point another piece of jewelry was found. It was a small broach or pin, shaped like a serpent. Jo heard the traditional whoop and raced over.

      Abet pointed out the piece where it lay on a small piece of tarp.

      “Unbelievable.” Jo couldn’t stop, smiling.

      “This is good, no?” Abet said.

      “It’s great,” Jo said. But she also knew every small find delayed her finding the tomb. Unearthing trinkets and Egyptian jewelry was fun and certainly an incredible find, but it wasn’t anything special to the government of Egypt. What she needed was a significant find.

      She was running out of time.

      Excavation rules in Egypt required them to not only document for artifacts found but also to record and note other clues to the environment and life at the time, such as animal bones and seeds that may indicate the diet of the people who lived and were buried at the site. She explained all this to Abet.

      "Aha," Abet said. "So, you are saying that while this is good, two weeks may not be enough time."

      He walked away before Jo could answer. She hated hearing it out loud.

      Because he was right.

      But still, the find filled Jo with hope. If they could at least show that the piece of jewelry was from the same time period that Cleopatra had lived, that meant that Jo’s theory was still very viable, even more viable than before.

      Yet Jo would still need more proof if she was going to get the Minister to approve the permit.

      Dusty and sweaty after the sun had set, she called it a night and she and Jake piled into the backseat of the Volvo. Abet sat up front with the driver.

      Formalities had apparently been ditched in the lingering heat. The thought of the three of them squeezing in the back had been distasteful to more than just Jo apparently. As much as she had liked her thigh pressed up against Jake’s the day before, right now all she wanted was to not be touched until she’d showered. The thought of contact on her hot, sticky skin made her skin crawl.

      But she kept her mouth shut. She was going to be the last one to complain on this dig. After all, it was a dream come true. That didn’t mean a shower wouldn’t feel heavenly, though.

      Both she and Jake were quiet on the drive back to the city. The two men up front kept a low chatter in their own language. Jo recognized a word here and there — something to do with politics. She tuned it out.

      With plans to meet again bright and early the next morning, Jake and Jo said goodbye to the men in front of the hotel. After a quick discussion with the hotel desk clerk to make arrangements for the money to be left for Afrim, they headed upstairs.

      Jake froze as they approached the door to their room.

      “Jo? Hold on.” He reached an arm behind him with his palm open. Jo froze. “Did you close the door all the way when we left?”

      “Yes, I’m pretty sure, why?”

      “It’s open a crack.”

      Jo was already at his side, frowning. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      She took the toe of her boot and nudged the door; it swung all the way open with a loud creak. They could see most of the room from the doorway. Everything seemed in order. That’s when Jo saw a neat stack of fresh towels on the bottom bunk.

      “Room service?” she said.

      Jake nodded but headed straight for the bathroom. “Probably. Nothing strange in here.”

      Jo shrugged. “We’ll have to tell them we don’t need room service. At least not every day.”

      She tried to remember if the room had been cleaned after her first night here. Maybe it was an every-other-day thing.

      Feeling settled once again, she yelled out, “I call shower,” then scooped up some clean clothes from her pack and plucked one of the towels off the bed.

      In the shower, Jo’s stomach grumbled. After they ate dinner, she was going to hop on her laptop to study the pictures of the piece of jewelry found today and compare it to pieces worn by Cleopatra and the citizens of that era. She was excited to get started, but her more primal desires would have to be sated first. She was famished.

      After they’d both showered and changed, Jo grabbed her cross-body bag and jutted her chin at the door. “Let’s eat.”

      This time, their wanderings led them to a different restaurant on the waterfront.

      The table was in the corner away from the other diners.

      Soft Persian music filtered out of hidden speakers and the entire patio was strung with small white lights. The tables were dotted with candles casting everything in a warm, flattering glow.

      Jo suddenly wished she'd brought something nicer than cargo pants and a tank top to wear to Egypt. Jake had shaved, and his hair was still a little damp. It was brushed back, and his white button-down shirt seemed dressy in the candlelight.

      “After dinner, I’m going to search online and find proof that the earring found today was from Cleopatra’s time,” Jo said, her voice brimming with excitement.

      Jake smiled at her. “I have no doubt.”

      When the server came, Jake took charge. Jo liked that. She was so used to being the bossy one her whole life. The decisive one. She typically preferred to order her own food, but it was rather cute that Jake wanted to, so she let it slide. He was sweet and deferential about it, asking her permission first.

      Jake asked the server what her favorite dish was. "We want what you like if that's okay?"

      The woman smiled and smoothed her black apron. “I know the perfect thing,” she said.
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      “What’s this called again?” Jake said, taking the last bite of some Egyptian version of macaroni and cheese combined with lasagna.

      “Macaroni Béchamel,” the server said. Her brow creased. “Do you not like it?”

      “I love it,” he said.

      She smiled and finished filling up their wine glasses. “More wine?”

      “Absolutely,” Jo said.

      During the meal, Jo and Jake reminisced about their near-death experiences in the Temple of the Snakes, a long-lost hidden Egyptian temple in the middle of Arizona. They’d run into some terrifying people there, people who’d not wanted the secret to get out. And, as was typical with those sorts of people, they had other secrets they were hoping to hide as well.

      Jo and Jake had done their best to prevent the situation from getting out of hand, but considering Jo had, at one point, ended up bound and tied on the floor of a cave, she figured they’d failed at the ‘not getting out of hand’ part.

      “You are a badass,” Jake said suddenly.

      Jo nearly spat out her wine. She spluttered, "Me?"

      “Oh yeah," Jake said, nodding. "I was scared to death to go into that tunnel of water, but you hopped right in. Like it was nothing."

      Jo gave a wan smile, but she could vividly recall the terror she’d felt in that moment, deep beneath the earth in the Arizona desert. “I actually have a deathly fear of water. I’d call it a real phobia actually. That might have been one of the most difficult few seconds of my life, so for you to see it as heroic just seems a little jarring.”

      Jake leaned forward. “I didn’t say heroic,” he joked. “You were a huge mess. I’m actually glad I was there to comfort you.” He winked at her. “But it makes you even more of a badass. You faced a huge phobia to do that on top of just normal fear about it.”

      He shook his head and smiled. “You’re something else, Bennett.”

      Jo hid her embarrassment by taking a large gulp of her water.

      “What do you think caused your phobia about water?” Jake asked.

      “I know exactly what caused it.” Her voice lowered a bit, and she hadn’t intended to sound so intense.

      “Do you care to share?”

      She swallowed. She’d never told anyone the story before. What the hell? Jake was the best friend she’d ever had. She looked around. They were the only two people left on the patio.

      They’d killed one wine bottle and were partway through a second one. Jo couldn’t remember the last time she’d had that much to drink.

      But then it came to her: the night at the cabin in Arizona.

      The kiss with Jake. The one he “forgot” the next morning.

      “So?” Jake said, bringing her back.

      She took a deep breath.

      "First off," she said. "I was always ‘big-boned' – as Grandma Nelson used to say. Which is code for ‘you're fat.' So, when my mom insisted that I pack my bathing suit for summer camp, it was the last thing on earth a 13-year-old overweight girl wanted to do. I didn't want anyone to see my baby fat — which is just code my mom used for ‘you're chubby.' I packed it, but I was going to do anything — make up any excuse — to get out of the swimming we were supposed to do every day after lunch.”

      Jo told Jake that driving to camp, she imagined most of the other girls her age would be svelte blonde girls with shiny hair and perfect teeth and lean bodies.

      She was right.

      Every day after lunch the kids at camp had pool time. The goal was for them to be able to swim the length of the pool on the last day of camp. One by one the other kids did it. When it got close to Jo’s turn, she was so nervous she was shaking. The kids were already starting to laugh as she got into the shallow end. She began to traverse the pool by propelling herself along in some awkward combination between dog paddling and frog swimming. It was slow going, but she eventually made it to the other side, exhausted.

      That’s when she realized she had to go all the way back, too.

      At this point her arms and legs ached, and her lungs burned. The kids were all laughing at the chubby girl who couldn't swim.

      Giving it all she had, she took a deep breath and pushed off from the wall. But she sank straight to the bottom. As her feet touched the concrete floor ten feet underwater, she began to panic.

      She flailed her legs, but nothing happened. Then she ran out of air. Although her legs and arms flailed, she made no ground. The edge of her vision began to close in around her. The next thing she knew, she was lying on the pool deck coughing up water. A cute yet overzealous camp counselor was pushing on her chest and then bent down to lock his lips on hers. He blew into her mouth hard, and the air filled her stomach. More puke and water rocketed up out of her belly spewing into his face and open mouth. He leaned back and gagged as the kids — who now realized she wasn't dead — began to laugh and jeer.

      Even though that had been the last day of summer camp, she was certain she would carry her new nickname with her forever. Hot Lips.

      When she was finished, she looked up at Jake.

      “I didn’t know,” he said it in a quiet voice.

      “Nobody does. You’re the first person I’ve told.”

      He reached over and took her hand in his. “Thank you for trusting me with that story.”

      He hid a smile.

      “I didn’t know it was a funny story.”

      “Oh, it’s not,” Jake said quickly. “I’m laughing at what I’m thinking.”

      “Do tell.”

      “I was just thinking about how jealous I was of that lifeguard. ‘Hot lips.’”

      Jake was staring at her intently, no longer smiling or laughing.

      Jo smiled back and tossed her hair. She began an internal dialogue with herself, scolding herself for her behavior and then defending it:

      Oh my God. Am I flirting? Yes, why yes, I am, in fact flirting. What of it?

      “I was just thinking… you are… well, there’s no other way to put it, really damn beautiful,” Jake said, his voice slurring slightly. “I mean I’m not talking about just how you look, even though, whew, I know I’m not the only guy who thinks this. I’m talking about you. Like who you are. What you are. Everything.”

      Jo couldn’t hide her smile. He liked her. He really liked her. The kiss wasn’t some drunken, horny play. Then again, she had to ask herself how much of this was the wine talking.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” Jo said.

      “You know when we were… on the porch that one night and had been drinking…”

      Oh my god. He does remember?

      “Yes?” Jo asked, thinking ‘Say it.’ The kiss you forgot?

      “I really wanted to…”

      “You did.”

      “What?”

      “What?”

      Before either of them could answer, the server came with the bill.

      After they paid, Jake looked at her with hooded eyes.

      “You did. That night. We did.”

      “What? We did what?” He looked alarmed.

      “Just kissed.”

      “Oh.”

      “So, it’s great. We already got that awkward first kiss out of the way,” she said.

      He was quiet for a second and then said, “What now?”

      “We go back to our room.” Even saying ‘our’ sent a thrill through her.

      Jake reached across the table and took her hands in his.

      “Jo?”

      Her heart thudded in her chest. “Yes?”

      “You know that I’m your direct supervisor, right?”

      She shrugged. "Sort of. Maybe. In a way. Depends on how you look at it."

      “No, I… I am. Your boss.”

      Inwardly, she cringed. She hated the sound of that. And the meaning of it. She could see where this conversation was going.

      “That’s debatable. I’m currently on an unapproved sabbatical.”

      “I like you a lot,” he said.

      She pulled her hands out of his grasp. “I like you a lot too, Jake. What’s your point?” Her voice was harsher than she’d intended. She could tell by the small grimace that flashed across his face.

      “I’m technically your boss.”

      “So?”

      “You know… Me too?”

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” Jo said. “You know I like you, too. We’ve already kissed once.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She blushed. She did. They were on the verge of more. So very close.

      “I’ll quit.” She winked and smiled to lighten the tension, but Jake didn’t bite. He shook his head.

      “I think we need separate rooms is all I’m saying,” he said.

      Jo was feeling heady. He did want her. The same way she wanted him.

      Instead of answering, she stood and leaned over to him, grabbing both his hands and pulling him to a standing position. Then she pulled him even closer, so their bodies were pressed against one another and their faces mere inches away.

      “Jo?” He groaned her name in protest.

      “Jake.” She said it as she pressed her lips against his.

      “I’m serious,” he said, pulling away. “We can’t stay in the same room. The university will know. I mean I’m supposed to submit all my receipts, etc. And even so, it’s just not ethically, right for us to…”

      “For us to what?” Jo said, her lips touching his. “This?”

      He didn’t protest. She drew back and took his hand, leading him through the streets back to the hotel.

      The walk back took way too long. As soon as they unlocked the door, without even turning on the lights she pulled him inside and pushed him up against the wall, and they resumed what they'd started at the restaurant.

      She was leaning down to meet his lips when he reached for the binder that kept her hair in a ponytail. She was about to bat his hand away when there was a sound that made her blood run cold.

      The hiss of a snake.

      It was unmistakable.

      It wasn’t just the hiss of any old snake, either, it was that odd exhalation-growling sound distinctive to the Egyptian cobra.

      Jo had never been afraid of snakes until she’d fought an oversized one in the bowels of the earth in Arizona.

      She'd had nightmares about the giant creatures for weeks afterward. That odd growling exhalation hiss had embedded itself in her memory.

      Jake froze underneath her. His hands gripped her wrists tightly. “Don’t move,” he breathed the words under his breath.

      The snake hissed again. It was to their left. On the floor. Without turning her head, she strained to see anything in that direction. That's when she saw it in the moonlight. It was standing up a foot high, displaying its iconic hood. It wasn't a giant cobra, but its size wasn't anything to sneeze at, either. And, really, size didn't matter. Even a small cobra likely had enough venom in its fangs to fell an elephant, inducing imminent death within hours. A person would be lucky to last 15 minutes.

      Her hand, while gripping the side of the bunk bed, felt something metallic. The rim of the trash can. She had seconds to act. And she’d be using her left hand. She was right-handed, but she had to try.

      “I’m going to grab this trash can and try to trap it.”

      Jake froze at her words.

      “Don’t worry, cobras can’t really hear ambient noise,” Jo said. “He, or she, smells us, so talking won’t matter much.” She was straining to watch the snake. It was weaving. It hissed again.

      The growling dog sound send chills down her spine. Now or never. She imagined it: she would lift the can and then in a swooping arc come down over the snake’s head.

      But just as she was about to pick up the trash can, Jake had grabbed her shoulders and flung her against the wall behind him, then leaped off the bed, landing with a scream and a thud. She was right behind him, screaming and flailing and hoping by some miracle she’d manage to startle and stun the snake, then grab the snake by its neck and hold its fangs away from them. Or, at the very least, find its tail and fling it across the room.

      She landed on the floor at the same time the lights flickered on. The first thing she saw was Jake, standing against the wall by the light switch with a wild look in his eyes.

      The second thing she noticed was the snake.

      It was on the floor between them, reared up and facing Jo, and she heard it growl again.

      Right before it lunged.

      The snake became a bronze blur as it struck. She tried to move, tried to dodge out of the way, but it was like she was drunk. Her movements had nearly no speed compared to the snake’s, and she could only flit her eyes downward as the snake moved in. It hit; she felt wetness on her shoulder. Her vision seemed to right itself back from slow motion just as the snake rubber-banded back to its original position on the floor.

      She reached up to her shoulder, feeling for the bite marks. No… she thought.

      And then she began to laugh.

      Jake’s mouth was wide, and he looked like he’d seen a ghost.

      Jo’s laughter quickly turned into hysterics as the snake struck again.

      With a tremendous roar, Jake leaped toward them and grabbed the snake by the tail, flinging it against the wall. It landed heavily and then slithered quickly into the bathroom. He rushed over and slammed the bathroom door. He was at Jo’s side in an instant, a look of horror on his face as he reached for his phone on the nightstand.

      His eyes searched Jo’s body. She had taken her shirt off when they’d entered the room and was now kneeling on the floor in just her bra. She blushed. By then she had caught her breath. Her entire body was shaking.

      “Sorry. I don’t —”

      “Shh,” Jake said, his hand shaking a bit as he looked for the bite marks.

      “No, it’s… it’s okay. I’m sorry I laughed. I don’t know what came over me. Shock, I think.” She grabbed Jake’s wrist and pulled it away. “Um, it didn’t bite me. It’s been defanged.”

      Jake sat back, also kneeling, then he closed his eyes and slumped against the wall. She crawled over into his lap and then started to cry. They were tears of every emotion, all at once. Joy, relief, anger, frustration, confusion. And more relief. Jake is here, she told herself. Jake’s here, and that means I’m okay.

      She wiped away her tears that were soaking his chest.

      "I'm sorry for being such a baby," she said. "It just scared the bejesus out of me. I think I lost it there for a second. I — I was going to put the trashcan on it, and then you — you came in, and everything was a blur."

      “Sorry,” Jake whispered.

      She wiped her tears and sat up straight. Jake was shaken. He kept shaking his head.

      “Say something,” Jo pleaded.

      “I don’t know,” he said, shaking his head again.

      Jo leaned over and kissed his forehead. “It’s okay. It’s okay. What don’t you know?”

      “Maybe we should go home.”

      “Why?” Jo asked in earnest.

      “Someone clearly wants you dead. It’s not worth it.”

      Jo stood up and pulled on her pants and a top. She reached for the room phone, but before she picked it up, she said, "No. They don't. If they wanted me dead, I have a feeling I'd be dead. Whoever they are, they're just trying to scare me."

      “Right,” Jake said. “So why put a defanged cobra in the room?”

      “Like I said, they’re trying to scare me.”

      “They’re trying to get you to back out, to change your plan.”

      “I won’t,” Jo said. “I won’t change it.”

      “I know,” Jake replied. “So this cobra thing is just sending a message. ‘Leave now, or it only gets worse.’”

      She thought about that for a moment, then shrugged. Her mind was set. I’m not changing my plans. “They can try to scare me,” she said, but she could hear her voice wavering just a bit.

      Then she dialed “0” and waited for the attendant to answer. “I’m in room 213. There’s a cobra in my bathroom. It’s defanged, but you’re going to need to find someone to come get it.”

      Jake was standing now and throwing his clothes into his rucksack. “Tell them we’re checking out.”

      "Oh, and we'll be checking out. Immediately. I'm sure you understand."

      She hung up and nodded toward the closed bathroom door. “I think we should just leave our toiletries and buy new ones. Whaddya think?”

      She winked, grabbed her backpack and opened the door to the hall.

      He was right behind her. “Good plan.”
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      Jake paid for them to have adjoining suites at the Marriott. Jo frowned when she heard him explain it to the desk clerk.

      Upstairs, he plopped his bag down on one bed and hers on the bed in the other room.

      As soon as he turned to go back into the other room, Jo grabbed her bag and followed, pointedly plopping it on the bed beside his.

      “I’m having a sleepover tonight.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      She grabbed him by his hips and pulled him toward her.

      He groaned but pushed her away.

      “Jake?”

      “Jo, I’m pretty shaken up by everything tonight. I think maybe I just need to go to sleep. No offense. Believe me, any other time… but I’m still jetlagged and frankly, not sure it should be like this the first time…”

      Jo smiled widely and pulled off her top.

      “Jo!”

      But before he could say anything else, she'd yanked a big U of A shirt on and reached over and pulled back the covers on the bed. "Feel free to join me. I'm an excellent snuggler."

      The next morning Jo woke, curled up against Jake’s warm body. Her head rested on his shoulder. The first thing she thought about was how well they fit together.

      Her next thought was crap! She jumped up. The sun was shining brightly into their room. They hadn’t drawn the curtains the night before. One glance at the bedside clock told her what she feared — they’d overslept.

      Jake mumbled something in his sleep and rolled over as Jo sprinted for her pants and then rummaged in the pocket for her phone. Four missed calls from Abet.

      Great.

      She stepped into the adjoining room and called him back.

      “I’ve been calling every hotel in town. Nobody has you checked in anywhere.”

      Oh no. Jake used his name.

      Abet continued. “I was about to call the embassy when the maid at your hotel said something about a cobra extraction this morning. So, then I started calling the hospitals. I was just now going to call the embassy, the Minister… anyone and everyone.”

      “First, I’m so sorry. We were up late sorting through the whole snake thing — that's another story I'll tell you later. And then we overslept. We're checked in under Jake's name, so that explains the confusion. And, second, I'm touched you were worried."

      Abet grumbled. “If you die, I don’t get paid, right?”

      Jo laughed. “Whatever, tough guy. Just admit you were worried because you sort of like me. I mean we are friends, right? You did say I reminded you of your daughter.”

      “Fine. I was worried. Like a parent would worry. I have enough to worry about with my own children, I don’t need to worry about anyone else.”

      “Fair enough,” Jo said. “Do we still have a driver?”

      As she spoke, she pulled on her pants and top.

      He must have placed his hand over the receiver. She heard some muffled voices. “He says yes, as long as you pay him from when he was supposed to pick you up this morning.”

      “That sounds fair. We’re at the Marriott. Give us thirty minutes, okay?”

      She hung up as she walked into the room. Her voice woke Jake who sat up and seemed as startled as she had. He raked a hand through his messy hair. “What time is it?”

      He glanced at the clock and moaned.

      “It’s fine. Abet will be here in thirty minutes. Let me brush my teeth and then I’ll rummage us up some coffee and meet you downstairs.”
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      On the drive out to the dig site, Abet listened to Jo's story about the cobra with a furrowed brow.

      “No fangs?”

      “No.”

      “I can only think of one person who would know where the snake came from.”

      Jo’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s brilliant. I would have thought defanged cobras were something you can get at Walmart out here.”

      Abet frowned.

      “Never mind. We can go there tonight.”

      He scoffed. “There is no ‘we.’ I will go.”

      Jo was unhappy but not deterred. “We’ll see.”

      “Jo…” Jake said.

      “You don’t know my people.”

      “You’re right,” she said just as brightly. “I’m just a tourist.”

      “Yes. You are.” He said and scowled. Her bubbly attitude seemed to irritate him. Something she was perfectly aware of.

      “What I do know,” she said, “is that whoever did this didn’t want me dead or they would’ve put a cobra with fangs in my room, right? I mean, I am just a tourist, but it would seem that procuring a cobra without fangs would be much more difficult than getting ahold of one with fangs. Right? Correct me if I’m wrong?”

      Abet scowled again.

      “So, I am right?”

      He shook his head without answering.

      “I think I’ve made my point,” Jo said to Jake.

      “As you always do.”

      She gave him a sharp glance. Is he messing with me? But he winked, and she relaxed.

      Jo was about to tell Abet about the robbery in Cairo when they pulled up to the guards at the temple. The crew was resting in the shade of one of the remaining structures.

      “I suppose they all get paid from eight this morning as well.”

      “But of course,” Abet said with a grin as he hopped out.

      “Fine.” Jo was angry with herself. Her savings were dwindling. She had twelve days to find something that would convince not only the Minister to grant her the excavation permit but also convince the university to fund her dig long-term.

      Jake read her mind. “You know I’m on your side. I’ll do whatever I can to get your funding, but ultimately it’s going to be in the hands of the provost.”

      “I know.”

      They spent the rest of the day excavating. It was close to six in the evening when Jo took her first break, slumping against a mound of sand and munching on a wadded-up protein bar she’d taken out of her pants pocket, washing it down with warm water from her canteen.

      She wiped a rivulet of sweat that was threatening to drip into her eyes and searched for Jake’s form. She spotted him over by a tiered stack of stone blocks. He was overseeing the digging at that spot.

      Two other groups were between them. As she stood, she saw a commotion at one of them, the closest one to her. She heard excited voices and dropped her canteen and ran.

      Jake began to run from the other direction.

      Abet was there and translated. “It’s a small chest.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. That meant there was a good chance whatever was inside would be well-preserved. This area got little rainfall, but the little that did fall always found its way into underground nooks and crannies, collecting and pooling around anything that didn’t belong, anything man-made. Water could break down even the hardest of materials in as little as a few years, so to find a chest like this that was still sealed was miraculous. It was an archeologist’s dream.

      “Everyone, move away,” Jake said.

      Jo leaned forward. In the small pit was the edge of a gilded box.
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      It was already dark, and they were working by lamplight by the time the box was completely unearthed and set on a nearby tarp.

      Jo was exhausted, ravenous, and trembling with excitement when she leaned forward and with a gloved hand lifted the clasp on the lid.

      It seemed as if nobody breathed as they waited to see what was inside.

      The interior contents seemed to glow as the lid was raised.

      Gold. Shiny gold coins.

      “Egyptians didn’t mint gold coins until the Late Dynastic period,” Jake said.

      Jo knew what he meant. They could have been minted during Cleopatra’s reign.

      “And these look much newer than those early coins,” he added.

      Jo gasped when she realized what they were. She reached in, brushing her fingers over the top layer of them, feeling the cold, damp metal. They felt alive beneath her hand, as if she could sense the living history of these coins, the weight of the stories they carried. Where had they come from? Why were they here?

      She thought she was going to start crying.

      No one spoke. To Jo, it seemed as though everyone’s attitude had just shifted. As if before this moment, everyone on the dig was there for the paycheck, to appease her. To prove to her that there was nothing to see here.

      In a way, she had felt like that herself.

      Now, everything was different. Everything had changed. This was real, this was incredible. They had just unearthed an unbelievable find, one that would rewrite at least some part of the history books.

      She could sense the awe and excitement of the team.

      Team.

      And that was it. They’d just become a team. Before they were just a collection of men and a woman, all pulled together as a work crew. They may have not believed in her, Jake, and the dig, but they did now. They were a team, brought together by the unmistakable importance of an incredible find.

      She grabbed a coin and held it up. The man who had found the chest came closer, holding up a lamp. Together, they examined the round gold object.

      One side of the coin featured a bulbous, elongated shape, with two protrusions on either side, pointing upward. The headdress of Isis, Jo thought. Her hands began to shake.
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      Could it really be true?

      She turned the coin over in her hand. On that side, as plain as day, was a woman’s profile.

      No way. Jo’s hand began shaking more, and she steadied herself. She brought it closer to her face. The symbol on the coin’s face was clearly the profile of a woman. A sharp, nearly hooked nose, a thin neck, her hair braided.
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      Yes. It is.

      It was unmistakable who the woman was — Cleopatra. These were coins from Cleopatra’s time, from just after Caesar made her Queen of Egypt in 48 BC. She had made the coins in Alexandria, the seat of her empire, up until 30 BC.

      “Jo,” Jake said, his voice barely a whisper, “this is big.”

      She felt her knees wobbling. Jake was there, eyes wide. Still, no one spoke.

      This was the evidence she needed to garner the excavation permit. These coins tied Cleopatra to this temple.

      She stared at the find for another ten minutes, the men behind her finally losing interest and getting on with their duties.

      After securing the find and making sure the temple was well-guarded overnight by the guards, they packed up and returned to town.
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      Back at the hotel, Jake stuffed his face with some crackers he’d found at a corner store the day before, showered, and then fell into bed. Jo frowned. She’d wanted to celebrate the find with a bottle of champagne.

      But his eyes were closed, and he wasn’t moving.

      Oh my God. She thought. We were so close. But they had been thwarted by a snake.

      Seemed there was always something getting in the way.

      “My love life was thwarted by a cobra,” Jo said aloud, shaking her head. “I guess most people can’t say that.”

      Jake mumbled something in his sleep, in response.

      And tonight, any chance at romance was ruined by exhaustion. Oh well. They could celebrate another time. She leaned over and kissed his forehead. He mumbled again but didn’t stir.

      He was snoring within seconds. She crept into the other bedroom and closed the adjoining door. She couldn’t sleep. Not when they were this close. So close.

      She had a hunch: if these coins were the real deal; if they were not some sort of elaborate fakery, that meant she was close.

      She knew it was foolish, but she had to go back. That night. Right then.

      Glancing in on Jake, she decided to let him sleep.

      What she really wanted to do was go back to the site and examine the coins from the chest. She’d paid one of the crew members to stay the night there, acting as overnight guard. He’d assured her of that. But she was worried it wasn’t enough.

      She dialed Abet. No answer.

      Throwing on her clothes, she grabbed her bag and crept out the door to the soft sounds of Jake snoring.

      Downstairs, she asked the desk clerk about a cab. Within ten minutes, she was on her way to Taposiris Magna once again. Despite her exhaustion, the adrenaline of the earlier find was pushing her forward.

      "I'm delighted you called," her driver said. "It is very slow tonight. I spent much of the time taking hotel guests from the airport to hotels, but there was a sandstorm in Cairo, and flights were canceled, so it is very slow for me tonight."

      “I’m glad you were available.”

      Soon they pulled onto the road leading to the temple, and Jo immediately knew something was wrong.

      The regular guards were not at the checkpoint. The large light they’d erected near the spot where they found the chest was not on. The entire site was bathed in darkness.

      “You are expecting others here?” The driver asked. His voice was laced with concern and unease.

      “Yes.” Jo leaned forward, gripping the seat in front of her, but she couldn’t see anything in the dark. “Can you pull a little farther ahead?”

      The driver didn’t answer, but he did slowly pull forward.

      As they pulled next to the guard shack, the first thing she noticed was the blood.

      The driver must have seen it at the same time: he shoved the car into reverse, turned to look behind him and stepped on the gas pedal, sending them zooming back down the gravel road until they skidded to a stop near the guard station.

      For a second, they both sat in the driveway in silence. Jo’s heart pounding in her throat.

      She reached for her phone, but the driver was already talking urgently into his own.
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      As the sun rose, police swarmed the dig site. Jo leaned against the trunk of a police car and put her head in her hands. This was disastrous. A man was dead, and it was her fault.

      The taxi driver had left as soon as the authorities had arrived. They’d briefly questioned him and then waved him on. Jo had insisted on staying, showing the men her temporary permit.

      They’d left her there for hours, allowing her to sit in the back of the police car. She’d curled up there in its warmth for a while, but eventually became antsy and stood outside trying to see what the police were doing up the road.

      Even from the guard shack, she could see the small lump they'd covered with a sheet.

      It had to be the crew member she’d left in charge overnight.

      At one point, the police had been pointing at and measuring tiny holes near the guard shack. Someone had fired gunshots into it, but there was no blood — or dead guards — to be found.

      By morning it had been discovered that the guards had run for their lives, leaving everything behind including their phones. It had taken them an hour to reach the next town on foot through the desert where they had finally called the police to report the incident.

      They said a car had approached at high speeds, then stopped at the guard shack firing into it. The two guards had been lying on mats on the ground, napping, so they’d avoided being hit. They’d fled out a back door and ran into the desert.

      But the crew member had fared worse.

      It looked like the shooters had opened fire on him at near point-blank range, the police said.

      It was a nightmare. And on top of it all — although it seemed incredibly selfish in the face of a murder — Jo was dismayed that her dig was delayed. She was running out of time. She had only a few more days to find something to prove to the minister she was onto something big.

      It seemed like the morning couldn’t get worse.

      But then she saw Jake pull up with Abet.

      Anger flared across his face as he made his way over to her. “What the hell, Jo? Why didn’t you wake me? What is going on?”

      Jo knew he had a right to be angry, but she also knew that his anger stemmed from concern.

      She explained everything. When she was done speaking, he shook his head.

      “This is terrible.”

      Just then the police inspector came over.

      “Ms. Bennett? We need to ask you to leave as we investigate.”

      “When can we come back?”

      “We’ll be in touch.”

      Defeated, Jo climbed into the back of the car with Jake. They were silent the entire drive back to town.

      When they got to the Marriott, the desk clerk flagged them down.

      There was a message waiting from the Minister. He’d already heard the news. The two-week permit had been revoked in light of the ongoing murder investigation.
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      On the train ride back to Cairo, Jo sat morosely staring out the window.

      Jake hadn’t said a word.

      For some reason, he seemed even more upset than she was. It made her feel bad. He was hunched over with his head in his hands. She patted his back and then, in what she figured was a lame attempt to cheer him up, decided to make a joke.

      “Just think. In another week, we’ll be living the exciting life of college professors again. That “archeologist on a dig in Egypt” stuff was a little too intense for me. I’m ready for the quiet life. Work sixty hours a week, get paid for forty. You know the — .”

      Jake’s head jerked up and the look he gave her made her stop talking mid-sentence.

      “Jo?”

      She tilted her head, fear coursing through her. He looked ravaged.

      “What, Jake? Spill it. You look like your puppy just died.”

      He shook his head and closed his eyes, then opened them again.

      “When you asked me about getting your sabbatical, I didn’t really answer you, did I?”

      Jo was instantly on alert. “What? What are you saying?”

      “They didn’t grant you one. They said you were suspended for leaving without permission and for representing school business without their permission. If you miss the start of the semester, they said they’ll consider further action.”

      “You’re joking?”

      “I’m not. I’m so sorry.” He was wincing. “I’m sorry I lied.”

      Jo almost felt sorry for him, but she was still trying to absorb the news.

      “I’m not sure an omission is a lie, Jake.”

      "It is. It counts," he said, yanking at his hair. "I'm such an idiot. I thought I could come over here and help you and we'd find something and get permission from the minister, and then I could go back to the university and argue your case and then they'd grant you the sabbatical, but it all failed…"

      Jo’s mouth was open as she heard his explanation. She felt tears forming in the corners of her eyes. She reached for Jake’s hand.

      “Do you mean you came over here — flew across the world — and did all this just for me?”

      He swallowed and nodded.

      “Jake Parrish, you are a prince among men.” She held his hand and put her head on his shoulder. She yawned. She was growing sleepy from the soothing movement of the train.

      “Jake?” she said in a quiet voice.

      “Mmhhmm?” he murmured.

      “So, am I fired?”

      He didn't answer for a few seconds. He took a deep breath and then replied, "Your employment status is under review."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Before their scheduled flight back home, Jo and Jake spent an extra day in Cairo and Giza so they could visit the pyramids and the Sphinx.

      Jo tried to muster enthusiasm for the incredible sights — and she did enjoy them immensely — but when they returned back to the hotel, she said she wasn’t hungry, pulled on her pajamas, and crawled in bed to sleep. The shock of the past few days had hit her hard.

      Someone had been murdered on her excavation. Her dig permit had been canceled. And she was returning to the States without a job.

      “Jo?”

      He was standing near her bed. She hadn’t heard him come in from the adjoining room.

      She was staring straight at the ceiling. She didn’t turn to look at him.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “Can I get you anything?”

      “I’ll be fine,” she mumbled and rolled back over to face the wall with her back to him.

      Once upon a time, she'd dreamed of having Jake check on her in bed. But right then, she barely had the energy to lift her head. Any love life was out of the question.

      She held her breath for a minute until she heard his footsteps go back into the adjoining room. Then she closed her eyes, seeking sweet oblivion until the next morning when they would fly home. All she wanted to do was sleep and not think.

      The depression that blanketed her was a familiar friend.

      She knew the signs. It wasn’t the first time it had happened to her.

      The first time she had been a kid.

      A chubby, unhappy little kid.

      Now, instead of eating away her depression, she knew if she let herself wallow in it for a day or two it often got better. At least it had worked that way in the past.

      But who knew this time? After all, nobody had been murdered before because of something she did.
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      Two Months Later

      The phone rang, waking Jo from her pill-induced slumber. It was long past noon. She’d been up most of the night watching mindless fail videos starring the usual idiots trying to tempt fate. She finally popped more sleeping pills and fell asleep around dawn.

      It took a minute for the fogginess from her sleeping pills to lift, and she saw that she’d been awakened by Jake calling. She let the call go to voicemail.

      For crying out loud. Couldn’t he leave her alone? Just forget about her?

      Ten minutes later, she sat up in bed and listened to the message.

      “Jo? I did what I could, but the board of regents officially let you go at last night’s meeting.” He was quiet for a second. “I’m sorry.”

      At first, Jo didn't know what to think or say. She'd blown it big time. But she'd known from that moment on the train in Egypt that her job was on the line.

      She’d created this. And right now, she didn’t care. Right then all she felt was sorry for herself.

      And why shouldn’t she feel sorry for herself? She was alone in the world.

      An orphan. With a man in her life who was on the verge of giving up on her. A few weeks before Jake had pestered her about going with him to his family Thanksgiving. She’d pleaded a terrible cold, so he’d arrived that evening with a plate made up by his mother. She sat in her bathrobe and avoided his eyes as she ate.

      Jake’s call made it clear she couldn’t dodge him forever. Yesterday, when he’d reminded her about the regents’ meeting, he’d told her that there was a new exhibit at the science museum that he wanted to go to and hoped she could come, too.

      He wouldn’t stop. A small part of her was grateful that he didn’t give up, but the other part of her — the small dark, ugly part of her that felt sorry for herself — thought his persistence was slightly annoying. Even thinking that filled her with guilt. He was the best thing that had ever happened to her. But she didn’t deserve him. He just didn’t realize it yet.

      She clicked on her iPad and scrolled through YouTube videos, looking for another fail video to take her mind off her pathetic life.

      As she did, she saw another video in the sidebar, filled with recommendations for her based on her browsing history. It showed David Caldwell standing in front of a sphinx the size of a small car. He had a smug look on his face.

      Despite herself, she clicked on the video. It was some sort of TV interview in Cairo. She looked down at the date scrolling across the bottom of the screen. It had been put together and uploaded this morning.

      “It is my destiny to find Cleopatra’s tomb…” Caldwell began.

      “Blah blah blah,” she said. He went on spouting his arrogant theories while Jo was making fun of him and tuning him out for the most part until he said something that stunned her.

      “We have a new theory on where the tomb is. We now have proof that the tomb is not actually under the sea, but at a temple that was close to Alexandria. We are in Cairo to apply for an excavation permit from the Minister of Antiquities.”

      Now Jo was sitting straight up. She threw a pillow across the room. “Son of a — !” She screamed, interrupting herself, and slammed the laptop closed.

      She stood up and wanted to punch something. He was flat-out stealing her theory. He was using her research. How dare him?

      And then, how did he get it?

      He must have found out that she’d narrowed the location down to Taposiris and had a temporary permit — which would have been easy enough to discover — and now he was going to swoop in and find the tomb. He had the resources, and he certainly had the name recognition. It would be a massive find, and he would be the celebrity face on all of it.

      She pulled back her shoulders. Not if I can help it.

      She believed in her theory, and she — not him — had the proof. She reached for the small black velvet pouch she kept under her pillow. She withdrew the small coin. It was one of the coins her team had found at the dig site with the likeness of Cleopatra on one side. She’d smuggled it out of the country, illegally. Afrim had had a much better reason to smuggle an artifact than she. She had no excuse. She was a common thief. A new low for her.

      But at the same time, it was tangible evidence that she was on the right track.

      Despite accounts of the queen as homely, but charming, this coin showed a beautiful woman. The rest of the coins had ended up in Cairo, where the Antiquities department was deciding what to do with them, now that her dig had ended.

      Despite the discovery, the public had no knowledge yet of the find. It was generally thought that keeping finds in new locations under a cloak of secrecy would prevent graverobbers and looters from overtaking the site before more excavation could occur. Jo held the coin in her palm for a few seconds before slipping it back into its velvet shroud and placing it underneath her stack of two thick pillows.

      She suddenly felt rejuvenated.

      She’d had a setback, that was it. This wasn’t the end. After all, weren’t all successes built on a small mountain of failures?

      Time to fight back.

      She did some push-ups.

      After months lounging around, it would take some hard-core working out to get back in shape, but she was up for it. She did sit-ups. Then some side planks.

      “You still got it, baby,” she told herself.

      As she pushed her body, her mind formed a plan. It was hazy, but it was a start.

      She was flat broke. She’d spent all her savings on a futile attempt to find Cleopatra’s tomb. How naïve and stupid she’d been. But she still had a car with a full tank of gas and about one-hundred dollars in cash.

      It was enough. It would have to be enough.

      An hour later she’d showered, done some research online, and packed a crate full of canned foods. Then she threw her laptop and some clothes into her backpack, and soon had the city in her rearview mirror.

      On the seat beside her was a bag that contained the patch. The one someone slipped into her bag in Cairo. It meant something, and she was finally ready to find out what. Her online research had shown that the Daughters of Isis was an international organization, with chapters all over the world, including many in the United States. The nearest chapter to her was in Sedona. She'd only been there once as a child. It was a tourist destination for some, a place to hold a fancy wedding for others, and an ideal spot for the rich and famous to vacation and buy art.

      At the first rest stop outside of town, she pulled over and called Jake, knowing he wouldn’t answer because she’d timed the call so he’d be teaching his lecture class.

      “Jake? Thanks for everything. You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had,” she said. Then paused. For crying out loud, it sounds like a suicide message. She mustered up some enthusiasm in her voice. “I — I’m sorry I’ve been so out of it lately. I hope you can understand, it’s not you. But I got this great opportunity. I have some family in Sedona and I’m heading out to stay with them for a few weeks. I’ll call when I get back in town so I can take you out to crappy coffee and donuts to thank you for being such a…” nice guy? “good friend.”

      Jo hung up. She'd lied to Jake. Only because she didn't want him to worry or go after her. She was going to the closest chapter of the Daughters of Isis, and she was going to figure out what the hell was going on.

      She took the small patch with Isis’s profile on it and rubbed it between her fingers.

      “You left this for a reason. Now I’m going to find out why.”
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      It was dark by the time she reached the red rocks of Sedona. The address for the chapter was outside of town–about twenty miles west of the main downtown area.

      Soon, the driveway was before her. Her headlights reflected white numbers painted on a red boulder. Only when she pulled up close could she see the small round circle painted underneath the address — it was the profile of Isis. Just like on her patch. Her heart beat double time. Was she being stupid? Should she text Jake and let her know where she was and what she was up to?

      She shook her head. No. If these women had wanted her dead, then she would be dead. They wouldn’t have returned her bag with the rip carefully sewn. They wouldn’t have left the patch for her to find them, and something told her these people weren’t involved with the murder at the dig site.

      She took a deep breath and put her foot on the gas. She would just throw herself into it. Her plan was walk in, ask who was in charge, and demand some answers.

      The paved driveway soon turned to gravel, and the road dipped down into a small valley area surrounded on three sides by red rocks the size of small mountains.

      As she rounded a corner, she saw several small fields with crops and a large barn. To one side, nestled close to one of the red rocks sat a massive farmhouse with a wraparound porch. It was festooned with party lights. Candlelight flickered from small votive candles placed along the wide porch railing. Through her open window, Jo could hear the strains of some soft music that sounded like a French café. Women in colorful dresses were seated in loveseats and hanging swings and chairs on the porch and seemed to be chatting animatedly until her headlights flashed on them and all their heads turned.

      Jo stopped her car twenty feet back from the house, killing her headlights and then her engine. She didn’t want them to think she was any sort of threat, so she slowly got out and stood by the car, waiting.

      Eventually, the women on the porch parted and a tall figure emerged. She had ebony skin, high cheekbones, red lips, and spiked black hair. As she came down the porch steps and glided toward her, all Jo could think was that the six-foot-plus willowy woman could have been an internationally renowned model on Parisian runaways instead of being out here in the sticks in this remote country farmhouse.

      The woman grew closer. She wore a red silk sari cut, with gold thread. Her eyes were dark but sparkling as she smiled and stuck out her hand.

      “Jo Bennett. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Safra.”

      Jo took her hand warily and gave it a brief shake. She knows my name.

      “I’m here to find out more about this,” Jo held out the patch. “And how it ended up in my bag.”

      The woman smiled. “I’m so glad you came.”

      “I’ve never heard of you or this group before. How do you know who I am?” Jo asked. Although the woman’s open manner and smile made her want to let down her guard, Jo also couldn’t help but remember the dead man on her crew.

      “I know this must seem very odd and disconcerting, but I promise you I mean you no harm,” the woman said. “I’d love to explain it all after dinner. We were just about to sit down to eat.”

      Jo shrugged. She was ravenous. And some amazing smells were coming from the house.

      “Okay.”

      “Wonderful. This way,” the woman turned, and Jo gave one last glance back at her car before following. On the porch, she joined the throng of women lining up to enter the front door to the house. The women shot her friendly glances but when she met their eyes, they seemed to be shy and looked away.

      The other women were also dressed in bright clothing. Some wore traditional African garb, while others wore dresses or skirts. None wore jeans or pants of any sort.

      When it was Jo's turn to enter the house, she followed the women through a living room area with couches and armchairs and overflowing bookshelves into a massive three-season porch at the rear of the house containing several long wooden tables. Each table contained a massive pot of something that smelled delicious. The table also contained several smaller bowls. Jo recognized shelled peanuts, cilantro and hot chilies in the smaller containers.

      Safra indicated that Jo should sit next to her.

      Without preamble, the women seated near the pots began dishing ladles of the stew or soup from the pots and passing them down.

      When a bowl was passed to Jo, Safra leaned over. “It’s vegetarian. I recommend you garnish it with lots of peanuts and cilantro.”

      Jo did so, and then spooned a mouthful of the dish, which was some sort of stew containing sweet potatoes, collard greens, and what tasted like peanut butter.

      “This is amazing,” she said when she finally came up for air.

      Safra tilted her head and smiled. “We do like to eat well around here.”

      After dinner, the women cleared the table and Safra gestured to a couch in the corner of the back porch. “Shall we?”

      The back porch grew quiet as the table was cleared and the women filed out.

      Safra poured them both tea and after taking a sip, she smiled.

      “I know you’re not here for dinner, Jo.”

      Jo shook her head. “It was delicious, though. Thank you.”

      “Of course,” Safra said. “But let’s talk about why you’re really here. The Daughters of Isis is an organization that was formed as a place for the wives of Shriners to be involved in their own charitable and benevolent organization. Our focus in the early 1900s was to help those in need — the disabled, teenage mothers, the needy, the poor — and give African-American women a voice.

      “We were formally recognized by the Ancient Egyptian Arabic Order Nobles of the Mystic Shrine. We have more than ten-thousand members in several countries.

      “But we here in Sedona are also part of a special, secret subset.”

      Jo was riveted. Up until now, she was just being given a spiel — she’d read that much online. Here was where the real dirt was. And the way Safra paused before saying it made Jo hold her breath.

      “We’ve branched off from the main organization,” Safra said. “We still are very involved in the charitable side of the Daughters, but we have a different, larger mission.”

      “How did you know that I wouldn’t show up at some other branch? How did you know I would come here?” Jo asked.

      Safra smiled. “I didn’t know. I just had a feeling.”

      It was getting a little mystical for Jo, so she said, "Did your feeling have anything to do with the fact that this is the only chapter within driving distance of my house?"

      Safra burst into laughter, revealing her brilliantly white and perfect smile. She lifted her delicate china teacup, "Touché."

      Jo smiled. It was hard not to like this woman.

      “We branched off from the main group a few years ago when the sunken treasures of Alexandria were first being discovered.”

      The teacup was halfway to Jo's mouth, but she froze.

      Safra continued. “We were, as you might expect, very excited about the discovery. At first,” she paused dramatically.

      Jo finished taking her sip of tea but didn’t take her eyes off Safra.

      “But then some odd things happened. It came to our attention that some people were interested in finding Cleopatra’s tomb for all the wrong reasons. Some within our own organization, unfortunately.”

      Hearing the words “Cleopatra’s tomb” come out of Safra’s mouth made Jo gasp. She felt lightheaded for a second and disoriented but managed to blurt, “What do you mean?”

      “There is a curse on the tomb.”

      "Of course there is," Jo said, wryly.

      Safra tilted her head.

      Jo waved her hand. “Long story. Huge snakes in an underground cave. Native American curse, all that stuff. Amazing discoveries usually come with horrible curses.”

      Safra nodded and smiled. “Oh yes, I did hear about that. This one, though, is a little different.”

      “Before we go too much further, I have to ask,” Jo said. “There’s been some sketchy stuff going on — my house and office burglarized, the murder of one of my crew members…” She stopped to see Safra’s reaction.

      The woman bowed her head. “Yes, I was sorry to hear about that.”

      “So,” Jo continued. “Was any of this you?”

      Safra shook her head slowly. “It was them.”

      Jo scoffed. “Who? That’s why I’m here. Who?”

      “We aren’t sure exactly who is at the head of it all, but there is a very powerful organization that is trying to find the tomb before anyone else. We’ve been aware of them for years, but it wasn’t until David Caldwell found the sunken treasures that we realized the group had been backing him and his partner, Malcolm Land.”

      Jo’s mouth opened. “Okay. Some of this is starting to make sense.”

      “We must stop them from finding it. If they find it, they will gain the ability to rule the world.”

      Jo frowned. “Now I’m lost again.”

      Safra pulled a cell phone out of a fold of her sari. “I’ll try to show you.”

      After she tapped for a few seconds, she handed Jo the phone. On the screen was an image of a stele.

      “Is this the one in the Cairo museum?”

      “No,” Safra said. “This one was pulled from the sea along with the others, but then it mysteriously disappeared before it made it to Cairo to be logged by the Minister of Antiquities office.”

      “But you have a photo?”

      “One of our members infiltrated the project and had managed to take some pictures before it disappeared.”

      “So what does it say?”

      “You’re an archeologist,” Safra said, gently elbowing her. “You try to decipher it.”

      Jo frowned, then pulled at the screen with two fingers to enlarge the image. Most of the glyphs were impossible to read on the small screen, but she made out a few key pieces. “Okay, yeah, I can see there’s a curse involved, and I see Cleopatra.”

      “Right,” Safra said. “It contains both a curse and a promise. It states that a powerful curse protects the location of Cleopatra’s body, but that the one who is able to find her body will reap treasures untold and will be given the power to rule the world.”

      “That’s it?” Jo frowned. “Seems a bit vague. And that’s a pretty big promise. Do you believe that?”

      Safra laughed. “I’m not sure about the power to rule the world, but I don’t necessarily discount it either. There are some who believe in the Illuminati.”

      “But the Illuminati is real,” Jo burst out. She immediately felt guilty for interrupting and clamped her lips together.

      “Yes, right. There are historical Illuminati, the Bavaria group founded in 1776 to fight abuse of power and superstitions, but there is also — some believe, at least — another group. A secret society that controls the world.”

      She paused. “That’s the one I’m not sure I believe in,” Jo said. Then again, Jo thought, I didn’t believe in T-Rex-size snakes until recently, either.

      Safra smiled. But gave no indication whether she believed it.

      “What not very many people know,” Safra continued, “is that some think that Cleopatra was the founder of the Illuminati — the secret group that still controls the world. And that she held the knowledge to control others in the Library of Alexandria. That is how she became the greatest woman of her time, and one of the most influential people in the world. Yes, most know that she was the most educated and cunning woman in history, but she also had something else — the ability to control powerful men and have them do her will, even if it was 180 degrees from than they'd planned before they met her.

      “That knowledge — the secret to her ability to influence the most powerful men in the world — is supposed to be contained in a special book. There is speculation that Cleopatra smuggled the bulk of her wealth, and more importantly, the book, out of Alexandria when Octavian attacked. The theory goes that she was able to stash it in a secret location before he invaded. The stela indicates that the map to her treasures — and the book — is somewhere on her body.”

      Jo thought about what she had said.

      “Let me get something straight. Are you for or against the tomb being found?”

      “Excellent question.”

      But she didn’t answer the question. Jo raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s complicated,” Safra said. She stood and began pacing the porch. Jo watched her, the anticipation building.

      “I will not lie,” she said. “We want that book, with whatever power is within it.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “But not to control the world,” Safra continued. “We want control of the book so we can keep it out of the wrong hands. The group I am speaking of will use it to fuel hatred and war and destruction on a level we haven’t seen since the Holocaust. The murder of your crew member proves their intent, does it not?”

      Jo nodded. “What if the book does nothing? And people have died over it?”

      “I’m afraid to say, it wouldn’t be the first time people have murdered over a book,” Safra said.

      “Now I’m even more determined to find Cleopatra’s Tomb,” Jo said.

      "You are?" Safra raised an arched eyebrow.

      “Yes!” Jo said. “I’ll do anything to find it. That’s why I’m here. I don’t know where else to turn. I need answers. I need some way to get my permit approved. I don’t know how, but I’m going back to Egypt and I’m going to find where Cleopatra is buried.”

      As soon as Jo said it, she knew it was true. Everything suddenly had become crystal clear. Something about being in Sedona. Or just that she’d wallowed in self-pity long enough. She didn’t know. She didn’t care. She remembered sitting outside the Minister’s office crying, and how she’d refused to give up. And she had something to show for it — the gold coins. Someone had been murdered because of her dig, but in a way, as horrifying as it was, it meant she was probably on the right track. She was still that child her father loved — the one who didn’t give up. And she remembered her father’s words as if he were right next to her, whispering into her ear: Anything worth having in life is worth working for.

      “I don’t care if it takes the rest of my life, I’m going to find that tomb,” Jo said, throwing back her shoulders.

      Safra laughed. Jo looked up, startled, but then saw admiration in the woman’s eyes.

      “Josephine Bennett, I have no doubt. I believe that you can do anything you set your mind to.” She nodded toward the door. “But for now, why don’t we get some sleep and talk more about this in the morning. Stay here tonight — we have plenty of room. Why don’t you grab your belongings and I’ll show you to your room. It’s late, and I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

      Jo didn't argue. And then realized with wonder that she had allowed this woman to call her Josephine. She hadn't let anyone call her that since her parents' death, saying that they were the only ones who had been allowed to call her that. But, for some reason, hearing this woman call her by her full name filled her with an inexplicable sense of peace.

      Her room was adorable. Small but comfortable with a tiny dresser, single bed and small bathroom. The bedspread was light green with little pink roses and the sheets smelled like a summer breeze. Jo showered and then crawled into the bed and was asleep within minutes.

      The next morning Jo woke to the Arizona sunrise and the sound of birds. She dressed and then ventured downstairs to the main room.

      Safra greeted her with a cup of coffee and introduced her to the other women. They sat down at the same long tables on the back porch and Jo dug into scrambled eggs and toast.

      In between bites, she asked Safra if this branch worked as a commune.

      “In a way, yes. We are more like a co-op. I’ll show you when we are done eating.”

      After breakfast, Jo got a tour of the farm. The house was surrounded by fields with lettuce, broccoli, spinach, cauliflower, cabbage, and melons.

      The chapter members not only lived off sales of the produce they harvested, but the food comprised the bulk of their diet, Safra told Jo. They did occasionally go into the town of Sedona and shopped at the market, but they mainly lived on the food they raised. They had chickens for eggs but mostly ate vegetarian. Their meals often depended on the season, Safra said.

      The women were walking through one of the small fields of melons.

      “That’s nice,” Jo said, her mind distracted as she took it all in.

      Safra’s phone beeped. While Safra fiddled with her phone, Jo turned in a circle. All but one side of the valley was bordered by the massive red rocks arching up into the bright blue sky. Jo stared off into the distance in the direction without the rocks and could see for miles. She tried to imagine what it would be like to live out here. It was so peaceful. Maybe she could join the Daughters of Isis and live this simple life. Lost in her thoughts, Jo didn’t quite catch something that Safra was saying to her.

      “I’m sorry,” Jo said, shaking her head. “I was daydreaming. It’s so peaceful here.”

      Safra laughed. “I said that while I’d love to show you around more and have you stay longer, I just got confirmation from Egypt that you need to prepare for the dig.”

      Jo scrunched up her face. “Egypt? Confirmation? What dig? I don’t understand.”

      Her face felt icy cold, even though the morning sun was shining warmly down on her bare arms.

      “I just heard back from Cairo this morning. Based on your research and findings, our people in Cairo have been able to garner you a license to excavate through the Minister of Antiquities office.”

      None of it registered for her.

      “Minister? Wait. Same man who only gave me two weeks earlier?”

      “One and the same. But this will be for the first three months of the season. Pack your bags. The season begins in two weeks.”

      Jo closed her eyes tightly and then opened them, squinting. It wasn’t sinking in. Approval to excavate? How was this even possible? “I don’t have a funding source to pay my crew...” she trailed off. Impossible. Back to Taposiris Magna?

      Safra smiled. “I’m sorry if I didn’t make it clear. This dig will be completely funded by the Daughters of Isis. A crew is being assembled as we speak, and we want you to lead it. You’re trained, you’ve got experience, and — we think — you’ve come closer than anyone else in history. We’re bringing in experts from London and Cairo and Washington D.C. We will have special equipment to survey underground, and we are contacting your friend Patrick Donovan about the trip, and you will be partnering with Danny O’Brien, an Australian archeologist who has been pursuing theories similar to yours. You will find him a worthy partner and a big help I believe, as he is an expert in underground surveying. He is very eager to work with you and meet Patrick Donovan. He tells me he’s been following your cousin, Harvey Bennett’s, exploits as well.”

      For a few seconds, there was silence as it all sunk in.

      “But…why?” Jo asked. “Why be so cryptic? Why couldn’t you just call and ask me?”

      For a brief moment, anger flashed through her mind. Why did I have to lose almost everything — money, time, my job, Jake — if you were going to fund the whole thing from the start?

      Safra sighed. "I do apologize. I hate that you think we were testing you, but… we sort of were. You have no idea how many people — good intentioned ones, too — ask us to fund their expeditions. They have a plan, and they think with enough support and money they'll be able to accomplish their dreams.

      “But what we’ve found is that those dreams are accomplished with or without those resources. If someone truly wants something, they’ll find a way to get it. You did that, Jo. We believe in you, Josephine. We believe that you will be the one to find Cleopatra’s tomb. You proved that to us when you showed up in Egypt with almost nothing, then procured a dig permit and actually found something.”

      Jo frowned, processing Safra’s words.

      “Yes, Jo, we heard about the gold coins. A remarkable find, and it only further proves your theory.”

      Jo felt faint. “I — I don’t understand.” These women know everything, she thought. Everything I’ve done there, they already know about.

      Safra smiled. “Go home and pack your bags. It may take the drive home to sink in. But don’t be a slowpoke: you leave for Cairo in four days.”

      Jo started to walk back to the house feeling like a zombie. Safra called after her.

      “Also?”

      Jo stopped and turned. “Yes?”

      “We’ve made arrangements through the university for Jake Parrish to take a sabbatical and accompany you on the dig. I will fill you in after you pack.”

      Jo’s jaw dropped.

      Some of the women had packed a picnic basket for Jo and had placed it on the passenger seat. Safra leaned through the open window above it and smiled. “You have my number now. You know you can always call me for help. I don’t like to leave the farm, but I would if you needed me. And I want you to know, we have people everywhere.”

      “I kind of got that,” Jo said and then quickly added. “and thank you. For everything.”

      Safra’s smile disappeared. “Jo, we were only able to garner a permit for three months. After that, it is up to you to attempt to get it extended.”

      “In other words, I’d better find something?”

      Safra nodded, her lips clamped together.

      Jo met her eyes. “I understand.”

      It was do or die. If she didn't find something during those three months, her shot was over. She had to. It was her last chance.

      As Jo pulled out of the circle driveway, she waved goodbye to the women on the porch and Safra and started to think about everything that had happened this morning.

      She clutched the ankh on its leather cord between her fingers and thumb, feeling its smooth, worn surface. It was her destiny to return to Egypt.

      Time to pick herself up, brush herself off, and go after her dreams.

      She cranked the radio to a classic rock station and stepped down hard on the gas, the wind blowing through the open window, whipping her long hair. She glanced in her rearview mirror and saw Safra's regal form standing in the middle of the driveway. She was confused when the figure grew blurry until she realized her cheeks were wet with tears.
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      “I’ve got the funding.”

      “What?” Jake’s smile was the best thing she’d seen in a long time. “Is that how you greet me after all this time?”

      “I’m going to Egypt. You are coming along. We leave next week.”

      She’d barged into his office as soon as she pulled into town.

      He stood up behind his desk, his eyes wide. “I don’t understand.”

      “Don’t you ever check your voicemail?” she laughed. “This group I went to see — long story, but in a nutshell — Jake, we have funding! We have our flights, everything, all of it, paid for.” Jo said it all in a rush. And then she frowned. “Oh, my gosh. I mean, if you want to go. It would mean leaving teaching for a year. I guess I probably should’ve asked you first.”

      “We?” Jake said. “Me?”

      "Oh, did I forget that part? Did the university not tell you yet? I guess you've been granted a sabbatical to accompany me. Call them. It's true. We have three months to find something to get the permit extended, but your leave is for a year. That is if you want it?" Jo suddenly was filled with doubt.

      “Jo… you’ve been gone for a month. If you’ll even have me. I don’t know if —”

      “Yes, I’ll have you,” Jo said. “I’m sorry I’ve been weird. But…” she wasn’t sure how to say it. “I still want you.”

      He laughed, and came around and grabbed her in a big bear hug, lifting her up and whooping.

      “Then of course I’m going. This is amazing news. I can always come back to teaching. This is the best thing ever.”

      His grip loosened and she slid down his body until they were face to face. She grabbed his chin and kissed him long and hard until they both had to come up for air. But only long enough for Jake to kick the door behind her closed, still clutching her hips as they kissed more. A lot more.

      She pulled away when someone knocked on his office door.

      “Oh crap. My office hours just started,” Jake said.

      “Of course they did.”

      They rearranged their clothing and Jo grabbed her bag, opened the door, and slipped out.
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      One week later

      Cairo

      The Minister looked a little weary when he saw Jo and Jake walk in.

      “I have your excavation license here waiting, Miss Bennett.”

      “Thank you.” Jo sagged in relief. Until she heard him say it, she’d worried that it was all a dream.

      “It is good for the dig season. If you need more time, you will have to place a renewal request.”

      "That sounds fair." She planned to find enough evidence that the tomb was at Taposiris, so that wouldn't be a problem. The gold coins counted for something, but any goodwill they'd earned with the Minister of Antiquities office was probably canceled out by the murder that had occurred shortly after that. The investigation was still pending, but police had determined the site to be clear of any evidence.

      They didn’t waste time in Cairo. They headed straight for the train after they left the minister’s office.

      In Alexandria, Jake insisted they check into the Marriott again.

      “Safer.”

      “Fewer snakes, I’m sure,” Jo said.

      They had adjoining suites. They’d arrived in Alexandria close to ten at night. Both were yawning when they stepped into the rooms.

      For a second, Jo wondered if they would finally get busy, or if they were destined to remain platonic forever. But then Jake had turned away from her saying, “Well, we have an early start, so I’d better hit the sack.”

      “Oh, good idea,” Jo said and headed for her own room.
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      The next morning, reunited with Abet and a new driver, Jo couldn’t stifle her excitement while they drove to the temple. Seated in the back, she kept looking at Jake and grinning. He matched her smile and reached over to grab her hand. She clutched at it, her nails slightly digging into his palms, but he held her hand just as firmly.

      Out at the site, they were greeted by their new partner, the Australian archeologist Danny O'Brien, who had the ruddy cheeks and blonde hair of a surfer.

      “Good day, boss lady,” he said with a grin. “It’s an honor to meet you. You’ve been a bit of a legend in my circles since last year when you first shared your theory about Taposiris.”

      Jo blushed. “No offense, but your circles must be mighty small if I featured prominently in them. And I’m not your boss. Not even close — I’ll be learning far more from you on this dig than the other way around, I presume.”

      He laughed. “Let me show what I’ve got started while we wait for Mr. Donovan. I’ve been told he will arrive tomorrow?”

      Jo nodded. “Yes, Patrick is on his way.”

      She’d spoken to him the day before. The Daughters of Isis had even paid for a private nurse to care for his mother while he came to Egypt. He told Jo that he didn’t want to leave at first, but his mother insisted. She was “ridiculously” excited for him to go, he said. And besides, his older brother’s leg was doing much better, so he should be able to take over driving and caring for their mother soon. Jo couldn’t wait to see him in Egypt.

      Meanwhile, O’Brien directed them towards a large tent where the survey equipment had been set up. It was weird being back. She saw the same site, the same structures, but now it had the heightened feel of an official dig site, with tents and equipment strewn about.

      And, as much as she tried not to, she couldn't help but notice the spot where the member of her former dig team had lost his life.

      O’Brien’s voice brought her attention back to him. “This will allow us to look deep underground. And with Mr. Donovan’s equipment, we should be able to locate any underground tombs or chambers…” His voice trailed off as he frowned.

      “What?” Jo said, instantly on alert.

      “We will wait to confirm with Mr. Donovan’s program, but we did stumble on something yesterday that could possibly put a crimp in some of our plans.”

      His furrowed brow worried Jo more than his words.

      He pointed to something on the screen.

      “An aquifer?” Jake said.

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Jo exhaled loudly. “That could be a problem.”

      “Yes,” O’Brien said. “We won’t know until we get in there.”

      “Let’s do it. Show me what you want me to do.”

      O’Brien laughed again. “My dear, I am your assistant. You are in charge here, whether you want to be or not. I am at your disposable.”

      For a brief second fear raced through Jo, but then she felt Jake reach for her hand and squeeze it. She pulled back her shoulders and pulled out a chair in front of the screen.

      “Okay,” she said. “I guess, maybe, does anyone have a shovel or anything?”

      O’Brien’s face fell, as well as the faces of everyone standing around them.

      She started laughing, and Jake quickly joined in when he realized she was joking. Slowly everyone else did as well, but O’Brien’s laugh boomed louder than the others.’

      "Sorry. Thought that would be a fun way to start things out. Anyway, by my theory, we should concentrate our first efforts over at this spot. That's where we found the gold." She pointed. O'Brien, still laughing, nodded.

      She went on to explain, and the crew got to work immediately.

      That night, when they returned to the hotel, sweaty and exhausted, Jo and Jake ordered room service, ate together, then they turned into their own beds.

      The next day, Patrick arrived.

      He came midday, so he rented a car to take him to the dig site. When it pulled up, Jo dropped everything and ran to him. When he stepped out of the vehicle, she barreled into him and gave him a bear hug.

      He drew back with red cheeks.

      “Patrick Donovan, am I ever glad to see you!”

      He smiled and shook his head. “This is freaking awesome!” He looked around. “I can’t believe I’m here.”

      Jo smiled. “I can’t imagine doing this without you!”

      She led him directly into the tent where he met O’Brien, then got swept up in another hug, this time from Jake.

      "I don't think I've been hugged so much since my confirmation in the Catholic church," he said.

      Danny O’Brien looked like he wanted to hug him, too, but he instead just pushed out a chair and invited Patrick to sit down. “Do you mind if I bring you up to speed on what we’ve been doing? And I could use your expertise on a small problem we may have.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      The two men pored over the computer monitors discussing what they were viewing in low voices. After a few minutes, Patrick stood and turned to Jo and Jake. “I’ll go grab my gear, but this could be tricky. An aquifer could be a problem. But maybe we can figure out a way to dig around it.”
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      For a week, the nightly pattern continued. After each long day at the temple excavating at an excruciatingly slow pace, Jo crawled into bed, exhausted, and fell instantly asleep.

      That didn't mean that some days she would watch Jake at the dig and marvel at how damn attractive he'd become to her. Every once in a while, he'd catch her looking and smile, and she'd feel a little wobbly. But her attention always returned to the dig. Keeping track of the maps and special equipment was all-encompassing. They had little time or energy for anything else. It was both exhilarating and exhausting. Each day brought some little find that reassured Jo she was at the right temple.

      For instance, a little bowl or tool or piece of jewelry here and there that could be traced back to Cleopatra’s time. The more artifacts from Cleopatra’s time, like the coins, that could be tied to the dig site, the more likely it was that the Queen of the Nile was buried there — and the more likely it was that they’d be able to file for an extension if they needed it.

      On the eighth day, the crew made a fantastic discovery. Jo had been surveying the site from the highest spot, the same place she'd gone to the first day she'd visited Taposiris. While she was up there, she noticed that there was something odd about the ground that lay between her and the actual beginning of the temple. Unlike everywhere else around them, the ground here was lumpy and uneven land. Sunken rectangles were dotting the ground.

      The shapes of graves.

      By the end of the day, every crew at the temple had relocated to the area and were digging. By sunset, the first mummified body had been unearthed. And it appeared there were dozens more. It was an entire cemetery. And if this mummy was representative of all of the others, the bodies had been positioned with their heads facing the temple.

      “Jake? Jake, this is huge.”

      “I know.”

      The positioning of the mummies was like a big neon arrow pointing to the temple, indicating that an important personage was buried there. Not important like a wealthy ancient Egyptian businessman. Important like a king.

      Or a queen.

      Just then, one of the crew members shouted. Jo and Jake ran over. Beside the mummy was a cloth bag, full of coins.

      Directing the crew, the bag was brought over to a tarp and carefully opened with Jo’s gloved hands. Coins spilled out. Jo smiled. They featured the same profile of Cleopatra that the other coins had, but they also had another face on the opposite side.

      Marc Antony.

      O’Brien ran over.

      “Mama mia!” he said, whipping off his hat and slapping his leg with it. “I’ve never seen these in real life — I thought they were a myth!”

      "No, not a myth at all. Marc Antony had coins with Octavia's head on one side, but when he and Cleopatra had an affair after he conquered Armenia, he immortalized their relationship on these coins, sometime around 34 BC."

      “They’re incredible,” Jake said.

      Jo leaned down. Underneath their images were the hieroglyphs for Osiris and Isis, respectively.

      “She really did believe they were the incarnation of gods, didn’t she?” Jo said, her voice full of marvel.

      Jake nodded.

      “Another sign that you are on the right track, my dear,” O’Brien said.

      “I just feel it in my bones,” Jo said, standing and giving a long whistle. Her foreman Eban was kneeling and overseeing the excavation of the first mummy, and he looked up and gave a wave before heading over.

      "What do you think of this?" Jo asked Eban when he got to her side. The Egyptian man was tall and lanky and had black hair pulled back in a long ponytail. His face was dark from years working on dig sites. Eban was known to be the best excavation foreman in Egypt. Jo trusted his judgment — after all, he'd been working Egyptian digs for the past thirty years.

      He was also the only one in the crew who didn’t act as if they were afraid of her. Jo blamed it on the death of the worker last year. Secretly, she worried they blamed her for it.

      This new crew seemed just as dedicated to the excavation, however. They performed an elaborate ritual each morning before they began to work. It seemed both religious and superstitious at the same time. Jo tried not to pay attention so the men would have privacy in whatever it was they were doing each morning. But she couldn’t help but notice that every once in a while, one of them would look her way. If she wasn’t mistaken, she could have sworn the looks were those of fear.

      Now, Eban knelt and examined the coins and then sat back on his haunches, wiping his brow. “It says Osiris and Isis, but it is the likeness of Cleopatra and Mark Antony.”

      “Yes. That’s what I think, too,” Jo said her voice rising with excitement.

      O’Brien nodded. “We need to call the Ministry. What with the mummies and these new coins? They have the other coins you found, Jo, but this — to find real Marc Antony/Cleopatra coins — this is big news. I think this calls for an extension to our permit. It’s going to take at least a month to figure out exactly what we have here.”

      Jo’s chest filled with hope. This was what she’d needed. Some concrete proof that she was on the right track, so the dig would be extended. Boom.

      She looked up in triumph to meet Jake’s eyes. He smiled.

      “Let’s do this, Bennett.”

      They spent the rest of the day making a plan about how to excavate the cemetery, but the entire time Jo was thinking of the future. Finding mummies was incredible — no doubt about it. But if the mummies were pointing toward the temple, that's where the tomb would be.

      Before they turned in for the day, she left the tent where the planning meeting was going on between Jake, Patrick, and Danny, and climbed back to the elevated spot where she’d first spotted the sunken ground that indicated the graves’ location.

      If she were the Queen of the Nile and wanted a religious spot for her grave, where would she locate the tomb within the temple? Dead center?

      However, Cleopatra also would have needed to keep her tomb a secret, so that meant she would not have placed it where everyone would expect it to have been.

      So where would she have it? Jo asked herself. What was most dear to Cleopatra? Egypt. Ruling her country. She sacrificed it all for her country. Gave her life for it and her children. And what represented Egypt to Cleopatra? Alexandria. She would be buried in the corner of the temple closest to Alexandria. As close to Alexandria as she could get.

      Jo just knew it.

      Everything Cleopatra did was symbolic, and especially would be so when she was planning the most important and last act of her life — where her earthly body would be entombed for the rest of eternity. And now, based on what the Daughters of Isis had told her, Jo knew that there was even more reason for Cleopatra to keep the location of her tomb a secret.

      Apparently, the fate of the world depended on it.

      Jo eyed that corner as the last sliver of sunlight moved across the temple. A dark cloud drifted overhead, putting the temple in shadow. Jo peered upward. It would soon pass. And it did. Just in time for the last sliver of sunlight to light up that corner.

      It was a sign.

      She would start digging at that spot first thing in the morning.
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      Jo hardly slept. The more she thought about it, the more the location she’d picked within the temple grounds seemed to fit. It was perfect, for so many reasons.

      As she tossed and turned, Jo couldn’t stop thinking about the temple. It had been abandoned as a dig site years before, but why? In most instances, the government would deliberately shut down a dig site or purposefully leave it unexcavated. Sometimes it was to preserve the sites for future generations. Makes no sense to me, Jo thought. She knew that if a dig was performed correctly, by trained professionals, history and anything of value could be extracted carefully, and the end result would be a site that would have better structural integrity than before the excavation had begun. In other cases, the government shut down a site to further exploration to preserve the way of life for nearby residents — in other words, protecting their homes and lives from the disruption a major excavation could cause. That made more sense to Jo — it was common practice back in her home state of Arizona. But why exactly did digging stop at Taposiris? To her knowledge, no small towns or cities were surrounding the immediate area of Taposiris Magna that would have been affected by any digging at the ancient site.

      Jo got out of bed and logged onto her laptop. Three hours later, she’d located a possible answer in an obscure online magazine by a conspiracy theory group. According to this group, one of the workers had talked to their magazine staff off the record. He said that the dig had been shuttered because workers had found evidence that the temple was “damned.” A stone tablet with hieroglyphs depicting as such had been found while excavating a corner of the temple. The magazine had failed to capture an image of the glyphs.

      Damned. What did that mean? Cursed? Maybe, Jo thought. She was more curious about which corner of the temple they’d found the tablet in.

      Jo quickly flipped through her files, scanning dates of past digs. The first true excavation had begun in 1985 and then abruptly came to a halt in 1986. Yes. That was the last time the temple had been excavated — the year the workers found the tablet.

      That’s when Jo realized why the workers at her dig performed an elaborate ritual and acted fearful at times. She thought it was because of her: they were wary of her because she’d been in charge of the last dig when a man died. Now she realized they weren’t afraid of her. They were fearful of the curse or at least believed the temple was damned.

      She’d speak to Eban about it first thing in the morning, but for now, Jo was excited. This seemed to be even more proof that Cleopatra was buried there.

      Besides that, the new Minister of Antiquities had granted her a digging permit — twice. That meant that he at least was open to the idea of further excavation when past Ministers had not been.

      The sky was growing lighter when Jo finally crawled into bed, setting her alarm for an hour later. She needed to at least try to get a little sleep before they headed out even though she knew she was going to be exhausted. It was going to be a big day.

      She still couldn’t sleep. She kept thinking about the curse and about the dig site being “damned.” A trickle of fear ran down her spine. It’s not a real curse, Jo. It was merely a tale constructed to keep graverobbers away during ancient times. It was a way for Cleopatra to keep her tomb safe and sacred and undistributed.

      Even though she tried to convince herself of this, Jo fell into a sleep rife with mummies and zombie-like creatures chasing her through underground passageways.
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      The next morning when their car arrived at the temple, the guards were not positioned at the gate. A police car, instead, was parked closer to the dig site.

      Fear shot through Jo.

      She leaped out of the car before it had completely stopped in the parking lot near the police car.

      Abet followed, then said something in Arabic to the police officer.

      The officer glanced over at Jo and spoke in a low voice to Abet, who translated.

      Apparently, the officer had been called out in the middle of the night to keep an eye on the dig site until they arrived his morning. When he finished speaking, he reached for the handle of his car.

      “Where’s he going?” Jo asked, frowning.

      There was a flurry of words exchanged before Abet turned back to her. “He said now that you’re here, he has to get back to his real job in the city. Didn’t sound too happy about having to be here all night, either.”

      Jo shrugged. “Wasn’t my fault.” She tried to flash a dirty glance toward the officer, but he’d already started pulling out. “But who is going to guard the site?”

      Abet shrugged.

      “And where are the guards?”

      “They quit.”

      Jo and Jake stood and watched the police officer speed up and head northeast on the highway.

      A few minutes later Patrick and Danny arrived.

      They rushed over. “What’s going on?” Danny asked.

      Jo explained.

      “Let’s go make sure nothing was disturbed,” Jake said.

      A quick survey of the area showed it was exactly as they’d left it the night before.

      The three huddled in the tent for a few minutes until they heard the sound of a vehicle.

      Patrick and Danny stayed inside doing computer work while Jo and Jake stepped out to greet the workers. But when they did, they saw that only one lone white truck had arrived. At that time of morning, Jo expected three beat-up trucks filled with workers. This is not good.

      Eban got out of the truck with one other man.

      “I’ll go speak to them,” Abet said.

      Jo was impatient but figured Abet wanted to speak to the men alone for some reason. She watched the small group. The worker, an older man with gray hair, looked over toward Jo and Jake. Even from afar, Jo could read the expression on his face. He was afraid.

      When Abet came back over, he explained.

      The guards had quit. They’d had the courtesy to call the police first. That’s why the squad car ended up out there overnight. The guards said their families had been threatened. They were told to quit, or they would be killed. Apparently, every single member of the crew received the same threats last night.

      Jo looked over at the lone worker standing with Eban.

      “Why did this guy show up then?”

      Abet looked down as he answered. “He is a man of honor. He said he was hired to do a job. But also, I think he is so desperate for money he cannot afford to quit.”

      Jo thought for a second.

      “First off, both he and Eban will get paid three times the wages of everyone else, simply for showing up today. And tell him to go back and tell the rest of the crew that if they come back, their daily wages are doubled."

      Jake shot her a glance. While Abet walked over to convey the message, Jo was filled with doubt. Had she just done a good deed, or had she bribed these men to risk their family’s safety — and maybe lives?

      “That’s a lot of money,” Jake said.

      “We’ll make it work,” she said in a low voice to him. “I’m hoping the Daughters of Isis will back me on this. Either way, I’m not going to pay these men slave wages. I didn’t know their circumstances were so dire. And they need that incentive if they are going to take the risk to go against someone who’s threatening their families. But I don’t even know if I’m doing the right thing.”

      Jake put his arm around her. She hadn’t realized she was so close to tears until she felt his embrace.

      “Damn it, Jake.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said.

      She shook her head to clear it and smiled. “Thanks for your faith.”

      Her mind was whirring, doing calculations in her head about how much money they had left and how it would be spent. The Daughters of Isis had deposited two large sums into her account, but the deposits wouldn’t be endless. Jo was determined to make it stretch. If it meant paying the men better and her doing without, so be it.

      The first thing she would do would be to downgrade her own accommodations. If Jake felt okay spending some of their precious funding on a fancy hotel room, fine, but she didn't. Besides cobras and breaking-and-entering, the Happy Hotel and the Alexander the Great House had been fine accommodations.

      She’d rather pay the workers more and stay in a place with a single bed and no WIFI. She could head to the corner café for internet connectivity if she needed it at night. But the way things were going, she usually came home too exhausted to do anything but eat and fall in bed and then was up again early the next morning. All she really needed was a bed.

      But right now, what they needed was to figure out how to keep the site guarded at night. Her brow furrowed as she thought. How would they find someone?

      “We can’t leave the site untended at night. Graverobbers will come.” Or worse.

      Jake turned to her. “You stay here and oversee the dig today. I’ll go into town with Abet, and he can help me find some new guards.”

      “Thanks, Jake.”

      He’d take care of it for them. Relief filled her. Now she could concentrate on that corner of the temple, the spot where she was sure she’d find the tomb.

      As the sun rose, Jo watched the vehicles leave.

      Jake and Abet in one vehicle.

      Eban and the crew member in the other, off to recruit their dig team once again.

      She poked her head into the tent. Patrick and Danny were busy, so she decided to walk around the temple.

      By noon, neither Jake nor Eban had returned. Jo felt a sense of desperation claw at her. What if she couldn’t find people to help with the dig?

      Bringing people in from outside of the area would cost too much — money and time.

      Finally, around 2 p.m., a white truck kicked up a wake of dust as it pulled into the temple grounds.

      It was Eban, along with the older, gray-haired worker, and about five men.

      About one-third of the crew they’d had the previous day, but it would have to work.

      When the crew members started walking toward the cemetery, where they had been excavating the mummies the day before, Jo called out to Eban.

      After a quick conversation, Eban and Jo led the men over to the one corner of the temple. A few of them exchanged glances, making her wonder if they knew something about the tablet that had been found in that corner, but she let it go.

      By afternoon, the men had indeed found something. By sliding a large, flat rock out of the way, three of the men had revealed a hole in the earth the size of a small person. It appeared to open up into a wider semi-vertical shaft. She’d read that a previous scan of the area years ago had revealed what was thought to be a few vertical shafts like this one, but the equipment hadn’t been good enough to map anything useful. No further excavation had occurred.

      When the team had cleared the sand and dirt, and the entryway was revealed, Jo called for a break. While the men retreated to the tents to find water and shade, Jo crouched down, staring into the dark void below her. It was tough to tell how far down the hole went, but it was clear it led to something. Some rocks and rubble had dropped while they were digging, and it was quite a long time before they heard them hit something below. She picked up another small rock and let it drop, listening intently for it to hit bottom. Clink. It struck more rock. At least it’s dry down there, she thought. With their close proximity to the ocean and Danny's discovery of what could be an aquifer, Jo worried that anything like this they might find would be submerged under water.

      Danny and Patrick had been summoned and were soon at her side.

      “Nice work. This must be the tunnel system we saw with Patrick’s program,” Danny said, nodding at Patrick.

      “You saw this?”

      They both nodded. "Been putting it together this morning, actually. Whatever we thought was this aquifer could just be a large, open area, or a group of tunnels or shafts. It's tough to tell — ground-penetrating technology just isn't there yet."

      Jo nodded and took a long swig of her water. She wiped the sweat dripping down her brow and grinned. “I want to go in.”

      Danny laughed. “Of course you do.”

      “I mean right now.”

      Danny made an odd face. “Well, we’d have to stabilize it, at least to some extent,” Danny said. “Hate to see you buried alive, boss. Even if it is with the entombed body of our beloved queen.”

      Despite the heat, a chill ran down Jo’s spine.

      The thought of being this close to Cleopatra’s tomb was both thrilling and unnerving.

      This was the most significant find so far. Now they would have access to the maze of underground tunnels Danny and Patrick had only seen mapped on their computer screens.

      As much as she wanted to force her way in, she knew Danny was right. No use being killed because I’m overzealous, she told herself.

      Jo and the skeleton crew spent the rest of the day installing supporting struts at the entrance to the hole. Even so, Jo knew exploring the tunnel would be dangerous.

      A risk she wouldn’t hesitate to take.

      She couldn’t wait to tell Jake about it. Every once in a while, she’d hear the distant noise of a vehicle and look up, but it was always a car just passing by on the highway below.

      It wasn’t until dusk that Jake returned.

      At first, Jo didn't recognize the small white car as it pulled up and was wary, but as it grew closer, she saw Jake behind the wheel.

      He was alone.

      Jo had been bursting to tell Jake the news about the tunnel, but now she was concerned. She dropped her tools and headed toward the parking lot.

      “What’s going on?” she asked as soon as Jake stepped out of the car, a serious look on his face.

      “I gave Abet the night off and rented this car. Patrick can drive you back to the hotel,” Jake said.

      “I don’t understand.” Jo took a swig of her water.

      “I’m camping out here. I’m sleeping in this car.” That’s when Jo noticed that Jake was wearing a heavy, dark coat. She saw a sleeping bag in the passenger seat. “I rented this car for the month. Figured it was safer in here than the guard shack.”

      “Jake. That’s crazy. You don’t have a gun. What are you going to do if graverobbers arrive?”

      “Honk?” He grinned. “No, but seriously. I’ll park right in the middle of the road, blocking the way in and turn on my headlights.”

      “Jake,” Jo said, looking around. “We’re in the middle of a flat desert. They can just drive around your car. Or through it, if they’ve got a truck. You’re not exactly driving a tank. Also, did you forget about what happened to Hemede?”

      She wasn’t sure when during her weeks in bed — or how — she’d learned the name of the crew member who'd been murdered, but she knew this was the first time she'd said the man's name out loud, and it made her sick to her stomach.

      Jake grew somber. “No. But they made an arrest in that case a few days ago, remember? Said it was random, right?”

      Jo remembered. While she was holed up in her Arizona apartment, Jake had sent her a link to an English translation of an Egyptian newspaper article about the murder at the site, and that Egyptian authorities had made an arrest. But she hadn't believed it then, and she wasn’t about to believe it now. There’s no way it was random.

      “That’s what they want us to think.”

      Jo was convinced that the man who had been arrested had taken the fall for someone else, or worse — the real culprits were still out there, and the police had just arrested an innocent man.

      Danny came up with a broad grin, not picking up on the tension.

      “Did you hear? Jo found it! We’re close, buddy. Real close.”

      Jo couldn’t hide her smile or excitement as she filled Jake in on the day’s discovery.

      “I’ll be here bright and early, boss,” Danny said. “I’m going back to my hotel to call the Minister and let him know about the latest development, maybe see if they can send us some special camera equipment. They usually loan it out to promising excavations. Even if they ship it overnight though, we won’t see it for another day, so I want to get on it right away. I tried to call earlier, but couldn’t get a signal.”

      Jo nodded. Cell reception was spotty at the dig site — it was why she and Jake had resorted to leaving their cellphones in the tent or in the car.

      After Danny drove away, Jo took Jake over to the hole, which was now covered with a tarp. She pulled the tarp back a bit and shined the beam of a flashlight on it.

      “Not very big, is it?”

      Jo shook her head. “Big enough for me to fit in, though.”

      Jake examined the hole, then Jo. He didn’t try to hide his slow examination of her torso and waist. “Wow. This is incredible, Jo. You must be on top of the world.”

      “I’m a nervous wreck,” she admitted.

      They walked back to the parking lot. As the crew finished packing up for the night and piled into the two trucks to return to town, Jo and Jake stood by, silently watching. One vehicle had so many people in it that a few were standing on the sideboard holding onto the open window. They were laughing and lively, despite a hard day working out in the sun. Jo knew she couldn't offer them money to stay the night, because there was no amount of money she’d be comfortable paying them to do such a thing.

      Besides that, it wouldn’t be fair. They deserved to go home to warm meals and families.

      She squared her shoulders and headed over to where Patrick was waiting for her in his rental car. She leaned in the window and spoke to him. A few seconds later he pulled away, and Jo began walking back toward Jake.

      “Hey! Hey!” Jake yelled at the car as it drove away. “You forgot Jo!”

      When she got to his side, Jo smiled at Jake and reached for the passenger door handle of the white car. Jake was shaking his head.

      “I’m staying with you.” She slumped into the seat and leaned it as far back as it would go before closing the door.

      “Jeez. Jo. Seriously?”

      “You’re stuck with me now,” she said, pulled her hat down over her face and closed her eyes. “I’m exhausted. Night?”

      Jake swore under his breath.

      She feigned snoring.

      “I’m not amused.”

      “Get in,” she said. “I couldn’t sleep now if I had to. I’m too excited about the tunnel. Jake! This is so exciting. This is it. What we’ve been looking for. I just know it.”

      “It’s pretty incredible,” he said. He closed her door and came around the car to the driver’s side door.

      After he got in, Jake started the engine and cranked up the heater to warm the inside of the car for a few seconds.

      “Can you grab those blankets out of the back seat? And there is a huge thermos of coffee and some snacks, but I have to admit I thought I’d be alone out here. So I only brought one sleeping bag.”

      She looked at him and smiled. He was already over his irritation.

      Bundled up in blankets and warmed with hot coffee and pastries, Jo finally was able to relax a little. The excitement of today’s find had worn off just a little, and she was still exhausted from not sleeping the night before. Even though she’d told Jake otherwise, she knew she’d be crashing within minutes. She yawned loudly.

      Jake exaggerated his own yawn, making her laugh.

      They sat there in the dark for a few minutes. The night sky was a reddish black velvet dotted with pinpricks of stars everywhere she looked.

      “It’s so beautiful,” Jo said with a small audible sigh.

      “Sure is.”

      Something about his voice made her tilt her head. He was watching her in the dark.

      “Why Cleopatra?” he asked.

      Jo’s hand instinctively reached for the ankh on the leather cord around her neck.

      “It was the movie with Elizabeth Taylor,” Jo began.

      “Aha. I knew it,” Jake said, laughing. “It’s totally okay if you don’t want to tell me. I know it’s a pretty big deal to you.”

      "Wait," Jo said and held her palm up. "That was what started it. It was playing on TV, and my mom and dad were watching it. And they got into an argument. It was one of the worst arguments I'd ever seen them have. They didn't know that I had gotten out of bed and was watching them from the doorway. I was astonished that my mother could be so angry at my father. She was normally a pretty laid-back hippie mom, but — as far as I can tell — all my dad did say something about how Cleopatra’s beauty could have made a man do anything.

      “It didn’t seem like the sort of statement that would rile my mother up. Or anyone, for that matter. I mean, she might tease him and tell him women were the superior sex and so on, but get mad? Unlikely. But like I said, even though she was normally really easygoing, she was really ticked off. She stood up and turned toward my dad, standing between him and the TV. Her face was red. I’d never seen anything like it.”

      “Whoa,” Jake said.

      “Right? She went off on a rant about how Cleopatra had been possibly the most educated person in the world at the time. Said that rumor had it Cleopatra pretty much owned the Library of Alexandria. How she spoke a bajillion languages, how she was smarter than any Harvard graduate today, and so on.”

      “Your mom knew a lot about her.”

      “Yeah, that’s what my dad said at the time. I mean, he was instantly contrite. So maybe it wasn’t an argument so much as just me seeing my mother furious and passionate about something and standing up to my dad about it that made such an impact on me.

      “I mean normally she just went along with anything he said. She wasn’t like a hugely opinionated person, or even very strong-willed. But even when he agreed he was wrong to say that, and that Cleopatra seemed amazing, my mother still had to go get down a giant book from the bookshelf and brought it over to him.”

      Jo laughed as she recalled the memory. “I remember my dad saying that he didn’t even know they owned that book, and my mom was laughing by then. They sat side-by-side on the couch and she told him all about Cleopatra while they thumbed through the book. She wasn’t angry anymore, and I could hear the excitement in her voice. Most of the time she was so busy with work and just being a mom that I never got to see this side of her. I was fascinated. I sat and listened.”

      “I can just imagine it. I bet you were so cute.” Jake reached over and tugged at her ponytail a little. “Did you have long hair like this in a ponytail?”

      “Stop!” She playfully swatted his hand away. “My dad said, ‘Karen, I never knew any of this.’ My mom told him she’d begun studying archeology in college, which he knew, but that when my grandmother died, she dropped out and returned home to raise her younger brother, which he didn’t know. She’d told him she’d just lost interest in archeology.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “Yeah, right? He was the one who died.”

      “Ugh.”

      “I know. She gave up her dream.”

      “Wow.”

      Jake and Jo sat in silence for a few seconds.

      I thought that they didn’t know I was there, but toward the end my mom yawned and stood up and winked at me. I ran to my bedroom and jumped in my bed, pulling the covers over my head and pretended to snore and that was that.”

      “That was that?” Jake said wrinkling his nose.

      “Well, I guess, not exactly.” Jo felt like she’d talked too much as it was, but Jake seemed genuinely interested in hearing more.

      “After a while, when I heard my dad snoring from their room, I got up and went back in the living room to look at the book my mom had been reading. Gosh, it must’ve weighed as much as I did. I sat up all night looking at it. I fell asleep but luckily woke in the morning in time to get in my own bed before my mom came in to wake me for school. For some reason, I felt like I needed to keep it a secret that I’d overheard them.”

      “That’s cool,” Jake said.

      “A few weeks later, for Christmas, my dad got my mom this necklace.”

      Jake reached over and gently put the ankh in his palm.

      “It was the only thing they recovered from their plane crash.”

      Jake squeezed his eyes shut when he heard this. "Oh, shit, Jo. I’m so sorry.” Jake let go of the ankh and reached for her hand, lightly rubbing it with his thumb. She could feel the back of his hand on her neck, and she tried to control her breathing. She didn’t want him to feel her heart nearly beating out of her chest.

      Jo felt tears forming in the corner of her eyes and tried to blink them away. "I guess after that, I always made Cleopatra larger than life. She was the one thing my mother was most passionate about — well, besides my dad and me. In a way, I sort of tried to replace my mom with the Queen of the Nile, as goofy as that sounds.”

      Jake leaned over then and kissed her, long and hard.

      Jo didn’t even care about the console between them digging into her side. All she could think about was how amazing the kiss was.

      Jake pulled back too soon.

      “We probably shouldn’t start something we can’t finish.”

      “Who says we can’t finish it?” Jo said, jutting her chin toward the back seat.

      Jake raised an eyebrow. “Well… it’s not exactly how I planned it. I’d hoped for a more memorable… well, damn it, Jo. I want it to mean something.”

      “Oh, it will mean something all right,” she said. “Today might be the most important day of my life — the day I discovered the tunnel that leads me to Cleopatra’s tomb.”

      “Um, no offense, but wouldn’t the most important day be the day you found the tomb? He smiled. He was teasing her. “Wouldn’t you want us to celebrate that say at the penthouse suite of the Marriott or something?”

      "No!" Jo was adamant. She pointed to the windshield. The moon was rising and casting a metallic blue light on the jutting silhouettes of the temple. "I can't think of a more beautiful or fitting place."

      Jake smiled. “It does suit us, doesn’t it?”

      She liked the way that sounded — us.

      Jo leaned her seat back all the way and had climbed into the back seat. “Come on, Indiana Jones! I thought you liked adventure!”

      “Only if you take your hair out of that ponytail,” he said and then laughed. But before he could crawl over the seat, headlights flashed over his features. “Crap.”

      Jo scrambled back into the front seat, her heart pounding. “What is it? What do we do?”

      She turned to Jake. He was watching the approaching vehicle in the rearview mirror. He triggered the locks on the door. Jo looked around. There was nothing that could be used as a weapon except maybe the steel thermos. She reached for it.

      Before she could react, the car had come to a skidding halt behind them, and a man appeared at her window.

      He was pointing a gun at her.
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      All she could see was a large man pointing a large gun directly at her through the closed window.

      “Jake,” she whispered, trying not to move her mouth.

      She watched him through her peripheral vision. He was slowly pushing down the handbrake, then moving the car into drive. The vehicle had been on since they’d entered, and she could tell Jake was planning on using that to their advantage — he was going to make a run for it.

      “Jake…” she said again.

      He shushed her, then plowed the pedal down as hard as he could. The car lurched forward, toward the closed gates that led into the temple grounds.

      Like a trained professional driver, Jake hit the gas again, causing the car to skid over the gravel and dirt road, all the while pulling the handbrake up as hard as he could and pulling the wheel to the right. The small car reacted immediately, swerving inches from the gate and spinning around abruptly. In under three seconds they were now turned completely around, facing the road and the highway beyond — their exit route.

      Unfortunately, they were also facing a row of armed men, all pointing deadly looking weapons directly at them.

      “Shit,” Jake whispered. “I thought we’d be able to get out of here if I did that.”

      “Jake, where’d you learn to do that?” Jo asked.

      “Video games. Always wanted to try it in real life. Figured now was a good time.”

      Jo was breathing so hard she was panting. “Well, it almost worked. Now what?”

      Even with the window closed, she could hear their voices. The first man who'd aimed his gun at her was still there as if the erratic movements of the vehicle hadn't fazed him at all.

      “Get out,” he said, tapping the glass with the stock of his rifle.

      “Don’t do it, Jo.”

      The man moved his finger, flicking his rifle’s safety switch to off. Now the gun was pressed onto the window. It would blast right through the glass. And if she managed to duck, then it would just hit Jake. She had no choice. She reached for the door handle. Without taking her eyes off the man, she said, “Jake, as soon as I’m out, floor it and get the hell out of here. Go get help, I’ll distract them.”

      Without waiting for an answer, she opened the door and slid out.

      As she did, one of the men knocked the thermos out of her hand, and it clattered noisily on the pavement and then rolled under the car. She'd been a fool to think she could use it as a weapon.

      Behind her, the car remained still and quiet. She scowled. Jake needed to get out of there.

      Instead, she heard him getting out the other side.

      “My hands are up. Take me. Let her go. She knows nothing.”

      “We just want to talk to you,” the man in front of Jo said. He spoke English but had a slight accent Jo couldn’t place. “But first we want to look around.”

      The man then said something in Arabic, and two more men with guns stepped forward. He turned back to Jo and Jake. "My men will escort you to our vehicle. You will wait there until we are done looking around."

      With guns pressed to their lower spines, Jo and Jake walked toward the first of two large, black SUVs parked behind their car. The gunmen indicated they should get into the backseat of the one parked the farthest back.

      After they crawled in, Jo saw there was a glass partition between the back seat and the front. The gunmen positioned themselves, one on each side of the car and kept their guns pointed toward the doors.

      “This isn’t good,” Jo said.

      “Could be worse,” Jake answered.

      “Yeah?”

      “We’re still alive.”

      “Until they ‘question’ us or whatever,” Jo said. “We have to get out of here before then. Let’s think.”

      “I hate to say it, but I think we’re screwed, Jo.”

      “Then don’t say it.” She hated that she snapped at him, but there was no time for that kind of thinking. “Let me think. Let me think. Let me think.” She tugged at her hair as she said this, looking around frantically. There had to be some way out. Some way to get away. She remembered something her cousin Harvey had said long ago, while the three of them — Jo, Harvey, and his little brother Zachary — were watching a movie. Something about how there was ‘always a way out.’ Unfortunately, while it seemed to be true in movies, Jo wasn’t quite sure that it was always the case in real life.

      Jake was leaning back on her and bending his knees, his feet aimed toward the window between them and the front seat. A thump from a huge gun striking the window stopped him. He put his feet down and swore.

      Jo reached for the door handle to see what the goon on her side would do. The gun was instantly pointed at her window. Okay. Got it. She searched the back seat for something that might trigger the partition to slide open, but no matter how many buttons she jabbed, it remained closed. What now?

      At that moment Jo heard a loud roaring noise from outside, and both of the gunmen turned and looked behind the vehicle. A second later, they ran. Before Jo and Jake could turn around to look out the back window, there was a near-deafening volley of gunfire that sent them both cowering to the floorboards in front of their seats. Jake was somehow on top of Jo. She looked over his shoulder at the back window. While the glass still appeared intact, it was splattered with red.

      Blood.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!” Jake crawled off her and put his head in his hands.

      “Are you okay?” Jo asked, suddenly filled with terror. Had Jake been hit? She hadn’t seen the glass break, or any bullets come into the car, but it had all happened so fast, the window totally obscured with blood so she couldn’t say for sure.

      Jake took a deep breath. “I’m not hurt. Are you?”

      He had thrown himself across her body, which Jo found sweet in a really screwed up way.

      “I’m fine.”

      They both were startled by a loud knock at the window at the same time the front door was yanked open. A woman in a dark burqa dipped her head into the car for a few seconds. Jo heard the click of the back doors unlocking and immediately threw herself toward the door handle. She and Jake nearly fell out of the vehicle and then stood there looking around wildly, unsure where to go or what to do.

      The bodies of the two gunmen were behind the black SUV. Beyond the bodies was a row of ragtag vehicles. A rusty truck. A dented white van. A large four-door sedan and a small compact car. The windshield was shot out of the van, which was closest. The doors of all four vehicles were thrown open.

      Jo whipped her head to the front of the car. Off near the temple, she saw a flurry of movement. If Jo wasn’t mistaken, it looked like women in burqas holding submachine guns as they chased after the men who had captured them.

      And then, closer, Jo noticed her.

      A woman standing with her arms crossed, watching Jo and Jake.

      Jo tensed, ready to run, but the woman smiled and walked over.

      “I’m Kyra.” The woman said, moving gracefully in a long skirt. Only her eyes glittered through the slit in the burqa. “Safra sent me.”

      In one fluid movement, she wriggled out of the burqa, slinging it over one arm.

      Jo was astonished to see Kyra had curly red hair and ivory skin sprinkled with freckles.

      “You’re with the Daughters of Isis?”

      Kyra nodded. Her small, compact body bulged with muscles that showed through her tight green fatigue pants and long-sleeve camouflage T-shirt. Her pants were tucked into dusty, well-worn combat boots.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t make it here sooner. We left as soon as we got word.”

      She was Irish. Her accent wasn’t thick, but it was there.

      "You came in time," Jo said smiling. "But how did you know?"

      Another woman ran up, panting. Kyra nodded at her, and the woman spoke. “Two got away. They fled into the desert.”

      This woman also wore similar clothing to Kyra. She held a burqa over one arm.

      Kyra nodded.

      “We’ll have the others ready for you to question soon.”

      Jo saw three women each holding a man at gunpoint walking back down the hill.

      "Thank you, Mache," Kyra said and turned to Jo.

      "We'll take over from here. Please go back to your hotel. Make a scene at the hotel restaurant or something, so people notice you. That way you'll have an alibi in case something goes wrong, and these bodies are discovered. But you’d better leave now.”

      She glanced over at the group coming their way.

      “Will we see you again?” Jo asked.

      “Yes. I’ll be here to greet you in the morning. The Daughters of Isis are now in charge of guarding this temple while you finish your work.”

      “Thank you.”

      It was only when they were driving back to Alexandria that Jake broke the silence with the same thing racing through Jo’s head:

      “When she said ‘bodies,’ did she mean the ones already dead or did she mean…” he trailed off.

      Jo thought for a second before answering. “I guess I don’t want to know the answer to that.”

      Jake exhaled loudly. “Me neither.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            39

          

        

      

    

    
      Back at the hotel, Jake and Jo quickly showered and dressed in clean clothing before they headed to the hotel restaurant and bar.

      “How are we supposed to make a scene?” Jo asked. “I don’t really want to act like a drunken fool, but I suppose that would be the easiest way to draw attention to ourselves. So… you do it.”

      Jake laughed. “’Drunken fool’ never was my best act, but I guess I can come up with something.”

      They glanced around. It was a nice restaurant, and people spoke in low voices over candlelight. It was mainly filled with tourists; many seemed to be speaking American English. Soft jazz filtered down from hidden speakers.

      As they waited for the hostess to come to seat them, Jake grabbed Jo. She gasped but didn't have time to say anything before he pressed her up against the velvet-covered wall and kissed her, his entire body up against hers. When he drew back, he paused and said, “I think that got their attention.”

      Flustered, Jo smoothed her hair and looked around. The hostess stood before them holding menus with a flushed face. She didn’t look amused. “Excuse me. Just two?”

      A few tourists looked up, and Jake wiped his mouth with his sleeve. They looked back down.

      "Yes, please," Jake said and gave the young woman a broad smile.

      As they were led to a seat in the back, there wasn’t a table in the room that didn’t have at least one person shooting glances their way. A low murmur had filled the intimate space. A few women shot dirty looks at Jo, which made her burst into laughter.

      Jake laughed back. “I thought it was better than a falling down drunk act.”

      Jo licked her lips. “Much, much better.”

      He took her by the waist. “And just think, we didn’t have to act.”

      “No acting on my part. That was all natural.”

      After they were seated, Jake eyed her over his menu. “I’m not really hungry. At least not for dinner.”

      “Me neither,” Jo said, blushing. “But we should probably do what Kyra said.”

      He put down the menu and stood. “I think we accomplished exactly what she wanted us to. It will make it even more, um, convincing, if we decide not to eat and go back to our room instead. That will earn us even more attention, don’t you think?”

      Jo saw several heads turn, watching Jake. She nodded.

      He reached over, drew her up again and kissed her again before he took her hand and led her out of the restaurant.

      The hostess looked up as they passed.

      "We've changed our mind," Jo said and gave her a prolonged wink.

      The hostess rolled her eyes.
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      When Jo woke the next morning, she couldn’t figure out why she couldn’t move. When she realized, a slow smile spread across her face.

      She was trapped by Jake’s embrace. He was still asleep, but he held her in a python grip. By the lack of light filtering in through the curtains, Jo decided she had time to sleep, so she snuggled back in, enjoying the warmth and feel of Jake’s body pressed against hers.

      Jake.

      She leaned over and kissed his forehead. He stirred but remained asleep.

      It was time to admit she was falling for him. And hard. All the pent-up attraction over the years had suddenly become much, much more than that.

      She didn’t want to spend another night away from him.

      The realization wiped the smile right off her face. Shit. She wriggled out from under his grasp. He mumbled in his sleep and reached for her as she slipped out of bed and hid in the bathroom.

      There in the glaring fluorescent light, she examined her face.

      Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes looked wild. Her breathing erratic.

      The whirlwind events of yesterday seemed to overcome her. Dead bodies. Jake. Cleopatra’s tomb. All of it was overwhelming.

      “Admit it, Bennett,” she said to her reflection. “You’re scared shitless.”

      Saying the words somehow made her feel better. Admitting it out loud relieved some of the heart-pounding fear.

      She closed her eyes. With her palms placed on the bathroom counter, she leaned her head down. A small tear slipped between her eyes and dropped into the sink.

      When she looked back up, she saw Jake in the mirror standing behind her. She jumped, and he gave her a small grin. “If it makes you feel better, I’m kind of freaked out, too. By all of it. I mean, not us — I think that’s the only thing keeping me from going off the deep end.” He put his hand on her waist and leaned down to kiss her neck. “That’s what is keeping me together. You.”

      She smiled.

      “Yes. Yesterday was a little crazy. In a lot of ways. Good and bad.”

      “Hopefully not —”

      “Nope,” Jo said quickly, blushing. “That was good.”

      He laughed again. “Let’s get dressed and get some breakfast. I’m anxious to get back out to the dig site.”

      Relief flooded her. Jake was the same. A steady, calming presence in her life. And now, someone she could honestly say she was falling in love with. She was damn lucky.

      “Thanks,” she said, as they left the bathroom to get dressed for the day. She made a mental note not to ruin everything this time.
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      Kyra met them at the site. A small campfire near the guard shack was still burning, sending a stream of smoke into the sky. Jo saw a small camp coffee maker on some rocks. Kyra greeted them, holding a mug with steam coming off it.

      “Morning,” she said. “It was a quiet night.”

      Yeah, after you’ve killed a bunch of men anything else would seem like a quiet night, Jo thought.

      There was no sign of the bodies. No blood. None of the other vehicles. Nothing.

      “Good to hear,” Jake said.

      A van pulled up in the parking lot nearby. Kyra downed the last of the contents of her mug and said, “I’m heading back to town to sleep. I’ll be out here again tonight. We have a fresh team that will be hanging out in case anyone else shows up and wants to give you trouble.”

      As she said it, she nodded her head toward a group piling out of the van. These women wore pants and tee shirts instead of the burqas from yesterday.

      Jo and Jake thanked her and headed over to the edge of the temple where their work crew was waiting.

      “Eban, can we have a word?” Jo asked.

      They pulled him aside and filled him in on the deaths the night before and the plan for the day.

      He shook his head and looked down.

      “I wanted you to know that I understand if you want to back out,” Jo said.

      His head shot up. “No way. I am not afraid of them. I will not let oppressors scare me.”

      Jo lifted her own head and pulled her shoulders back. “Me neither.”

      Jake extended his hand to Eban. “Let’s do this.”

      The three walked over to the crew who were exchanging concerned glances with one another.

      “Thank you for coming.” Jo noticed a few of the faces that had been AWOL the day before had returned. “I understand if you feel working for me is too dangerous and I will pay you two weeks’ wages right now if you want to leave to give you time to find a new job.”

      She paused. A few of the men exchanged glances. She continued.

      “But if you want to stay, I can honestly say I think we are on the brink of one of the world’s biggest and greatest discoveries — finding Cleopatra’s tomb. That’s why people are threatening you and your families. That’s why we’ve had some, uh… problems, with our dig. And I’m very sorry about that. I didn’t know him personally, but I know Hemede was an upstanding man and a friend to many of you.”

      A few men nodded.

      “That’s why I understand if you must leave. Even if you stay today and don’t come back tomorrow, I get it.”

      Jo didn’t say what she was thinking. She didn’t want their blood on her hands. She didn’t think she could bear knowing another innocent man was dead because of her.

      “But if you do want to stay, I want all our efforts to be focused on the shaft we found yesterday. I think we might be close. When Abet and Danny arrive, they will explain our plan for the day.”
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      Jo was surprised that despite it all, every man on the crew had decided to stay. By late afternoon, reinforcements had been made to the hole so that Jo could be lowered down into it. By spacing out sets of four-by-four braces every five feet and using cam bolts to mount them solidly to the side walls of the temple, Danny O’Brien felt that the structural integrity of the shaft was high enough for at least a cursory exploration.

      A rope and pulley system with harnesses had been erected at the top of the hole.

      Everything looked good to go.

      Jake tugged on the rope for the sixth time. “I think this is sturdy, but I’m not really wild about the idea of you going down there, not knowing what awaits you.”

      Jo, who was brimming with excitement, tried to be understanding. “I know. But I’m the only one of the three of us who could easily fit in the hole, especially after the reinforcements. You dudes with your broad shoulders might get stuck.”

      They measured the width of the hole all the way down until it opened up into something — a cavern or tunnel — and confirmed that Jo wouldn’t get stuck on the way down.

      “What if when you get to the wider opening, it’s just a bigger hole that leads to the center of the earth?” Jake said it in a teasing tone, but his eyebrows knit together.

      “Because. Listen.” Jo leaned over and dropped a few pebbles. After a few seconds, they could hear the clatter of the rocks hitting something.

      They'd also lowered special equipment to test the air, and from what they could tell, the oxygen level was adequate, and there didn't seem to be any dangerous gases emanating from deeper within the tunnels.

      That alone had excited Jo. It meant that the space underground had some other entrance or exit or vent someplace else in the temple.

      Jake looked at the rapidly setting sun. “Maybe we just come back tomorrow and get you down there first thing in the morning?” Jake said. “It’ll give you more time.”

      Jo shook her head. “We can do that as well,” she said, grinning. “But there’s no way I’m not going down there now, too.”

      Danny and Patrick nodded. “I have the monitoring equipment ready back in the tent. Let me just get you outfitted.”

      Jake helped her strap a GoPro to a climbing helmet.

      “We should be able to hear you and see fine with this,” Danny said. Then he put a wireless headphone in her left ear and strapped on a utility belt containing a few tools. He helped her strap the harnesses on her legs and double-checked them.

      “Feels good,” she said.

      “Looking good. Like a futuristic miner. I should cue the music from The Jeffersons,” Danny said.

      Patrick nodded.

      “The what? Jeffersons?” Jake said. Jo shrugged.

      Danny snorted. “You’re both too young.”

      “I guess we are,” Jo said, laughing.

      Patrick turned to Jo. “You’re good. It’s a TV show, so it doesn’t count.”

      “Doesn’t count?” Danny sputtered. “Doesn’t count for what?”

      Jake sighed. “Patrick and Jo have been trying to stump each other with movie lines since they were in the cradle. Film, though. Not TV.”

      "Gotcha," Danny said. "Let's go."

      Patrick gave her one last glance and said, "I'll go back to the tent, and we'll test this out."

      Jo waited until she heard Patrick’s voice in her ear: “It’s pretty much my favorite animal. It’s like a lion and a tiger mixed… bred for its skills in magic.”

      “Easy,” Jo said. “Napoleon Dynamite.”

      “I’ve got good visual,” Patrick said. “You’re looking at that hunky partner of yours.”

      “Patrick called you hunky. It wasn’t a movie line, either,” Jo said.

      Jake grabbed his own headset, strapped it on and wiggled his eyebrows at Jo. “I didn’t know you had those sorts of feelings for me, Donovan. You do know I’m still your boss?”

      The blush spread quickly across Jo’s cheeks. “If you can get my job back.”

      He laughed.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      Jake nodded at the crew, and Jo stepped over the hole.

      The ropes were pulled tight. She hung, suspended for a second.

      Jake leaned in and met her eyes. “Good luck. Don’t hesitate to yank on the rope if you need us to get you the hell out of there.”

      "I'll be fine, Jake," Jo said with a smile.

      He turned away. “Let’s do this,” he told the crew.

      Then he turned back. Jake and Jo locked eyes as she was lowered down into the darkness until her body was immersed in the hole, surrounded by dirt a few inches away on all sides and all she saw was black.
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      Jo fought the clawing sense of claustrophobia that was trying to overcome her. The hole she was being lowered into seemed to drop for miles. She knew she’d been on the surface only a few seconds ago, but it felt like forever.

      The light at the top of the hole was now a pinprick. “You okay down there, Jo?”

      Now it was Danny’s voice in her ear.

      “Doing good. Thanks. Still haven’t gotten to the bottom.”

      “All we see is black on the camera, Jo,” Danny’s voice cracked in her ear.

      “That’s because Jake’s big head is blocking the light,” she said.

      Jake’s head immediately drew back. He’d heard her.

      “Teasing you, Jake. It doesn’t matter. It’s pitch-black down here no matter what. Can’t see a thing.”

      “There’s a flashlight in the pack I gave you.”

      “Got it,” she said. “Thanks. I’ll flick it on when I get to the bottom and can spare a hand.”

      Nobody answered, and she got worried for a second.

      “Are you reading me?”

      There was a murmur of voices, and then Danny spoke. “Sorry about that. Um, yes, we can read you fine.” Before he clicked off, she heard other voices again.

      What the hell?

      “Jake?”

      “Got you loud and clear, Josie.”

      Josie? When did he give her that nickname? And why did everyone up above sound so distracted?

      Just then Jo felt something under her feet. She gave one tug on the rope, which meant they could stop lowering it. Two tugs meant “Get me the hell out of here.”

      The rope stopped as her feet touched something solid.

      “Holy crap, guys. I’m standing on something. Ground?”

      She reached down and felt at her feet. A smooth rock.

      As she raised herself to stand, she reached for the flashlight in her tool belt. Holding her breath for a nanosecond, she clicked it on. And gasped.
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      Her flashlight beam illuminated a life-sized, or rather, a person-sized statue of Anubis.

      She had dropped into a rectangular room the size of a bus. The statue of Anubis stood between her and the opening to a tunnel. There was just enough room for her to step around it and enter the tunnel, but first she stood in awe of the statue.

      It was pristine. It had to be centuries-old, but the muscular onyx chest, torso, and legs gleamed as if they had been freshly polished. The gold — and Jo was certain it was real gold — skirt, collar, and jewelry shimmered in the flashlight beam. The glittering eyes in the jackal's head seemed lifelike. The lip on the ferocious mouth was up slightly on one side in a snarl. He stood some seven feet tall on a round pedestal with images of Isis and Osiris dotting its surface. He wore a gold ankh around his neck and held another massive ankh, as big as his head in his right hand. His left hand held a staff with a smaller version of his own head at the top.

      For a second, Jo had to remind herself this was an inanimate object and not a beast that was about to snarl and growl at her.

      It was only then she realized she’d been hearing voices in her ear the past few seconds.

      “Oh, sorry,” she said adjusting the wireless earbud in her head. “I’m in. I’m safe. I’m in a rounded rectangular room that leads to a tunnel and — holy moly — a huge statue of Anubis is guarding the entrance. I can easily walk around it, but — wait? Isn't the camera picking this up?"

      She waved her flashlight around the room.

      “Yes!” Jake said excitedly. “This is fantastic. Unbelievable.”

      Jo heard cheering in the background, and then Patrick’s voice. “Sorry for the delay earlier. We moved over to the tent and Danny got you hooked up to the Bluetooth speaker, so we can all hear you. We’re all gathered around the computer with our jaws dropped open.”

      “I know, right?” she said, and then her voice grew quiet. “I want to stay here and examine the statue, but I think I should go a bit deeper in before we have to call it a day.”

      "Good idea. We have about another hour of daylight, and then I think we will have to pull you back up and hit it again early tomorrow morning."

      “I can’t have a sleepover here?” Jo asked. As exciting as it was, she wouldn’t want to sleep down here overnight with Anubis looking at her.

      “Haha,” Jake’s voice sang in her ear. “Sorry, you’re coming home with me. Anubis can take a hike.”

      Hearing his voice made her cheeks grow warm. “Jake,” she said, softly. “Jake, this is it.”

      There was a brief pause, and then she heard his voice again. “I know. You did it, Jo. This has to be the tomb.”

      “Okay,” Jo said, moving closer to the statue. “I’m going in, but I’ll hurry. I’ll check out the tunnel, see if I can get an indication of how far down or back it goes and what it leads to. Obviously, Anubis is guarding something, and by the size of him, it must be something important.”

      Her voice shook as she spoke. Saying it out loud was surreal. The fact that she was here — that they were all here — was surreal.

      "That's the theory up here, too, boss," Danny said.

      “I thought Osiris was the god of the underworld.” It was Jake.

      “Yes,” Patrick said. “But Anubis was considered the protector of graves and a god who ushered souls into the afterlife.”

      "It's even more convoluted than that," Jo said, stepping forward, tilting her head to see around the statue. "Anubis was also the son of Osiris and stepson of Isis. His presence at Cleopatra’s tomb would be very appropriate. He was said to be her ally and confidante. He was also the one who helped her resurrect Osiris’ body and get pregnant that way.”

      “Yeah, Anubis has some creepy teeth. Are you sure he’s not warning you to stay away?” Jake said.

      Jo was closer now. “Could be.”

      She reached up and touched the statue’s forearm. It was silky smooth and cold as ice. Gold bands circled his upper arms and wrists. They had clasps on them. The ankh necklace was loose around his neck. The massive gold ankh could also be removed. All the jewelry had been placed on the statue. It could be removed, and yet hadn’t. This filled Jo with excitement and the certainty that she was the first person in centuries to have seen it.

      “You’re right, Jake,” she said. “It’s likely they placed the statue here to warn graverobbers. The best news is that it is completely untouched. The statue is pretty heavy to move I bet, but graverobbers would have at least taken all of the jewelry.”

      “Hey — by the way,” Jake said from up above. “As soon as we saw the footage of Anubis, we cleared the tent.” He was keeping his voice low. “It’s just me, Danny, and Patrick. Even so, I’m hoping the crew doesn’t go back to town, tie a few ones on, and talk about the gold down there.”

      Jo nodded. “Good call. At least we’ve got the Daughters of Isis guarding the temple now.”

      They both grew quiet remembering the deaths from the other night.

      Standing before the statue, Jo couldn’t shake the feeling that it was alive and watching her. That’s when she remembered the supposed curse on Cleopatra’s tomb. The one Safra had spoken about. She shook the ominous feeling off as she crouched down to examine the carvings on the round pedestal. From across the room she’d assumed it was Osiris and Isis.

      But it wasn’t.

      “You guys seeing this?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      On the carvings, two figures faced one another, arms outstretched, hands entwined. It was Cleopatra and Marc Antony.

      Her mouth grew dry.

      “Okay,” Jo said, clearing her throat. “I’m going in.”

      Making sure she didn’t look down as she did it so the camera wouldn’t see it, she placed the gold coin she’d stolen months ago on the pedestal base of the statue, nestling it alongside some other coins and jewelry.

      She let out a deep breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. A terrific sense of peace and relief filled her in returning the coin she had smuggled out of the temple site. It would most definitely be excavated later with the rest of the artifacts, but for now, she felt absolved.

      As she stepped around the statue, its cold bulk grazed her and sent a chill down her spine. Holding the flashlight before her, she saw that the tunnel went on for a good distance but then ended in either a dead-end or a sharp turn. She was counting on it being a curve she just couldn’t see from where she was.

      Jo took a deep breath. “Okay...”

      The tunnel wasn't very tall. Only a few inches lay between the top of her head and the ceiling. If she outstretched her arms, she could put her palms flat against the dirt walls on each side. As she stepped inside, the flashlight illuminated the tunnel before her, leaving the circular room and Anubis in the darkness behind her.

      She didn’t like that. Her imagination was going wild, picturing the statue coming to life in the dark behind her and following her, creeping up on her.

      She whirled, and the flashlight revealed the back of the statue, immobile, of course.

      “Everything okay?” It was Jake.

      “Yes. Just creeping myself out.”

      “Don’t do that,” Danny said.

      “We’re right here with you,” Jake said. “Well, sort of. As much as we can be.”

      Jo knew if she got hurt or needed to be rescued for any reason, it would be a tight fit for either of the men to get down the hole. But maybe still possible.

      But the gold on the statue proved that Jo was down here alone. No one from modern times had ever seen the inside of this chamber and tunnel. The only other people who might be down here were harmless, dead for centuries.

      "I'm definitely heading deeper," she said. "It's a steep incline, and the air is noticeably colder."

      “The reception isn’t quite as good,” Danny said. “You have cut out a few times.”

      “Oh,” Jo said, and then added, “If I don’t hear you for a while I’ll just plan on backtracking until we have comms up again.”

      “Sounds good. We do want to keep in touch with you.”

      “Yeah,” Jake added. “How about a scheduled check-in in exactly ten minutes?”

      She smiled. She had to admit that it was nice to have someone concerned about her, someone who cared about her, who worried about her. It had been a very long time since Jo had felt that.

      Jo was soon able to confirm her theory: the tunnel didn’t end, it curved.

      She pointed the flashlight in the new direction. It showed the tunnel dipping so rapidly that she couldn’t see very far down the darkness.

      “I don’t see anything, do you guys? It does look like it gets really steep quickly.”

      “Proceed with caution,” Danny said, his voice breaking up. “We’ve got about another thirty minutes and I’m probably going to ask you to turn around and call it a day.”

      That made Jo pick up her pace. The tunnel was very steep now. Jo wondered how far underground she was. The software on the computer had revealed several caverns and tunnels that dipped to at least sea level or below. Even if there wasn’t a nearby aquifer less than a mile south, Jo didn’t like the thought the Mediterranean Sea pressing against the walls down here.

      And just as the thought crossed her mind, she took a step and heard a crunch.

      The ground crumbled beneath her boot, and the next thing she knew she was tumbling through the black air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      When Jo Bennett’s eyes flickered open there was nothing to see but deep, velvet dark. Disoriented, she took a quick inventory. Although her shoulder stung like hell and she was sprawled flat on her back, nothing felt broken.

      For a moment she was confused, unsure of where she was or why she was on the ground injured. Then it started coming back to her.

      The ground crumbling underneath her boots.

      The black chasm opening up under her feet.

      The wild leap for the edge, fingernails wildly clawing for the dirt and missing.

      In a flash, she remembered. She’d been lowered down a narrow, twenty-foot-deep hole from the surface of the dig site. She’d been in a tunnel when the earth underfoot collapsed.

      Exploring the tunnel had been her reward. She’d earned it. Of course, she was also the only archeologist on the dig small enough to fit down the hole, but that didn’t matter. Nobody questioned that she should be the first person down.

      After all, this was her discovery. She was the one who’d insisted that deep under the temple rested the remains of the world’s first celebrity.

      Cleopatra.

      As soon as her feet touched the earth and she turned on her flashlight, she discovered she was in a round room.

      And she wasn’t alone.

      A life-sized statue of Anubis stretched from floor to ceiling on one side of the chamber. The Egyptian god of the underworld, Anubis was often found protecting tombs or subterranean chambers, and it was said his job was to usher the dead to the underworld. This Anubis was standing, the man’s legs spread shoulder-width apart and his right hand holding a tall, thin staff. The Anubis’ human body was muscular, the rippling features perfectly captured in whatever material the statue had been formed from.

      But that was where the similarities to a human male ended. The Egyptian god was often depicted as a man with a canine head, believed to be a depiction of the African golden wolf. Many archeologists, including Jo, actually believed that the Sphinx was originally designed to be a larger-than-life statue of Anubis.

      The Anubis' head Jo was starting at now had the unmistakable features of a dog, from the tall, pointed ears to the long, narrow snout. The eyes stared at her, its face aimed perfectly down toward whoever might be in the chamber hoping to gain access to whatever lay behind it.

      She was close. Her excitement had drawn her deeper into the dark, down into a tunnel behind the Anubis statue. That pathway had grown increasingly steeper, and she’d followed it deeper into the earth until her radio had crackled and died.

      Just as the ground had given way and sent her plummeting straight down through another hole.

      Now, even though she’d apparently lost a chunk of time, her body was intact. Her head seemed okay, probably because she had landed mostly on her shoulder – and it was screaming in pain because of it. But the pain faded into the background as she remembered why she was here. She was so close.

      She reached up to check the headset with the microphone. It was bent and mangled.

      “You guys read me? Anyone there? Can you hear me?”

      Nothing. One earpiece had broken and hung uselessly on its cord her shoulder, but the other one was still in her ear. She didn't even hear any crackling of static.

      She was alone somewhere in the bowels of the temple.

      She needed her flashlight.

      Her good arm stretched out, her hand flailing in a wide circle around her. Her palm slapped dirt. She stretched further. There. She felt plastic. She stretched and hooked two fingers over it. Scraping the flashlight across the dirt into her grasp, she managed to pick it up. Her thumb pressed the on switch and a flickering, weak circle of light momentarily blinded her. When she opened her eyes again, she pointed the beam of light straight up.

      The hole she’d fallen through was at least twelve feet above her. She’d need to stand on something to reach it. Several somethings.

      Pushing herself to her knees, she used her good arm to propel herself into a standing position. She pointed the flashlight at the wall across from her.

      “Holy smokes.” She breathed the words in a whisper and scrambled to her feet. She was in a circular chamber, the unending wall surrounding her covered in paintings of ancient Egyptian figures in royal garb. The brilliant reds, blues, golds, and greens looked as if they’d been painted that morning. It was remarkable.

      The flashlight beam wavered.

      No! The light couldn’t go out now. She shook the flashlight, hoping there was still just a bit more juice in the batteries. The beam grew a bit, and she pointed the light toward the wall in front of her.

      On that side of the room, flanked by the paintings, was another tunnel. A dark, black yawning hole.

      As terrifying as it looked, she knew that it was going to be her way out. Had to be her way out.

      She turned, sweeping the opposite side of the room with the dying beam of her flashlight. What she saw behind her nearly brought her to her knees.

      A door, with a cartouche chiseled onto the front of it.
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      The cartouche was an oblong shape, a simple oval enclosing a set of hieroglyphs. Jo had seen them before, in her textbooks, and she knew that they were a sort of “coat of arms” for Egyptian titles or important people. A logo, of sorts. Seeing it here was a sign.

      A sign that royalty was buried here, behind that door.

      Jo immediately recognized what royalty the cartouche was depicting. The symbols contained within the cartouche’s shape were unmistakable. The two birds and lion she’d studied for so long.

      She was staring at Cleopatra’s cartouche.

      Holding her breath, Jo stepped closer. Reaching out, her palm rested on the door. She closed her eyes and pushed. Miraculously, the door shifted. She threw her good shoulder into it, and it creaked open. The flashlight flickered again but didn't go out.

      She lifted the beam of light and stepped inside.

      Her gasp echoed throughout the chamber. She stared, the flashlight shaking in her hand.

      The entire room glittered with gold. Gold coins, spilling out of golden bowls. Gold engraved jewelry boxes, overflowing with gold anklets, rings, bracelets, and earrings. A massive gold bed, inlaid with brilliant colored stones, covered with more shimmering trinkets: daggers, swords, gold headpieces. Everything glinted and gleamed, even in the limited light of her flashlight.

      Her heart raced as she saw a small black onyx statue of Anubis. It was a smaller version of the statue she’d seen in the upper chamber. I’m on the right track, she thought.

      And then she saw the most astonishing thing of all — the door across from her was flanked by two life-sized golden statues.

      A man and a woman.

      Cleopatra and Antony. Dressed as Osiris and Isis.

      She stepped forward, aiming her light at the statue of Cleopatra. She felt her skin tingling, the goosebumps beginning to form.

      This is it.

      She reached her hand out, now only inches from the massive gold structure.

      …And her flashlight went out, plummeting her into darkness.

      Shit. But she had a candle and matches in her tool belt. She reached for them, but before her hand had grasped the zipper on the pouch where she kept them, she heard it.

      She stopped, her senses suddenly on high alert. She felt her heart pounding, the adrenaline beginning to awaken her subconscious.

      Breathing. Behind her.

      She was not alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            46

          

        

      

    

    
      The flashlight beam wobbled to life again as Jo whipped around. There was a masked face directly in front of her, but she didn’t get a chance to examine it before a sharp stinging blow to her wrist sent the flashlight clattering to the ground, its weak beam pointing at the painted wall.

      Within seconds she was falling to the ground beside it, her cheek pressing into the rock and sand floor, the wind completely knocked out of her. Her leg smacked against the wall, and she fell heavily to the floor, a satisfying thwack sounding through the chamber. In a flash of lucidity, she assessed the situation. This person who’d attacked her, whoever it was, was here to do her harm — and now they had the upper hand. She was on the floor, helpless, and she couldn’t see.

      She decided to play that up a bit.

      “My leg!” she screamed. “It’s — my leg is broken.” She winced, then sucked in a long, loud breath of air. She pushed it out erratically, making it sound as though she were having a hard time breathing.

      Jo wasn’t sure if her little ruse worked, but when she looked up, she saw more than one set of feet moving in the weak flashlight beam. As soon as she tried to crawl forward, she felt a boot pressing down on the small of her back.

      “Stay down.”

      She recognized the voice but couldn't place it. The pressure was removed from her back, and she heard men's voices speaking low above her. She couldn't make out what they were saying, but it sounded like an argument.

      “I — I can’t. My leg… it’s broken.” Not completely satisfied playing the role of damsel in distress, she decided to add back a bit of her trademark charm. “You didn’t happen to bring crutches with you, did you?”

      “Turn the light off. It’s hurting my eyes.”

      A foot struck the flashlight, sending it clattering across the ground until it struck a wall, but didn’t go out.

      “I said off." The same familiar voice was now lower and menacing. Jo started to lift her head, but a foot on her neck pushed her face back into the dirt.

      “Oof.” She hadn’t meant to make a noise, but it came out.

      “Silence.”

      She watched through one eye as feet and then legs approached the flashlight beam.

      “I’ll handle it.”

      Another familiar voice. This time she absolutely recognized the voice. Her knowledge was reaffirmed when he crouched down, reaching for the flashlight to flick it off.

      David Caldwell. The archeologist wore night-vision goggles that were now resting on his forehead. Immediately Jo knew who the other voice was.

      Malcolm Land.

      “No. We light the torches now.”

      “Good idea,” a third voice said. It was a familiar voice that she couldn't identify but still caused a chill to run down her spine.

      “Yes, sir.” Land answered. Oh my God. The two famous archeologists were behind everything. The deaths. The snakes. Everything. But who was the third man?

      They were taking orders from the guy, so it was apparent he was their boss. Had he funded everything? Was that why they were listening to him? Judging by the subservient tone they took with him, he was in charge.

      The room filled with light from the flickering torches.

      Hands grabbed under her armpits, and Jo screamed, feigning severe pain in her leg. She was yanked to a sitting position, and she stretched out her ‘broken' leg in front of her, her eyes closed. Jo winced as a lightning bolt of pain shot through her shoulder, and she realized she wouldn’t have to fake the pain too much.

      Several torches were scattered around the room, lighting it up. That’s when she finally recognized the man who stood before her.

      Calvin Train. The man who’d showed up late to Land’s and Caldwell’s presentation. The man who shouldn’t have been there. He was the silent partner in their expeditions.

      His scarred face looked sinister in the lantern light. Jo vaguely wondered if he paid journalists to Photoshop his skin to perfection when he did interviews and took professional headshots.

      “Nice to see you again,” he said. He smiled, the warmth of the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

      “Not really,” Jo said.

      “Your theory appears to be correct, Miss Bennett,” he said, nodding his head toward the entrance guarded by the two statues. “But the discovery will be ours. Don’t worry, you will be given credit for it. In fact, you can take comfort that your name will be in all the history books as the brave young archeologist who came up with the theory of where Cleopatra’s tomb was located.

      “And how you tragically died during the discovery when the ground caved in and you suffered a fatal blow to the head. We found you that way: already dead.”

      “What are you going to say you were doing?” Jo asked, lifting an eyebrow. “Having a little ‘guy time’ down here with your buddies?”

      Train cocked his head, his teeth working his lip as he appraised her.

      “You’re a little mouthy, aren’t you?”

      “You haven’t seen nothing yet,” Jo said, pulling back her shoulders and once again feeling the searing pain. It was hard to seem tough when you were cowering on the ground before a six-foot-something mammoth of a man.

      As he said this, Jo noticed that Caldwell had retrieved a huge wrench from a tool bag sitting nearby. He tossed it from one hand to the other, testing its weight.

      He saw her gaze and smiled.

      “I do feel a little bad about it,” Caldwell said. “I hate when it comes to this.”

      Jo frowned.

      “This is a tough business, Miss Bennett, as I’m sure you know. Sometimes when the pieces don’t align the right way, you have force them into place. Unfortunately, sometimes you also have to remove the pieces completely to get to what you want.”

      “You’ve killed people before?” Jo asked. “Just to find some old artifact?”

      Caldwell threw his head back and laughed. “Me, personally? No. We have men for that sort of work. But this —” he pointed to the two statues, “— this is not just ‘some old artifact.’ Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Jo glared at him, not speaking.

      “Don’t worry. I know that like me, you’ve waited your whole life for this moment, so I’ve decided to keep you alive until we open the tomb. That way your last moments won’t be so bad. You will die happy.”

      Jo’s glare intensified. She would never admit that this had been precisely what she was thinking. What a shame to die before seeing Cleopatra’s tomb.

      But she also refused to believe she was going to die.

      She looked around, calculating everything. Noticing everything and trying to fit the information into any sort of pattern she could use. She saw the layout of the room, the only entrance, the torches.

      And she noticed that the two other men — Land and Train — couldn’t keep their eyes off the treasure. All the gold. They were distracted by it. This was good. She eyed the passage behind her. This was where the men came from, which meant that meant there was another way out besides the shaft she’d come down. And since her team hadn’t seen anyone at Taposiris Magna that day, she assumed the entrance they’d come in from was somewhere a fair bit away.

      That’s all she needed to know.

      “Stand up,” Caldwell said. “I need you to stand back while we open the tomb door.”

      She realized she was sitting in the middle of the room.

      “I can’t,” she said. “My leg, remember?” She grimaced in pain, and started scooting backward on her rear end. Her legs felt fine, but she tried her best to really sell it.

      With Calvin Train standing behind him, Caldwell nodded at Malcolm Land and a third man that appeared in the hallway. He must have been on the other side of me when I fell, she realized. The two men walked over and lifted her up by the armpits, pulling her back toward the doorway.

      Perfect, Jo thought. She held her breath, hoping they wouldn’t snatch the camera from where it still was attached to her helmet. Her only hope was that if by some fluke it was still transmitting and Jake and the others saw what was going on and were coming to help. But she knew that was next to impossible. What was he going to do? Squeeze down the tiny hole and then drop down where the floor had collapsed?

      They set her down on the ground near the doorway. Train called them over. As soon as they were across the room, she whispered, knowing her earbud headphone and microphone was still in her left ear. “If you can hear me, there has to be another way in. These guys came in from a deeper level than I did. If you can find it, you can find me and stop them before they get the book.”

      Shit. As soon as she’d said the words, she realized her mistake. She’d never told any of them — Jake, Danny, or Patrick — about the book. She’d never even told Jake what Safra had said about the group trying to gain control of the book to take over the world and cause chaos. To Jo, it had always been about Cleopatra's tomb. Nothing more, nothing less.

      “Here and here,” Malcolm Land said, pointing at the wall on the far side of the room, next to the statues. “It looks like if we put pressure on these two points, we can pry the door open. If that doesn’t work, we’ve got the charges. It’ll take out the outer layers of rock, but it should preserve most of what’s inside.”

      Jo almost snickered. For ‘archeologists,’ they didn’t seem terribly concerned with proper archeological practices. And why should they be? Jo thought. They just wanted to find the tomb so they could get to the book. She knew that if they had to burn through Cleopatra’s mummy itself, they’d do it.

      With all four men focused on the door between the statues, Jo started to scoot over toward the door opposite leading back into the circular room. Soon, she was at the edge of the doorway. Nobody noticed.

      She could make a break for it.

      But she was frozen in place. It might mean her life, but she had to see what was behind that door.

      Just then Train glanced back at her, his eyes bright, and he smiled. For a second, their eyes met, and something was exchanged. Some energy, some electricity. It was sickening to realize, but Jo had to admit that they'd just shared a moment. They were on the verge of the most exciting archeological discovery in nearly a hundred years, and they were both filled with exhilaration. It was something nobody else in the world could possibly understand at that exact moment — how it felt to be on the verge of one of mankind’s greatest discoveries.

      Jo’s breath caught in her throat as one of the crowbars did something that caused a cracking sound.

      Malcolm Land jerked his head back to the door. Dust flew up around it, and the men started to cough. Then, as the door was pried open a few inches, a blast of warm air reeking of sulfur jettisoned out of the doorway just as a piece of the large stone door fell off and thudded to the ground. It nearly crushed the leg of one of Train’s men and sent the crowbar the man was holding skittering toward Jo. Malcolm Land ignored it and thrust a lantern inside.

      Jo froze. The crowbar was within her reach.

      Just then the three other men swore loudly. Between the two onyx statues, she could see that the room illuminated by Land’s lantern was empty. The walls of the small inner chamber were covered in hieroglyphs. Train was swearing up a storm as he stepped inside.

      “Where is the sarcophagus?” He reached over and picked Caldwell up by his shirt collar and then threw him against the wall. “Where is the book?”

      Jo crouched and reached for the crowbar. Within seconds it was in her hand. The fourth man, the worker she didn’t recognize, had seen her grab it and rallied, charging at her. She didn’t have time to raise the crowbar to strike him, but her left leg flew out and smacked into his chest.

      Before he could recover, she swept her other leg underneath him and knocked the man’s legs out from under him. Before she could regain her balance, Malcolm Land was barreling her way. She turned so that her injured shoulder was behind her and braced for the attack.

      Despite herself, she peered past Land’s charging body into the room he’d just emerged from. She saw Train pummeling Caldwell and swearing as if he was going to beat the location of Cleopatra's mummy out of him.

      Jo held her arm straight down by her side in an attempt to conceal the crowbar against her leg.

      By the time Land reached her, she’d already begun swinging the crowbar up. The weapon sped up as she gained momentum, and she followed through, aiming the pronged end of the crowbar at his crotch. He collapsed with a howl, having no idea what had hit him.

      Jo stepped over the two injured men and drew closer to the tomb.

      Train and Caldwell still hadn’t noticed her or what was going on in the outer chamber. They were locked in their own engagement, no doubt the culmination of their relationship’s frustrations.

      That’s when she noticed that the lower portion of the wall just inside the tomb. There was a faint outline of three rectangles emblazoned near the top-left corner in gold. The rectangles were all the same size, about two feet on the long edges. She made a mental note of this and focused once again on her predicament.

      “If you can hear me,” she whispered into the microphone protruding from her ear, “notice the rectangular indentations. They’re shafts. Sealed. Get someone down here and unseal them, gently. That’s where she is. If I don’t make it out alive and you do get to her body, look for a map. It will lead you to a book.”

      She paused, considering her next words carefully. “Destroy it. No questions asked.”

      She knew she might never make it out. It would be up to Jake and Danny and Patrick to stop these men. For a brief second, deep regret filled her that she might not ever get to see Jake again. She would never get to say yes to his mother’s invitations to holiday dinners. She would die unloved and alone.

      Meanwhile, Train had apparently given up on beating answers out of Caldwell. The archeologist was slumped in the corner with a bloody face and the beginnings of a black eye. Train was pacing the small room, swearing, yanking at his hair, and looking around, wild-eyed.

      “There is nothing? This is her tomb? Where is her body? Where are her treasures? Where is the book?”

      Jo froze at the word. The book.

      She backed out of the room and was halfway to the other door when Train turned. He took her in. He knew exactly what she was doing: she saw the recognition in his eyes. She was about to run. She would have a head start, but that didn’t mean she could escape. By now he knew that her leg wasn’t broken; it wasn’t even mildly injured. And she had a feeling that a wrench and a crowbar weren’t the only weapons these men were carrying. She hadn’t seen one yet, but she knew that any of the four men in here with her could be carrying a pistol or larger gun.

      She wanted to run, but she needed to stop him before he found the book — and she really didn’t want to get shot in the back. Further, she didn’t know where their entrance was. She’d come in on an entirely different level, and the thought of wandering around a labyrinth of tunnels until she died of thirst sounded worse than just getting shot.

      She stepped back into the room. His eyes widened. His gaze flickered to the crowbar in her hand, and he smirked. Then he hefted up the wrench Caldwell had been holding and slapped it against his massive palm.

      They were equally armed, but Train was bigger.

      And probably stronger. And didn’t have an injured shoulder.

      Her options were limited. She might be able to outrun him. Casually, she tried to look off to the side at the dark tunnel. Train saw her look and shook his head. "Nowhere you can run that I won't find you," he said, his voice dripping with malice. “And I won’t be nearly as nice when I do.”

      He stepped sideways a few steps, circling her. “You know, we never did get the chance to get to know each other,” he said. “The guys told me all about you — a young, beautiful, feisty thing, with the brains to match. They almost seemed jealous of you.” He stopped talking and looked at his teammates, both laying on the floor of the cavern. “It took a lot of persuading to convince Land that when we caught you down here, he shouldn't see just how feisty you really are. But now I’m considering finding out myself.”

      Jo swallowed, then spat. “It would be the last thing you ever did, asshole.”

      He kept laughing, just a slight chuckle, but out of the corner of her eye, she was watching Caldwell. He had crawled over from his spot against the wall to where the three rectangles were in the inner chamber.

      "Wait!" he shouted, blood gurgling in his mouth. He repeated it and Train half-turned, an annoyed look on his face. Caldwell was crouched, close to the wall as he fought to see clearly through his swollen eye, examining the rectangular indentation. Damn, Jo thought. He knows. Caldwell used his hand to sweep off a large swath of dirt that crumbled to the floor.

      “Give me the crowbar. Now!”

      For a brief second, Jo was impressed at Caldwell’s sudden outburst of confidence. She could also see that Train was torn between taking her out of the equation or finding the tomb. She held her breath. Train turned fully and stepped back into the tomb.

      Jo knew she should run. It was her only chance to get away. But she was still frozen in place. She had to see what was inside. It was impossible to leave before she knew whether Cleopatra’s mummified body was in one of those shafts. And whether the book was with her. She would do anything to stop these men from getting the book. She wasn’t sure why, but she felt she had to stay put. If they found the book, she would sacrifice her life to get it away from them. She wasn’t sure how — or if she would have any chance of succeeding — but she knew she would at least die trying.

      It was a strange feeling — she’d never felt so strongly about something like that. There had been plenty of causes she’d believed in but giving her life for one of them was a completely different thing. Still, she felt as though she were making the right call.

      This is it, she thought. The words that had rung through her mind constantly for the last few months.

      This is it.

      As she watched, Train leaned over and stuck the crowbar into one side of the gilded rectangle. He had no qualms about destroying the priceless artifacts, nor did he care that the flakes and chunks of solid gold gilding were falling to the floor. The rectangular slab loosened easily, forcing the chunk of stone out a few inches. He removed the crowbar and went in at a different spot until it edged out even more. The third effort proved successful, and the chunk of stone, the size of a small television, fell to the ground with a thud.

      He peered inside, and Jo could tell that he was confused. He backed away, then turned to Caldwell.

      “It’s empty,” he spat. “Completely empty.”

      “It might be deeper in, we need to light —”

      “No,” Train said, his voice rising. “Open them all.”

      He didn’t wait for Caldwell as he raised the crowbar once again and began ripping into the second of the three rectangles. He tore at the wall furiously, sending bits of gold and rock chips in every direction.

      Caldwell joined in with another crowbar, and the two men continued their work until the rectangles were completely destroyed, the beautiful gilding no longer visible along the edges. Train pulled out an armful of broken rock and sent it tumbling to the floor, then stuck his head inside the hole.

      “Nothing,” he said. “There’s nothing here!” He whirled around and raised his crowbar, as if he was going to hit Caldwell with it. “You lied to me! You told me her research was sound, that she knew what she was talking about!”

      “She — she does!” Caldwell yelled. “It’s here. It has to be here.”

      “There’s one more tomb,” Train said. “Open it.”

      Caldwell turned back to his own work and chipped away at the top-left corner of the rectangular stone until it fell away.

      The entire chamber shook when it hit the ground. Jo was surprised that a piece of stone as small as that could have such an impact. She looked around to find the rest of the room and antechamber continuing to shake, and soon she realized it hadn’t been caused by the stone’s fall at all.

      The ground shook, and suddenly there was a massive roar rising from the hallway as if a train were about to come out of the small tunnel. Jo recognized the sound and the feeling immediately.

      Earthquake.

      The walls of the tomb rocked and buckled, and pieces of the ceiling — massive hunks of rock and earth — began to fall to the ground. One chunk struck Malcolm Land, sending him into a lifeless heap on the ground. Jo had been through the Loma Prieta earthquake, and she stood squarely under the reinforced doorway to the tomb. If there were any spot nearby that would stand, she hoped it would be here.

      The quaking and rumbling continued, and Jo suddenly felt her stomach drop. This is too long for an earthquake, she thought. Will it ever end? She searched for Train but didn’t see his hulking figure anywhere. But she did see David Caldwell behind her in the tomb. He was kneeling, holding the lantern in front of him into the open shaft Train had opened in the wall.

      Jo watched in horror as a massive ball of fire emerged from the tiny shaft, engulfing the lantern and completely swallowing David Caldwell. It disintegrated everything in its path up to the moment when it reached the middle of the tomb’s inner chamber. At that point, it became a ferocious blast of air that sent Jo tumbling out of the tomb and into the antechamber, through the door and into the darkness of the tunnel.

      The propane lantern Caldwell had lit had apparently ignited tightly stored gases in the shaft that caused the\ explosion and fireball. But she never could reconcile the image seared into her memory of the flames emerging from the shaft and then swallowing the lantern and the man kneeling behind it.

      Stunned from the impact, it took Jo a few seconds to stand up. Remnants of the flame just beyond the tunnel entrance lit the room she was in. Swiveling her head, she tried to get her bearings but then everything in front of her crumpled into dust, blocking the entrance to the tomb she’d just been in.

      She stood in the antechamber, completely untouched. She was stunned.

      Still the shaking continued. When the ceiling above her made a cracking sound, she turned and ran. As she did, heart pounding, throat dry, legs and arms aching, she heard a sound behind her. It took her a few seconds to recognize what it was: the sound of rushing water. And it was heading her way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            47

          

        

      

    

    
      Terror zipped through her limbs. It was her worst nightmare come true. Drowning, underground and in the dark. Fear sent adrenaline rushing through her, and she picked up her already lung-bursting pace. The taste of dirt filled her mouth, and her legs screamed in pain. Soon her entire body was convulsing with a lack of oxygen, and she didn't think her lungs or legs could go any farther.

      The roar of the water was right behind her, and then it licked at her ankles and struck her with the force of a punch and slapped her down. She went from upright to prone in an instant and barely had time to gasp for air before she was completely submerged. The water tossed her down onto the tunnel floor only to then pick it up again and send her body hurtling into the walls of the tunnel, ricocheting back and forth like a ping pong ball.

      It seemed it had already been an eternity, but she was still surviving on that one breath when the motion of the water settled a bit and she felt her body rise. The tunnel had filled with water to within six inches of the ceiling. Lying on her back in the water, kicking her feet to tread water, she pressed her face into this sliver of air gasping for breath.

      The water was still coming, and she quickly realized her airspace was shrinking rapidly. She flailed in panic and began to sink beneath the surface as her arms and legs motioned wildly.

      She was hyperventilating, her heart was racing, and she thought she was going to die from a heart attack before she even ran out of air. Worst of all, she was moving deeper into the tunnel system. It was pitch-black, and she had no way of knowing if she was passing side-tunnels or shafts.

      Unbidden, her darkest memory floated into her consciousness, overpowering every other thought or emotion.

      “Take a vacation, you two,” she’d said to her mother and father. “It’ll be fun.”

      That was the last time she’d seen them alive. The plane taking them to Saint Thomas had taken an unexplained nose-dive into the ocean.

      The flight to Egypt had been the first time she’d flown since the plane crash. She’d joked once to Jake that she’d developed a serious aversion to what she now called tubular missiles of death.

      Last year, she’d found a picture of her parents she’d never seen before. It was from when her mother was pregnant with her. In the photo, her father looked like he always had, dark wavy hair, thick black mustache, and a tight, close-lipped smile. Her mother, sweetness personified in an auburn-haired debutante.

      Thinking of them so young and innocent and happy was like a stab to the heart.

      Getting the call about the plane crash had been the worst day of her life.

      Now, certain of her own impending death, Jo took some small comfort in knowing that there was a chance she’d seen her parents again.

      Jo was thrust back into that dark period of her life when her world as an orphan began.

      Her parents’ lawyer hadn’t wasted any time getting her out to their house in Scottsdale to sell off what little they had. A two-bedroom condo on a golf course, a mish-mash of not-quite-vintage furniture, and all the ridiculous crystal knick-knacks her mother had collected over the years. She did keep one marble-sized crystal ball with a few interesting runes etched into its surface.

      Other than that, Jo wanted none of it. She had the lawyer arrange for an estate sale: telling him everything must go and no reasonable offer would be refused. It had cleared enough for her to buy a decent loft near the university and get a crappy old Land Rover that she affectionately referred to as Betty.

      And then there had been the key: the key that would change her life. The key to the safety deposit box at the bank.

      Inside the box, she’d found a small leather notebook. It was a couple of inches larger than a paperback novel and nothing else. She picked it up and flipped a few pages. Nothing special, just a journal. But on the way home, a couple of loose pages came out of the notebook.

      When she pored through the pages later, she discovered it had belonged to her older cousin, Harvey Bennett. Most of the entries were pre-9/11 and had nothing earth-shattering to say. Some of the later notes were about his father's death, and that was about it. Several sections of the journal seemed to have large jumps in time. Examining the book closer, Jo could see that there were missing sections. The spine was coming apart, and the journal was shedding pages. One small piece of paper fluttered out. Unlike the other pages, this was a small slip with a phone number on it. Jo recognized it as an Arizona area code. But what was interesting was that unlike the journal pages Harvey had filled out, this piece of paper had different handwriting, writing that she immediately recognized as her mother’s curling script.

      She’d never called the phone number on it, assuming it would be some sort of invasion of privacy for her older cousin. She’d wanted to, if only to see who was on the other end, but she’d never mustered the courage.

      And now she never would.

      But something about the memory of her parents sent a surge of energy through her. She refused to simply give up and die.

      The voice came from the blackness. Calm down. Swim. Kick your feet and arms. Back float. You know how to do this. It was her own voice.

      As if a button had been pushed inside of her, the fear subsided, and her body went into automatic motion.

      Another memory flashed across her mind. The memory of the cute lifeguard coaching her through those horrid afternoons at camp. She knew what to do. The biggest challenge was to overcome her irrational fear of the water. It was a mental game. Physically she could do it, she told herself.

      With the lifeguard’s instructions playing in her mind like a movie, Jo propelled herself down the tunnel, kicking her feet, pumping her arms, keeping her face out of the water until her breathing became regular again.

      Survival seemed possible, as long as she could find a way out. She had air, as long as it would last down here, and the water seemed to have stopped rising. She was shivering so bad her teeth were chattering, but she was still moving. Soon, she figured, she would have to reach the spot where the others had entered the maze of tunnels.

      The black was so dark she couldn’t tell whether her eyes were open or not.

      She convinced herself that she had been traveling down the only tunnel available. She would have felt the gaping holes had there been other tunnels. Just in case, she kept her arms spread apart, her fingertips brushing the sides of the tunnel as she did the backstroke.

      She was starting to believe that she would survive and escape the claustrophobic tunnel when her head smacked forcibly into the wall. Frantic, she turned.

      The tunnel had ended.

      Think, Jo. Think.

      Then she remembered that the entryway to the tomb and antechamber had been arched, so the doorway hung down a bit from the ceiling. With her fingertips, she felt the wall she had struck. As her hand probed lower, it ran out of the wall and shot forward, deeper into the tunnel.

      Yes.

      Tracing the edge, she felt the round swoop of an arch. She’d been right.

      But now she’d have to dip her head completely underwater to figure out if the tunnel continued after the arch and if the other side had the same pocket of air.

      You can turn back around if it doesn’t, she told herself. Yet fear swarmed over her, making her gut clench.

      But what if I can’t find it again in the dark?

      Nonsense.

      The argument inside continued but she ignored it and dipped her head, kicking her feet, keeping one arm up to feel the ceiling. About a foot into her journey, her fist thrust up and out of the water into the air, and her head followed. She gasped, breathing deeply, even though it had only been a few seconds she'd been underwater.

      And that’s when she realized that the air space above her reached far more than a few inches. Pressing her hands up as high as they’d go, she couldn’t feel the ceiling. She heard the sound of water falling, and realized it was draining out somewhere nearby.

      The question was whether she wanted to go where it was headed.

      The sonar footage had shown underground aquifers that led to the sea. That was most certainly not where she wanted to go. Pushing against the flow of the water, she decided to explore the walls of the room she was in.

      Because, she now realized, it was actually a room. It was larger than the tunnel, and the ceiling was higher. As she made her way around, feeling the edges, she discovered she was in a room very similar to the first one she’d found, at the bottom of the shaft she’d descended. That meant it was likely there was at least one other doorway to another tunnel, but she wasn’t sure that was the way to go.

      As she moved, something bumped into her.

      She screamed, frantically trying to swim away, but her hand grabbed at something, and she closed it around the object. She quickly realized that the water was teeming with metal objects, disturbed and still settling after the crash of water had churned them up.

      She continued feeling her way around the circular walls.

      Her fingers touched smooth stone and then she felt something different. A dip. Keeping her head above water, she reached down. It felt like another opening. Reaching down to push her hand against the wall and explore the inside of the little nook, she had to lean her head back in the water until only her nose was out of the water. When she came up again and opened her eyes, her head was facing straight up, and she nearly jumped with what she saw.

      Above her and to the right was a small, gray circle of light.

      A shaft, just like the other one I came down.

      Was this how the men had gotten into the tunnel system?

      Swimming as quickly as she could, she made her way that direction, groping the wall with her good hand as she pulled herself over there. When she almost directly beneath the tiny circle of light, to her surprise instead of feeling wall, Her foot kicked against something hard underwater.

      A step? Her feet reached down, testing. Another one!

      She nearly screamed in happiness. Stairs.

      She stood, pulling herself out of the water as she scaled them to the top. Thank God!

      For a moment her legs were weak, but another rush of adrenaline surged through her pushing her, and soon the small circle of gray became brighter.

      Her shoulder throbbed in pain, and her injured arm hung useless at her side. She wanted to collapse onto the ground and weep with relief to be out of the water, but she kept pushing, her body shivering uncontrollably and feeling extraordinarily heavy because of her sodden clothing. Her boots squeaked as she walked, water sloshing out of them with every step forward. She blinked, trying to focus on the circle of gray that was becoming larger. She wanted to swipe at the foul-smelling water dripping down her forehead into her eyes but kept her good arm holding onto the wall for balance.

      Then the circle grew large enough for her to step through, and the gray suddenly became white. The stairs under her feet had ended, and she stepped into a light-filled room. She blinked and heard voices and saw a few lights dancing about, but couldn’t focus in the sudden brightness.

      But one voice stood out:

      “Oh, my God. It’s Jo!”
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      Wrapped in a blanket, Jo sat in the front seat of someone’s car with the heater blasting on her, but it didn’t stop her teeth from chattering.

      Jake spoke in a low voice to someone in the backseat. “I think we need to get her to the hospital to get checked out for shock.”

      “N — nonsense,” Jo said, stuttering. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      The entire parking lot was filled with lights. Police squad cars dotted the area along with several official looking government vehicles with seals on the door.

      Jo had stumbled — or floated — into the second entrance to the tunnels at just about the same time as her crew and Jake had found it. They’d been frantically searching Patrick’s ground-penetrating radar and software extrapolated data that he’d turned into 3D footage of the temple for the other entrance and found it shortly before Jo emerged into the first level of the chamber.

      “So, the GoPro was still working?”

      “Yep. No audio, though.”

      She reached up to her ear but already knew the tiny earbud had fallen out sometime after the wave had crashed into her and thrown her around. “Wow,” she said, shaking her head.

      Jake nodded.

      “And it didn’t help when you were in the dark. We couldn’t see crap. Didn’t know if you were alive or dead and the stupid camera was just filming the ceiling as your body was getting swept away.”

      “Sweet. Sounds like a good movie.”

      “Not so much,” Jake said. He reached for her hand and then leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I really would feel better if you were checked out.”

      “How about this? When we go back to the hotel, you can check me out?” She tried to say it in a serious voice but started laughing. It was unexpected. To her, as well as Jake. He looked at her with concern, his eyebrows knitting together as her laughter continued wildly and then turned into tears.

      “Okay.” She said once the tears stopped. “I’m good now. Just had to get that out.”

      But by then, Jake had flagged down a police officer, who found a paramedic and helped them take Jo to the back of an EMT van to give her a cursory examination.

      When it was over, she was back in the passenger seat. “See, I’m fine. Just damn cold.”

      “I guess so.” Jake sounded unconvinced.

      “Jake,” Jo said, reaching for his hand. “I really, really want to go over there and see what’s going on? Pretty please?”

      Jake laughed. “I’ve got nothing to do with it. I’m not the one keeping you in this car. You think I want to be here?”

      A horrified look spread across his face as he realized what he’d said.

      “I mean, I want to be with you. And if that means sitting in the car, that’s where I want to be, but I’d rather both of us were over there seeing what they’re doing.”

      “What are they doing?” Jo asked.

      “From what I was told, the water is starting to drain. It’s going back out to the sea. The earthquake ruptured three major channels in the nearby aquifer, which flooded the tunnels and tomb and made everything collapse in on itself. They are planning on sending divers down to see if they can recover anything.”

      “Anything… as in bodies?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Jake said. “We showed them the footage from your camera right before the water rushed in and it appears that the tomb caved in on itself. It would be next to impossible to survive, and in fact, they said they have really no hope of recovering anything from that tomb — treasure, statues, or — ”

      “Cleopatra.” Her voice was low and filled with disappointment.

      “Her coffin was most likely destroyed.”

      Destroyed.

      She shook her head. An unbearable sense of grief swooped down on her.

      It was unfathomable.
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      The school president, a woman with dark black eyes and platinum hair wearing a Chanel suit, stood from behind her desk as Jo walked in.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Ms. Bennett.”

      “Of course,” Jo said with the best smile she could muster.

      “Yesterday, at the Board of Regents meeting a decision was made that was a little… unorthodox,” the president began.

      Jo’s face fell.

      “We’ve decided to reinstate you in your job and grant you tenure without the formal process and time requirements.”

      Jo’s head shot back up, and she shook her head in disbelief. “Seriously?”

      The woman smiled. “Serious as a heart attack.”

      “Are you… sure?”

      “Yes, quite sure.”

      “But there is something else,” Jo said, thinking now was the time to come clean. “I mean, I need to make it clear I’m in a relationship with Jake Parrish.”

      The woman laughed, then winked at her. “I appreciate your trying to keep it under wraps, but you two didn’t hide it as well as you might have thought. Nevertheless, we are aware of that relationship. And it’s fine — with the slight difference in job title, we can make the argument that you will technically be working under me. So, he is a colleague and not just a direct supervisor.”

      Jo smiled, then felt tears starting to swell in the corners of her eyes. “I just don’t understand. Why are you doing all this for me?”

      "Apparently, your discoveries in Egypt have brought quite a bit of esteem to our little university here, and the provost and the Board of Regents are trying to juggle the many new opportunities and press inquiries as we speak. They, rightfully, are giving you most of the credit. You'll have a pretty schedule this semester if you choose to be reinstated."

      She knew that part, at least, was true. Jo and Jake had already been featured in two national magazines for their work and findings at Taposiris Magna, and they were scheduled to appear on a talk in a few weeks.

      “But I didn’t find Cleopatra.”

      "Nobody has found Cleopatra," she said. "But nobody in history has ever come as close as you did."

      The president’s smile grew, and she extended her hand.

      Wow. It was hard for Jo to view the trip as successful right then, but she was flattered. It was just hard to get over the crushing sense of disappointment that filled her every time she thought about the dig site.

      She reached out and shook the president’s hand.

      “Oh, and one more thing, Ms. Bennett,” the president said.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re going to be asked if you’ll be continuing your education, moving for your doctorate in the near future. I don’t know what your plans are for that, but if you are interested, we would very much like to keep you here. As a tenured professor, it would be very easy to waive most of the fees associated with your continued education.”

      Jo felt her heart catch in her throat. “I — I would very much like that.”

      “Very well,” the president said. “I’ll get the paperwork started and have Mr. Parrish work through the details with you.”

      Tenure would be a lifeline — something to cling to. Something solid. And it would keep her near Jake.

      A half-hour later, Jo walked out as a newly tenured professor with the promise she had extracted from the president that she could always take leave if another adventure came up.

      That afternoon Jake ran into her office whopping.

      “Congratulations!”

      “You heard?” Jo said.

      “Oh, yeah. I have a bottle of champagne chilling in my office. We are going to celebrate.”

      Jo couldn’t help but laugh at his enthusiasm.
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      A few months later, Jake walked into Jo’s office and saw Jo sitting at her desk with her head in her hands.

      “Jo? You okay? What’s going on?”

      Jo lifted her head. Her normally messy desk was clean of everything except her cell phone, a tumbler with amber liquid and a bottle of whiskey.

      “Something happen?” Jake said.

      Jo took a big gulp before answering.

      “Long story. But I’m trying to find out how David Caldwell knew my mother and why he brought it up.”

      “Ah, right,” Jake said. “I kind of thought you’d forgotten about that.”

      “No way.” She held up a strip of white paper with a phone number written on it. “This was in a safety deposit box my mom had. It was in my cousin Harvey’s notebook inside the box, but it’s my mom’s writing.”

      “And you’ve never called it.”

      “I’m going to call it now.”

      “And you need to throw a few back to do that?” Jake’s forehead creased.

      “Yes, I think I do.” Her voice was sharp. He was instantly at her side, his hand on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry Jo. I didn’t mean it to come out that way. I’m just surprised. I know this must be tough for you.”

      Tears formed in the corners of Jo’s eyes. She couldn’t speak, but just nodded.

      Suddenly Jo felt stupid. No, she’d never called the number. She’d been afraid to do so.

      “Well, hell, here goes nothing,” she said and punched in the number.

      Jake pushed her phone down. “Wait,” he said. “Pour me one too, then.”

      Jo smiled, poured Jake a glass, and then held up the phone again. She waited for a connection.

      “Hello?” Jo said. She paused. “My — my name is Josephine Bennett. My mother was Karen Bennett… I found this number in her safety deposit box after she passed.”

      Jo’s voice was trembling.

      The voice on the other end was soft. “Josephine? I can’t believe it’s you! I have something for you. Your mother wanted me to keep it safe for you. I was wondering when you were going to call.”
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      The woman lived in a northwestern suburb of Phoenix along the White Tank Mountain Range. Pulling into her gated community was like entering an oasis. Palm trees and green golf courses and small lakes everywhere.

      Jo gave a low whistle. “Wouldn’t mind living here one day.”

      She dodged seniors zipping around in golf carts until she pulled down the road where the woman lived.

      Parked out front, Jo found she was paralyzed. Her hand was frozen on the door handle, and it wasn't budging. Get it together, Jo!

      For a second, she was tempted to turn the key in the ignition and just leave. She didn’t need to know what her mother had left for her. She’d gone this long without knowing.

      Before she could act, the door of the small bungalow was thrown open, and a woman with a short blonde bob stood there smiling. And waving.

      Jo found herself smiling back, and opened the car door.

      By the time she reached the door, all her anxiety had fled in the face of this beaming woman.

      “I’m Lisa.” The woman grasped both of Jo’s hands and then leaned back examining her. “You are the spitting image of your dear mother. She was such a wonderful, beautiful woman. I miss her so.”

      Jo fought back tears. The woman had bright hazel eyes and smile lines.

      With a jolt, Jo realized that her mother would be about this age if she were alive.

      “Please, come in,” Lisa said, backing up and holding the door open.

      Inside, Lisa offered Jo coffee and led her to a small walled patio in the back.

      The bricked patio was shaded by palm trees, and a small fountain gurgled in one corner. They sat at a wrought-iron table and sipped coffee for a few seconds before Lisa spoke.

      “I’m not sure what I’m about to give you,” the woman said, laughing.

      “I’m sorry?” Jo asked, confused.

      “Your mother came to me about a year before she died,” Lisa set her cup down and focused her gaze directly on Jo, who found herself leaning forward to hear more. “She had a tote bag. She came straight in and made a drink. She downed it and made another. I’d never seen her do this before. Finally, she sat down. Her cheeks were flushed, and her hands were shaking. I was getting really worried at this point.”

      Jo was starting to worry just hearing it and soon was lost in Lisa’s story.

      Jo’s mother had confessed to her best friend that she’d been secretly taking night classes toward an archeology degree — she’d told her husband, Jo’s father, that she was simply volunteering at the university. She was going to surprise Jo’s father when she received her degree with a trip to Egypt.

      But then something odd happened. Her professor had been an elderly Egyptian archeologist who had taken a liking to Karen and wanted her to be a sort of protégé. Not only did she remind him of his daughter, but she was one of the best students he’d ever had. Her passion for the subject of Cleopatra matched his.

      When the name Cleopatra came out of Lisa’s mouth, Jo gasped.

      Lisa ignored it and went on with her tale.

      The professor and Jo’s mother spent time talking outside of class, discussing theories on where Cleopatra’s tomb was located. The professor always acted slightly secretive about it and told Karen he had more to share about that subject. Then, one day quite suddenly, the professor grew gravely ill.

      “What was his name?” Jo interrupted.

      Lisa took a sip of her coffee before answering. “I’m sorry. Your mother never said.”

      “Okay.”

      "Well, he died unexpectedly, and your mother said she was slightly heartbroken. She'd looked to him as a mentor and father figure," Lisa said. "It derailed her studies. She told herself she was only taking a break, but she'd lost heart for it without her mentor around. She tried to reach out to the man's family through the school but found that he had been a widow without family. His only daughter had moved away long ago, and he rarely spoke to her."

      “Poor man,” Jo said. “And poor mom.”

      Lisa sighed. “Yes. She always cared so deeply about others.”

      Jo waited, knowing there was more to the story and wondering if she could stand the anticipation.

      “A few days after his death, your mother received a package in the mail.”

      “From the professor.”

      "Yes. It contained something very dangerous, your mother said, along with a note saying that he'd sent it her way reluctantly, and only because he was absolutely desperate. He said that if she received the package, it was because he was dead and he apologized, saying he was worried that the same thing would happen to her — she would be putting her own life in danger to even possess it."

      Lisa stopped and closed her eyes.

      Jo’s blood ran cold. “This was all right before she died, right?”

      Lisa’s eyes twinkled with the beginnings of tears, and she nodded.

      “Are you saying my mother’s death wasn’t an accident?”

      Lisa shook her head. “I — I don’t know. I cannot answer that question.”

      Jo sat back, stunned. The possibility that her parents had been killed had never entered her mind.

      “I’ll be right back.” Lisa pushed back her chair.

      The heat of the day suddenly hit Jo, making her feel weary. The slight breeze had died, and the birds had flown away. She sunk into her chair and tried to wrap her mind around what she'd just been told.

      Lisa returned with a cardboard poster mailer. She handed it to Jo.

      “This is what the professor sent her.”

      “A poster?” Jo felt her nose wrinkle.

      Lisa shrugged. "I've never opened it. Your mother told me to put it somewhere safe, and if something happened to her, you would come for it. But you never did. Until now."

      Jo took it from Lisa’s outstretched hand. It didn’t burn her fingers. It didn’t feel like anything. Just a rolled-up piece of cardboard. The ends were sealed with heavy clear tape.

      “This? This is what was so dangerous? What might have killed the professor? What might have killed my parents?”

      Lisa pressed her lips together and shook her head. “My dear, I don’t know. Your mother told me not to open it. She was worried the same fate would happen to me.”

      “Oh, my God.”

      Jo sat in silence for a few seconds. A drop of sweat rolled over her temple. The shadows had grown long. In the distance, she could hear children laughing and splashing in a pool.

      “I think I should go now,” Jo said.

      Lisa frowned. “Are you sure? Are you okay?”

      Jo stood and swallowed. Her legs were a little unsteady. She tucked the cylinder under her arm. “I’m fine, but I’m wondering if I should open this in private. If it really is dangerous, I don’t think I want to expose you to it.”

      Lisa laughed. “You think any gas or powder that’s in there is still potent after all these years?”

      “Probably not. But it’s not worth the risk.”

      She walked Jo through the house to the front door.

      As Jo turned to leave, Lisa said, “Josephine, would you like to come back one day? Maybe for dinner? I’d love to talk to you more about your mother. We were childhood friends, and we grew up together. I’d love to share some stories with you. I tried to dig out some photos before you got here, but I think they are in storage at my summer home in the mountains. I’d like to give them to you.”

      Jo smiled. “I would absolutely love to come back.”

      Lisa clapped her hands together. "It would be wonderful. My own daughter lives in Germany. I don't get to see her often, and I would love the company."

      “It’s a plan, then.”

      Lisa reached out and grabbed Jo’s wrist. “Jo? Please, please be careful. I don’t know what that contains, but it scared your mother. I’d never seen her that worked up in all the years of our friendship. Promise me you’ll be careful?”

      Jo nodded. She dared not speak. She wasn’t about to lie to this kind-hearted woman.
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      The cardboard cylinder sat on the passenger seat beside Jo as she drove back into Phoenix. Every once in a while, she’d side-eye it. What could be inside?

      She wanted to wait to open it until she was safe in her loft with the door dead-bolted, even though she knew that she actually was bringing the danger inside her home, not keeping it out.

      Once she was behind closed doors, Jo did something she normally didn’t do — poured herself a stiff drink. Sitting at the kitchen table with the cylinder before her, she lifted her glass in a toast. “Here’s to you, mother.”

      She took a sip and then another and finally downed the glass entirely.

      Slamming it down on the table, she pulled her shoulders back and tugged the cylinder toward her. Using a small pair of scissors, she cut away the clear tape and then popped open the plastic insert that sealed the end. She held the tube upright, waiting for a noxious gas or white powder to blast out. Nothing moved.

      She'd have to stick her fingers in and pull it out. For a second she considered putting on gloves but then realized her mother would have warned her if it had been that sort of dangerous.

      Sticking her fingers and thumb in, she grasped the scrolled paper inside.

      Immediately, Jo knew she was touching parchment. Her breath caught in her throat. She tugged. After a slight resistance, she pulled out a scroll slightly smaller than the cylinder. It contained two layers — one was a thin protective scroll of blank paper. She could see the brilliant colors of the other parchment shining through.

      It rolled back into a circle. She used her palm to smooth it out, placing a hand in opposing corners and then gasped.

      It was a piece of parchment covered in brilliant hieroglyphics. But it kept trying to curl back up, so Jo quickly grabbed soup cans out of her cupboard and very carefully set them on top of cardboard coasters on the outer corners of the parchment where there was no paint or ink.

      Jo read the hieroglyphs, realizing that the true danger lay in the tale they told.

      Although her knowledge of the ancient language was rudimentary, she knew immediately that this scroll told the story of the book of knowledge and the whereabouts of Cleopatra’s tomb. She didn’t know enough to read it exactly, just the general idea.

      It was clearly Cleopatra and Antony in the pictures. And a book with a cobra on the front. The Book of Life. She saw an image of Cleopatra wearing only a single small article of clothing like a towel, but on one part of the queen's skin that poked out from the towel, there seemed to be a tattoo of a map.

      Near the picture of the queen, a man with a black mask was peeking around the corner of a wall, trying to watch the naked queen and see the map. Farther down the scroll boys wearing loincloths carried the bodies of Cleopatra and Antony on open-air gilded palanquins. They were followed by men carrying palanquins that dripped with jewelry and gold coins.

      It’s the Queen of the Nile with the Book of Life, Jo thought, and it shows that the location of the book is tattooed as a map on her body.

      The next panel of images showed Cleopatra’s and Antony’s bodies being taken to the tomb.

      Jo carefully studied the hieroglyphs and images, looking for clues as to where the tomb had been hidden, but nothing seemed clear. The symbols and images that followed meant nothing to her. They included trees, the sea, a boat — things that could mean anything or nothing.

      Heart pounding, Jo grabbed her laptop and spent the rest of the night trying to decipher the hieroglyphs. She also searched for online schools that offered degrees in archeology. She wanted to know who the professor was who had sent the parchment to her mother.

      Finally, she narrowed it down to two schools that seemed likely candidates. One school had opened after her mother had died, so she concentrated on the other one.

      She dug through the website but couldn’t find any listings besides current instructors. She headed back to a search engine and typed in the name of that school followed by “deceased professors” and hit search. And then the name of the school and “former professors” and then just the name of the school and “archeologist.”

      She was looking for names of men, but her eyes focused on the names she recognized. There were a few people she’d interacted with at conferences, names of people she’d either met in real life or exchanged emails with.

      As she scanned the list, one name caused her to sit upright. It wasn’t the older professor she had been looking for, but it was a clue nonetheless.

      The picture of the man showed a much younger and cleaner cut man. But Jo recognized him immediately. He had taught at the school, from a few years before her mother would have been there until well after she’d died.

      David Caldwell.

      “Good God,” Jo whispered. “That’s the connection. That’s how he knew my mother. He must’ve been the one who had broken into her house and office. He must’ve thought she had the parchment with the hieroglyphs. That’s why he was convinced that she knew where Cleopatra’s tomb really was.”

      She realized that before her trips to Egypt, she’d been hesitant to condemn Caldwell and accuse him of breaking into her apartment to steal her research. However, after seeing him in the tomb and seeing how quickly and nonchalantly would deface priceless artifacts, she’d abandoned any hope that the man was above such crimes.

      He was the type of man who would stop at nothing to get what he wanted, and he’d paid the ultimate price for that.

      Despite further searching, she couldn’t find any former professors at the school. She decided that she’d try calling the school in the morning when the administrative offices opened. She fell asleep at the kitchen table at dawn, head resting on her folded arms, no closer to answers.

      When she woke close to noon, Jo had a plan. She needed help. Taking out her camera, she took a dozen pictures of the scroll. She loaded the photos onto her laptop, but also into a free online cloud account and then also emailed them to a free email account she’d set up. Then, taking one last look at the scroll, she carefully rolled it back up and put it back in the cardboard cylinder. She showered, changed into clean clothes, and packed a bag. Besides Jake, there was only one person Jo thought she could trust with the scroll — and only one person she knew who would know what to do with it — and she lived in Sedona.

      Safra would help her. The Daughters of Isis would keep her secret safe.
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      When Jo pulled up to the beautiful southern-style mansion, Safra was standing in front of the house as if she’d been waiting for her. She had her hair in long cornrow braids and wore a flowy white draped sari-type dress. Her arms, including upper ones, glittered with gold jewelry.

      She looked like royalty.

      A little flustered, Jo took her time gathering her bag and the scroll before getting out.

      When she did, Safra’s eyes went immediately to the cardboard cylinder.

      Then she raised her eyes and nodded at Jo.

      She knows.

      Safra knew what it was.

      Jo’s mouth suddenly lost all moisture. She was dragging her feet a little as she walked toward the imperious-looking woman she’d considered a friend.

      But just as quickly as it happened, the awkwardness and anxiety fled as Safra smiled and reached to hug her and kiss her on both cheeks, European-style.

      When she pulled back her eyes were warm. “Josephine. It’s always a pleasure to see you.”

      “You knew I was coming?”

      Safra smiled. “We’re always prepared to receive guests here, especially those such as yourself. But what is important is that you brought that to us. It shows that you trust us and that we were well-guided to put our trust in you. Not that I ever doubted."

      "You've been more than kind to me," Jo said. "There's so much to tell you — I know we've been exchanging emails, but I met someone who…" her voice trailed off. There would be time for that later. She took a breath. "I didn't know where else to turn," Jo said. As soon as the words escaped her lips, she couldn't help but think. Lame. She sounded like a scared child.

      But in some ways, she felt that way.

      Safra was holding out her palm. It took Jo a moment to realize she wanted the scroll.

      For a dark second, Jo was seized by the desire to turn around and run, to get into her car and speed away and hide the scroll from this woman and her organization.

      But something deep inside her urged her to turn the scroll over.

      So she did.

      As soon as the cardboard left her hands and was in Safra's possession, Jo felt a surge of relief. It was as if an enormous weight had been lifted from her. At the same time, Safra's smile had faded, and her brows had drawn together in consternation.

      She followed Safra inside, where the woman turned down a hallway and then entered a small office. There, she cleared a mahogany coffee table and spread out the scroll. Jo noticed that Safra also was careful to prevent any damage to the artifact.

      “This needs to be properly treated,” she said.

      Jo nodded. “My lab at the university has an airtight chamber and a proper preservation environment. We can keep it there.”

      “No,” Safra said, softly. “This can’t be seen. Not yet. I’ll have someone order a small capsule and keep the whole thing inside, cardboard and all. That way it retains its shape until we can get it set up in a better place.” She turned to Jo. “I’m assuming you have pictures?”

      “Of course.”

      Safra turned on a lamp nearby, and it cast the scroll in a gentle, golden hue. "Oh my," was all she said.

      “It’s got… something,” Jo said, trying to explain but falling short. “There’s something about it.”

      Safra exhaled audibly and nodded, her crimson lips pressed tightly together. “Yes, it does.”

      Then, as if she were shaking off the ominous foreboding feeling herself, Safra gave a wide smile. “Let’s talk this over. I just made some sweet tea.”

      Jo followed Safra into the main living room and the other women scattered in a flurry of colorful skirts and dresses. Jo noticed a few of them looking at her. Jo waited until she'd had at least one glass of the sweet tea and they'd talked about Jo's new job and a budding relationship with Jake before she brought up how the scroll came to be in her possession.

      Safra nodded. “It explains a lot. It is why you were targeted. It makes more sense to me now.”

      “What if they still think I have it?” Jo asked. At the same time, she said it, she wondered just who “they” was.

      “Don’t worry. They know it is my possession now. It will be safe. We will make sure it never falls into the wrong hands. It is what I was born to do.”

      It took Jo a moment to realize the enormity of what Safra had just said. Born to do.

      “Yes,” Safra said, noticing Jo’s reaction. “It is my destiny.”

      A woman in a blue dress and braids poked her head into the living room and mimicked holding a phone to her ear.

      Safra nodded at the woman and then stood.

      “Josephine. I would love to spend more time with you. But in light of your gift, I have some pressing business.”

      "What do I do now?" Jo felt unmoored, but it also felt like freedom.

      “You don’t have to do anything,” Safra said. “Your job is done.”

      “Done?”

      Safra burst into laughter. "Well, for now. Go have fun. Enjoy your career, be in love. Be young. Dream. Enjoy your life. You have earned some downtime."

      Then Safra's smile faded, and her voice grew stern. "But don't let your guard down completely. You must always be alert. Cleopatra's tomb is still out there, and now that you've essentially found it, your life will get a bit more complicated. You'll get the credit for it, but we're likely years away from actually unearthing it. Not everyone wishes the best for you, so keep your eyes open. However, you don't have to sit and worry. Enjoy yourself. If anything ever seems amiss, you know how to reach me."

      She walked Jo outside to the car and gave her a warm hug. As she did, she reached for Jo’s hand. She pressed something into Jo’s palm and closed Jo’s fingers around it before she turned and walked away, disappearing into the house.

      Before Jo got into her car, she opened her palm, and her mouth dropped open.

      It was one of the golden coins from Taposiris Magna. The one with the likeness of Cleopatra on it. At that moment, Safra turned to look at her.

      Jo gasped.

      Looking down at the coin and then up at Safra, it suddenly became clear.

      Safra was the spitting image of Cleopatra.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

        

      

    

    
      A month later, caught up in the demands of teaching, Jo finally had to admit she was restless, chomping at the bit to go off on another dig, to find another adventure.

      She’d turned the scroll over to the Daughters of Isis. They were the best ones to have it. They had the resources and manpower to decipher it and find the tomb — and the book.

      Safra told her they were locating experts from around the world and sending them various portions of the scroll so that no one person would have the entire picture — or story in this case.

      It was best that way, Safra said, and Jo agreed.

      “We will let you know as soon as we have a definitive answer,” Safra said. “You are, of course, our number one choice to lead an exhibition.”

      “I don’t know if I’m up for it just yet,” Jo said.

      “Yes, you do,” Safra said, winking.

      The woman was right. Jo wouldn’t be able to stay away.

      It was hard enough to even live her day-to-day life knowing that answers could come to her in the form of a phone call or visit any second. Or worse, through the news and archeology websites she frequented. Since the discovery of the tomb complex at Taposiris Magna, even though Cleopatra herself hadn’t been found, excavations were underway to discover who actually had been buried in those catacombs.

      And if it had been Cleopatra, where was she now?

      On top of all of it, she was overcome with guilt that she’d kept the scroll a secret from even Jake. She told herself it was for his own protection.

      And she’d been right. Safra had called one day shortly after Jo had turned over the scroll. The first person the Daughters of Isis had hired as an interpreter in Egypt apparently had a big mouth. He’d bragged about his new assignment in a bar in India, even showing a few pictures of the scroll he was working on and had been found the next day burned to death from a fire in the hostel he had been staying in. Everything the man had brought with him except for his phone had been found in the rubble.

      Jo thought about the curse. Better to keep all of it far away from Jake.

      For weeks, she did an excellent job of keeping it a secret, but Jake sensed a restlessness about her.

      If only she had known what the hieroglyphs meant.

      Late at night she would crawl out of bed and look at the photos of the scroll on her laptop.

      Cleopatra’s tomb was still out there somewhere. Her obsession filled her with guilt.

      Especially on the days like today, when Jake rushed into her office with a huge grin.

      “What?” she said, returning his smile.

      “I love having you back here.”

      “Here? As in back at the university or as in the office next door to yours?”

      “Both!”

      “I don’t know,” Jo said. She kicked the door closed, looped her arms around his neck, and leaned in until their mouths were only millimeters apart. “Is it still as fun now that it’s not illicit?”

      “Oh yeah.”
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      Later, at her desk in front of the class, she turned a page of the textbook and saw a picture of David Caldwell inside a small biographical box on the page. In an instant, she was back in the tunnels of the temple, sure she was about to be killed. She closed her eyes, her mind racing.

      She felt the anxiety. The water. The lack of air, kicking her legs and trying not to scream.

      She saw his face, turning to look at her just as the ball of fire disintegrated his entire body.

      “Ms. Bennett? Ms. Bennett?”

      When she finally realized the student was calling her name, she snapped back to the present. She was sweating, her face was burning hot, and her heart was racing.

      Her student gave her a frightened look.

      “Yes. I — I’m so sorry. I’ll be right back.”

      She headed to the bathroom. Inside, she splashed cold water on her face and examined her reflection. “Get it together, Bennett.”

      She spent a few minutes giving herself a pep talk before she returned to the class and the students who had grown impatient waiting and was sitting back down.

      “I’m sorry. What was your question?”
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      After the students packed up their things and left her alone in the empty classroom, Jo caught herself daydreaming again — remembering what it had been like to see the door to Cleopatra’s tomb open. The exhilaration that had filled her, even though at the same time she’d been certain of her own death.

      And now, with the discovery from the hieroglyphs, it still could be possible one day.

      The map to the book is on Cleopatra’s body.

      Crazy. She shook away the dark thoughts and gathered up her things. As she did, she noticed something odd.

      There was a piece of parchment on her desk that hadn’t been there earlier.

      She looked around the empty class. Did someone put it there when I was in the bathroom?

      She picked it up. It had a picture of an asp on it. She turned it over. It said, “Death Shall Come on Swift Wings.”

      It was the curse found outside King Tut’s tomb warning anyone who disturbed his body: Death shall come on swift wings to him who disturbs the peace of the King.

      Several people involved with the first-ever opening of Tutankhamen's tomb had died strangely. One man who was with Howard Carter opening the tomb died from a mosquito bite — the bite was in the exact spot where they later found a similar mark on King Tut’s body.

      But that wasn’t all: shortly after coming into contact with Tut’s mummy and tomb, five other men who had been involved in the excavation died mysterious deaths.

      Jo felt a wave of dread run across her scalp at the same time she thought she could feel her fingertips beginning to burn. She jerked the pads of her fingers away from the parchment they had been holding and screamed for someone to call 911.

      She remembered she was alone in the lecture hall, but another professor heard her scream and stopped by to check on her, his phone already dialing. Together they hustled to the small student medical office across the quad, where an ambulance and a few EMTs had just arrived. They took her in and began testing the envelope and her hands.

      The EMTs and the on-call doctor tested the envelope, and it came back positive for cyanide.

      Within minutes campus police were swarming her office. Another twenty minutes later a detective from the local police showed up and started looking around. It was the same detective who had responded to investigate her burglary call the year before.

      “Ms. Bennett, you seem to attract trouble wherever you go,” he said.

      “Ha. Believe me, I’m not trying.”

      He cocked his head. She knew he didn’t believe her.

      “How did you know?” Detective Dunnigan asked her later in his office.

      “The King Tut warning.”

      “Did anyone he cursed die of poisoning?”

      “No.”

      “So, how did you know?”

      Jo fingered her ankh on its necklace. “I’m not sure, detective. I’m really not sure.”

      “Well, you’re one lucky lady.”

      She laughed. Lucky, she thought. Right.

      Dunnigan had taken her to the station in his car, so she called Jake for a ride back to her office. She wanted to tell him what had happened. But more than anything, she just wanted to see him.

      They had spent their weekends together since their return from Egypt, but sometimes with their teaching schedules and other university obligations, it was tough to find time to see each other during the week.

      They’d talked about maybe grabbing dinner tonight, but she hadn’t heard from him.

      This time he picked up right away.

      “I’m at the police station, can you come get me?”

      “Good God, Jo, what happened?”

      “I’m fine. I’ll fill you in when you get here.”

      As soon as she shut the passenger door in Jake’s car, she told him what happened.

      “But Train’s dead. They’re all dead: Land and Caldwell, too.”

      “Calvin Train may be dead. But the Daughters of Isis told me that there are dozens of people involved in whatever organization he was working for. Train wasn’t the head guy — he was just a pawn.”

      Jake shook his head. He’d been both furious and terrified when she’d called him from the hospital asking for a ride home. “Why would they warn you now?”

      She sighed. Time to come clean.

      “Jake,” she said. “There’s more to it. My mom — her friend Lisa…” She wasn’t sure where to start, so she started from the very beginning. She told Jake about her mother’s relationship with the professor, and his subsequent death, then about how Lisa had given her the package that contained the scroll.

      “They must have found out what we learned from the hieroglyphs.”

      Jake nodded. “But you’re not pursuing anything, so what’s the point?”

      She bit her lip, thinking. “I guess they want to make sure I’m not.”

      “Did they?” He asked and opened the car door.

      “Did they what?”

      “Did they make sure you’re not? By trying to poison you?”

      She shrugged. “Could’ve been anybody.”

      “Josephine Bennett.” His voice was firm. “Are you going to do anything about it? It’s not like you to just sit back and let things happen to you.”

      She sighed. “Honestly, Jake. I don’t know. For now, I’m still settling in at the university. Later? I don’t know. Safra mentioned something about it, but there aren’t any plans, yet.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Hey,” she said, craning her neck to look around. “We passed the exit.”

      “I was thinking we could grab some sandwiches and have a picnic out near base. The fighter jets are out, and I wouldn't mind seeing them do some touch-and-goes." He paused and looked at her pointedly and said in an exaggerated voice. "Besides, I feel the need for speed.”

      Jo slapped the seat beside her and laughed so hard she snorted. “Jake Parrish, are you kidding me? Are you kidding me?” She grabbed her phone and clicked on Patrick Donovan’s name and put it on speakerphone. When it connected, she didn’t wait for him to answer before she spoke.

      “Donovan, hold on to your seat, you are not going to believe what just happened.”

      “Lay it on me, sister.”

      “Your friend and mine, Mr. Jake Parrish just said this to me: ‘I feel the need for speed.’”

      There was a pause, and then, “holy smokes.”

      “I know, right?” Jo said. “He’s in. He finally is a player.”

      “Oh Jo, ‘I hate to tell you — he’s always been a player,’” Patrick said.

      “Shut your trap, Donovan.” Jake laughed from the seat next to her.

      “I’m kidding!” Patrick said. “Jake has never been a player. Never ever. By the way, you never said if you know what movie that line is from.”

      “’Hey Goose, you big stud, take me to bed or lose me forever,’” Jo said in a singsong voice, batting her eyelashes at Jake.

      “TOP GUN!” All three of them screamed it at once and then burst into laughter.

      “Gotta go, buddy,” Jo said and clicked off.

      They rode for the first few miles in silence and then a Christmas song came on the radio.

      “What is this crap?” Jo said. “It’s not even Halloween. I’m not ready for Christmas music.”

      Jake didn’t answer. She looked over at him. His hands were gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were white. His gaze was straight ahead. And the muscle in his jaw throbbed.

      “Jake?” She reached over and touched his arm. “Are you mad that Patrick and I were teasing you?”

      “No,” he grunted.

      When he looked over, she saw his cheeks were red.

      “What’s going on? You look like you’re constipated.”

      “My mother wants to know if you can make it to Christmas dinner, but I told her you probably already have plans. I know you’re… not really into that sort of thing.”

      “I’m not?” Jo said and raised an eyebrow.

      Jake looked over with wide eyes. “What?”

      “Do you want me to go? I mean you’re sort of making excuses for me not to.”

      “Oh,” he said in a rush. “I do want you to go. I just don’t want you to feel pressured. I mean, you know...”

      Jo reached down between them to the console and picked up Jake’s hand. “Tell her I’d be delighted to come to Christmas. Oh, and ask her what I can bring. I make a mean green bean casserole.”

      “Mean Green Bean?”

      Jo laughed. “Hell yeah. Meanest you’ve ever had.”

      “Josephine Bennett, you never cease to amaze me.”

      When he hung up with his mother, Jo leaned over and kissed his cheek.

      She leaned forward to turn on the radio, fiddling until she found a station that played 1980s alternative music. She rolled down the window, and the wind whipped the stray strands of hair that had escaped from her ponytail.

      A small part of her wanted to lean her body out the window and scream into the passing cornfields — to simply whoop with joy.

      Because, for the first time in her adult life, she didn’t feel alone.

      It was a good feeling.

      And she wasn’t going to waste one second of it.

      Instead of startling Jake by throwing her body out the window and screaming like a wild banshee, Jo settled on cranking up the radio as loud as it could get. Then, she winked at Jake and yanked the ponytail holder out of her hair, rolled down the window, and let the wind whip it all around as the strains of The Cure’s Just Like Heaven filled the sweet fall air.

      Jake reached over and squeezed her thigh, but Jo kept her eyes glued to the small side mirror out her window and watched until the cornfields disappeared.

      Only then did she give a big sigh and leaned back, closing her eyes.

      And then Jo fell asleep with a smile on her face.
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      If you liked this book (or even if you hated it…) write a review or rate it. You might not think it makes a difference, but it does.

      Besides actual currency (money), the currency of today’s writing world is reviews. Reviews, good or bad, tell other people that an author is worth reading.

      As “indie” authors, we need all the help we can get. We are hoping that since you made it this far into our book, you have some sort of opinion on it.

      Would you mind sharing that opinion? It only takes a second.
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