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For Otis, my buddy


PROLOGUE

It’s a terrible feeling to know you’re about to die, but not how. I’d triggered a trap, but what trap?

Sand sprinkled onto my back. That shouldn’t have been strange: I was in a desert. But I was in a tunnel in a desert, and the sand was falling from cracks in its ceiling.

I wriggled on my elbows through the tight space. The sandstone walls pressed closer, as if the tunnel was squeezing me. The sand was picking up speed, streaming from the gaps in the roof. It was thick on the floor, pushing me so high my head brushed against stone.

“Faster!” I screamed. “Crawl faster!”

Sand gushed onto my head, knocking the smart-goggles from my face so that the hazy green of night vision was replaced by darkness. My limbs started to thrash with fear, but that only made things worse. Each time I cleared an inch to move, the space filled with sand. Now my back was scraping against the ceiling. We weren’t crawling any more; we were digging through a gap that was getting smaller every second.

There was sand in my mouth and up my nose. I could hardly breathe. It was pouring through a trap built over five thousand years ago to stop thieves from robbing a sacred tomb. Thieves like me.

“I’m near the opening!” a voice yelled from up ahead. “Too much sand … I can’t quite reach—”

The cry was muffled by the sand. I pressed my face against the ceiling and gasped a last sliver of air.

And then, no more.

We were buried alive.

I tried to keep digging but it was impossible. The weight of sand pressed from all directions like a hundred hands pinning me tight. I thought I saw a flashing light ahead, but my hope faded. The light was in my eyes. It was a warning signal. I was about to die.

No, not like this. Not here, not now we’re so close.

I tried to calm myself so I could think. If I could just force my hand down, I could reach my utility belt. Among its gadgets was an ultrasonic explosive device. The blast might cause the tunnel to collapse and free space to escape. But I couldn’t move, not even a finger.

This was about as bad as it could get, right?

Just a couple of days ago I was a schoolboy with terrible grades and an even worse behaviour record. I had the world’s strictest parents, a sister who would barely talk to me and a way of causing trouble that drove people nuts. Now, I was a member of a super high-tech treasure-hunting team, searching for a lost tomb so I could save my parents from being turned into mummies by an evil cult.

Things had moved pretty fast.

It all started with me messing up again, hurting people I loved. I’d been trying to make up for it ever since. Only, I’d been in too much of a rush to see the traps.

And here I was, chest on fire, lungs nearly out of air. I heard a distant voice in my earpiece; it was crackly, but the panic was unmistakable.

“Oh my God. Oh my God … Jake? Listen to me. I have to tell you something. It’s about your parents…”

The voice faded. The lights in my eyes grew brighter. Rockets and Catherine wheels fizzing and spinning.

I felt strangely calm all of a sudden, as though my body had accepted death. I wanted my final thoughts to be comforting, but all I could think of was Mum and Dad. The last time I saw them they were crying because of something I’d done – another screw-up by Jake Atlas, troublemaker extraordinaire. I’d broken my promises and shattered their hearts.

I try again to move. Nothing.

So close.

The lights die. The firework show is over.

Mum, Dad… I’m sorry.

I almost made it.
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TWO DAYS EARLIER

The greatest discovery in the history of archaeology, and it begins in Nando’s in Heathrow Airport. I’d ordered a whole chicken, smeared in their hottest sauce. I didn’t think I’d like it, probably wouldn’t even be able to eat it, but it seemed fun to try.

My sister, Pan – short for Pandora – sat opposite me in the booth. She had her headphones on, as usual, and her raven-black fringe swept down over her eyes like a funeral veil. We were meant to be going on a fun family trip, but Pan couldn’t have looked less up for fun if she’d climbed into a coffin, sworn at everyone and pulled the lid shut.

We sat in silence.

Dad made notes for a lecture he was giving with Mum in Cairo. Mum was studying a guidebook. My mum and dad are Egyptologists – experts in the history of Ancient Egypt. Pyramids and pharaohs and stuff. It may sound strange that an expert in Ancient Egypt would need a guidebook, but neither of them had been there in years, not since Pan and me were born. Visiting Aunt Maud in Cornwall was a big adventure for our family, so this should have been exciting. We were going to Egypt! But still we sat in silence.

Beneath the table, my leg began to twitch. I needed to move, needed to do something.

I shifted around to see other families in booths, chatting or playing I Spy. Maybe that’s what we needed, a game.

“Anyone want to bet I can’t eat this whole chicken in less than a minute?” I asked.

Mum didn’t look up from her guidebook. “No.”

“Let’s say a tenner? Ready?”

“No one is betting you, Jake.”

I sighed.

My leg twitched faster.

“I spy with my little eye,” I said, “something beginning with T.”

Dad stared at me through thick-lensed glasses. “Where?”

“It’s a game, Dad. Something beginning with T.”

“Oh.” He nudged the glasses up his nose, looked around the restaurant. The lenses made his eyes look huge, like a lizard’s.

“The Third Intermediate Period?” he said.

“What?”

“Something beginning with T. The Third Intermediate Period. The time in Ancient Egyptian history between the death of Pharaoh Ramesses XI and the foundation of the Twenty-sixth Dynasty.”

“But… Dad, I can’t see that.”

He tapped his lecture notes. “It’s here in my paper.”

“I’ll give you a clue.”

Mum snapped the guidebook shut. “Please, Jake, concentrate on finishing your meal. We’ve barely two hours until our flight.”

“But we’re already at the airport, Mum.”

“Don’t answer back. Not today.”

I had to get out of that booth. I wolfed down the food as fast as I could.

“Can I look around the shops?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dad said.

“Absolutely not,” Mum said.

They glared at each other, a silent battle of the eyes. Mum sighed and returned to her book.

“Fine,” she breathed.

Dad slapped a tenner on the table. “See if you can get a new T-shirt. That one is filthy. Be at gate fifteen in half an hour. But, Jake, no trouble.”

I nodded. No trouble.

“I mean it, Jake. You promise?”

“Dad, I’m in an airport with armed police. How much trouble can I cause?”

Mum’s fingers tightened around her book. “This is a terrible idea,” she muttered.

Dad muttered back. “Jane, we said we’d trust him again. And he promised. Didn’t you, Jake?”

I did, again. I promised three times before I left. And that was how it all started, with a promise that I was about to break in the worst possible way.
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Twenty-five minutes after I promised to stay out of trouble, I’d stuffed a tablet computer up my T-shirt and was about to steal it from an airport shop.

The “urge” was getting worse.

That was the word my counsellor had used. The doctors call it ICD: impulse control disorder. I’m addicted to trouble.

At school I’m always shifting in my seat, looking around, waiting for something to happen. If nothing does, then I make it happen. The riskier that thing is, the better. Stealing, fighting, breaking and entering… The truth is, it’s the only time I ever feel alive.

I can’t even tell you how it happened that time. I only went into the computer shop to check out the new stuff. But I saw two armed officers by the doors, the weasel-faced manager watching for shoplifters and the store detective pretending to be interested in headphones. And I started thinking about how I could beat all that security.

The next thing I knew, I had disconnected the tablet’s alarm cord and was smuggling the tablet from the shop. My heart was going crazy with excitement. It was as if I’d plugged myself into a power socket: electricity was fizzing through my veins.

I’d sworn I’d stop doing stuff like this – to my parents, counsellors, teachers, even the police. But it was like a drug. I needed something to happen, so I had made it happen. Maybe that doesn’t make sense, but you’ve never lived with my mum and dad, where nothing ever happens.

Clutching the tablet tighter under my T-shirt, I turned down the laptop aisle and headed for the exit. I snatched glimpses of the store detective in the screens. The guy looked like a movie star, with slicked-back silver hair and a square, stubbled jaw. The stubble parted where a crimson scar ran down his cheek, as if he’d been axed in the face. Was he watching me? Had he seen?

The butterflies in my stomach grew into pterodactyls, gnawing at my guts.

Sweat prickled my back.

Ahead, a double pushchair blocked my path. Screaming babies squabbled for control of a rubber giraffe. Squeezing past, I knocked the toy from the pram, and quickly stuffed it back in.

And then, “Hey, you! Wait!”

My heart stopped and then went double speed.

Everyone turned. Even the babies shut up and stared. It wasn’t the detective who’d shouted; it was the manager. The guy really did look like a weasel: round nose, buck teeth, shifty eyes.

“You’re stealing a tablet!” he yelled.

My face felt like the surface of the sun, but I managed a “who, me?” sort of expression.

“It’s up your T-shirt,” the manager added.

The police officers turned. One of them nodded, signalling for me to come clean.

I breathed in, lifted my T-shirt.

No tablet.

You think I’m crazy? Those policemen had guns. I wasn’t just going to shove the thing up my shirt. I had a better plan than that.

I gave the manager a scowl, rolled my eyes at the officers, like there can be no trusting anyone these days, and marched out of the shop.

I felt like I’d just scored in a cup final. I wanted to tear my T-shirt off and run around the departures lounge, whirling it over my head and screaming in delight. But I had to stay cool. My plan wasn’t completed yet.

From across the lounge, I watched the mum push the pram from the shop. Her babies were still playing tug-of-war with the rubber giraffe. One of them let go, and the toy flipped to the floor. I was there in a flash, shoving it back into the pram. At the same time, I took out the tablet I’d stashed there a few seconds earlier.

That feeling is as good as it gets. My plan had worked. The store detective, the police… I’d swiped it from right under their noses. And that manager hadn’t even—

Then I saw him. The manager.

He was watching me.

He’d seen.

The babies started screaming, but I was off.

I darted through the duty-free shop and up an escalator to the food hall, where I hid among the tables and watched the police officers come after me. I heard an announcement for a flight to Cairo. My flight. Mum and Dad were waiting at the gate…

And then it hit me.

What had I done?

I’d promised. I’d sworn.

The urge had taken control, and now that it was gone I felt sick with fear.

Where could I run? My dad had my passport, so I couldn’t leave the airport. I was supposed to be going on holiday!

No, I wouldn’t give up. I still had a chance if I could make it to the plane.

I peeked over the tables, watching the police officers spread out among the burger restaurants and sandwich shops.

Instinct took over and my mind went from a muddy puddle of panic to a crystal clear pool. In seconds I knew how to get out of this situation. I’d break into the burger kitchen, burn something to set off a fire alarm to distract the police while I—

“Don’t even think about it,” a voice said.

I whirled around. Who had spoken?

“Jake Atlas, listen to me.”

Then I realized.

It was the tablet. It was the stolen tablet in my hand.

Its screen flicked to life, to show a video of someone I recognized; silver hair, stubbled jaw and shiny red scar.

“The store detective?” I gasped.

“Not exactly, Jake,” the man replied. “I was in the store, watching you.”

I stared at the screen, my mouth opening and closing like a goldfish’s. “I… How do you know my name?” I managed to ask. “Who are you?”

“There’s no time for that.” The man sounded posh, like an actor. “There are four police officers searching for you. I have their locations marked on a multi-sensor thermographic camera. Do you know what that is?”

“I… What?”

“If you do what I say, when I say, I’ll get you to gate fifteen, where your parents and sister are waiting.”

“How are you on this thing?”

“In three seconds, move from the table to the sushi counter.”

“What?”

“Stop saying ‘what’.”

“What?”

“Go, Jake!”

Bursting from behind the table, I rushed to the sushi café and hid behind a rattling conveyor belt carrying dishes of raw fish.

“Wait,” the man instructed. “Wait … wait … now duck down.”

As I crouched, a police officer marched past on the other side of the conveyor belt.

“They’re looking for me,” I wheezed.

“Don’t waste time saying stupid things,” the scarred man replied.

“Please… Who are you?”

“Did you not hear what I just said?”

“Why are you helping me? You’re police… You’re mucking me around.”

“That’s right. The airport police ran an extremely complex digital interception program on that tablet just for a laugh. Happens all the time.”

“I knew it!”

“I was being sarcastic. Now listen. I am going to tell you what to do and you are going to do it.”

For several minutes I did what the man said. Gripping the tablet, I dodged the police, darting from one hiding place to another – a sunglasses shop, a bookstore – and back down the escalator.

Things got even crazier when I rushed into a clothes store.

“Tell the woman at the till your name is Peregrine,” the scarred man said.

“What? Why Peregrine?”

“Because you don’t want to give her your real name.”

“But why Peregrine?”

“Why are you arguing about the name?”

“It’s a stupid name!”

Really, I had no idea why I was arguing, except that I felt so out of control, so confused and scared. I did what the man said, and the lady in the shop handed me a Hawaiian shirt decorated with red and yellow flowers.

“It’s paid for,” the scarred man explained. “The police are looking for a boy in a white T-shirt. And your father gave you money for a new shirt so you’ll need something to show.”

“How did you—”

“You have a clear run now to gate fifteen. Keep the tablet. This is just the start.”

“Start? Start of what?”

The tablet died. I pressed the power button, but all I saw was my face reflected in the screen – baffled, breathless, terrified.

Another call for my flight. The final call. I pulled on the shirt, stuffed the tablet down the back of my jeans and did what the scarred man had said.

I ran.
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What had just happened?

That was the thought in my head for most of the flight. My mind was whirling and I doubted that it had been real. The scarred man on the tablet had known my name. He’d helped me. But why, and how?

I was desperate to dump the tablet but hadn’t had a chance. From the moment I reached the flight gate, my dad had been lecturing me about responsibility. The tablet was still down the back of my jeans. I couldn’t take it out.

By the time the plane took off, my parents had returned to silence. That was the last quiet moment before things went properly mad, so it’s a good time to tell you more about my family.

My dad is over six feet tall, so he spent most of the flight grumbling about legroom and arm space and shifting uncomfortably in his seat. Uncomfortable is the best word to describe Dad, really. Nothing about him ever fits. His cord trousers are a bit too big, his tweed jacket is a bit too small. If he’s not nudging his glasses up his nose, he’s struggling to brush down his wiry hair. It always sticks back up, as if a hedgehog had fallen asleep on his head.

Mum sat with Pan in the row in front, reading her guidebook and fiddling with a golden amulet she wore on a necklace. It was an Ancient Egyptian symbol, a kneeling figure with wings spread out straight, like a glider’s wings. It was Isis, the Egyptian mother goddess. I know that now, although I didn’t have a clue at the time. When Mum got stressed about Pan or me, she rubbed the symbol like it was a magic lamp and she might wish away all our troubles. Dad shouted at us, but we didn’t make Mum angry; we made her sad.

Every time I saw her like that, I swore, no more trouble. And each time I messed up again.

Mum saw me watching her, and slid the book back in a plastic bag that had a cheesy logo of a grinning pharaoh giving a thumbs-up. It was an odd bag for Mum; she wasn’t exactly known for her sense of humour about Ancient Egypt. Most of the time you wouldn’t think she even liked the subject, let alone taught it.

Maybe that’s not fair. She had moments when her eyes sparkled as she spoke about a pyramid or a tomb. But she’d catch herself and stop. It was as if she’d made a promise not to have fun. She built a wall to keep herself in and the fun out, and it hardly ever came down.

Mum and Dad both slept for a bit, which is when I saw Pan sneak the guidebook from its bag. She read several pages a minute, her eyes moving at incredible speed.

Pan is a genius. I don’t mean that in an affectionate way. She has a photographic memory and can read big books in minutes. We’re twins, but you’d never know it. We do look similar – with Mum’s pale skin and Dad’s sandy, scraggly hair – but Pan hides both beneath her black make-up and hair dye. She looks more like the Grim Reaper than anyone in the Atlas family.

Pan hated me, and for a good reason. She’d not forgiven me for something I did a year ago, an event we called the Ant Farm Incident. She used to get bullied a lot because she was so clever. One day I saw the bullies going after her, knocking books out of her hands and laughing as she gathered them up.

Something in me snapped. I went into that zone, thinking clearly but not thinking about the consequences. The rest is a blur – stealing the keys to the biology lab from Miss Petigrew’s coat, breaking in, picking up the class ant farm and carrying the tank with 9,000 ants to where the bullies were teasing Pan.

And, yeah, I tipped it over them.

They were fire ants, too, little red ones – stingers. You should have heard the screams. I remember that well enough.

Everyone was furious – the bullies, the bullies’ parents, the teachers. Dad shouted and ranted, and Mum went into a week-long silence, constantly fiddling with her Isis amulet.

But Pan was the angriest.

I got expelled, but Pan changed schools too. She was sent to an academy for gifted students. She called it a freak show, and she never really forgave Mum, Dad or me. She started dressing like Dracula – black and black, with a touch of black – and pretended not to care about books and learning. But she still does. Mum and Dad don’t know that she stays up late most nights to read in secret, and always sneaks looks at their work.

It’s funny; I try to hide how badly I do at school, while Pan hides how well she does. You’d think we’d help each other out.

But OK, back to the story.

So there I was on the plane to Cairo, with the tablet pressed against my back, thinking again about what the scarred man had said at the airport.

This is just the start.

No chance. This was the end of it. I was far away from the crime scene, the police and the scarred man. Now that my parents were asleep, I could ditch the tablet in the plane’s loo and try to enjoy this trip.

I clambered over my dad and headed for the toilet.

I stopped.

The curtain to the First Class section flapped open, and there was the scarred man.

He was asleep in one of the fancy seats, a baseball cap pulled down over his eyes. Was it a coincidence? Or had he followed me?

A dozen plans flashed through my mind, and all of them ended with me grabbing the guy by the throat and demanding answers. I might have done it, too, but right then my dad did one of his sleep snorts, a sound like a hippo burping. If he woke and called my name, the scarred man might hear. Maybe he’d tell my parents I’d stolen the tablet, or maybe he planned to blackmail me. I didn’t know what the guy’s deal was, and I didn’t want to find out.

I rushed back to my seat and pretended to sleep.

The tablet could stay where it was.
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We landed at Cairo International Airport in the afternoon, and still none of us spoke as we went through passport control.

As we waited for our bags, I kept looking for the scarred man. Had I really seen him on the flight? I’d have doubted any of it had been real if I couldn’t feel the tablet jammed down the back of my jeans. I was still desperate to ditch the thing, but didn’t dare go to the toilets alone for fear that the scarred man might grab me.

The airport was spotless, freezing and packed with tourists. Some wore T-shirts with pictures of pyramids and slogans, like EGYPT, LAND OF WONDERS, even though so far they’d only seen the inside of the airport. Egyptian men in turbans and brightly coloured gowns collected their bags.

“Why are those men wearing dresses?” I asked.

“They’re called jellabiyas,” Dad replied. “They’re traditional Egyptian dress.”

Pan plucked a headphone from her ear, unleashing a tinny blast of rock music. “Egyptians traditionally look stupid?” she asked.

“They probably think you look stupid,” Mum said. “Dressed like the Grim Reaper.”

“They don’t believe in the Grim Reaper,” Pan replied. “The Muslim personification of death is called Malak al-Maut.”

“Ha!” I blurted. “Burned!”

I went in for a high five with Pan, but she left me hanging.

Dad glanced at Mum, and a slight smile creased his cheeks. Mum shook her head, discouraging him from continuing the discussion.

“Actually the jellabiya is light and airy,” Dad explained. “Perfect for working in heat.”

Heat? The airport’s air conditioning was so cold I wondered if we’d accidentally landed in Antarctica. But as soon as we went outside, I understood. It was as if we’d stepped into a sauna. My throat dried and my back beaded with sweat, causing the tablet to slide further down my jeans.

“Feels like a thousand degrees,” Pan said. She wore black, so must have felt it bad.

I’d begun to look around again for the scarred man, when another weird thing happened.

Mum smiled.

That might sound odd, but this was my mum. I’d seen pictures of her smiling on archaeological digs with Dad, long before we were born, but it rarely happened in real life.

She tilted her head back and breathed in, and her face looked instantly younger. Her wrinkles eased away and her eyes shone in the glare of the airport strip lights. She looked pretty.

For some reason Dad started grinning as well. His smile was goofy. His whole face creased up, so his glasses almost slipped off his nose.

I was grinning now too. It felt good to see the Atlas family in happy mode, and I hoped maybe this could be the start of a proper family holiday. I nudged Pan, thinking she might join in, but she sighed and shoved her headphones back in her ears.

Even so, I thought things were looking up, which only goes to show how stupid I am. Because if I had known how things would turn out, I’d never have left that airport. I’d have shouted about bombs and caused whatever trouble I could to make the police drag us inside and send us straight back home.
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The taxi ride to the hotel was – until then – the closest I’d ever come to death. Our driver must have been blind or suicidal, or both. I’ve never seen so many cars, or heard such honking. It was late afternoon and it seemed as if the entire city was rushing home from work. There were sharp-suited men with sports cars and smart phones, donkey carts overloaded with watermelons, buses crammed so full that people clung onto the back. Drivers leaned from windows and shrieked at each other. Ours didn’t bother indicating. He just stuck out an arm, pointed and charged, like a mad general on a horse.

Mum and Dad watched it all through the windows, both still smiling. I noticed Mum was breathing faster, as if the place had made her breathless. Or maybe it was just the fumes in the city air.

“There are fourteen million people in Cairo,” Dad told us. “That’s almost twice the size of London.”

I pressed my face to the window, fascinated. The pavements were about as busy as the roads. A group of men gathered outside a mosque. People crammed into cafés and sat at low tables, smoking pipes that I later found out were called shishas. We passed a street market, where stalls sold heaps of dates and cones of spices. Butchers hacked at hunks of meat. Wasps swarmed around sticky, sweet pastries.

It was brilliant!

“Where are the pyramids?” I asked. “The ancient stuff?”

I’d expected to see pyramids and temples and tombs around every corner.

“Aha,” Dad replied. He sounded excited, childish almost. “Cairo is a medieval city, Jake, not an ancient one.”

Mum chipped in from the passenger seat. “Cairo was built over the ruins of the ancient capital, Memphis,” she said. “The tombs of the early Egyptian pharaohs, the pyramids, were outside Memphis in a place now called Giza.”

It was strange to hear her sound so into Ancient Egypt. Back home she spoke about it in a dull, slightly confused way, as if she was reading from an instruction manual for something she didn’t want to make. But now she sounded totally focused.

“Wait!” she called. “Wait, stop the taxi!”

I don’t know how we stopped. Mum just somehow made it happen with a grasp of the steering wheel, a yank of the handbrake, a skid and a screech. I screamed and Pan screamed, but by then we’d already parked on the side of a road, exactly where Mum had wanted.

“John,” Mum breathed. “Look.”

Dad leaned to see out the window. “My God,” he muttered.

There was a mosque, with a turquoise dome and a thin white tower – a minaret – sticking up like a spear. Beside it, a tourist hotel had a cheesy sign that reminded me of the logo on Mum’s plastic bag. It showed a woman dancing in silks and sequins, above an offer of Cheap belly dancing!

I looked up to the pointed top of the minaret. “What is it?”

“That,” Dad replied, “is where your mother and I got married.”

“The mosque? But you’re not—”

“No,” Dad interrupted. “The belly dancing club. We had the service in full belly dancing kit.”

“What?”

Pan and I said it at the same time. How had we not known this before? It was by far the most interesting thing I’d ever heard about Mum and Dad.

“That’s so cool,” I said.

I glanced at Pan and noticed her eyes wide with interest, even as she flicked down her fringe to hide them.

“It’s … it’s weird,” she mumbled.

“What do you say, Jane?” Dad said. “Shall we all go and have a look?”

Mum grasped the door handle. But then her smile vanished, and her hand rose to the Isis amulet around her neck. Her wall was back up.

“Let’s get to the hotel,” she replied.

I was about to protest but the driver was keen to get moving, so off we went again into the swarm of traffic. Dad looked back at the club, the dancing girl reflecting in his glasses, but Mum just kept rubbing her amulet, eyes fixed ahead.

Neither of them looked to the other side of the road. They didn’t see the black van that had stopped when we stopped, and pulled away as we did. I had no idea what was really going on, of how much danger we were in, or that our lives were about to change for ever.
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The taxi dropped us outside our hotel, and for a moment we all stood on the pavement and stared. A rat scurried across a flickering neon sign: The Grand Old Lady of Cairo.

“Please tell me we’re not staying here,” Pan said.

The Old Lady of Cairo might have been grand once. Now she had a bad skin disease. Chunks of plaster had fallen from the walls, revealing bricks that glistened with damp. The windows were black, and every ledge was layered an inch thick with pigeon poo.

I thought Mum might snap at Dad about the hotel, but now they did it again – the smiling. It was as if they’d arrived at a luxury resort.

“Do you know this place too?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dad said.

“No,” Mum replied.

Well, that cleared that up. I was about to go in, when Pan grabbed my arm.

“Why does Mum keep grinning?” she asked. “It’s freaking me out.”

“Maybe she’s just happy?”

“Mum? Happy?”

I shrugged and we entered the hotel. One glance around the lobby revealed that The Grand Old Lady of Cairo didn’t just have a skin disease: she’d died decades ago and her corpse was rotting from the inside. The place reeked of damp and stale sweat. Paper peeled from walls, and the carpet was stained with dark splatter marks that looked worryingly like blood.

Only the reception desk seemed new – a white marble slab with crimson swirls. A man lay on it, his large belly rising and falling with rumbling snores.

Dad cleared his throat. The man didn’t wake up.

Mum cleared hers. The man still didn’t wake up.

I gave the guy a shove, and he woke up. Actually, he fell off the desk.

He shot up from the other side, eyes rolling with sleep and confusion. He grabbed a can of Red Bull, finished it in one go and burped. I guessed he was the manager of the hotel.

“Welcome to The Grand Old Lady of Cairo,” he said. “Where style meets … meets…”

He started to fall asleep again, so Pan prodded him.

“You’ve redecorated,” Dad said, giving the marble desk a slap.

“In the style of the pharaohs,” the manager declared, slapping it harder.

Even then I knew that swirly marble was nothing whatsoever like the style of the pharaohs, but still my dad smiled.

“They’ve stayed here before,” I explained.

“Long ago,” Mum added.

Dad’s grin grew wider and this time his glasses actually did fall off. He shot out a hand, crazy fast, and caught them. Then he started to sing! I’m not joking – my dad started to sing!

“Long, long ago when the world was sand…”

He nudged Mum, encouraging her to join in. It was a geeky ancient history song.

“Before the First Dynasty made its stand…”

A smile curled the corner of Mum’s mouth, but she looked away, trying to hide it.

Pan stared at Dad as if he were melting, as his song echoed around the lobby.

“Way back then, when the Nile was a—”

“We’ve reserved two rooms,” Mum said. “The Atlas family.”

We got our keys and three of us squeezed into a tiny lift with a rail door. There wasn’t enough room for Dad, who took the stairs, still humming his weird song.

You’ll know by now that we weren’t a particularly chatty family. But with all the smiles and singing, things seemed to be picking up. So I tried a bit of small talk in the lift.

“Where’s your lecture tomorrow, Mum?”

For a moment I thought I’d shocked her so much that she’d forgotten.

“Oh! It’s… It’s at a university,” she replied. “The American University of Cairo.”

“Can we come?”

“No! I mean, it’s an academic lecture, Jake. I’m not sure you’d enjoy it. You two can relax here. We’ll be back by the time you wake up.”

I tried to look disappointed, but really I didn’t want to go at all. I’d just thought it might help us all get along. “What’s the lecture about?” I asked.

“It’s a talk about … um, pre-dynastic kings.”

I nodded, although I didn’t have a clue what that meant. “Did they build the pyramids?”

“No, they came before.” Mum’s voice relaxed and her eyes twinkled. Once again she was talking about Ancient Egypt as if she loved the subject.

I realized something then. My mum enjoyed ancient history. She didn’t show it much; not at home at least. Her wall was always up, hiding her emotions. But I’d seen it since we’d landed in Egypt – that twinkle.

“Imagine that, Jake,” she continued. “A time when the pyramids hadn’t even been built.”

“Is the sphinx here too?”

“It is! The Great Sphinx. Half-lion, half-king. It guarded the pyramids from tomb robbers, you know.”

“Robbers?”

“Your kind of people, Jake,” Pan muttered.

I ignored her. I wasn’t thrilled at the idea of museums but I was psyched to visit the pyramids. “When will we see them?”

“How about tomorrow?” Mum suggested. “After the lecture. Pandora, are you keen?”

“Not really.”

Mum’s voice tightened. “What do you mean not really?”

“They’re just big stone hills.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t want to go,” I said. “You probably know more about them than Mum and Dad, from all the books you secretly read.”

“Shut your face,” Pan spat.

“That’s enough,” Mum said. “We can discuss it over dinner.”

“Do we have to go out?” Pan asked. “I’m tired.”

“We will all go out,” Mum replied. “Like a normal family.”

“Well, we’re not a normal family, are we? Normal families like each other.”

“Stop being such a cow, Pan,” I said. “You should have stayed home if you don’t—”

“I wish I had stayed home. I’m three years older than you.”

“We were born on the same day! You’re just three years ahead at school.”

“Because you’re a thief and you punch your classmates,” Pan said.

“Better than running off crying, like you.”

“Want me to show you how well I can punch?”

“Enough!” Mum snapped.

She closed her eyes and looked exhausted. I remembered those moments – just minutes ago – when she’d been happy, with lights in her eyes. They’d been well and truly put out now.

The lift stopped. We slid our suitcases out the door and into a gloomy corridor. I tried to get out first, but Pan pushed past. Stupidly, I shoved her back, causing the lift to slam and shake.

“Stop it!” Mum screamed. “Can’t you two get on for one minute? This is supposed to be a holiday.”

Her voice was cracking. She was on the edge. Even Pan knew it, and muttered a rare apology. I did too, but as I reached for my bag, the back of my shirt snagged on the door rail.

The tablet fell out.

Dad appeared at the top of the stairs, and we all just stood there for a moment, looking down, our faces reflected in the screen.

The tablet I had no money to buy.

The tablet I must have stolen.

“Huh,” I muttered. “How did that get there?”

Mum broke down at that point, collapsing into Dad’s arms and crying. Dad led her to their room and closed the door.

And that was the last I saw of my parents for what seemed like a very long time.
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Of the next few hours I mostly remember the air conditioning unit. It squatted in the corner of our hotel room, grumbling and groaning and doing absolutely nothing to keep the room cool.

I jumped up and gave it a kick. Black smoke rose from the top and I collapsed back onto my bed, coughing.

Pan hadn’t said a word since we’d been left alone. She just lay on her bed, staring at patches of damp on the ceiling as if she were making shapes of clouds. One was a triangle. I wondered if that might be the closest we’d now get to a pyramid.

Guilt was like a zombie chewing at my guts. I kept thinking about Mum and Dad, and how devastated they’d been when they saw the tablet. Things had been getting better. Since coming to Egypt, Mum had looked more relaxed than I’d ever seen her. Then Pan had picked a fight and…

No, it wasn’t Pan’s fault.

After the Ant Farm Incident, I’d promised I would change. Right then I swore I’d try even harder. I’d do everything I could to turn this into a fun family holiday. I’d keep my mouth shut, my hands in my pockets and my eyes to the ground.

I felt bad about Pan, too. I shouldn’t have teased her about being bullied at school. She probably thought about it all the time. She saw her intelligence as something freakish. That’s why she tried to hide it. She didn’t need her brother making fun of her too. I’d make it up to her as well.

I rolled over, tried a little chitchat.

“Wanna play I Spy?”

“Shut up, Jake.”

There was no TV, nothing to do. Neither of us said anything else until Pan’s stomach rumbled.

“I’m starving,” she said.

I’d eaten the airplane food and wasn’t hungry. But we’d been here a long time. It was almost ten o’ clock.

“Mum and Dad must have fallen asleep,” I guessed.

“Let’s wake them up.”

The corridor was barely ten metres long, but it felt like a mile. I’d have to apologize, swear to Mum and Dad I’d stay out of trouble, and make sure I did.

“Mum?” Pan knocked on the door. “Dad? It’s dinnertime.”

She pressed an ear to the wood, banged harder. “If you’re still angry at Jake, we can leave him behind.”

We waited a minute. It seemed no one was in.

We returned to our room and assessed our dinner options: two complimentary biscuits and a tube of toothpaste.

Pan stuffed both of the biscuits in her mouth. “You eat the toothpaste,” she said, and she flopped back onto her bed.

Sweat.

That about sums up the night. Also: dry mouth, parched throat, mosquito misery, muscle cramps, no sleep.

Pan kept turning, grumbling about heat and thirst and hunger. I swatted at mosquitos that buzzed by my ear and splatted them against the walls with my trainer. Outside, the traffic was an orchestra of blaring horns and screeching brakes. Just as I finally slipped off to sleep, I was jolted awake by a voice wailing from a mosque over the road, calling people to come and pray.

Pan threw open the window and screamed at the voice to shut up, only she used more swear words.

She stormed out of our room and banged on our parents’ door.

She marched back. “Breakfast. They’ll be there.”

Only they weren’t. The hotel dining room was empty.

A buffet was spread across a table – mounds of toast, jam and butter, all shaped like pyramids. There were jugs of coffee and something that looked like orange juice but didn’t smell like orange juice.

None of it had been touched.

We scoffed jam sandwiches, Pan slurped coffee and I tried the not-quite-orange-juice and spat it back into the glass.

“Nine o’ clock,” Pan said. “Where are they?”

She was beginning to sound worried, and I didn’t blame her. This was getting weird.

The manager took our plates. He had dark rings around his eyes, as if he’d spent the night being punched in the face. He swayed like he might fall asleep on our table.

Pan reached and propped him up. “Did you see our parents leave?”

His eyes rolled, but he fought back sleep and shook his head.

“Maybe you were asleep?” I asked.

That woke him up. His face went the colour of beetroot. “Sleep!” he bellowed. “For fifteen years I never sleep. I am always at my desk. I do not sleep!”

Pan edged her chair back, freaked out by the guy’s outburst, but I’d been yelled at enough times to not really mind.

“We haven’t seen our parents since last night,” I explained. “Could you open their bedroom so we can check?”

He agreed and we followed him up.

The room was like ours, except the beds were made up and the window looked out to a rubbish-strewn courtyard instead of a street. My parents’ bags were gone. Their coats were gone. There wasn’t even a toothbrush in the bathroom. The only thing that proved they’d been there was Mum’s guidebook. It was on one of the beds, wrapped in the plastic bag with the cheesy pharaoh logo.

“OK…” Pan said. “Maybe they went to a better hotel and left us here to sweat it out as punishment.”

She didn’t sound like she believed that. They would have come back by now. And Mum and Dad had liked this hotel for some reason.

A knot began to tie in my belly. Something really strange was going on.

The hotel manager watched from the doorway. “Your mother and father were angry,” he said. “Big shouting.”

He used his hands to show how big the shouting had been.

“We had a fight,” I explained.

“Lots of fights,” he replied, hands widening. “Now they gone.”

“They wouldn’t just leave,” Pan snapped.

I looked around the room, trying to make sense of it all. “Maybe they were kidnapped,” I suggested.

“Why would anyone kidnap Mum and Dad?” Pan asked. “They’re the most boring people on the planet.”

“Which makes more sense, that they were kidnapped or they just left us?”

Pan had to think about that. I saw the uncertainty and fear in her eyes. Deep down she agreed with the manager. She thought they’d abandoned us.

I refused to believe it. We just needed to look harder.

I grabbed the bag with Mum’s guidebook. “This is just a dumb joke to teach us a lesson,” I said, trying to sound more certain than I felt. “We’ll go to the university, where they’re giving the lecture. They’ll be there.”
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“I am sorry, but there are no lectures.”

We stood outside the American University of Cairo, in the shade of an arched marble colonnade that formed the main entrance. A door was open. The corridor beyond was dark. A guard with a clipboard checked and rechecked the same two sheets of paper.

“The university is closed today. Perhaps you are looking for somewhere else?”

“Somewhere else?” Pan said.

“Another university.”

The knot in my belly pulled tighter. We’d walked for an hour through the blazing heat, squabbling over directions as we’d studied the guidebook map. I’d been so sure our parents would be here.

“Doctors John and Jane Atlas,” Pan told the guard. “It’s at ten o’clock.”

“What is?”

“Their lecture.”

“The university is closed.”

“Closed for the lecture?”

“Please can you leave?”

Pan stepped closer, pale hands bunching into fists. “Or what?”

The guard edged back, surprised at the sudden threat from this strange Goth girl. Seizing her chance, Pan barged past him and into the corridor. She yanked on locked doors, yelled into the darkness.

“Mum? Dad? Joke’s over! This is turning into child abuse!”

Other guards came charging. Pan kicked one of them and swore at the rest. In the end they dragged her out and dumped her beside me on a grass verge. It was all a bit ugly but she was OK.

Pan shoved the guidebook back in the plastic bag. “So we wait here,” she said. “They’ll turn up soon if—”

“There is no lecture, Pan. They lied.”

There, I’d said it. Neither of us had wanted to, because if there was no lecture, then what was there? Part of me wanted to believe they were simply doing something they’d kept secret. Anything other than that they’d abandoned us. If they had left us, it was because of me.

“So … they just disappeared?” Pan said. “And we have no one else to help us?”

I remembered what the scarred man had said at the airport – This is just the start – and wondered if he had something to do with this. He’d told me to keep the tablet, but I’d left it at the hotel, and I doubted the manager would let us back in now that he knew we couldn’t pay.

“We’ve got no food,” Pan said, “no water and no money. And it’s three hundred degrees. This is your fault.”

She’d been itching to say that all morning, and now it came bursting out. She jumped up, stood over me. “You pushed them over the edge.”

“Like you’ve never done anything to upset them?” I replied, rising. “Moaning the whole time, making their lives miserable?”

She shoved me, but I pushed her back. “Touch me again and I’ll break your face.”

But her blood was up. She swung the bag, so the guidebook clobbered me around the side of the head.

“See this?” she seethed. “This book is our inheritance, Jake. It’s all they left us.”

I was about to punch her, when something else hit me – an idea. It was as if Pan’s blow had knocked it loose in my head.

“Wait,” I said. “The book.”

“What about it?”

“It wasn’t all Mum and Dad left us.”

“Their room was empty. There wasn’t anything else.”

“There was. The bag.”

I snatched it from Pan. It was the plastic carrier bag, with that dumb cartoon pharaoh. The name of a shop was written below in pink bubble letters.

Egyptomania.

“Why would Mum have a bag like this?” I asked.

“I dunno. She liked it.”

“Mum? Liked this?”

Pan knew that was crazy too. Friends had given Mum tacky souvenirs from Egypt as jokes, but she always threw them away. The only thing she kept was the Isis amulet. That was something she seemed to love. Why keep that cheesy bag? Not just keep it, but bring it to Egypt, wrap a book inside, and leave only that in their room?

“Maybe this shop is where they’ve gone, Pan. There’s an address: Khan el-Khalili. Where’s that?”

“How should I know?”

“Because you’ve read this guidebook, probably memorized every page. Stop pretending you’re not clever and help find Mum and Dad.”

“But why, Jake? They don’t want us.”

“They wouldn’t just leave us, Pan.”

“You don’t think? We all hate each other.”

“That’s not true. I know we fight, but we can change that. We can make this a proper family holiday.”

“Proper family holiday? You’re crazy, Jake. And what about you? Whatever it is that makes you get in trouble all the time, you can’t magically stop that. You’re never going to stop; you can’t.”

I can’t explain what happened next. It was like a volcano erupted inside me. I shoved Pan so hard that she fell to the verge.

“I can!” I yelled.

I stood over her, breathing heavily. This wasn’t helping. I had to calm down.

“Please, Pan, we have to find this place, Khan el-Khalili. Besides, where else have you got to go?”

She rose, and for a second I feared she might swing the book at me again. But she turned and marched off.

“Pan, come on!” I shouted. “Where are you going?”

“Khan el-Khalili,” she called. “It’s Cairo’s main souk. It’s a long walk, so we’d better get moving.”

I watched her stomp off, relieved she was willing to go, and wondering if she really had memorized the whole book. I didn’t know where this would lead us, but I was certain of one thing: as much as my sister annoyed me, she was the right person to be abandoned with in a strange city.
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Egyptomania.

“It’s just a souvenir shop.”

My voice sounded as flat as I felt.

“What did you expect?” Pan asked.

Something else. Anything else. This shop had been our last hope of finding our parents. After this we had nowhere to sleep, no plane ticket home, no money for food or water.

My shirt clung to my back, and my mouth was so dry I could barely suck up enough spit to lick my lips. Tantalizing smells wafted from all directions – fried fish, grilled meat, fresh-baked flatbreads.

It had taken for ever to find the shop, across Cairo on foot in the blazing heat, and then in among a maze of lanes and alleys that made up Khan el-Khalili, a huge covered market in one of the oldest parts of the city.

It was as if we’d reached the middle of a beehive, with everyone buzzing and scurrying around. Shop owners called to us in fake American accents, offering mint tea if we came inside to see their rugs. Tourists crammed into tacky souvenir stores, haggling over prices of backgammon boards, belly dancer outfits and statues of Egyptian gods.

The more souvenir shops we passed, the more convinced I became that Mum’s bag was a clue. The names of the places alone would have given her a rash – Cleopatra’s Cave, Ramesses’ Warehouse, King Tut’s Temple of Terrific Bargains. It just didn’t make sense that Mum carried that bag around.

Egyptomania.

But now we’d found it, the idea seemed ridiculous.

It was a small, cave-like shop tucked into one of the souk’s arches. A cheap cardboard sign taped over the doorway showed that stupid, grinning pharaoh sticking his fat thumb up. I wanted to tear it down and punch the guy in the face.

“We should go in at least,” Pan said.

My heart sank deeper as we entered a world of cheap trinkets in cabinets and on shelves. There were statues of Egyptian gods, pharaoh fridge magnets, mummies in snow globes, gods in sand globes and pyramids carved out of stone, soap, amber and glass. Tutankhamun stared at us from every direction, the white eyes painted on golden – but very plastic – death masks.

The shop owner sat behind a counter, watching us through a haze of smoke from a shisha pipe. He was old and short, with a round and wrinkled face, like a walnut, and a rainbow-coloured jellabiya.

“Welcome,” he said. “Lots of beautiful treasures to take back to England. Come, look around. I give you good price.”

Pan moved along a shelf, examining a row of mugs with slogans. EGYPT LAND OF GODS… EGYPT LAND OF KINGS… EGYPT LAND OF… whatever.

She picked one up and whispered, “Jake, how does that man know we’re English?”

You know in movies when surgeons zap dying people with electric paddles and bring them back to life? That’s how I felt at that moment.

Pan was right! Every other shopkeeper in the souk had thought we were American. They’d all yelled the same things. “I make you mint tea. New York! Chicago!”

But this guy had said England before we’d spoken a word.

“He’s watching us,” Pan hissed.

Taking a silver plate from a shelf, I watched the old man in its reflection. He’d stepped from behind the counter.

“Look around,” he said. His voice had turned harder. “Tell me, what are your names?”

Pan’s fingers tightened around the mug. “Don’t tell him.”

This was crazy. Was she about to attack this guy with a coffee cup? But the more I glanced around the shop, the fishier it seemed. We needed time to think.

I whirled round, clapped my hands.

“Aren’t you going to offer us tea?” I asked. “The other shops did.”

The man’s eyes widened, but he smiled. “Of course. I make best tea in Egypt. Please, look around.”

He returned to his counter and prepared the drinks.

We’d bought ourselves two minutes, but I didn’t need that long. I’d gone into that zone again, my instincts taking over. My eyes homed in on details around the shop.

“Look at the top shelf,” I whispered to Pan. “Between the Valley of the Kings tea towels. There’s a security camera. It looks pretty high-tech too. There’s another hidden among those plastic pyramids.”

“So? It’s a shop.”

“It’s a trinket shop. Why would a shop like this need cameras like those? And see their aim? Both cameras point across the back wall. Whatever they’re guarding must be back there.”

“Plastic Tutankhamun masks,” Pan said.

“Yeah, but one of them has a sign, see? ‘Display only’. But that mask is the same as all the others.”

“Why isn’t that one for sale?”

“Exactly. Maybe it’s got nothing to do with Mum and Dad, but it’s weird. We gotta check it out.”

“I… How did you see all that?” Pan asked.

She sounded impressed, but I just felt ashamed. I was a thief, a troublemaker. I noticed CCTV cameras and security guards wherever I went. It was a problem, not a skill.

The shop owner carried a tray from his counter. “Hibiscus flower tea,” he said. “Egyptian custom.”

He set the tray on a low table and poured tea from a glass pot.

“You like those mugs?” he asked Pan. “I give you good price.”

Pan set the mug down and stepped closer to the security cameras and the masks. “What about these tea towels?” she asked.

“Yes, good price.”

The man’s eyes followed Pan’s every step.

“And these Tutankhamun masks?” she asked.

The man stopped pouring. “No. Those are very expensive.”

Pan’s eyes flicked to me, and back to the mask with the sign.

“You won’t give me a good price?” she asked. “For this one here?”

“That one is not for sale,” the man replied. “Display only.”

He held up a glass of steaming tea. His smile looked forced now. “What are your names?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Two children alone. It is not usual. Where are your parents?”

“I don’t know,” Pan said. She turned, looked the man hard in the eye. “Where are our parents?”

The man’s smile vanished. His hand trembled as he set the glass back down. His voice suddenly changed from the broken English of a shop owner to fluent American English.

“You both must listen to me,” he said, urgently. “I was not sure that you were the Atlas twins. You are in danger. If you—”

We didn’t hear any more, because right then I smashed him on the head with the tea tray. I really did! He collapsed and curled up on the ground, swearing and clutching his head.

I jumped over him and rushed to the Tutankhamun mask. “I think it opens,” I said, sliding my fingers around its edges.

I dug my nails under one side of the mask and the front hinged open.

The mask hid an electronic device that was a bit thicker than a tablet computer, with a curved shield jutting from its screen, like a pair of binoculars sliced in half. A pinprick of red light shone in its centre.

“What is that?” Pan asked.

“Some sort of security device, I think.”

“A fingerprint reader?”

“No, it’s too high up. Maybe a retina scanner.”

“A what?”

“I’ve seen them in the movies. They read your eyeballs like fingerprints.”

“But why would there be one here?”

Part of me wanted to grab Pan and get out of there. But what then? We couldn’t go to the police. What would we tell them? Our parents have vanished so we attacked a shop owner?

“So?” Pan asked, peering into the scanner. “What now?”

The old shop owner was still on the floor, clutching his head.

“We need his eyes,” I said.

I really hoped he was a bad guy, because what happened next wasn’t much fun for him. We dragged him to the back of the shop and lifted him so his face was in front of the scanner.

He was heavier than he looked, and I struggled to hold him up as Pan pushed his head closer to the device. His eyes kept closing, so she reached around and held them open.

“Come on, Pan,” I grunted.

“You want to do this? I keep touching his eyeballs.”

“I hit him with the tray!”

“Are you even sure this thing is a retina scanner? Maybe it’s for—”

“Wait, look.”

The red light on the device had changed to orange. Scans of the shop owner’s eyes appeared on the screen, divided into tiny grids. They grew brighter and the man’s pupils began to glow red … and then, nothing.

The scanner went dark.

“Great,” Pan said. “It didn’t work.”

I laid the shop owner back on the floor.

“OK,” I said, defeated. “Maybe we should find the police, or—”

Suddenly, metal shutters slammed across the front of the shop.

A siren wailed so loudly that we both covered our ears. The scanner sucked back into the wall and then the wall split apart. A horizontal screen the size and height of a kitchen table slid from behind.

Cabinets revolved, their plastic souvenirs replaced by high-tech gadgets, camouflage costumes on rails and mounted weapons. Pan pulled me back as a section of the carpet rose and then slid to the side. Another screen rose from below, forming a glass floor. In seconds the place had changed from a tacky tourist shop into a set from Mission Impossible IV.

Spots of red light appeared on the table-sized glass screen, and brighter lights beamed from each dot. Pin-sharp projections appeared above the screen, hovering photographs of two people I knew well.

Mum and Dad.
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“Are you scared?” Pan whispered.

“No,” I replied.

“Me neither.”

So why had we moved so close to each other that our sides touched? I felt Pan’s heart pumping as hard as mine as we gazed around the transformed shop.

More holograms projected from the glass table, floating beside the images of Mum and Dad. There were blueprints of buildings, charting every skylight, service pipe and air duct. Above them were the names of museums: the British Museum, the Smithsonian, the Met. There were 3-D plans of Egyptian tombs, with floating labels noting the width of the walls and type of rock.

“What is this place?” Pan said. “What’s it got to do with Mum and Dad?”

The shop owner lay on the floor, still groaning from the blow to his head. Stepping over him, I examined the contents of one of the cabinets. I recognized some of the kit from action movies. There were flare guns, sniper scopes, GPS tracking devices…

“Uh, Jake?” Pan said, pointing.

The holograms had changed again, the projections of Mum and Dad now replaced by photos. One showed our family at Cairo Airport. Another caught us standing outside The Grand Old Lady of Cairo. Who had been there, spying on us?

“This is too creepy,” Pan muttered.

Another photo appeared. It showed Mum crying on Dad’s shoulder as we stood over the stolen tablet. As I looked at the picture, guilt chewed at my insides. That was the last time we’d seen our parents. Was it the last time we would ever see them?

A mix of shame and anger and that urge to make trouble came over me then. I kicked one of the cabinets. It shuddered, then rocked. Pan joined in, ramming her shoulder against the case as I booted it again and again, until the whole thing crashed onto its side. Glass shattered and gadgets tumbled across the floor.

I went for a high five, but Pan left me hanging again.

“Jake, look.”

Lights beamed from the screen in the floor, forming another hologram – a six-foot statue of an Egyptian god. The slim figure was wrapped like a mummy and wore a white crown shaped like a traffic cone. The image was impossibly real. We could see every crack in the stone, every flake in its ancient paint. The figure’s arms were crossed over his chest and he held what looked like a candy cane and a tiny fishing rod, clutching them close as if he was scared they might get pinched.

Pan touched the hologram. It crackled and re-formed just as clearly.

“Jake, what is going on here?”

I didn’t have a clue, but I didn’t get a chance to answer.

“Oh, I’d say breaking and entering, criminal damage and general childish immaturity.”

The voice rang out around the shop. We’d been so fixated on the holograms that we’d not heard one of the cabinets slide to the side. A tall figure watched us from a doorway.

“So, nothing unusual for the Atlas children,” he added.

He stepped into the shop. He had slicked-back silver hair and a gleaming red mark on his cheek.

“The scarred man!” I gasped.
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“Don’t be frightened,” the scarred man said.

Well that didn’t help. He raised his hands to show us he didn’t have a weapon, which of course made me think he did.

I glanced around the shop, looking for anything I could use to fight, but the man came closer, blocking my path. He was weather-beaten, tanned, but suave too. His stubble was neatly trimmed along his square jaw. Gold initials on his leather jacket read DKT. As he came closer, I smelled aftershave, like Christmas spices.

Pan’s hands bunched into fists.

The man noticed and a slight smile creased his cheeks. He patted his pockets. “Are we going to have a fight?” he asked. “If so, I have a card somewhere that I’m supposed to show you. It warns you that I am a black belt in ju-jitsu. It’s a silly legal thing so you can’t sue me in the event of irreparable organ damage.”

If Pan heard she didn’t care, but I reached and held her back. Whoever the guy was, he knew what was going on. We needed answers. Then we’d fight.

“Jake,” the scarred man said. “Good to see you again.”

“You know this person?” Pan snapped.

“No,” I said. “Yes. Sort of.”

How could I explain? It still sounded crazy to me even now that I was face to face with the man. “Who are you?” I demanded.

“My name is Kit Thorn,” he replied. “Doctor Kit Thorn.”

“That doesn’t answer our question,” Pan said. She marched closer and prodded the guy in the chest. “Who are you?”

The man’s smile vanished. His jaw tightened and one of his eyelids twitched, as if it was being yanked by an invisible thread. He stepped past Pan and helped the shop owner up from the floor, neatening the man’s multi-coloured jellabiya.

“This gentleman you attacked is my partner, Dr Sami Fazri. Sam is a computer scientist, nanotechnologist and the leading expert of future technology at the universities of Cairo, Harvard and Oxford. He developed military drones before the military, and wearable technology long before anyone ever wore technology. He is a genius, although he’d never admit it.”

The old shop owner – Sami – rubbed the back of his head, checking for blood. “Some genius,” he muttered. “I got sucker punched.” He smiled weakly. “No hard feelings.”

“And you?” Pan asked, prodding the scarred man again.

“I am a genius too,” replied Dr Kit Thorn. “Although I am quite comfortable with that.”

“You’re a thief,” I said. “A tomb robber.”

The man burst out laughing. “Actually I am an archaeologist, an ancient historian and a philanthropist. But, yes, I specialize in acquiring lost artefacts. You’ve read my name in newspapers, no doubt?”

“No,” I said.

“Oh. Then you’ve seen my face on TV? Or … perhaps your parents mentioned me?”

I shrugged. Nope.

The guy’s eyelid twitched again. “Then may I ask how you knew?”

“You have plans of tombs,” I replied, “and maps of museums. And most of the gadgets here are for finding things in tricky places. There are GPS trackers, grappling guns and night vision goggles in that cabinet.”

“You recognize NVGs?” Sami asked. “You’re only twelve.”

“Twelve and a half.”

“Where are our parents?” Pan demanded.

“Your mother and father were working for me,” Kit replied.

“They’re … they’re treasure hunters?” I asked.

Another laugh from Kit, so loud it caused the hologram to flicker. “Good lord, no. They are college professors. Your parents were experts in a period of Egyptian history that interests us.”

“They are experts,” Pan corrected.

“Of course. We hired them to consult and sent our bag as a card. They were supposed to meet us here today.”

“But you spied on us and took creepy photos.”

“It became apparent that you might be in danger.”

“Why would we be in danger?” I asked.

Kit glanced at Sami, who nodded.

Kit cleared his throat. “What I am about to tell you is highly secret information that few individuals other than myself could possibly have acquired, gathered through courage, skill and good old-fashioned—”

“Just tell us, will you?” Pan demanded.

Kit glared at her and again his eyelid fluttered. But he forced a smile and stepped to the hologram of the god. “Do you recognize this figure?”

“It’s Osiris,” Pan replied. “The Ancient Egyptian god of death and fertility. He was killed by his brother, Set, and then put back together by his wife, Isis. After that he ruled the Egyptian underworld, where he judged souls after they died. He holds a crook and a flail, farming tools that symbolize his rule over life and death.”

Kit looked stunned. “How the devil did you know all that?”

Pan swore at him in reply. She wasn’t showing off, she just wanted him to know she wasn’t stupid. But I definitely saw a hint of a smile as she spoke.

I nodded along, like I knew all that stuff too. “What’s any of that got to do with us?”

“Absolutely nothing,” Kit replied. “But Osiris has a lot to do with your parents and their disappearance. Or at least, Osiris’s tomb does.”

“Tomb?” Pan asked. “Gods can’t have tombs.”

“According to the Ancient Egyptians they could. There are references to the Tomb of Osiris throughout their literature.”

Kit slicked back his hair. “It is my belief,” he continued, “that the Ancient Egyptians built a tomb for Osiris, most likely for ceremonial use. A tomb that has been lost for millennia. A tomb that I, Dr Kit Thorn, shall discover.”

“Stop telling us your name and start telling us what’s going on,” Pan insisted. She looked like she was about to shove him, but again I held her back. We needed to focus on the important stuff.

“So you’re looking for this tomb?” I asked. “Why?”

Kit snorted as if that was the dumbest question he’d ever heard. “Why?” he said. “Why? You’ve seen the treasures found inside the tomb of Tutankhamun?”

“Of course,” Pan said.

“Well, he was a minor king. Osiris was a major god. Imagine what riches might lie inside his tomb. It will make Tut’s look like a pound shop.”

“Riches?” Pan prodded Kit a third time. “You’ve still not said why our parents are in danger.”

This time Kit didn’t smile. Holding Pan’s glare, he pulled a card from his pocket and set it on the hologram projector screen.

“That’s your legal warning,” he said.

Sami touched Kit’s arm. “Uh, Kit? Not a good idea to fight a twelve-year-old.”

“Twelve-and-a-half,” Kit replied.

I was ready to get involved, but Sami’s grip tightened on Kit’s arm.

“They deserve answers,” he said.

Kit glanced at Sami and then back at Pan. “Of course,” he said. “Sam?”

On cue, Sami began to work his hands across the floating holograms, moving them through the air. It was a strange sight, that little old man using such high-tech stuff. And he was so fast. His wrinkled fingers worked at incredible speed, like a conductor before an orchestra. He pinched one projection, flicked it away, then expanded others into separate files so new images rose from the table screen.

The projection of Osiris flickered, then changed to a black-and-white photo of a man with a droopy moustache and safari suit.

“This is Percy Vyse,” Kit explained. “The only archaeologist to make any serious effort to locate the Tomb of Osiris. He vanished in 1932.”

“Vanished?”

“Well, not quite. His body was finally found in 1989 in Abydos. He had been murdered and mummified, with a symbol burned onto his chest.”

The projection changed again. A strange symbol hovered above the screen, a column with four lines across the top. It looked like an electricity pylon, apart from the snake coiled around its base.

“Do you recognize this?” Kit asked.

“It’s a djed pillar,” Pan said. “An Ancient Egyptian symbol for strength. It’s meant to be Osiris’s backbone.”

“I’m sorry to say you are wrong,” Kit said, although he didn’t look sorry at all. “But so would be ninety-nine percent of experts. The one percent is me. Notice the cobra? And how the bisecting lines curve upwards? It’s subtly different from the djed pillar. It is in fact the symbol of the Cult of Osiris.”

“Cult?” I asked.

“A secret sect,” Kit replied, “whose members have worshipped Osiris since ancient times. I’ve encountered dozens of cults in my various adventures, and these fellows are among the worst.”

“They have something to do with our mum and dad disappearing?”

“I think by now we can assume your parents are not stuck in traffic.”

Kit laughed at his own joke, but stopped when no one joined in.

“Our guess,” Sami explained, “is that your parents were contacted by this group, posing as us. The cult is searching for the Tomb of Osiris too, and plan to force your parents to help them. The cult waited until they were alone and then abducted them. Last night, did they receive a message, or a phone call?”

“We don’t know,” I said.

“When they left, did they seem in a rush?”

“We don’t know that either.”

“Well, what time did they leave?”

“Look, we don’t know anything,” Pan replied. “We had a fight. We were in our room all night.”

“Must have been a pretty bad fight,” Kit said.

Pan glanced at me and then looked away. All the fights were bad, but that one had pushed Mum and Dad over the edge. Had it led to this? If we hadn’t fought, they wouldn’t have gone out alone. The cult wouldn’t have had a chance to grab them.

I thought of my parents, captured and scared. They weren’t adventurers like Kit. They wouldn’t be able to cope.

Pan stared at one of the photos of our family projected above the screen, and I knew she was thinking the same thing.

“They’ll be freed, though?” she asked. “Once they’ve helped the cult?”

“Hopefully,” Sami replied. “I think probably—”

“No,” Kit interrupted. “Your parents will no doubt suffer the same fate as poor Percy Vyse.”

“You mean…” I could barely bring myself to say it. “Turned into mummies?”

Pan whirled around and kicked another of the cabinets. “We have to tell the police.”

It was odd to see Pan so emotional, especially about Mum and Dad. But I doubted the police would be much help, not if this cult was as secretive as Kit claimed. If we wanted to help our parents, the plan was obvious.

“The cult wants the tomb, right?” I asked. “The Tomb of Osiris.”

“It’s my guess,” Kit said, “and it’s a very educated guess, that the Cult of Osiris wants the mummy from the tomb’s coffin. That is the sacred item – the body of whoever was buried in the place – most likely a priest representing the god Osiris. They want to protect it from … well, from me.”

“So we’ll get it first,” I said. “We find the tomb, get the mummy and swap it for our parents.”

“We?”

“That’s right,” Pan said. “We’re coming with you.”

Kit stared at Pan for a long moment, and then broke into another roar of laughter. He looked at her again and the smile fell from his face.

“Oh,” he said. “You’re serious. Not a chance. I am a professional historian and an expert treasure hunter. I know what I’m doing. You both stay here. Sam will buy you a comic or something.”

Pan shoved him in the chest. “You’re not a historian. You’re a thief. You’re interested in treasure, not our parents.”

She pushed him again, and this time Kit lost his balance. He tumbled back through the hologram and landed on his backside. If he looked a bit stupid, his recovery saved face – a backwards spring that flipped him up and into a completely over-the-top ninja fighting stance.

“Bring it on, Goth girl!” he screamed.

I rushed between them to prevent the fight. I didn’t trust this man either, but we needed his help. Finding that mummy before the cult did was our parents’ only hope.

“Wait,” I said. “Think about it. We can help you. We’re children, right? What better cover story than our being a family? No one would suspect us. And anyway, you don’t have a choice.”

“Choice?”

I held his look and tried not to give away that what I was about to say was a pack of lies. “You really think we didn’t know about you? Remember that bag you sent our mum and dad? We gave it to someone we trust. If we don’t report to him by six o’clock, that person has instructions to pass this address on to the police, along with information about your plan to find the Tomb of Osiris. So it’s up to you, Kit. You can either take us with you or lock us up here and wait for the entire Cairo police department to break us out.”

Kit rubbed his stubble, watching me like he was trying to decide whether or not to punch me. I guess he decided not to, because a broad grin broke out across his stony features.

“That was good, kid,” he said. “Of course it’s a load of nonsense. The bag is in your back pocket. But you sold it really well.”

He turned. “What do you say, Sam? A fake family. Could work.”

Sami’s face screwed up even tighter in horror. “It’s a terrible idea!” he said. “Kit, they’re children. We agreed we’d look after them.”

“Always plan for the unplanned,” Kit replied. “The first rule of treasure-hunting.”

“That’s not the first rule. The first rule is never work with children.”

“Rules are made to be broken, Sam.”

“Kit, they are twelve years old.”

“Twelve and a half,” I corrected.

“Everyone just slow down,” Sami insisted. “Jake, Pandora, perhaps you can come with me in the van, in a support role. It’s safe enough there and I can keep an eye on—”

“We’re going with Kit,” Pan insisted.

Kit clapped his hands again. “The old team!”

“What?” Pan asked.

“Oh. Nothing.”

He was a strange guy, Dr Kit Thorn. I didn’t trust a word he said, but we seemed to be after the same thing: the Tomb of Osiris. Still, something nagged me about the plan.

“Wait,” I said. “How do we know we can get the mummy?”

“Oh, that bit’s easy,” Kit said. “Just sling it over your shoulder. They’re scrawny little things. Hey, Sam, remember that time in Peru when I had to carry five of them? Two over each shoulder, and one—”

“No,” I interrupted. “I mean, how do we even know there is a mummy? How do we know the tomb of Osiris actually exists?”

Kit’s grin grew even wider, as if he’d been waiting for that question. He looked to Sami, who shook his head furiously. Kit nodded as if Sami had just completely agreed to everything.

“You two had better come with me,” he said.
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Twenty minutes later we were at the Egyptian Museum in central Cairo. Kit had led us through hordes of tourists, guides, touts and trinket sellers, passing glass cases that showed off statues of kings, ancient mummies and the golden loot of King Tutankhamun. Pan wanted to pause and look at the displays, but we had to follow Kit up the stone staircase to a dusty, dimly lit room on the museum’s upper floor.

No guides bothered bringing their tours up here, where glass cases displayed unimpressive scraps of ancient documents. Kit was interested in one of the smallest fragments. It looked like a charred sheet of newspaper, blackened and frayed around the edges, and covered in squiggly ink writing.

“This is a papyrus,” Kit said, “an ancient Egyptian form of paper, made from—”

“We know what papyrus is,” Pan interrupted. “What’s this got to do with the tomb of Osiris and finding our parents?”

Kit glared at her, but cleared his throat and continued. “This papyrus, known as the ‘Tomb Robber’s Tale’, is our only clue to finding the tomb. It was written by a professional thief named Ipuwer around three thousand years ago. On this side of the document, Ipuwer talks of breaking into tombs in the Valley of the Kings. He notes secret entrances and tunnels in ways that exactly match the archaeology.”

“You mean he was telling the truth?” I said.

“It seems so. And down here he mentions the Tomb of Osiris.”

I crouched to examine the inky squiggles in the grey glow that filtered through the room’s dust-covered skylight. “Does he say where it is?”

“Unfortunately not,” Kit replied. “We suspect he wrote the location on the other side of the document.”

“Can we see it?”

“No. The papyrus is ancient. To turn it over would be to destroy it. You’d have seconds to photograph it before the whole thing disintegrated.”

“That’s all we need, right? Seconds.”

“That’s all we need, yes. The museum thinks differently. There’s no chance they’ll let anyone turn this document over.”

“We could ask, at least. You’re a historian, right?”

“I am a brilliant historian, but they don’t like me here. I’ve liberated certain items from this place.”

“Liberated? You mean stolen?”

“Yes, once or twice.”

“Once or twice? You don’t remember?”

“Two or three times, maybe four. Anyway, there’s no way anyone is going to read the other side of this papyrus as long as it’s in this museum.”

“But … what if it’s not in this museum any more?” Pan asked.

“Now you’re talking.”

“Wait,” I said. “We’re going to steal it? But … I can’t.”

They looked at me, shocked. Usually something as crazy as robbing a museum would be exactly my sort of thing. But I remembered the promise I’d made back at the hotel. No more stealing.

Pan grabbed my arm and pulled me close.

“We have to, Jake. Without that papyrus we can’t find the tomb. Without the tomb we can’t find the coffin. Without the coffin, Mum and Dad are dead.”

I’d never heard Pan talk with so much concern – or any concern – for our parents. But she was right; this wasn’t a family squabble. This was about saving their lives.

“All right,” I agreed. “When are we doing this?”

“In ninety seconds,” Kit replied.

He picked up a rucksack he’d brought from his headquarters in the souk. “This is going to be fun!”

His bag was a tacky souvenir from Egyptomania, decorated with an image of a ruined temple. Before we’d left the shop, we had all dressed in similarly dumb stuff: T-shirts with pictures of Cleopatra and baseball caps shaped like pyramids. We were disguised as a family of idiots.

“One minute,” Kit said. “Come on.”

We followed him into the corridor, where a balustrade looked down to an atrium lined with glass display cases and giant statues of pharaohs. Groups of tourists swarmed around guides with coloured paddles. Others crammed into the museum shop, snapping up catalogues and postcards, plastic pyramids and plaster obelisks.

“See those shoppers?” Kit asked. “See what they’re buying?”

“Looks like the junk from your shop,” Pan replied.

“It is junk from our shop. We’ve supplied the museum store for the past few weeks. It wasn’t hard to win the contract. We offered everything at less than half the previous supplier’s price. That was my idea.”

“But … why?” Pan asked.

I don’t know how, but the plan was suddenly obvious to me. I was thinking like Kit. “There’s something in the souvenirs,” I said. “They’re rigged to cause a distraction.”

From his bag, Kit brought out three small gadgets. They looked like silver pens, but with mouthpieces in the middle. He handed us one each.

“These are breathing tubes,” he said. “Each contains enough compressed oxygen to last ten minutes.”

“Breathing tubes?”

“In ten seconds there will be total panic. Do what I say and we’ll be out of here with what we need to find the tomb and save your parents. Mess around and there’s a good chance you’ll be shot.”

He clapped his hands. “This is exciting, right?”

But he didn’t look excited. He looked confused. He paused, then leaned close and lowered his voice.

“I bet my life looks glamorous to you, but it actually can get lonely, you know? Sometimes it’s just me and a dead mummy. I want to share this experience with someone. There’s Sam, but I’m not even sure he likes me. Do you think he likes me? I’m likeable, aren’t I?”

“I don’t like you at all,” Pan said.

Kit pulled off her baseball cap and ruffled her hair. “You’re funny, Pandora! We make a good team.”

Suddenly there was a scream.

It rang out across the atrium, so loud that everyone turned. An overweight tourist waddling out of the museum shop dropped his bag. Black smoke was rising from it.

“Fire!” someone cried. Another tourist dropped her shopping bag as smoke gushed from the top. The dark cloud engulfed her in seconds and kept spreading.

“What’s going on?” Pan demanded. “What’s in those bags?”

“Just souvenirs,” Kit replied, “nothing more. Souvenirs rigged with smoke canisters and a panic-inducing hallucinogenic.”

Around the museum, more people screamed for help as black smoke pumped from their shopping bags. The clouds mixed with one another, filling the atrium, rising higher. Suddenly everyone was screaming and flapping. A woman barged into a guard and punched him in the face. A man yelled “Citizen’s arrest!” as he wrestled a statue of a pharaoh. Alarms wailed. People fell into display cases. It was chaos!

“Now would be a good time to use your breathing tubes,” Kit said. “Green light on the end means it’s full. Red light for empty.”

He twisted the mouthpiece on his tube and slotted it into his mouth. I tried to copy him but mine didn’t work and I breathed in a wisp of the smoke. My mind flooded with a sudden sense that I was under attack.

Kit grabbed my tube and of course it worked, making me look like a right idiot.

“I said, do what I say,” he growled.

Along the upper hall gates began to slide shut, sealing off the rooms. Kit hurled his rucksack so it stopped just inside the entrance to the papyrus room. The bag should have been crushed, but somehow it held firm, refusing to let the gate close.

“Carbon nanotube lining,” Kit said, stepping through. “Ten times tougher than steel. That was my idea too. Come on.”

Inside the papyrus room, Kit snatched my cap. He ripped open its peak and tore out a semi-circular silver disc. He grabbed Pan’s and did the same.

“Titanium, razor edge,” he explained. “Jake, watch the skylight. Jane, guard the door.”

“My name’s Pan. Jane’s my mum.”

“Just guard the door.”

Kit stepped up to the cabinet, a disc in each hand. “An alarm is going to go off,” he warned. “But no one’s going to notice one more.”

He inhaled deeply and then swiped his hands back and forth across the glass like windscreen wipers. He stepped back as a curved panel fell out of the display case and smashed at his feet.

Reaching through, Kit delicately lifted the “Tomb Robber’s Tale” on its stand. A flake of the fragile papyrus crumbled from the edge.

“Jake,” he said, “there’s a book in my bag. Fetch.”

“He’s not a dog,” Pan said. 

I didn’t care. I was fascinated, and felt a familiar thrill, only much more intense. I’d never caused trouble like this before.

I grabbed the book from his bag – a large, dull-looking encyclopaedia.

“Open it,” Kit said.

“Where?”

“It only opens in one place.”

I did, and said something like, Whoa, that’s so cool.

It wasn’t a book at all. It had a hollow centre, with a glass chamber kept cold by a mini refrigeration system in the spine. I held it open and Kit laid the papyrus, still flat on its stand, gently into the case.

He gazed at it and his voice softened.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” he said. “You know, papyrus documents like this can tell us more about life in Ancient Egypt than a dozen royal tombs.”

“Why do you care?” Pan asked. “You’re a thief.”

Kit shot her a glare, his eyelid twitching. He looked like he might attack her, so I snapped the book shut, sealing the papyrus in its chamber. It felt like a moment for a cool line.

“Finders keepers,” I said. But no one heard.

“What do we do now?” Pan asked. “Just walk out?”

“Well,” Kit replied, “the bad news first. When I broke that glass, the alarm did not go off.”

“That’s the bad news?”

“Actually there’s only bad news. If the alarm isn’t working, that means it’s been remotely deactivated, which is a tricky thing to do. You’d have to hack the mainframe system with a binary—”

“What does that mean?” Pan said.

“Someone else deactivated it,” I replied, realizing.

“Who?”

“Whoever else is trying to steal this papyrus.”

“You mean, right now?”

Kit nodded. “Things are about to get wild, kids. But as my father used to say—”

I was genuinely interested in what his father used to say, but we never found out. At that moment the skylight shattered and all hell broke loose.
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Pan grabbed me and we staggered back as shards of glass rained down from above. Kit’s “book” skidded across the floor. Before I could grab it, a rope dropped from the shattered skylight and a dark figure slid down it. The person was dressed like a special forces soldier: black combat suit, black mask with black-lensed goggles and black boots that didn’t make a sound as he landed in front of the display case. He was short, but padding inside his suit made him appear bulky and dangerous.

Was this one of the Cult of Osiris?

Our plan had been to find the tomb and swap its mummy for our parents. But the moment I saw the black-suited figure I had a new plan. I’d beat the information out of the guy.

I launched at him, leaping onto his back. His suit was fitted with some sort of body armour, so my attack only caused him to stagger forward.

The smoke had spread into this room now, growing thicker by the second. The black suit either couldn’t see that he’d been attacked by a boy, or didn’t care. He recovered fast, twisting and flipping me over his shoulder. I crashed to the floor, the wind knocked from my lungs.

Kit had a go next. What I saw of the fight was incredible – a ninja-speed exchange of blows and parries, before the smoke obscured my view. A second later the black suit burst from the cloud and fled into the hall.

“He’s got the book!” Pan hollered.

He had the “Tomb Robber’s Tale”!

Barely thinking, I charged from the room and along the corridor, barging tourists out of the way. Alarms rang and people kept screaming as the drugged smoke continued to drive everyone wild with fear.

Through the smoke I caught glimpses of the black suit. He was too far ahead, moving fast.

I had to stop him.

I raced to the balustrade and looked along the statues and display cases that lined the atrium all the way to the museum entrance. The nearest case was directly beneath the balcony, a ten-foot drop.

To be honest, I’m not good with heights. Just the thought of that short drop caused my grip to tighten on the rail. But I couldn’t let the black suit get away.

I grasped the balustrade and jumped.

I landed hard on top of the case, gripping the edge to stop myself tumbling over the side. Gritting my teeth, I tried to block out the pain and focus on the black suit. I gripped the sides of the case and rocked it first one way and then the other. It swayed, then swung over and slammed into the next display – a colossal statue of a king.

I crash-landed in broken wood and glass, and rolled over in time to see the falling statue hit the next case, which fell into another and then another. The last exhibit in the line – a twenty-foot statue of Osiris – fell over and shattered across the museum entrance.

The black suit staggered back from the wreckage, dropping Kit’s book. Panicking crowds scrambled past him, blocking the exit so he couldn’t get past. Instead he crouched and opened the book. Light flashed from his goggles, and I realized he’d taken a photo of the papyrus. Kit had said the document would disintegrate a few seconds after being turned. I had to get a photo too.

I pulled myself up and staggered closer, grabbing a camera that a fleeing tourist had dropped. I cried out in pain. The black suit heard.

He sprang up and stared at me, suddenly rigid and still as if he’d turned into one of the statues. I guessed he was furious. If he was from the Cult of Osiris, I’d just smashed a statue of his favourite god.

Fire-fighters charged past. They pushed the black suit back towards the exit, knocking Kit’s book from his hand. I grabbed it and took a photo with the stolen camera. I prayed the shot was good enough to read the papyrus. There was no time to take another. A second later the papyrus disintegrated.

Still the black suit kept staring at me.

Another cry. Kit raced down the stairs with Pan close behind.

That was enough for the black suit, who turned and fled. In moments he was lost among the scrum of people escaping the building.

Kit stood, clutching his knees and gasping for breath.

“Did you see?” he said. “Did you see that person’s face?”

“No,” I wheezed. “Didn’t see under the mask.”

“The papyrus?” Pan asked.

The “Tomb Robber’s Tale” was now dust, but we didn’t need it. I raised the camera with a shaky arm.

“Snap… Got a snap.”

The smoke swirled around us, and the last tourists fled the museum, screaming in panic as they stumbled over the rubble of smashed statues.

Pan looked across the chaotic scene and reached to help me up. “No one causes trouble like you, brother,” she said. “Now let’s get out of here.”
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I should have hurt more. I shouldn’t have been able to move. I’d fought a ninja, jumped off a balcony and destroyed half a museum. My ankle was swollen and storm-coloured bruises raged from my hip to my armpit. I looked like I’d died and started to rot.

I should’ve felt even worse on the inside. I’d broken the promise I’d made Mum and Dad, and stolen again. I’d destroyed ancient artefacts, maybe even priceless ones. Even if we could save our parents, I feared they might never forgive me.

But the truth was, I felt amazing. I’d loved every bit of the museum heist: the smoke bombs, the battle with the black suit… I’d made a plan and it had worked.

Well, sort of. The photo I’d taken of the papyrus was too blurry to read. Sami was running it through some sort of filter program to sharpen the details, projecting the image inch by inch onto a wall. What had appeared so far was crisp and bright, but it was taking ages.

The longer we waited, the more frustrated we got. The black suit had photographed the papyrus too, and might already be on his way to the tomb.

Kit stared at the projection on the wall, shifting his weight from one foot to the other as if he were standing on hot coals. He kept muttering to himself, cursing my photography skills and how long the program was taking.

We were in the Cairo Semiramis, a swanky hotel close to the museum. I sat beside Pan on a giant bed that smelled of lavender air freshener, like Dad’s car. The air conditioning was set low enough to hang meat, but it felt like paradise compared to the stifling heat outside.

Sami was fussing with first aid stuff he’d brought us – the entire contents of a pharmacy, by the look of it. He’d got here fast and was still out of breath, his multi-coloured jellabiya clinging with sweat to his chest.

“I bought plasters and bandages and these pills,” he said.

“What for?” I asked.

“For you! You fell off a balcony.”

“Actually, I jumped…”

“We should go to hospital,” Sami insisted. “Kit, should we go to hospital?”

Kit flapped a hand, eyes remaining on the projection. “Eh? Oh. No, they’re fine.”

“But…”

“The kids are fine, Sam. Did you shut down the base at Khan el-Kahlili? And bring the van?”

Sami kept fussing over us. It wasn’t necessary but it was nice that he was trying. As well as the first aid stuff, Sami had brought us food – dips, bread and falafel. As I slurped a Coke, I sneaked glances at Pan – who sat in silence, flicking through a book about Ancient Egyptian religion. I recognized the look in her eyes. It was the same look she used to get after she’d been bullied at school.

I offered her the drink. “You OK?”

She looked up, surprised, and then continued turning the pages of the book. “Yeah. I mean… Are you? We robbed a museum, Jake…”

I knew what she meant. Back in the museum, Pan had had to convince me to steal the papyrus. But now it was real, and scary. The police could be hunting for us. I didn’t know if they had juvenile prisons in Egypt and I didn’t want to find out.

“Saving Mum and Dad is all that matters,” I said. “We got Ipuwer’s papyrus. Maybe we can still find the Tomb of Osiris and swap the mummy.”

She nodded slowly. “You did.”

“Eh?”

“You got the papyrus, not us.”

“We did it together, Pan.”

She smiled and took a swig from the can. “Actually I want to blame you. Mum and Dad will be furious when they find out we destroyed those artefacts.”

Kit kicked the wall with the projection. “Sam, can’t we hurry this up?”

I still hadn’t worked Kit out. He was a show-off, and definitely liked the sound of his own voice. He was greedy too, eager to get his hands on the treasure. But before things had gone crazy at the museum, there had been something else in his eyes. He’d spoken about the papyrus with such affection, but then stolen it knowing it would disintegrate. He called himself a historian and a tomb robber, but could someone really be both?

And what about Sami? He seemed trustworthy, but what did we actually know about him? I watched as he laid a glass screen on the writing desk. He tapped a code into the glass, and hologram files projected up from the screen, web pages floating in the air. He flicked through them, pinching some and zooming closer, discarding others with t’ai chi style air swishes.

“The chaos at the museum is all over the news,” he said, reading the projections. “Good news, though: no mention of Jake or Pandora.”

“Any mention of me?” Kit asked.

“Not yet.”

“Oh.” Kit sounded disappointed.

Sami scrolled through more holograms, his hands a blur. The old guy must have scanned a hundred web pages in a minute.

“How do you do that so quickly?” Pan asked.

Sami looked surprised by the question. I guessed that people were usually more interested in Kit than Sami’s gadgets.

“This? Oh, it’s just something I put together. It combines holographic and diffraction optics, polarized reflectors and multi-touch gesture recognition. I call it an Optical Diffraction Gesture Control Interface. Or ODGCI for short.”

“Catchy name,” I said. “We should call it a holosphere. Sounds cooler.”

“But it’s not a sphere,” Sami replied.

“Actually, that does sound cool,” Kit agreed, turning from the projection. “Holosphere. I like it. Good work, John.”

“Jake,” I said. “John’s my dad.”

Kit’s watch beeped. He read a message on its screen and his jaw tightened, causing his scar to pucker down his cheek. The look was gone in a second.

“What are you kids eating?” he asked. “Falafel? Falafel is boring. This hotel does roast goat. I’ll go and get you some.”

“What about the papyrus?” I asked.

“First rule of treasure-hunting,” Kit replied. “Never search for a lost tomb on an empty stomach. Seriously, you’re going to love this goat.”

He left, closing the door on his way out.

“That is definitely not the first rule,” Sami muttered.

I wasn’t really listening. The way Kit’s face had changed when he saw the message seemed strange. He was as eager as we were to find the tomb; would he really leave to get food when the projection was almost complete?

Something was up.

Checking that Sami wasn’t looking, I slipped from the room. The corridor was quiet, dark. The only sound was my heart beating as I crept through the gloom. I wasn’t just scared that Kit would catch me following him. I’d robbed a museum less than an hour ago. An armed SWAT team could be hiding around any corner.

A loud ping caused me to flinch, but it was just the lift. Before its doors closed I glimpsed Kit inside. He had that same serious look on his face as he read another message on his watch.

The lift began to descend.

I ran past the lifts and down the stairs, taking them three at a time until I reached the hotel lobby. I looked across a world of gleaming marble and indoor palm trees, eyes roving among business people in meetings, tourists with huge cameras, porters in crimson suits…

There!

Kit wasn’t buying roast goat. He stood in the shade of one of the palm trees, talking to someone seated in a leather armchair. He was talking fast, the scar gleaming on his flushed face. He usually seemed so cool and controlled, but right then he looked more like a schoolboy explaining himself to his head teacher.

I sneaked closer, hiding behind a marble column to get a better view.

Kit was speaking to a woman around my mum’s age, with high cheekbones and ruby lips. Her hair was as white as snow and fell over the shoulders of a black cape. Her tongue kept sliding across her painted lips as she watched Kit with eyes that were totally empty of emotion. With a pale hand she stroked a slim metal case on her lap.

As I crept even closer I could just make out the decoration on the side of the case. A dazzling green jewel was set into the metal, cut into the shape of a snake that was coiled in a circle and eating its own tail. I didn’t know much about gemstones but I guessed it was an emerald. A big emerald. Whatever that symbol meant, it seemed to bother Kit. As he spoke he shot anxious glances at it, eyelid twitching.

“What are you doing?”

I whirled around, yelping in fright. It was Sami.

“I … I’m hungry,” I said. “I’m looking for that roast goat.”

Sami seemed to believe me, or was too eager to get me back to the room to think about why I might really have left. “You need to stay hidden,” he insisted. “I haven’t checked all the news reports yet. We have to keep you safe.”

Keep me safe? Or keep me in his sight?

“Come on,” he urged. “The filter program is finished. The papyrus is complete.”

At least that was something. Finally we could get back on the hunt for the tomb. I glanced behind me as I followed Sami to the lift, but couldn’t see Kit or the white-haired woman. Maybe their meeting had nothing to do with my parents or our hunt for the tomb, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something else going on here. Something that Kit and Sami weren’t telling us.
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Kit burst into the hotel room. He was out of breath, the scar gleaming on his cheek like a fresh wound. “Is it done?”

It was. The once blurry photograph was now sharp and light, revealing Ipuwer’s scribbled writing in crisp detail. Kit rushed closer, eyes locked on the projection on the wall.

“No goat?” I asked.

“What?”

“You went to get roast goat.”

“Oh. No. It’s not very nice, anyway.”

Or you didn’t really look, I thought. I hadn’t had the chance to tell Pan what I’d seen in the hotel lobby. I decided to worry about it later. Right then the only important thing was this papyrus, and whether or not it gave us the location of the Tomb of Osiris.

“Can you read it?” Pan asked.

“It’s tricky,” Kit replied. “It’s written in hieratic.”

“I thought Ancient Egyptians wrote in hieroglyphs?” I said.

“Hieroglyphics were for sacred things,” Pan explained. “Like carvings on temple and tomb walls. For normal stuff, Egyptians used simpler versions of the signs to write faster. That script is called hieratic.”

I glanced at her. Back at Kit’s headquarters in the souk, Pan had revealed her intelligence just to shut Kit up. But now I wondered if she was enjoying the challenge of all this.

“You can still read it, right?” she asked.

“Of course I can,” Kit replied. “But this is a very cursive form. I can make a literal translation, but to make total sense of the meaning I’d need to work with the world’s two leading experts.”

“So where are the experts?” I asked.

“We don’t know,” Sami said. “They’re your parents.”

I’d guessed he was going to say that, but it still knocked the wind out of me. My mum and dad … were experts? I’d never really thought of them like that. But then I’d never asked.

“But you can read something on the document?” Pan asked. “Tell me we didn’t just go through all that in the museum for nothing?”

Kit barked out a laugh. “Ha! That museum job was a breeze compared to some of the adventures Sam and I have had. Hey, Sam, you remember that time in Cambodia, with the witch doctor and the tarantula pit?”

“Kit?” Sami replied. “The papyrus?”

“Right. Yes.”

Stepping closer, he ran a finger over the lines on the projection, translating the script. “And lo, I entered the realm of the Foremost of the Westerners. I passed through the one hundred and eightieth level of the rays of the fading sun, whereupon I made my mark. But lo, I feared for the wrath of the gods, and left that place where Lord Osiris resides for ever.”

“Great,” I said. “It’s a load of gibberish.”

Kit ignored me, re-reading the document line by line. “Realm of the Foremost of the Westerners…”

“That’s Osiris,” Pan said. “The west bank of the Nile was the land of the dead, where Ancient Egyptians were buried. So Osiris was known as the Foremost of the Westerners.”

“Agreed,” Kit said. “And the one hundred and eightieth level is specific. But level of what?”

“Darts,” I said. “The top score in darts is one hundred and eighty.”

Everyone stared at me.

“Could you not talk for a while?” Kit asked.

He had a point. I wasn’t much help among these big brains.

“So what does Ipuwer mean?” Sami asked, glancing at me apologetically. “The rays of the fading sun?”

Kit shook his head, repeating the words. “Fading sun, fading sun…”

Suddenly Pan bolted up, her eyes as wide as if she’d seen a second head sprout from Kit’s shoulder. She was definitely enjoying this. “It’s obvious!”

Kit looked at Sami, who shrugged. “Is it?” he asked.

“Well, fading means old, right? So it’s something that was already old when Ipuwer wrote his tale. He lived in the New Kingdom, during the reign of Ramesses III.”

“Right,” I said, beginning to follow. “So the place where he entered the tomb of Osiris was old even then. But what about the rays of the sun?”

“That’s the key bit,” Pan said. She was beaming now, her pale face lit by the projection. I’d never seen her look so excited. “This thing was meant to look like the sun’s rays,” she continued.

“My god,” Kit said. “You’re right.”

“She is?” Sami said.

“A pyramid,” Pan said.

“You mean…” I asked. “The big pointy things?”

“Big pointy tombs,” Kit replied. “Of course! Pyramids were meant to look like rays of the sun, rising to the sun god Ra in the sky. They were built in layers of stone blocks, which must be the levels Ipuwer talks about.”

“So the entrance to the tomb is on the hundred and eightieth level of a pyramid?” I asked, trying to keep up.

“But there were lots of pyramids,” Pan said. “Over a hundred, some experts think. Most have crumbled away.”

“Can’t be many with over a hundred and eighty layers,” I muttered.

They all looked at me again, and I shrugged. “OK, OK, I’ll keep quiet.”

“No!” Pan said. “You’re right! In fact, only two pyramids were ever that big. Isn’t that right, Kit?”

He slapped her on the back gently. I was amazed she didn’t punch him in the face. She never let anyone touch her.

“And surely the tomb entrance would be on the first of those that was built,” Kit added.

“Why?” Sami asked.

“Because that’s why that pyramid was built there,” Pan said, finishing Kit’s thought. “Egyptian kings were thought to merge with Osiris after they died. So where better to build your pyramid than right on top of the Tomb of Osiris?”

“So which king built the first of the two big pyramids?” I said.

Pan looked to Kit. “Khufu?” she said.

“Khufu,” Kit replied.

I was getting annoyed now. They both knew. They were just dragging it out to make Sami and me feel stupid.

“Is Khufu’s pyramid still standing?” I asked.

“It’s still standing, all right,” Kit said. “It’s the only remaining Wonder of the World.”

“You mean … you mean…?”

“He means the Great Pyramid,” Pan said.
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The van jolted over a crack in the road, hurling me into Pan’s lap. She shoved me back, but another bump sent her sliding into me.

“Hold tight!” Kit called.

He yanked the steering wheel, skidding the van onto an even rougher surface. Digital information flashed across the windshield: road maps of Cairo as 3-D images. As he drove, Kit flicked one away, scrolled to another, finding the best route to the pyramids. His jaw was locked tighter than ever, but there was a glint in his eyes that seemed almost childlike.

“Just like Guatemala back in 2006, eh, Sam? Those were the days, eh? Sam? Weren’t those the days?”

At the back of the van, Sami rolled his eyes. He sat at a work table, preparing equipment for the tomb. A gyroscopic table, he’d called it, with springs that kept the surface still over bumps.

It had taken Sami a few hours to gather the right equipment for the hunt. Kit had wanted to leave for the pyramids straightaway, but the monuments swarmed with tourists until evening and then there was a sound and light show until late into the night. There was no chance to climb the Great Pyramid.

It made sense to go after midnight, when the crowds were gone and there were fewer guards. We prayed that the black suit had made the same decision.

The road grew rougher as we drove between a clutter of mud-brick houses and corrugated shacks built between rows of stone tombs. Were people living in a cemetery?

“The City of the Dead,” Sami explained. “Cairo’s population has doubled in the last forty years and now there’s nowhere left for people to live.”

As I watched I saw children sleeping in beds with their parents. Others were awake, even though it was the middle of the night, playing football among the tombstones. A group of old men sat around a backgammon board. They all looked happier than my own family had in a long time.

“Why can’t the city just grow bigger?” Pan asked.

“There’s nowhere left for it to grow!” Kit replied. “You may have noticed, something’s in the way.”

Three immense black triangles came in and out of view between the tombs. They looked like mountains. They must have been mountains – surely nothing that big could have been built by people.

“The pyramids,” Pan breathed.

She shifted right up to the window and stared. At the hotel with Mum she’d pretended not to care about the pyramids. Well, she wasn’t hiding it now.

“Jake,” she said. “They’re massive.”

“Even that’s an understatement,” Kit said. “There are three large pyramids on the Giza Plateau, the rock base on which they stand. The biggest, the Great Pyramid, is constructed of over two million stone blocks, each weighing at least two tons.”

He sounded like a schoolboy, full of wonder. “I could talk all night about that pyramid,” he added.

“But instead you’re going to rob it,” Sami muttered.

Kit’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “We all have to work for someone,” he said.

It was a strange reply. Was he referring to the lady I saw him speak to at the hotel?

I shook the thought away. The only important thing was beating the black suit to the tomb and its mummy. Pan and I were supposed to stay in the van with Sami, but there was no way we were letting Kit go alone. I didn’t trust the guy one bit.

“So how do we get to the pyramids?” I asked.

“We can’t risk the main tourist approach,” Kit said. “Not with all our equipment. At best they’ll think we’re unlicensed archaeologists.”

“At worst?”

“Terrorists,” Kit replied. “We’ll take the Sahara entrance to the plateau.”

“Sahara entrance?” I asked. “Is that a gate?”

“No, it’s a desert.”

We rode from rough track onto smooth sand. Behind us were neon lights and honking horns – the glare and roar of Cairo and Giza. Ahead was darkness, dunes and stars.

We drove in a sweeping arc around the plateau until we reached an outcrop of rock. Spikes of sandstone jutted like dragons’ teeth from the desert floor.

“We’re two kilometres west of the Giza Plateau,” Kit said, stopping the van. “Good enough for comms base, Sam?”

“Good enough,” Sami replied. “I can also track your movements from here with a thermographic camera.”

“All right,” Kit said. “Time for me to suit up.”

Pan glared at me. If we wanted to go too, we had to do something about it now. I shifted in my seat and braced my legs.

As Kit climbed into the back of the van, I kicked. The heel of my trainer slammed against his hand, and he screamed, then screamed louder as I booted it again.

“I’ll kill you!” he screamed, so loud he sprayed me with spit.

“It was an accident, I swear!”

“It was not!”

“Course it was,” Pan protested. “Jake slipped.”

Kit groaned, clutching his damaged hand. “You’re both lying.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “It doesn’t matter now. We’re here and you have to get that mummy. Are you certain you can find the tomb with one hand? You’ve got no idea what’s in there, what traps or dangers.”

Kit swore again, even louder. He knew I was right. Now we had to come.

“Kit?” Sami said. “You can’t take them. You can’t.”

“You’ve got spare suits?” Kit grunted.

“Yes, but, Kit—”

“Just hand them over, Sam. The kids are coming.”

Pan nudged me and winked. And that was that – we were going on a treasure hunt!

The suits were sand-coloured camouflage outfits and rubber-soled climbing boots. There were belts, too, but not just any old belts. These were made of some sort of lightweight flexible metal, with slots holding gadgets.

“It’s a titanium utility belt,” Sami said, helping me strap mine on. “The tomb hunter’s best friend. Each of yours carries water, a flick knife, climbing clips, flare gun, smoke bombs, compressed oxygen breathing tube, one hundred volt compact drill. It also has a built-in bungee cord.”

“Bungee cord?” Pan asked.

“There’s a night vision rifle scope in mine,” Kit boasted.

Sami had bandaged Kit’s injured hand, but he was still able to use the other to slide the gadgets from his belt. He slipped something else from its slot, a slim metal pick with prongs at the top. “This is a skeleton key. It opens any door, anywhere. Especially the door to adventure.”

Kit’s belt was engraved with his initials, DKT. Dr Kit Thorn. Who gives themselves an initial for doctor?

“What are these?” I asked.

From my belt I slid a pair of what looked like wrap-around sunglasses, except they were clear, like glass.

Sami took them and raised them as if they were a holy relic. The old guy was purring now, delighted for the chance to explain.

“These glasses will give you night vision,” he said. “They have an in-built thousand-lumen torch for virtual daylight, a two-way microphone for comms, augmented reality sensors, thermal imaging and a microlens camera for super high-definition photos. I’ll set up a 6G network to link directly to them. I can send anything you need to see to the lenses. They have eye tracking and speech recognition, so whatever you want them to do, just say. Say ‘zoom’ for telescopic vision, ‘torch’ for light, ‘thermal’ for heat vision, and so on. You’ll find there’s not much these glasses won’t do.”

“Will they save our parents?” I asked.

“No, that’s your job. But they’ll help.”

“What do you call them?” Pan said.

“Liquid Crystal Field Sequential Colour System Optical Head Mounted Displays. Or LCFSCSOHMDs, for short.”

“Can we call them smart-goggles?” I suggested.

“But…”

“Smart-goggles it is,” Kit agreed.

Sami didn’t look pleased, but there was no time to argue. He pushed a black earpiece into my ear, another into Pan’s. “I’ll talk to you on these comms buds. They have reverse microphones, so I’ll hear your replies from up to five kilometres and through most surfaces.”

I was struggling to take all of this in. Even our camouflage suits seemed special, as if they were sewn from air.

“What is this suit made of?” I asked.

“BioSteel,” Sami replied. “Ultra-lightweight body armour. It’s twenty times stronger than Kevlar, but light as cotton.”

“How is that even possible?” Pan asked, feeling the coat of her suit.

“It’s fascinating, actually,” Sami replied. “Goats are genetically engineered to produce the chemical constituents of spiders’ silk, which is—”

“Enough of the science,” Kit interrupted. “It’s tomb-hunting time.”

He slid the van door back. It was the middle of the night, but the air was so hot it felt as if Kit had opened an oven.

“Follow my steps,” he said. “Move fast and stay low. There are armed security guards all over the plateau, so be alert. Radio silence until we reach the Great Pyramid.”

“Wait,” Pan said. “What was that about armed guards?”

But Kit was already off, moving fast and low across the sand.

“You’re sure you want to do this?” Sami said.

Pan and I glanced at each other. We could let Kit go alone. Maybe we’d even slow him down and ruin his chances of finding the tomb before the black suit. But Kit was a professional thief. We couldn’t be sure he’d really give up the mummy for our parents. We had to go with him.

I thought again about Mum and Dad, imprisoned somewhere, terrified. The last time I saw them, Mum had been sobbing. I swore I wouldn’t let that be the last time I ever saw them – not as long as I could do something about it. I looked at Pan and her eyes told me the same thing.

“It’s tomb-hunting time,” she said.
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We were thirty levels up on the Great Pyramid when I was spotted by one of the security guards and shot in the back of the neck.

At least that was what it felt like, until I realized I’d just torn a muscle in my shoulder. My grip slipped on stone. I cried out, fell back to the narrow ledge and only just managed to stop myself from tumbling the rest of the way down.

“Jake?” Sami’s voice in my comms bud was urgent. “Jake? Oh my God, you’re dead.”

“He’s not dead,” Pan said, although she’d not actually checked. She scrambled up higher, gripping the coarse sandstone blocks. “But he will be if he keeps making so much noise.”

I kept climbing. Pain rippled down my arm, but I managed to restrict my noises to grunts and gasps. From the desert this had looked like an easy climb up stone steps. Up close it was more like rock climbing.

Each layer was at least three feet high and eroded by five thousand years of wind and sandstorms. Some of the ledges had worn smooth, so there were no edges to grip. Others had crumbled to sand. Even with Sami’s BioSteel gloves and climbing boots, we kept slipping.

We rested for a moment on a ledge, catching our breath. I looked down for the first time and couldn’t prevent another frightened yelp from escaping. My stomach somersaulted and the ground seemed to race up at me. The pyramid was so steep it was almost vertical. People had died falling down the thing before climbing it was banned.

“Guys?” Sami said, his panic ringing in our ears. “Is someone hurt? Why have you stopped? I can hear wheezing.”

“Just resting, Sami,” Pan said.

I pressed my back against the ledge and tried not to look down again. Ahead, the lights of Cairo spread as far as we could see, pulsing like a sea of lava. It was hard to believe that was the same chaotic place we’d raced around all day. It seemed calm, peaceful even.

I slid my smart-goggles from my belt and slotted them over my eyes. Digital information appeared around the edges of my vision – the air temperature and altitude. Pinprick dots hovered over far-off features, with labels naming mosques and marketplaces.

“Zoom,” I said.

My view catapulted me from the pyramid across the city, picking out details on buildings several miles away. I blinked and the view returned to normal.

“Smart-goggles doesn’t cover it,” I muttered. “These things are genius.”

The information changed as I shifted to look across the Giza Plateau. The other two pyramids – one almost as big as the Great Pyramid, the other smaller and a little embarrassed-looking because of it – were surrounded by ruins of temples and low, flat tombs. At the edge of the plateau, a huge lion-shaped statue – the Great Sphinx – kept watch across Cairo.

“It’s amazing,” Pan breathed.

I’d never been that interested in the stuff that Mum and Dad taught, but this was incredible. I remembered how excited Mum had got just talking about these monuments. I wished she were here now, and Dad too, telling us all about the pyramids. I’d listen, and care.

Pan looked across Cairo, the city lights reflecting off the lenses of her goggles. “Mum and Dad are out there somewhere,” she said.

“They’ll be OK, Pan.”

“No, they won’t, Jake. They’ve been kidnapped. They’ll be terrified. They’re not like Kit or you.”

Me? I wasn’t exactly an action hero. I was about to say so, but Pan looked away, hiding her face. Was she crying?

“You said I hate them, but that’s not true.”

“You’re angry they sent you to that school,” I said. “But why? It’s where you belong.”

She shot me a look, but saw that I wasn’t teasing. “I thought it made me a freak. That I’d get … you know.”

She’d feared she’d be bullied even more than at her last school. But I remembered the excitement in her eyes when she’d cracked the papyrus puzzle at the hotel. Was she finally beginning to realize that having a mind like hers was a gift?

“I wish I was gifted,” I said. “I’d tell everyone.”

“You are gifted. You know that, right?”

I laughed. “I’m failing almost every class, Pan.”

“I don’t mean at school. You just have this skill of knowing what to do when dangerous things happen. You make plans when everyone else panics. Remember in the museum? You were the only one thinking straight.”

“Yeah, and look what happened. I smashed up half the place.”

“You got the papyrus. That’s what happened.”

She looked at me, and part of me knew she was right. I did have a strange ability, but I wouldn’t call it a skill. Skills were good things. The dumb things I did caused trouble and upset people, especially Mum and Dad.

“You think we’ll ever see them again?” Pan asked.

I wanted to say yes, but I couldn’t. The black suit had the same clue to the tomb. He might be there already.

“Not if we sit around here,” I said, helping Pan up. “Come on, we’re falling behind.”

We already were behind. Despite his injured hand, Kit was thirty levels higher up and climbing fast. We gulped water from our canteens, and kept going.

The lights from below grew dimmer and the stars got brighter. Dry wind whipped our backs and swept sand under my smart-goggles, stinging my eyes. Even beneath my gloves, blisters formed and burst on my fingers.

By the time we caught up with Kit, my arms felt like blades of fire. Tears streaked my cheeks through a layer of sand and stone dust.

Kit helped me up to the ledge. He barely seemed out of breath.

“You guys OK?” he asked.

I grunted yes, which was a lie, but he didn’t sound like he cared anyway.

We’d reached the one hundred and eightieth level of the Great Pyramid, but any joy I might have felt was replaced by terror as I dared another glance down.

Oh my God, we were high.

I pressed myself tight against the blocks. It was as if we were on a window ledge high up a skyscraper, being battered by wind.

I’m not really scared of much – but I can’t handle heights. Kit didn’t seem at all bothered about being so high up as he crouched and brushed away sand to examine the sandstone ledge.

“If I read the clue correctly,” he said, “and I always read clues correctly, the entrance to the tomb should be somewhere on this level.”

“Kit?” It was Sami, panicking again in our comms buds. “Kit, there’s something else.”

“A problem?”

“I’m looking at your thermal images. I see the three of you as orange blobs high on the pyramid. But there’s another blob, about halfway down. It’s moving slowly, stopping every few levels, as if to hide.”

“One of the guards?” Pan asked.

“No,” Sami replied. “I’ve got them all marked on my screen.”

“It’s the black suit,” I said.

Kit looked at me, eyebrow arched. We all knew it, so why bother pretending otherwise? The black suit was here, but that was the best news we could have had. We were ahead of him.

“We have to hurry,” I said, “and find the entrance to the tomb.”

We shuffled along the ledge, leaning into the stone as much to stop ourselves from falling as to search for the entrance. This ledge was narrower than most. Its stone blocks were covered in chips and scratch marks, as if someone had gone at them with an ice-pick.

I’d been so scared of the height that I hadn’t noticed my own excitement. The lost Tomb of Osiris. It was close. The thought made me almost as breathless as the climb. Goose bumps prickled my skin.

“One of these blocks must be hiding a secret passage,” Kit called. “Look for symbols or levers – anything that might suggest an entrance.”

The author of the “Tomb Robber’s Tale”, Ipuwer, had found the entrance. We had to put ourselves in his head, to try to think like he had when he was up here three thousand years ago.

“How would Ipuwer have known where the entrance was?” I called.

“Most likely from an ancestor of a pyramid builder,” Kit said.

“So the builders left a mark up here?” Pan asked.

“Unlikely,” Kit replied. “The tomb entrance would have been secret, to protect it from thieves.”

“So Ipuwer knew only what we know,” I said. “That the tomb entrance was somewhere on this level. He’d have examined all these blocks, hacked at them, searched for the way in.”

“That’s why the stones here are so chipped,” Pan added, finishing my thought. “It was Ipuwer, looking for the entrance.”

“But they’re all marked like that,” Kit said. “No way to know which one hides the entrance.”

“There is,” I replied. “Because Ipuwer hid the entrance. He went in and came out. He can’t have left the tomb open, or it would have been found by now. He must have resealed it. So we should look for a block that’s far less chipped than the others.”

“We’ve already seen it!” Pan said. “It was back here.”

We started to shuffle back, but Kit didn’t follow. He stood on the ledge, staring. I thought at first that he’d found the entrance because he looked so astonished. But he was staring at us.

“My God,” he said. “It really does run in the family.”

“What?” I said.

“Nothing. Where’s this block?”

“Here,” Pan called. “This one here.”

She was right: the block was far less eroded than the others. There were no signs of chips or cuts from Ipuwer’s chisel.

“Guys,” said Sami. “The other thermal blob is getting closer.”

If Kit heard, he didn’t seem worried. With his good hand, he pulled the knife from his utility belt. He flicked it open and used the tip to examine the cracks around the edges of the block.

“This block isn’t as well fitted as the others,” he announced, tucking the blade away. “I think this is it.”

He slid another device from his belt, one of three gadgets about the size and shape of a hockey puck, with a round glass screen. He pulled wires from its side and jammed clips on their ends into the cracks around the block. They held the device against the rock, like a spider in the centre of its web.

Kit tapped the screen and a keypad appeared. He punched in a code. The device began to vibrate against the rock.

“What’s it doing?” I asked.

“It’s an ultrasonic ED,” Kit replied. “Calculates the depth and nature of a surface. That’s the ultrasonic bit.”

“So what does ED stand for?”

“Explosive device. We need to get back right now.”

We scrambled away along the ledge as the screen began a countdown from 20. My feet slipped and I was about to fall but Pan gripped my arm, steadying my balance. I glanced back and saw the countdown on single figures. Were we far enough away?

Boom!

Actually, the explosion was a bit disappointing: a hollow thud followed by a puff of smoke and sand. A few chunks of rock tumbled down the side of the pyramid, but not enough to alert any guards.

Right then, with the entrance to the tomb open, a bomb going off and the black suit stalking closer, something even stranger happened.

Pan and I were holding each other, protecting each other.

We pulled apart, blinking away dust from the explosion.

“Get off me,” she said.

“You get off me,” I replied.

“Kids!” Kit called. “You might want to see this.”

He was back along the ledge, peering at the stone block. No – he was peering at something beyond the stone block.

Sami’s voice crackled in our ears. “Kit? Kit? What do you see?”
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“This single moment of discovery is a greater feeling than most people will experience in their whole lives,” Kit declared.

He kneeled in front of the hole we’d blasted in the side of the Great Pyramid – the entrance to the Tomb of Osiris, we hoped. The block that had hidden the way in was less than a foot thick. Beyond, the bomb had scattered chunks of rubble along a tunnel that wasn’t much higher.

“And I’ve discovered dozens of things,” Kit added. “So imagine how happy I am.”

He didn’t look happy. His jaw was so tight you’d need a crowbar to get it open. He tore the bandage off his hand and flexed his fingers, which were still swollen. Wincing, he took out his other glove and slid it over the damaged hand. He set his rucksack on the ledge and pulled out a rope.

“Are you ready?” he grunted.

Pan shuffled closer, peering into the hole. “It’s dark,” she said.

“It’s a secret passage,” Kit replied. “They’re always dark.”

He fed the end of the rope through a clip on his utility belt, then through mine and tied it to the back of Pan’s belt.

“Why the rope?” I asked.

“Just a precaution.”

“Against what?”

“Dying.”

“Guys?” Sami said. “The black suit is getting closer. Forty levels down.”

“I’m going in,” Kit said.

The only way in was on our bellies, which isn’t easy when crawling from a two-foot-wide ledge. Kit had to climb down one level and then slide up and into the hole.

I was next.

I should have been excited – we’d found the entrance of the tomb. It was possibly the greatest discovery in the history of … well, the history of history. But right then, I felt only fear and a sense of something missing: my parents. I know they were over-strict, and my mum especially seemed to have a self-imposed ban on having fun, but I could imagine how excited they’d be if they were here.

The rope tugged as Kit slid deeper into the tunnel. I looked at Pan and forced a smile.

“See you in the tomb,” she said.

I slid down, slid up and slid into the pyramid.

I crawled deeper into the tunnel, wriggling on my elbows. My smart-goggles switched to night vision so I saw the passage through a green filter, as if looking through a bottle. The tunnel walls were smooth, but the floor was rough and gritty, scratching at my stomach. Above, the ceiling was split with inch-thick cracks that I guessed were caused by the weight of stone pressing from above.

Two million blocks…

My breaths came faster. I’d never felt claustrophobic before, but I’d never crawled through a mole hole in a five-thousand-year-old tomb either. The further we wriggled the more it smelled, too – a rancid rotten-meat stench that filled the stale air.

Pan’s head nudged my feet as she slid behind me. “You’re kicking my head,” she said.

“You’re head-butting my feet,” I replied.

Neither of us was angry; it just felt good to talk, and to know we weren’t alone. But I heard the fear in her voice too. Pan hated this tunnel as much as I did. With each shuffle forward, I grew more desperate to stand up and move my arms.

“You’re thirty feet in,” Sami said. His voice sounded distant. “On a slight incline towards the centre of the pyramid.”

Kit stopped, and I bashed into his boots.

“There’s something carved on the wall,” he grunted. “Ipuwer. This is his marker. This is as far as he came.”

“Smart guy,” Sami’s voice muttered in our ears. “Maybe you should copy him and—”

“There’s an opening ahead,” Kit said.

I rose on my elbows, just able to see past Kit to the end of the passage.

“Looks like a clear crawl,” Kit said. “No obvious traps.”

Kit and Sami burst out laughing. Not a great big laugh, more like boys at the back of class snickering at a private joke.

“What’s so funny?” Pan demanded.

“When there are no obvious traps,” Kit replied, “that’s when there are usually lots of traps. Keep your eyes sharp.”

The rope tugged as he continued crawling. I passed the hieroglyphs scratched onto the wall, where three thousand years ago Ipuwer had decided to turn back. I wondered what exactly he’d heard about traps…

The rope tugged harder. A grinding noise filled the tunnel, rock scraping against rock. Sand sprinkled from above.

Kit had vanished.

“Kit!” I yelled.

“I’m OK!” he called.

He rose from a pit in the tunnel floor. “A failed trap,” he said, laughing with relief. “The ground was supposed to collapse under my weight, but this block wedged it in. You’ll have to crawl down and back up. Seems safe enough.”

I slid forward and looked down into a pit where the block had shifted. The people that built this pyramid didn’t seem like the type who made mistakes. I was glad they had here; if the block had fallen, the rope would have pulled us down with Kit.

“Let’s get moving,” Pan urged.

Sweeping away sand, I slid down into the pit and up the other side. I wriggled forward, giving Pan space to follow. As she came up, her hair was dusted with sand. It was coming from above, sprinkling through the cracks in the tunnel roof.

No – it was pouring through.

What if those cracks in the ceiling weren’t just cracks?

“Kit?” I asked. “What if that stone wasn’t a trap?”

“What do you mean?”

“What if it was…” I looked up. Sand streamed more thickly through the ceiling. “What if it was a trigger?”

“My God,” Kit cried. “Crawl! Crawl fast!”

Sand poured down harder, covering the tunnel floor, causing our elbows to slip. It gushed onto my head, got inside my goggles, stung my eyes.

“Thirty metres to the opening!” Sami yelled. “Move faster.”

The sand was thick on the tunnel floor, narrowing the space. My head brushed against the ceiling.

“Keep moving!” Pan screamed.

Fear caused my limbs to thrash, but that made things worse. Each time I cleared an inch to move, it filled with sand. It sought out gaps, seeped into cracks. We weren’t crawling any more; we were digging through a gap that was getting tighter every second. Sand got in my mouth, up my nose, pressed on my back. We were drowning in the stuff.

“I’m near the opening!” Kit called. “Too much sand… I can’t quite reach—”

His cry was muffled as sand filled the tunnel. I pressed my face against the ceiling, gasped a last sliver of air.

And then, no more.

We were buried alive.
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No… No please not like this. Not Pan too…

The weight of sand pressed from all directions, like a hundred hands pinning me down. I tried to keep digging, but it was impossible. I tried to breathe, but my mouth and nose filled with sand.

I didn’t want to die here, not like this. There were gadgets on my utility belt, ultrasonic explosive devices. If I could reach one, maybe I could use it somehow, to do something. But I couldn’t move.

I reached back, just able to force my arm far enough to touch Pan – the fingers of an outstretched arm. She was still.

Buried in sand.

My chest was on fire, my lungs nearly out of air. The yellow-brown around me faded to black. I heard Sami in my ear, his voice distant and filled with panic.

“Oh my God. Oh my God… Jake? Pan? Listen to me. I have to tell you something. It’s about your parents…”

And then, something else.

Something pulled.

It was the rope!

Kit was pulling the rope!

The line tugged harder and I slid fractionally forward. I found new energy right then, something willing me to survive.

I would not die there.

Another pull on the rope, and I slid an inch. My arm shifted and I was able to force it back to tighten my grip on Pan’s hand. I felt her move and sensed she hadn’t given up either. Kit pulled harder and we scraped forward. The sand finally began to slide away as the space widened, and my head burst through the opening at the end of the tunnel. I spat out sand, gasped a breath of air and dragged Pan after me.

And then we fell.

We fell in a shower of sand and darkness until the rope snapped tight and we hung in the air. Pan dangled below me, the end of the rope trailing down a pit the size of a lift shaft.

We both went a bit berserk, thrashing and kicking, a frantic mix of relief to be out of the sand and fear of where we were now. The rope swung and we bashed against the pit wall. Sand fell over me, spraying from the tunnel.

“Get control of yourselves,” Kit barked. “You’re safe.”

He’d tied the rope to clips he’d wedged into cracks in the rock, so he clung to the sheer side of the pit.

“Safe?” Pan cried. “Where are we?”

“In a pit,” Kit replied.

“A pit? That’s all?”

Kit pulled a flare gun from his utility belt. He fired it so the firework shot down the pit, a bright red streak that fell and vanished.

“A deep pit,” Kit added.

I gripped the rope tighter to stop us swinging.

“If the tunnel’s filled up,” I said, “the black suit can’t follow us.”

“Don’t think that,” Kit replied. “There’s always a way through if you’re good enough.”

Good enough? Again I got the feeling that Kit knew more about the black suit than he was letting on.

“You’re still both clipped to the rope,” he said. “We can abseil down the wall.”

For once the height didn’t worry me – it’s hard to be scared when you can’t see the ground – but abseiling was tricky. I let my grip slacken a little on the rope, slid a few feet and clung on again, pressing my boots against the wall. The deeper we got, the warmer the air grew. The smell became worse, too, rank and rancid and thick in the air.

Looking up, my goggles’ night vision revealed the block at the roof of the pit. A display on the lenses told me we’d abseiled eighty metres from the top. Sand had stopped falling from above. I heard a distant sound of rock scraping against rock and wondered if the black suit had triggered another trap.

“You’re alive!” Sami’s voice yelled in our ears.

“All three fit and fighting,” Kit replied. “Can you still see us on the thermo-cam?”

“Just. You’re right in the middle of the pyramid.”

“I think this pit goes underground, Sam. You know what that means?”

“Duat,” Sami said.

“Duat,” Kit replied.

“Do what?” I asked.

Kit slid another few feet down the rope. “The truth is, I was surprised the entrance to the tomb was high up on the pyramid. I expected it to lead underground.”

“That makes sense,” Pan said.

“It does?” I asked.

“We thought that this pyramid was built after the tomb,” Pan explained. “Deliberately on top of the tomb. And Osiris was Lord of the Dead, remember? He lived in an underworld Egyptians called Duat. So it makes sense his tomb would have been somewhere underground.”

Above, the scraping grew into a louder grinding sound.

“Your thermal images are growing weak,” Sami warned. “You’re at ground level now, heading deeper.”

A rush of hot air rose from below. The rope swayed and creaked.

I looked up again. This time my goggles told me the top of the pit was only seventy metres away.

Sixty-nine metres.

Sixty-eight.

I bashed the lenses with the back of my hand, trying to correct the reading. It didn’t make sense. The roof couldn’t be getting closer, unless…

“The roof’s coming down!” I screamed.

“Go! Go!” Kit roared.

We swung down as fast as we dared – long slips of the rope, feet scrabbling at the wall.

“What’s happening?” Sami called.

“The sand running out triggered another trap,” Kit yelled. “A crusher top.”

“You have a nickname for it?” Pan screamed.

“Just keep going!”

We were sliding more than climbing now, but the stone was coming faster.

My feet struck Pan’s head.

“That’s the end of the rope!” she called.

“I have another in my bag,” Kit said. “I’ll lower it to you. You need to fix the clips to the—”

“There’s no time for that!” I shouted. “We have to let go.”

“What?” Pan shrieked.

It sounded crazy, but I knew what we had to do. It was that instinct again. “The roof is going to knock us off anyway!” I yelled. “If we fall now, we’ll have more time to find a way out before we’re crushed at the bottom.”

“We just let go? We don’t know how far it is.”

“Go Pan! Now!”

“Jake, we can’t! It’s—”

She never finished because right then I slid the knife from my belt and cut the rope. Pan screamed and disappeared into the darkness.

“Now you, Jake,” Kit said. “We don’t have much time.”

I know it was my plan but it was an easier thing to say than do. Instead of falling, I gripped the rope tighter.

Kit screamed at me as he dropped past.

“Now, Jake!”

I closed my eyes and let go.

I don’t know how far I fell, but it felt like a mile – screaming the whole way, arms flailing and legs kicking the darkness. If I’d landed on stone I’d have broken every bone in my body.

Instead, the surface gave way beneath me and I sank into a pool of dry, brittle objects – thousands of them. Some were round, but others were long and linked together, like chains made of chalk.

My sister pulled me to the top.

“I can’t see!” she gasped. “Jake, I’ve lost my goggles. I can’t see.”

My own smart-goggles had taken a hit during the fall, and now their night vision didn’t work. I was as blind as Pan, but I could hear the crusher top sliding closer.

“Where’s Kit?” I cried.

“He was here, and then he was gone.”

“So there must be a way out.”

“But where are we? Why would he go without us?”

“That doesn’t matter, Pan! Feel for grooves in the wall, gaps, anything that might be an exit. You go under, I’ll check the walls up here.”

“But, Jake, the roof is still falling!”

“Do it now, Pan!”

I more or less forced her down. Alone in the darkness, I groped the sides of the pit, praying I’d feel a doorway. The walls trembled as the crusher top slid closer.

My chest was heaving, my eyes stinging with sand and sweat. The dark was disorientating. I remembered Sami telling us we had torches built into our goggles.

“Torch,” I ordered.

A single beam shot from the frame of my goggles, dazzlingly bright. Blinking, I caught glimpses of the objects beneath me.

“These look like snake bones,” I gasped.

Some were old, cold and brittle. Others were still warm, the flesh only half rotten. That was terrifying, but I felt a surge of hope, too. Whatever killed these snakes must have got out of here, like Kit.

The bones shuddered. The scraping grew even louder. I looked up and my torch beam hit the sliding stone block. It was right here. Suddenly being buried in sand didn’t seem quite so bad…

Pan’s head broke through the bones. “Come on!”

I went under and she pulled me to the bottom of the pit. Then she was gone, somehow vanishing through the pit wall.

Around me the bones compacted as the crusher top hit the surface. The force drove me down, but I managed to grip the sides of a hole in the wall. With the last of my strength, I heaved myself through.

I rolled over in a landslide of snake bones. The ground jolted as, beyond the wall, the stone block crashed down into the pit.

Pan stood over me, spotlit by my goggles’ torch beam. Her face was covered in sand and sweat, crushed up bits of bone and rotten chunks of snake flesh.

“We made it,” she wheezed.

Only where had we made it to?
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Part of me wanted to rest and recover from the horrors we’d faced so far in this tomb. But another part, that instinct that made me do dumb things, told me to get up and keep going. The black suit might have found a way underground. We had to be the first ones to find the coffin and its mummy.

I pushed my comms bud deeper into my ear. “Sami? Can you hear us?”

There was nothing. Not even static.

“Kit?” I yelled.

The only reply was my own voice bouncing around the darkness.

“We should never have trusted him,” Pan said, helping me up. “He left us to get crushed. That was his plan all along so he could have the tomb for himself.”

She was convinced, but it made no sense. Kit had saved our lives in the sand trap. Why bother, just to leave us to die in the pit?

Torchlight from my goggles beamed along a narrow cavern with arched, rust-coloured walls. A white liquid had seeped from cracks in the stone and dried into salt-like crystal patterns. I touched some of the stuff and it flaked apart in my gloves. It was natural, something in the bedrock deep beneath the Giza Plateau.

The air was damp and warm. The rotten-meat smell was thick and cloying. I looked back, directing the torch at the snake bones and skulls spilling from the pit. Had the snakes somehow got into the pyramid and fallen down the pit? Or had something killed them?

“Come on,” I said. “We have to find the tomb.”

We edged through the darkness, following the shaky ribbon of torchlight. We flinched at every shadow and tensed with each rush of warm air that rustled along the passage. The ground looked like a dried-out riverbed, shattered with thin cracks. I crouched down and aimed the torch beam at the gaps. It shone through, gleaming off rock formations below.

“There’s something under there,” I said.

“A secret underground world under the secret underground world?” Pan asked.

Ahead, the cracks were covered by something that looked like ash. Crouching again, I ran a hand through the powdery grey surface. A stench rose from the stuff, so strong that I retched and wrapped an arm around my nose.

“It’s guano,” Pan said.

“Eh?”

“Bat poo.”

“How’d you know?”

“Look up.”

A shivering canopy of bats hung from the cave ceiling. One of them stretched its wings, then wrapped them back around itself like a blanket.

I shifted, directing the torchlight across the grey carpet. There were footprints in the guano.

“They’re fresh,” I said. “They must be Kit’s.”

There was also a trail through the guano as thick as a tractor tyre, as if Kit had dragged something across the cave, or been followed by it.

I ordered my goggles to zoom and they magnified the track, picking it out in microscopic detail. Whatever had passed through had left curved impressions in the guano. “They look like scales,” I whispered.

Fear prickled my back. “Pan, you’ve read about this place right? Don’t pretend you haven’t.”

“Duat. Yeah. Ancient Egyptians believed that after they died their souls had to travel through caverns to reach Osiris, who weighed their hearts to see if they were pure. First they had to pass tests.”

“What tests?”

“Pits and monsters.”

“What monsters, Pan?”

“Snakes, mainly. Oh! That would explain all those bones. In ancient times that pit must have been filled with snakes.”

Not just ancient times, I wanted to say. Some of those snakes had been killed recently – by something or someone.

“Keep going,” I said. “Stay close.”

We couldn’t get much closer. Our trembling sides pressed together as we followed Kit’s prints through the guano. Puffs of gas rose with each footstep, causing us to gag and curse. The sounds echoed around the arched darkness. And then the trail went cold.

“No more bat poo,” Pan said. “No more footprints.”

My torch flickered. I took my goggles off and bashed them against the wall. The light flashed, flickered again and died.

A hiss echoed around the cave.

“What was that?” Pan gasped.

I whirled around, but it was impossible to tell where the sound had come from. It seemed to be everywhere at once.

“Jake? Pan?”

The voice crackled in our ears.

“Sami?” Pan said. “Thank God you’re back.”

“I drove around the plateau until I picked up your thermal signals,” Sami explained. “You’re now fifteen feet below the ground, roughly under the Great Sphinx. Where’s Kit?”

“You tell us,” I replied. “He disappeared.”

“What? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Why not?”

“I’m seeing three thermal signals on the screen. You two, and … someone else.”

Someone else. Blood froze in my veins, and my voice came out in a shiver. “Sami, on your screen… Where is the third image you see?”

“That’s the strange thing,” Sami replied. “It’s right behind you.”

Something moved. It was too dark to see, and it was gone in an instant – a creature that was as fast as a cat and as long as a bus.

Another hiss echoed around the darkness. We backed up against the cave wall, telling Sami breathlessly about the bones in the pit.

“You need to get out of there right now,” he insisted.

“Why? What is it, Sami?”

“What do you know about evolution, the survival of the fittest?”

“You mean, how weak animals get killed off by strong ones?” Pan said. “Then the strong ones breed even stronger ones.”

“Exactly,” Sami said. “You said the pit was filled with snakes? That was five thousand years ago. Without food, the snakes would have eaten one another. The strong ones fed on the weak ones. Those strong ones then had baby snakes that were bigger.”

“Over and over for five thousand years,” Pan said.

“Right,” Sami agreed. “What you end up with is a sort of super-snake. Super-big, super-fast, super-smart.”

“Super-good at killing,” I muttered.

“Get out now!” Sami urged.

I wanted to get as far away from this place as possible, but we couldn’t leave until we’d found the mummy. And anyway, we had no idea how to leave. I couldn’t bring myself to say it, but there was a chance we were trapped down here.

“We’ll go on,” I said. “If there is a giant snake down here, maybe it will eat Kit instead.”

I said it as a joke, but I couldn’t help thinking that maybe the snake already had eaten Kit. Maybe we were dessert.

We kept moving, away from the sound of the snake and into a maze of caverns so narrow that we could reach out and touch rock on either side. I kept turning, convinced I heard something move.

“Jake, feel this,” Pan whispered.

Part of the cave wall was flat and smooth, as if a polished stone slab stood against the rock. The surface was carved with grooves and curves, cuts in the rock that didn’t feel natural. It was too dark to see for sure.

“It’s got an arched top,” Pan said. “Could be a stela.”

“Stela?”

“Stone plaques Ancient Egyptians used to mark important days.”

“OK,” I said, “but why is this one here? I can barely see it.”

“I’ll try to lighten it up,” Sami said. “Blink three times and your goggles will send me a photo.”

I did, and my goggles flashed.

Whatever Sami did to the photo, he did it in seconds. “OK,” he said. “I’ve got something. Looks like a carving and some hieroglyphs. I’m sending an enhanced file to your goggles.”

The reworked photo appeared in my lenses, overlaid on the wall, bright and clear like someone had flicked on a light switch. It wasn’t perfect, but it was incredible how much Sami had teased from the darkness.

I’d seen carvings like this in books about Egyptian tombs that Mum and Dad had left around the house. Only this one was sharper, untouched by tourists and archaeologists, and protected from thousands of years of desert wind, sand and pollution.

Pan took my goggles and saw for herself. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.

The painting showed what seemed to be a god wrapped in tight bandages and surrounded by columns of painted hieroglyphs. I recognized the mummified figure well enough by now, with his small green face and crossed arms carrying the crook and flail farming tools.

Osiris.

“Jake,” Pan said. “We’re close! We have to be.”

“Uh, guys…” Sami sounded worried again. “There’s something else in the painting, where it’s lit up by the flash. Looks like a carving of a giant snake.”

I snatched the goggles back. Sami was right – in the photo, an oval head rose beside Osiris. Snake eyes glared from the wall, and the creature’s mouth was open to show curved fangs.

That seemed strange.

Stepping closer, I ran a hand around the section of the carving where the photo showed the snake. I couldn’t feel the shape of the creature on the wall. It didn’t make sense that the snake was in the photo, unless…

Unless it wasn’t a carving of a snake.

It was a reflection.

The snake was right behind us.
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“Move!”

Pan and I jumped at the same time, diving in different directions as the snake lashed forward and head-butted the cave wall. Chunks of stone showered over me. I cried out and scrabbled back.

The cave filled with hissing.

The snake’s glistening shape rose. It was as thick as a barrel. Its head was the size of a rugby ball, and fangs as long as daggers glinted in its mouth. Muscles and scales rippled as the creature coiled into a tight spring, about to strike.

“Jake?” Pan cried, staggering back. “What now?”

I scrambled up, blinking to clear my eyes of dust, and accidentally set off the camera on my goggles. The flash caused the snake to turn away, its hiss growing even louder. I’d never heard such a noise. It was like a thousand tyres deflating at once.

This creature lived in the dark. The light must have stung its eyes.

I edged back, yelling at the thing. “Over here, you ugly worm!”

The snake coiled again, about to attack. I waited – one heartbeat, two – and then blinked again.

Another flash. The snake lurched to the side and crashed into a wall. Blinking again and again, I didn’t give it a moment to recover. It tried to turn away but I followed its gaze, strobe-lighting the cave with flashes from the goggles.

The creature thrashed. In the flashes of light, I saw its mouth open and what looked like a hose rise from its throat.

“Watch out!” I screamed.

A jet of venom sprayed from the hose, missing me by inches. I fell and rolled over to see it splash against the cave wall, sizzling and dissolving rock. The stuff would have melted me in seconds.

The snake turned, firing another jet of toxic spit. Pan grabbed my arm, dragged me away and pulled me up. Suddenly we were running.

“It’s after you!” Sami bellowed in our ears.

“We know!” Pan screamed. “How do we kill it?”

“With guns!” I yelled.

“We don’t have guns, Jake!”

“Flare guns, in our utility belts.”

Behind, the creature slithered faster down the passage. We were almost out of cave – ahead was solid rock. I felt my belt, groping for the flare gun. If I could get a shot off, maybe it would scare the snake long enough for us to escape. I’d only have seconds to turn and fire before the beast was on me.

And then something happened that I’ll never forget.

Pan turned, dropped to one knee and fired her flare. The streak of red fire lit her pale face. Her eyes narrowed and her jaw clenched.

The flare shot between the creature’s fangs and right down its throat. Red fire filled the beast, a twisting column of raging light. It writhed, spraying venom in all directions. I dived from one jet, scrambled away from another. But we couldn’t last long, trapped against the cave wall. The snake’s head slammed into rocks. Its fangs struck stone inches from my arm. It was an out of control weapon that could still easily kill us.

“We have to get past it!” Pan yelled.

I don’t really know what happened next. I went into that zone again – not thinking, just acting. I wish I had thought, so I wouldn’t have done such a stupid thing. But I had to stop the snake from thrashing.

I took two quick steps and leaped onto the creature. I locked my hands around its throat and clung on like a rodeo rider, yanking hard to pull it away from my sister.

The snake jerked up and I hit the cave ceiling. My BioSteel suit took some of the blow but it still felt as if … well, as if I’d been slammed into a cave wall. My jaw rattled. Spots of white light filled my vision. Rocks dislodged and tumbled down.

I remembered the cracks in the ground. If I could get this creature to thrash hard enough, maybe it would crash through the cave floor.

I pulled harder, and the snake’s thrashing grew even more intense. Smoke gushed from its mouth, and it made a terrible noise, high and sharp like a toddler’s scream. The flare was burning its insides.

It flipped over and I hit the floor, and then sprang up so I hit the roof again. The creature whipped from side to side until suddenly the cave floor gave way and we plummeted.

I fell maybe twenty feet, landing hard on top of the snake. I slipped off, and the creature’s head flopped on top of me, pressing me down. The end of its tail was trapped under rocks in the tunnel above, so the rest of it hung down like a slide. Smoke wafted from its mouth, like a snuffed out candle.

It was dead.

I was dimly aware of Sami speaking in my ear.

“According to the thermal reading, you’re either lying under the snake or you’re in its belly.”

“Ugh,” I grunted.

“Brave move, Jake. Very brave.”

I didn’t feel brave. My leg felt as if it had been sawn off and stamped on, and then swung at my head as a club. I think my skull had come loose.

“Jake?” Pan called.

“I’m … I’m not dead.”

That was the only way I could describe my condition. Just not dead.

“Wait there,” she said.

She slid down the snake’s back. Taking my arm, she dragged me from under the beast and helped me stand on shaky legs. I must have looked like she did: cut and bruised, covered in sand and dust and rubble. But still we both grinned.

“You just killed a giant monster snake,” Pan said.

“We did,” I replied.

I slid the flare gun from my belt and fired a feeble shot. The firework struck rock a few metres away. It sizzled on the cave floor, casting a flickering red glow up the cavern walls.

The walls were different from those in the caves above, which had been natural rock surfaces. These were flat and smooth and painted with gods. Carvings of Osiris stood out from whitewashed backgrounds, alongside other gods I recognized from Mum’s guidebook – jackal-headed Anubis, and Isis, Osiris’s wife. Most of the scenes were perfectly preserved, as if they’d been painted yesterday.

But a few paintings looked much older – huge circles on each wall, framing all the colourful gods. It was a symbol that I had seen before: an emerald green snake eating its own tail. Parts of the creatures had flaked away, and their paint was far more faded than on any of the gods.

Pan picked up the flare. Its glow spilled around the chamber, turning the snakes from dull green to blood red.

“These creatures don’t look Egyptian,” she muttered. “They look older than the rest, too. Like they were painted before them.”

I realized I hadn’t told her about the woman with the same symbol on her briefcase, whom Kit had met at the hotel. Now didn’t seem to be the time either. Right then it didn’t seem to matter what it meant; we just had to find the coffin.

I followed Pan through a square entrance to another chamber. We both stopped and stared. All of the walls were decorated with the same painting, although they were tricky to see. Things were in the way.

Wonderful things.

My mouth opened, but no words came out. I didn’t know what to say; I’d never seen anything like it.

Treasure.

Pan moved around the room, guiding the flare over objects piled against walls. Everywhere we looked we saw gold: golden thrones, golden chests, golden statues of Osiris. There were reed baskets filled with gemstones in all the colours of the rainbow – emeralds as big as apples, rubies the size of plums.

Pan rushed around the chamber, crouching to study one object, rising to examine another. Her smile seemed to light up the whole tomb. The old Pan was gone. Down here she was so alive.

“These are grave goods,” she said breathlessly. She handed me the flare so she could inspect them closer.

“Egyptians left stuff in tombs for the dead to use in the afterlife,” she continued. “The more powerful you were, the better your loot. Just look at all this, Jake. It’s … it’s unbelievable.”

Despite the pain and fear, we both burst out laughing.

“Guys?” Sami asked. “What do you see?”

“Treasure!” I yelled.

I’d never felt like that either. It wasn’t just the thrill of finding this tomb, although that would have been enough to make my arms quiver. It felt as if this was something we were meant to be doing, Pan and me together. It felt … right.

The flare sizzled, its light weakening and the tomb growing darker. I rummaged around among the grave goods, looking for anything else that might work as a torch. I picked up a tall ceramic jar with a lid shaped like a bird’s head.

“Oh my God!” Pan gasped. “Jake that’s a canopic jar!”

“A what?”

“A canopic jar! They held the mummy’s body organs. This one shows the head of the god Qebehsenuef. He protected the intestines.”

“You mean someone’s intestines are in this?”

I plucked the lid off and held the flare closer. Whatever the jar had once contained had dissolved into some sort of goo. Maybe it was flammable. I flicked the flare, so a spark dropped into the jar, and flames rushed up.

A new torch.

“Jake! That was a priceless ancient artefact.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“Try not to touch anything, OK? Archaeologists need to come down here to catalogue everything and take photographs and—”

“You mean, after we’ve found the mummy whose guts these were and stolen it?”

She either didn’t hear or chose to ignore me as she carried on her study of the grave goods. I wanted to protect the tomb, too; the more time I’d spent in Egypt, the more interested I’d become in its history. But the fact was, we were here to rob the place. We had to, for Mum and Dad, but since we were stealing the mummy, why not pinch a few other bits and bobs too? There was no way anyone would let us keep any of this stuff – two kids who’d smashed up the place and killed a rare species of giant snake. And besides, no one else knew what was or wasn’t there…

That’s how I reasoned it then, anyway. But the truth was, the urge had taken control again. I’d forgotten all about my promise to Mum and Dad.

I grabbed a handful of jewels from a basket.

“Finders keepers,” I muttered.

I was about to shove them in my desert suit when my hand froze. Above us, something moved in the tunnel. I heard the crunch of boots stepping over rubble.

“Someone’s up there,” I whispered.

A rush of wind caused the flare to flicker in my grip. I dropped the jewels back into their basket. We had something far more important to steal.

“Come on,” I said.

Pan followed me into the next chamber of the tomb. This room was packed with grave goods too, although not much of it was gold. There were baskets filled with folded white robes and leather flip-flops. One wall was piled up with wooden furniture – thrones inlaid with ivory, painted wooden chests. Another was stacked with weapons: spears, shields, battleaxes and bronze daggers.

Only one thing here was made of gold. One big thing in the middle of the room.

A solid gold box, the size of a large bath, sat on a granite plinth. There were carvings across the side – Osiris and the winged figure of Isis that I recognized from Mum’s amulet. A golden lid sat half-on and half-off the box.

“Another treasure chest?” I asked.

“No, Jake!” Pan was so excited she could barely talk. “That’s a sarcophagus. The outer box that holds the coffin and the mummy.”

She may as well have picked up one of the daggers and stabbed me in the heart, because as soon as she said that, I knew something was badly wrong.

It didn’t make sense that the lid was half-off the sarcophagus.

I edged closer, praying I was wrong. But when I looked inside, I felt a cold chill of failure. What I saw meant that our parents were as good as dead.

What I saw was nothing.

The sarcophagus was empty.

The coffin was gone.
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“Where is it?”

Pan’s cry rang around the burial chamber. “Where’s the coffin?”

She took the torch from me and leaned into the sarcophagus, as if a closer inspection might reveal something. The flickering light showed a thick sheen of dust covering the base of the golden box.

She turned and kicked a pile of grave goods, forgetting in her rage that they were priceless ancient artefacts. Her curses rang around the burial chamber’s painted walls.

“Kit got here before us,” she said. “Or the black suit. One of them took the coffin. We have to find it.”

She sounded convinced, but that made no sense. No one could drag a whole coffin away alone. We’d been beaten to it, but not by either of them. Something else was going on here.

Reaching into the sarcophagus, I ran a finger across its base.

“It’s full of dust,” I said.

“Great, Jake. We found dust. Let’s try to swap that for Mum and Dad’s lives.”

She was about to kick the grave goods again, but stopped. “What about it?”

“Don’t you see? Whatever was in this sarcophagus was taken a long time ago. Someone else took it, not Kit or the black suit.”

For someone so smart, it took Pan a few seconds to realize what I meant. When she did, she grabbed me, her rage replaced by a massive grin. “So we could still find it.”

It was a long shot, but it was something. We weren’t expert tomb robbers, archaeologists or historians. But we’d made it this far. Maybe there was still a chance.

I crouched, my eyes drawn to a small mound of dirt, like a molehill, by the side of the sarcophagus’s plinth. I pulled off a glove and rubbed the dirt between my fingers. It was fresh and warm. Someone had dug there, and recently. There was another hole on the other side of the plinth, and another at the corner. But the room was full of treasure. Why would someone dig for more?

“What are they?” Pan said.

I got down lower, trying to see into one of the holes. “There’s something down there,” I muttered.

I slid my hand inside. “It’s small, metal…”

I don’t know what I expected – treasure of some sort, I guess. What I brought out was neither ancient nor beautiful.

“A bomb?”

It was one of Kit’s explosives, or at least it looked like the device Kit had used to blast our way into the pyramid. There were at least a dozen piles of dirt around the chamber. Was one of these buried in each of them?

“What’s it doing here?” Pan asked.

She snatched it from my hand and the screen flickered to life. A keypad appeared, and a countdown: 25 minutes; 24 minutes, 59 seconds; 24 minutes, 58 seconds…

This was not good at all.

“Jake?” Pan said. “Can we get out of here in twenty-five minutes?”

We had no idea how we were going to get out at all, let alone so fast.

“Wait,” Pan said. “I know the code. I saw Kit type it into the bomb outside. Maybe it will stop the countdown.”

“This is a different bomb, though.”

She tried anyway, typing four numbers into the screen.

ACCESS DENIED

She swore, tried again.

ACCESS DENIED

“Let me try.”

I took the device and was about to type random numbers when a voice roared across the burial chamber.

“Do not touch that!”

The black suit stood in the entrance, silhouetted against the dying light of the torch. His mask muffled his voice, so it was hard to hear him properly. His words, though, were deep and urgent. He wore a utility belt with gadgets like Kit’s, and digital information crackled across the corners of his smart-goggles, which were darker than ours, and more like swimming goggles.

His black combat suit was thick with armour padding, making the figure appear bulky, almost clumsy. But I’d seen how fast he was at the museum. There wasn’t much point in trying to run. And besides, where would we run?

I raised the bomb. “Get back or I’ll throw it.”

The black suit edged back.

“No!” he barked. He reached to his mask. “Listen to me, look…”

“Keep your hands down!” Pan warned. “You think we’re stupid? You’ve got weapons all over that fancy outfit. You put all these bombs here.”

“No…”

“Don’t believe him,” another voice said.

Kit stood on the other side of the chamber. He’d lost his rucksack and gloves, and his hands looked oddly clean against the dust and dirt that coated his camouflage suit. Fresh cuts glistened across his face. However he’d got here, it looked like his journey had been as tough as ours.

“There are bombs buried all over this place,” I said.

“Of course,” Kit replied. “He planted them. The Cult of Osiris wants to destroy all this to protect the secret of the tomb.”

“Don’t listen to him,” the black suit growled.

“I know that type of explosive,” Kit continued. His voice was stern, deadly serious. “You have to key in an override sequence.”

I glanced at the device.

23 minutes, 30 seconds…

“Do not listen,” the black suit insisted. “You’ve typed in the code wrong twice. A third will reset the timer to five minutes and you can’t deactivate it.”

“You know that because they’re your bombs,” Pan said. “Kit only had three, and the other two are still on his belt.”

“He must have had others in his bag,” the black suit replied. “Listen to me. There is no deactivation code on those devices, no override.”

“He’s trying to stall you,” Kit said, edging closer.

“But … he’d kill himself too,” I said.

“He’ll do anything, Jake, to stop this tomb being discovered. That is all the cult exists for, to protect this secret. Listen to me, son. The override sequence will remotely deactivate the others too.”

22 minutes, 12 seconds…

Who should we trust? Kit, who had helped us, or the black suit, who had attacked us and kidnapped my parents? Usually that would be a no-brainer. Only I’d just seen something.

A glove. A sand-coloured glove, high on a pile of grave goods.

It was covered in dirt.

I gripped the device tighter. “Kit, where are your gloves?”

“What? They tore. I was better off without them.”

“Tore? They’re made of BioSteel, the toughest material there is. And your hands are clean. You took the gloves off in the last few minutes.”

“What were you trying to hide on the gloves?” Pan asked. “Maybe the dirt from digging those holes to plant the bombs?”

“Kids,” Kit said, “don’t do anything stupid. That person took your parents. I’m trying to help you get them back. We still can. You just have to do the right thing.”

Instead, I did something stupid again.

Like, really stupid.

I was convinced that Kit had planted the bombs around the tomb. I didn’t trust the black suit either, but I believed him when he said the explosives would go off no matter what. Pan and I had to get out of these caves, and we had no idea how. I guessed the black suit had a way, but he wouldn’t help us if he had time not to. So I decided not to give him time.

I punched four more random numbers into the screen.

The countdown changed.

4 minutes, 59 seconds…

I hurled the device at Kit and grabbed Pan, and then we were running, charging towards the black suit.

“Why did you do that?” he yelled.

“Just get us out of here!” I screamed. “We have five minutes! You can get us out, can’t you?”

We ran to the dead snake. The black suit pulled what looked like a toy pistol from his utility belt and fired it at the hole in the ceiling. A wire shot from the gun and a metal dart dug deep into the rock. He clipped the weapon to his belt.

“Grab on!” he barked.

There was no point arguing. Whoever this guy was, he was our only hope of getting out. We grasped his shoulders and the line began to pull us all up.

“But why?” Pan said. “Why would Kit blow up the tomb?”

“I don’t know yet,” the black suit replied as we rose. “We’ve been trying to stop him. Now you’ve done it for him, Jake.”

Pan scrambled through the hole in the ceiling, grabbed my arm and helped me through. “Come on,” she urged.

The black suit unclipped the line from his belt. At the same time, he twisted his body and kicked his legs, firing himself up through the hole. I’d never seen anything like it, not even in Olympic gymnastics.

Who was this person?

“Go!” he yelled.

We staggered down the tunnel, past the shattered painting of Osiris.

“This leads back to the pit,” Pan wheezed. “It’s blocked, there’s no other way out.”

“Please tell me you have a plan!” I yelled at the black suit. “That was my plan: for you to have a plan.”

“There’s always a plan,” the black suit replied. “If you clear your mind and think.”

There was no panic in the muffled voice behind the mask. “Remember the wind?” he asked.

“The wind…” I said. “Yes, there was a breeze through the caves. Maybe it’s coming from a crack in a wall.”

“We’ve only got two minutes,” Pan said. “We won’t find it in time.”

“We don’t have to,” the black suit replied. “Torch.”

Light shone from the side of his goggles. He directed the beam at the ceiling. “They will.”

“The bats?”

“If they fly in,” the black suit said, “they fly out.”

Before I could stop him, he tore my comms bud from my ear, and then Pan’s. He pressed them together, causing a scream of electric feedback so sharp that I felt it in my bones.

The bats went berserk, flapping and writhing. One flew down and swooped away. All at once the rest followed and a screeching darkness fell. They swirled and swooped around us. Leathery wings flapped at my head. Claws scratched my back. Furry bodies smacked into my face.

They were on the move, a black river rushing down the cave. We ran among them, swatting them away from our faces.

“Stay with them!” the black suit called.

Pan screamed as claws caught her hair. I couldn’t believe how many there were, everywhere at once. The sound was like breaking glass.

Now something even louder boomed around the tunnel, a blast as loud as cannon fire. The ground jolted and we staggered forward. I recovered my balance but something slammed against my back and sent me tumbling.

A blast of energy had rushed through the cave, knocking us over like skittles. Rocks fell from the roof, shattering around me.

“What was that?” I yelled.

“The bloody bomb, of course!” Pan cried.

Another explosion shook the walls and more rocks fell. The other bombs were detonating.

“Get up!” the black suit hollered. “Get up and move!”

Pan helped me scramble up as blasts echoed around the cave. Each new explosion caused the ground to shake, and sent us staggering.

“Keep going!” the black suit roared. “Don’t look back.”

Of course I looked back. The roof was caving in!

“Go!” I screamed.

My legs ached from the effort of running and my heart was out of control, but fear and adrenaline kept me going. I shot another look over my shoulder. The darkness was chasing us. The cave-in was getting closer.

“There! Look!”

The bats had thinned into a stream, flowing through a crack high in the rock. They filled the exit, forcing their way to freedom. The black suit shoved me up towards it, but I resisted.

“Pan!”

“Just go!” my sister screamed.

She was right; there was no time to argue about who went first. I was the closest, and my speed would decide whether the others survived.

Scrambling up, I drove myself among the bats. They scratched my face, tore at my chest and neck. I managed to force an arm through the crack, grasped rock on the other side, and pulled.

I burst out among a swirl of bats and sand and curses, into the desert and the night. Scrabbling around, I saw that I’d fallen through a ridge of rock, the cave roof jutting from the desert floor.

I grabbed Pan’s hand as it reached through the crack, and tugged until she tumbled into my arms. The black suit followed, diving headfirst into the sand. A second later the crack filled with rocks, and the bats stopped appearing. The caves had collapsed.

We lay in the sand, enjoying the feeling of not being dead. Fires blazed in every part of my body. My head felt as if someone was trying to punch a way out of my skull.

The black suit lay on his back, breathing hard into his mask.

Pan and I rose to our knees, gasping and leaning against each other. We were fifty metres from the Great Sphinx, looking back towards the pyramids.

The Giza Plateau was shaking.

We watched in disbelief as zigzag cracks spread around the pyramids. The cracks widened, letting out thin streams of smoke. The tremors across the desert floor grew stronger and the pyramids swayed like ships on a choppy sea.

A floodlight at the base of the Great Pyramid collapsed. The quaking ground caused it to break-dance, so its beam spun around the pyramid’s side. It flashed glimpses of a stone block falling down the pyramid – one of the pyramid’s stone blocks. It tumbled like a Slinky down the side and thumped to the sand. Now another, then another.

Thump, thump, thump.

Security guards fled, shouting frightened questions and frantic commands. And then, the light stopped dancing.

The blocks stopped falling and the ground stopped shaking.

A thick plume of smoke and dust rose over the plateau, engulfing the pyramids and rising high into the night. Beneath the Giza Plateau, the lost tomb was destroyed.

“It’s … it’s gone,” Pan gasped.

But I could only think about my parents, and Kit. The whole time, he’d been using us to find the tomb, just to destroy it. Why?

At least someone could give us answers. I turned to confront the black suit, but the words caught in my throat.

He was crying.

His chest heaved as he stared through cracked goggles at the smoke and dust cloud, the site of the lost tomb we’d just blown up. He spoke between gulping, gasping sobs. The words grew clearer as he reached and pulled off his mask.

It had, without doubt, been the strangest day of my life. But compared to what happened next, everything up to then seemed normal.

The black suit tossed the mask away and looked down at me.

“Mum?” I said.

Her eyes remained on the plateau, wet with tears. “I knew we should have gone to Cornwall,” she said.
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The day you discover your mum isn’t the boring person you thought she was but is an expert ninja tomb robber – that’s a big day.

I needed time to ask questions and be angry at the answers, and then to decide if I was going to stay angry. But everything was happening too fast.

We sprinted across sand, slipping over and staggering up as we headed deeper into the desert. Looking back, I saw the cloud of smoke and dust growing thicker as it rose from the destroyed tomb and the underground caves.

“Will you both hurry up!” Mum yelled at us from the base of a dune. Only, it wasn’t a dune at all. She grabbed the edge of a camouflage sheet that looked exactly like sand and yanked it away to reveal one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen. It was all frame and bars, with fat wheels and chunky grips, four seats, a steering wheel and not much else.

“It’s a dune buggy,” she said. “Get in the back.”

“But, Mum,” I replied, “you drive a Volvo.”

“Just get in, will you?”

A second later the wheels were driving, spraying up sand. Ahead, the sun had begun to rise, already setting fire to the desert and quivering the air with heat mirages. A desert fox burst from a hole. We swerved, and I clung tighter to the buggy’s frame.

“Mum?” Pan cried.

“Seatbelts!” Mum yelled.

“Mum!”

Mum jammed on the brake and we skidded to a stop. She turned, looking at us through a mask of sand and dirt and sweat and blood.

“Yes, Pandora?”

Now that Pan finally had a chance to speak, the words seemed to be caught at the back of her throat. There were too many questions. So Mum hadn’t been kidnapped? She was the black suit, the Cult of Osiris? In the end I could think of only one thing to say, and it wasn’t a question at all.

“Mum … we’ve been trying to save you.”

She stared at us for another long moment, breathing hard. Then, suddenly, she leaned from her seat and grabbed me in a hug so tight I winced. She let go and wrapped Pan in an even tighter embrace.

It was the first time I’d seen them hug for over a year. Pan scowled and mumbled something disapproving, but didn’t try to pull away.

“You’re not just an ancient historian, are you, Mum?” I said.

The wail of a siren cut though the dawn. A dozen police cars roared towards us from the Giza Plateau.

Mum actually swore. It was impressive, too, a string of curses that went really well together.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s been a long day. I know you have a lot of questions. But right now the thing to remember is that I am your mother and I love you. Now hold on tight.”

The police raced closer. Mum stamped on the accelerator and we were away. The buggy jumped over a dune, then slammed back onto the sand.

“Seatbelts!” Mum barked again.

We fastened them tight.

“I promise I will explain everything,” she added. “For now, just do what I say and maybe we have a chance of saving your father.”

“Where is he?” I asked.

“Your father was captured.”

“But—”

“Hold on!”

We skidded from the sand and onto a rough track. We were back in the City of the Dead, the jumble of shanty houses among cemetery tombs. Mum turned us down an alley so crowded that I could touch the corrugated shacks and stone tombs on either side. People living among them shouted at us, and Mum shouted back.

“You speak Arabic?” Pan asked.

This was such a strange day.

We turned down another alley, then another. Sirens wailed. Green lights flashed. Police cars raced after us along the passages.

Mum looked completely calm, as if she were driving to a picnic. I noticed her eyes scanning the tombs, reading names carved into stone.

“What are you looking for?” I called.

“Something from … long ago.”

She spun the buggy ninety degrees into another alley. Glancing back, I saw police cars trying to make the turn. The first messed it up, blocking the way for the rest.

Ahead, a police car stopped across the end of the alley. Two officers burst out, charging at us.

Mum jammed on the brakes and leaped from the buggy. One of the men tried to grab her, but she was too fast. Her hand lashed out and something snapped. The officer’s scream was cut short as Mum slammed him against a tomb. At the same time her other arm shot back and blocked a blow from the second policeman. She spun him around, snatched his handcuffs from his belt and cuffed him to his colleague’s wrist.

She turned back to us. “Despite what you just saw, do not ever disrespect an officer of the law. Understood?”

“Did you just break his wrist?” Pan said.

Gun shots pinged off the side of the buggy.

“Both of you, get down, now!” Mum cried.

I grabbed Pan and we took cover behind one of the buggy’s wheels. I was about to jump up to help Mum, but one look at her told me help would not be welcome. Her eyes had narrowed and darkened, just like Pan’s when she’d shot the giant snake. She leaped over the front of the buggy and charged at the police officers. There were more gun shots, a cry and several thuds.

“Up you get,” Mum called. “Both of you, please, chop-chop.”

We rose from behind the buggy, gun shots still ringing in our ears.

All of the police officers lay unconscious on the ground.

“Mum,” I rasped, “are you a ninja?”

“Ninja? Honestly, Jake, you can be ridiculous. No I am not a ninja. I’m trained in kung fu, aikido and ju-jitsu. The rest is just gymnastics and luck.”

“But … how?” Pan asked, baffled. “When?”

Ignoring her, Mum climbed onto the roof of a tomb and looked across the City of the Dead. Police cars were still coming from all directions.

She jumped down. “All right, this might get tricky, but I’ve been in worse situations.”

“You’ve been in worse situations than being hunted by the police?”

Mum rubbed dirt from my cheek. “A few.”

A woman charged from one of the shacks, yelling and waving a broom. Her anger turned into delight as Mum spoke to her in Arabic, offering her the keys to the dune buggy. She led us to one of the tombs and rushed back to claim her reward.

The tomb looked like all the others: a concrete block with a small window and a wooden door. But the door only looked like wood. It was steel, and it was locked.

Mum ran her hands over Arabic writing carved on the tomb wall.

“What does it say?” Pan asked.

“Al-atlasu,” Mum replied. “Atlas in Arabic.”

She tapped one of the letters, and a stone panel slid aside to reveal a screen. Mum pressed her palm against it. The steel door creaked open and then shut behind us.

The tomb was as basic inside as out – two coffins on stone ledges, and nothing else. Only they weren’t normal coffins. Mum pulled the brass handle from one and punched a code into a keypad. The casket opened with a hiss.

It was a mini version of Kit’s headquarters at the souk, a panel of screens and dials, with gadgets strapped to the inside of the lid.

“Jake, keep watch out the window,” Mum ordered. “The glass is bulletproof. Pandora, open the other coffin, please.”

“What’s the password?” Pan asked.

“History. Jake, what do you see?”

I saw police – lots of them. They were on foot now, storming into shacks around the City of the Dead, tearing open tomb doors. Locals yelled at them, but the officers yelled louder and shoved them aside.

“They’re everywhere, Mum.”

Mum brought up a satellite image on one of the screens. It zoomed in on the desert and the patchwork shacks of the City of the Dead. She scrolled through the image, searching for our exact location.

“The first rule of treasure-hunting,” she said, “is never enter anywhere without knowing at least two exits.”

I’d heard a few “first rules of treasure-hunting” recently, but right then that one seemed the smartest.

Pan opened the other coffin. Inside was a bag crammed full of cash from various countries, as well as passports and other documents.

“These are our emergency supplies,” Mum explained. “Your father and I stashed bags like that at a dozen locations along the Nile.”

“What?” Pan asked. “When? Mum?”

“The police are right outside!” I called.

“The door is reinforced steel,” Mum said. “They’ll need a battering ram to get in. Which they’ll have.”

The thumps on the door grew louder as the police swapped fists for boots, then boots for shoulders, in an attempt to break through.

Mum barely seemed to notice as she typed onto one of the screens. “We have two minutes until extraction,” she said. “Plenty of time to think.”

Thuds on the door were now causing the whole tomb to shake. The police were using their battering ram!

“Mum!” I barked.

“Jake, please. I’m concentrating. I’m thinking of a way to rescue your father.”

“Where is he?” Pan asked. “Where is Dad?”

“I don’t know, Pandora. We were forced into a van and driven out of Cairo, but I escaped, thanks to your father. After that, I don’t know where they took him.”

“Who? Who took him?”

“I don’t know that either, Jake. Whoever they were, they were highly trained and extremely well-funded. Their weapons were top of the range.”

“Kit hired them?” I asked.

“No,” Mum said firmly. “Kit Thorn knew about it, I’m sure of that. But he’d never plan to kidnap your father. He loved him like a brother.”

“Loved him?”

“I think Kit was hired by the same group that took your father,” Mum said. “Whoever is behind this.”

“The Cult of Osiris?” Pan asked.

“There is no such thing as the Cult of Osiris,” Mum replied. “Kit made that up to make you trust him. But someone hired Kit.”

“I saw him talking to someone,” I said.

“Who?”

“A woman with white hair and a case with an emerald snake symbol.”

Mum slammed the coffin shut. She fixed me with her narrowest eyes. “What emerald snake symbol?”

“Like the one in the tomb,” I said. “On the walls. Didn’t you see?”

I guessed she’d been too busy trying to stop me from detonating that bomb to notice the wall decorations. Her eyes stayed on me, but now they looked a little scared.

“Does that symbol mean something to you?” Pan asked.

“Possibly,” Mum replied. “It doesn’t matter right now. The only thing that matters is that these people, whoever they are, still need your father to find the Tomb of Osiris.”

“The tomb?” I asked. “But we blew it up.”

“You blew it up,” Pan said.

“Stop squabbling,” Mum snapped. “You found a tomb. But there was no mummy and no coffin.”

“It was moved somewhere else,” I said.

“That makes sense,” Pan agreed. “The Egyptian Old Kingdom, the time when they built the pyramids, ended in civil war. Pyramids were looted. Priests would have protected something as sacred as the mummy of Osiris. So the coffin was moved to a new tomb. There’s a second tomb of Osiris.”

Mum looked at Pan, surprised. She’d never seen Pan being so openly clever. “That’s … that’s right, Pandora.”

“So if we get to it first we can still swap the mummy for Dad,” I said. “Just like we planned.”

“That was what you planned?” Mum asked.

“Yeah.”

She looked even more thrown. “That was my plan too. Finding the mummy is your father’s only chance.”

Another crash against the door, and the steel began to crumple. I pressed a shoulder against the slab, as if I could hold back a battering ram.

“They’re gonna get in,” I grunted. “We need weapons. Pan, smash up that coffin to make clubs.”

“Jake,” Mum said, “do not be so ridiculous. Of course the police will get in. But we won’t be here when they do.”

A rush of hot air filled the tomb, then a light so bright that I had to cover my eyes. When I looked again, I saw that the entire roof of the tomb had slid open. Something metal hovered above it. The light was beaming from its base like a scene from an alien abduction. Three wires hung from the device, with clips dangling from their ends.

“What is it?” Pan yelled.

“It’s a UED,” Mum said. She strapped the bags of cash and documents over her shoulder. “Unmanned extraction drone. Fix the clips to your utility belts.”

My first thought was that is so cool. My second thought: but it’s taking us up high.

“Uh, Mum? I don’t know about this…”

Mum gripped my shoulder, knowing my fear of heights. I thought she might say something reassuring, or loving.

“Jake, stop being such a baby and clip that wire to your belt. And you, Pandora.”

“No,” Pan replied. “I’m not going anywhere until you say what’s going on.”

“Pandora,” Mum replied, “put that clip on your belt.”

“You’ve lied to us.”

“No, I just haven’t told you the truth. That’s different from a lie.”

“You’re not who you said you were.”

“I am your mother. Right now that is all that matters.”

“You’re not my mum. My mum is a boring ancient history professor. You are… I don’t know what you are now.”

“Pandora, you will put on that clip right now.”

“I will not, until—”

“Put it on or you are grounded.”

“Grounded? Are you serious?”

“Guys!” I yelled. “The police?”

Pan cursed, but finally fixed the clip to her belt. The drone seemed to know, because the instant she was attached the machine began to rise, hoisting us up and out of the tomb.

The door gave way and the police stumbled through. They grabbed at our feet, but we were already too high, and the spotlight was too bright for them to aim their guns.

I wanted to yell suckers, but all that came out were swear words as we rose higher and my vertigo kicked in.

“Jake!” Mum scolded as the drone lifted us even higher over the cemetery. “Watch your mouth. And do not think that I have forgotten about that stolen tablet.”

“The tablet?” Pan said. “Mum, Jake just blew up an ancient tomb.”

“Yes, we’ll talk about that, too.”

“Where are we going, anyway?” Pan demanded.

“Somewhere safe, until I can work out what we’re going to do.”

Until we could work out how to save Dad. That, I was determined, was our next mission. I clung onto the wire and tried not to look down as the drone carried us higher and faster, far from the police and the dust and the smoke and all the trouble we’d caused, and away towards the rising sun.


24

I gripped the wire tighter as the extraction drone carried us over the edge of the desert. My arms trembled on the line, not from the effort of holding on – the wire was clipped to my belt – but from fear. It was a relief to be heading away from Giza, and the police and guns, and the whole hunted-for-terrorism thing – but I wished our escape route wasn’t so high.

Above, the drone buzzed and hummed, a giant metal spider with rotors spinning on each leg and lights blinking on its body. Mum must have programmed a route into the machine, because it seemed to know where it was going. I couldn’t help wondering exactly how it was holding us up.

“We’re safe, Jake,” Mum said, noticing my grip on the wire. “The drone is calibrated to hold our weight.”

“You just fought a giant snake, Jake,” Pan said. “How can you be so scared of heights?”

It wasn’t the height that scared me. It was falling from the height and decorating the desert with splatter marks that used to be my body.

The drone carried us in the direction of the dawn sun. Tourists snapped photos of us from a hot air balloon as we flew past. They were headed to the pyramids, but they’d be lucky to see them now after what we’d done.

Behind us, the cloud of dust and sand that rose from the Giza Plateau glinted and shimmered in the dawn light, as if someone had hurled the contents of a treasure chest into the morning sky. We swept over a highway and saw a stream of police cars, fire engines and news vans racing to the scene of the chaos.

“Our names and photographs will be on every newspaper and TV channel in the world,” Mum said. “We will be hunted by the police.”

“But why?”

“Because you blew up an ancient tomb, Jake. Whoever Kit is working for will make sure the police know we are to blame. We have to leave the country as quickly as—”

“Leave?” I said. “But what about Dad?”

“That is what he would want. To protect you.”

“We’re not in danger, though,” Pan said. “Kit wouldn’t hurt us.”

“Stop worrying about Kit. If what you said about the woman with the snake case is true, then your father is in more danger than I realized.”

“Who is she?” Pan asked.

“We’ll get to that. But even Kit is out of his depth with this one, and he’s one of the best hunters in the world.”

“You mean treasure hunters?” I asked. For a moment I forgot about how high we were and I focused on what Mum was saying. “That’s what you are, isn’t it, Mum? You’re a treasure hunter.”

“I haven’t been for a long time. I will explain, I promise, once you are both safe and out of the country.”

Her voice was like steel, but there was something softer in her eyes. Keeping one hand on the wire, she slid the other into her combat suit and pulled her Isis amulet out on its chain. Her fingers tightened around it, as if she was trying to squeeze strength from the symbol, to carry on with her plan. But the plan was crazy and we all knew it. There was no time to get us out of the country. Not if we wanted to see Dad alive again.

“If there is a second Tomb of Osiris,” I said, “we have to find it before Kit and the snake lady. We have to get there first and get the mummy to save Dad.”

We swept over a cluster of white villas with swimming pools and iron gates. Our desert boots brushed the tops of palm trees in the gardens as we finally began to descend.

“We have to keep looking,” Pan said.

Mum gripped her amulet tighter and stared out to the horizon. Finally she tucked the symbol back under her combat suit. “You’re right,” she decided. “We cannot delay the hunt. But you two will remain safe while I search for the second tomb.”

“But, Mum—”

“No discussion.”

The whirr of the drone grew louder as it lowered us onto a tarmac road that ran across the front of the villas. A black van sat by the side of the road.

“Unclip from the wire as you land,” Mum said, “and run for the van.”

Of course it worked perfectly for Mum and Pan. I tried to detach from the line, but totally messed it up. The drone dragged me along the road until Mum rushed back and helped me free. As we pelted for the van, its side door slid open. A rainbow-coloured jellabiya rustled and a wrinkled face grinned at us from the door.

“What’s Sami doing here?” Pan protested.

“It’s all right,” Mum said. “He’s with us. He kept an eye on you for me while you were with Kit.”

That was good enough for me; I was glad Sami was still on our side. I returned his grin as he took my hand and helped me into the van.

It wasn’t quite a van. There were no seats or steering wheel. One side was a workstation with a gyroscopic work table, tablets in the arm grips and one of Sami’s glass holosphere screens. Weapons and gadgets were fixed to mounts where the passenger seat should have been, and the van’s entire rear wall was a screen broadcasting news channels from around the world.

“Good to have you back,” Sami said, sliding the door shut.

“So you’re a fake too, like our mum?” Pan said.

“Fake?”

“You’re not really Kit’s friend.”

“Actually, I am Kit’s friend,” Sami replied. “But I am better friends with your parents.”

I’m sure Sami had a story about how he’d double-crossed Kit, but right then we didn’t really care. We were just glad to be safe as we flopped to the floor of the van.

I watched the news on the screen. Most of the channels showed footage of the smoke cloud that had swallowed the ancient monuments of Giza. Some flashed up photos of Mum and Dad, and a couple had pictures of Pan and me. Headlines screamed LOST TOMB DESTROYED AT GIZA and LARGEST MANHUNT EVER.

“What are we going to do, Mum?” Pan said.

“You are not going to do anything,” Mum insisted. She tore off her gloves and body-armour jacket. “I am going to find your father. All I need from you is to think about what you saw in the tomb under Giza, maybe in the burial chamber, where the coffin should have been.”

“But, Mum,” Pan asked, “whose coffin is it? It can’t be Osiris’s. He was a god.”

“I don’t know yet, Pandora. The important thing is that the Ancient Egyptians believed the coffin to be Osiris’s, so they took it to a second tomb. There must have been an inscription, a clue that might lead us there. Ancient Egyptians believed hieroglyphs had magical powers. Once something was written in stone it became sacred, so they always carved markers of significant events. If they moved the coffin they would have left such a marker.”

“You mean a stela,” Pan said.

“Yes, a stela. How do you know that?”

I wanted to say because Pan’s even cleverer than you think, but this wasn’t the time. “We saw one in the tomb,” I explained. “It had Osiris on it, and hieroglyphs.”

“That’s it!” Mum said. “Can you remember what it said?”

“Um, we can’t read hieroglyphs.”

“Wait, we took a photo,” I said, remembering. “With my smart-goggles.”

“Sam?” Mum asked.

“Hold on…”

Projections came up on Sami’s holosphere. He worked his hands around the images, flicked one aside, spun another around. He pressed one of the projections with two fingers to hold it, then swiped it away.

“It’s coming up on the screen now,” he said.

The photograph I took of the stela appeared on the TV screen. Mum stepped closer, her eyes roving around the painted carving of Osiris and curved shapes of hieroglyphs.

“What do they say?” I asked.

Mum traced the ancient writing with a fingertip.

“Great God Osiris,” she translated, “Foremost of Westerners, who dwells in Duat. Behold his tomb at Rostau …”

“Rostau?” I asked.

“The ancient name for the Giza Plateau,” Pan said.

Mum continued reading the inscription. “… where the Great God once lay. Behold the new tomb of Lord Osiris, in its home upon the…”

She cursed under her breath. “I can’t read this word, Sam,” she said. “It’s still too blurred.”

“What about the rest of it?” I asked.

Mum continued. “The sacred rock, where Lord Osiris shall live for eternity.”

“The sacred rock?” I said. “Half the desert is full of rocks.”

“Sam,” Mum said, ignoring me, “we have to clean up this blurred fragment. It comes just before the words ‘sacred rock’. It must be important.”

“I’ll run the image through an orthorectification filter,” Sami replied.

“How long will that take?” Mum asked.

“A while.”

“We don’t have a while!”

With a sigh, she rubbed her eyes. “At the moment the only clue this inscription gives us to the tomb’s location is those two words: sacred rock. That’s not enough.”

“It is if you read it right,” Pan muttered.

“Excuse me?” Mum said.

Pan rose and came closer. She was still grumpy with Mum, but she couldn’t resist this challenge.

“You’re translating it literally,” she replied. “But Ancient Egyptians used the same word to mean different things. So maybe ‘rock’ in that inscription means something other than just rock.”

“Like … stone?” I suggested.

“Like island,” Pan said.

Mum stared at Pan, touching the Isis amulet around her neck. She wasn’t used to seeing her being so clever. You’d think she’d be delighted – smart Pan was a lot better than moody old Pan – but for some reason it seemed to freak her out.

Mum turned. “Sam,” she said, “the inscription says ‘Holy Island’.”

Sami shot back to the holosphere, hands whizzing around the projections. The hieroglyphs vanished from the screen, replaced by a map of Egypt, the green thread of the Nile Valley hanging down a yellow land.

“Holy Island?” I asked. “What is it?”

“This is Cairo,” Mum said, pointing to where the river split towards the sea. “From here, the Nile runs south past Luxor and onto Aswan and the first dam.”

“There are two dams across the Nile,” Pan said, unable now to hide her excitement. “The high dam and the low dam. Between them is a lake with several little islands. Some of them are half underwater.”

Mum scrolled down and enlarged a section of the image – a lake dotted with brown blobs. “These islands in this lake were sacred places to the Ancient Egyptians,” she added. “They were believed to be the homes of gods.”

She tapped one of the larger islands, in the middle of the lake. “This one is called Biga. It’s a wild place. No one lives there, or ever has. It’s a place of legend.”

“What legend?” I asked.

“It was thought to be the birthplace of Osiris,” Pan said.

“That’s true,” Mum agreed. “And it had another name.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “Holy Island.”

Holy Island. The legendary birthplace of Osiris and the location of his second tomb. I could tell I was right by how quickly Mum began to pack a duffel bag with gadgets from the van’s racks.

“We’ll need to buy train tickets,” she said.

“No chance,” I replied. “We’re wanted criminals. The police will be guarding every station in Egypt. We won’t make it by car either. There will be roadblocks all the way south.”

“I wasn’t asking for your opinion, Jake.”

“He’s right though, Jane,” Sami said.

“That’s not the issue, Sam.”

“I say it is the issue,” Pan insisted. “We beat you to the first tomb, and that was Jake’s plan. So I’m following him on this one.”

I didn’t really care who had the plan, I just knew it was right. There was no way we’d make it that far south by train or car without getting caught.

“So how are we going to get there?” Pan asked.

I touched the screen, expanding the map to see all of Egypt – a desert split by a path that trailed all the way to where we needed to go: Holy Island and the Tomb of Osiris.

“The river,” I said. “We’ll go by river.”
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Sami arranged for a boat and we were on-board within an hour. He picked up a newspaper too, with our faces splashed across the front page. At least the grainy passport photos didn’t look much like us. They’d been taken a few years ago, before my hair had turned so blond, and when I had chubbier cheeks. Pan looked different too. Most of her Goth make-up had washed off since we’d been in Egypt, but her hair was still jet black, matching the colour that Mum had just dyed hers.

Mum hurled the paper down on the deck, cursing in Arabic.

“What does it say?” I asked.

“That I killed your father,” she said.

“What? Why would they write that?” Pan asked.

“Someone must have told them that.”

“Kit?”

“Maybe,” Mum replied, although she didn’t sound convinced.

Dozens of boats were jostling for space at the jetty. Sails unfurled and flapped like seagulls’ wings. There were big houseboats called dahabiyas, with several sails and posh wood-panelled cabins, and tourists in safari suits sipping cocktails on the decks. But most of the vessels were single-sailed wooden feluccas like ours. Backpackers lay in sweaty heaps on their carpeted decks as the captains squabbled for space on the water.

Almost all the boats were heading south to the temples at Luxor and the tombs of the Valley of the Kings. We were going beyond that. Any of these captains could sail us there, but most would have seen our photos on the news. We had to find one that looked, well, not quite with it.

Sami came up trumps. From the moment we hurried onto the felucca, our faces hidden by headscarves, we knew the captain wouldn’t give us any grief. He sat at the tiller, a glazed look in his eyes. His jellabiya – and even somehow his turban – was stained with splashes of booze.

“Welcome!” he said, grinning black and brown teeth. “My name is David Beckham.”

“He’s roaring drunk,” Mum protested.

“He is,” Sami agreed, smiling proudly. “So drunk he doesn’t know what’s going on. But he can sail us to the dam on instinct alone.”

“Children!” Mum barked. “Put on your life-jackets.”

The river around Cairo wasn’t pretty. Mud banks rose to stone embankments and concrete tower blocks. Women crouched by the brown water, rinsing clothes and slapping them against rocks. The air was hazy with diesel fumes.

Sami had brought us headscarves and sunglasses, but as there was no shelter, we were exposed on the deck. If we were spotted we could jump ship, but the river was wide and fast-flowing. We didn’t stand much chance of swimming to the bank before one of the captains thumped us with an oar and fished us onto his boat for a reward. Basically, if we were recognized, we were caught – and Dad was dead.

“Keep your heads down,” Mum said. “Try to sleep.”

Sleep. God knows I needed it. Each time I moved I discovered a new ache or pain somewhere on my body. But there was too much noise and too much danger. I tensed at every shout and at each honk of a boat’s horn. Only one thought gave me comfort: Mum was here.

I watched her rush about, unfurling a sail and then casting us off from the jetty. Sailing was another of her secret skills. How many others had she kept from us?

Pan had gone back into a grump. She pulled down her headscarf and sat at the back of the boat. “Will you tell us now?” she asked, her voice muffled.

Mum kneeled at the side of the boat, watching the banks through a rifle scope. “What’s that, darling?”

“Will you please just tell us what’s going on?”

Mum’s fingers tightened around the scope. Slowly, she slid it back into her utility belt. She’d been doing her best to avoid this moment. “You’re right,” she said. “You deserve answers. Pandora, come over here and sit with Jake.”

Pan made a noise as if she’d rather not, but she came over pretty fast. She didn’t want to miss a word of Mum’s story.
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“Your father and I met at university. He was the best and brightest in our class.”

“He said you were the brightest.”

“He’s nice like that, Jake. Your father is brilliant, but there was another in our class who was almost as smart.”

“Kit Thorn?”

“Yes, Kit. The three of us grew close. While everyone else was in the pub, we were in the library, reading archaeological reports. We were competitive, too; who would be the best? History was our life.

“After we left college we were recruited to the Egypt Exploration Society as archaeologists. Those were good days. We didn’t earn much, but we were in Egypt, helping to uncover its history. But they were frustrating times, too. We were always applying for permits to dig or begging for grants. With all the red tape over who the sites belonged to, who had claims to finds… Sometimes it seemed as if all we did was fill in forms. It was like that for over a year, until we were sent on a dig at Siwa, an oasis town in the Western Desert.”

“What sort of dig?”

“The remains of a cult temple. It was fascinating. The temple was part of a predynastic ritual enclosure designed for—”

“Mum? The treasure-hunting stuff?”

“Yes, sorry. While we were at Siwa we heard from a Bedouin tribesman that people in a nearby village had discovered a cache of mummies.”

“Mummies? But you don’t get mummies that far from the Nile Valley.”

“Exactly, Pandora. It was a big deal, but the villagers were pulling the mummies apart for amulets in the wrappings. Of course we had to tell someone. Usually a report like that would have to be filed with the Ministry of Antiquities in Cairo. They would process it, send an inspector, and then … well, it was a drawn-out process. The mummies would have been long gone; whatever secrets they held would have been lost. But we were so close, a mile away. We decided to do something about it.”

“You were going to kick butt!”

“Jake! No, we were not. We were just pale, frightened historians. None of us had been in a fight in our life. But your father, Kit and I drove to the village and surveyed the site from a hiding place. A group of locals was digging near a well, just digging hell for leather, destroying the site. The longer we watched, the more determined we became to stop them. We knew they would defend their find. These were poor people. Those treasures would feed their families for years. We waited until dark, when the moon was bright and low. And we made a plan.”

“What did you do?”

“It was complicated. It involved a broken power line and a camel stampede. There was a fight, pushes and punches. Then we were in the pit, just digging for our lives. We extracted three mummies and got them to our car. Don’t pick your nose, please, Jake.”

“Sorry. So what happened to the mummies?”

“We left them at the rear of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, with drawings and notes describing the site. They were among the museum’s most prized exhibits until you destroyed them yesterday, Jake.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sorry.”

“So that was your first treasure hunt?”

“Yes, Pandora, and it felt incredible. It was as if we’d ripped away the red tape and made a real difference. It was a thrill unlike any I’d known. I suppose we became addicted. We researched other sites where locals were destroying finds or selling them to the black market, where they would never be seen or studied.

“We would go straight to the finds and take them to museums. We visited Bedouin tribes and bribed them to tip us off on illegal digs. We set up informants in villages. We involved a few archaeologists, who kept their eyes and ears peeled. Over time we created a network of sources throughout the Middle East, and then all over the globe. If anyone dug up anything that wasn’t reported, we found out.”

“So you went on other adventures?”

“More than I can count. Each mission was dangerous. We learned how to defend ourselves. We recruited Sam, who taught us how to use advanced technology on missions.”

“And you got good, Jane, very good.”

“We did, Sam. We honed our skills. We travelled the world: China, India, Mexico, Peru. Everywhere, really. Sometimes they were false leads, or the finds were already gone. Other times we rescued antiquities that would otherwise have been melted down, or sold on the black market and never seen again.”

“No one else knew what you three were up to?”

“Not at first, Pandora. But then, about twenty years ago, we discovered that some villagers near Abydos had begun to loot a small but intact mastaba of a royal princess.”

“Mastaba?”

“A type of tomb.”

“Exactly, Pandora. But this was different. This time the tip came from a museum. They’d learned about us, and they were sick of the red tape too. They needed people who could cut through all the nonsense to rescue artefacts from destruction or disappearance. Soon, other institutions found out. The British Museum, the Vatican, the National Museum of Damascus… They offered us a lot of money. That’s when things started to go wrong.”

“Because of the money?”

“We spent what we needed on equipment and training. After that, we took only as much as we would have made as archaeologists, which was a modest salary. We weren’t in it for the riches. At least, not your father and me.”

“But Kit thought differently?”

“Yes, he began to. With him, it was never just about the work. It was about the lifestyle, the thrill. He began to demand more from the museums. We challenged him, and fought. He said he’d take his own jobs for his own fee.”

“So you split up?”

“We became competitors, after the same jobs. At first it didn’t matter who won them. The result was the same – the antiquities were saved for the museums.”

“But that changed too?”

“It did, when Kit began taking jobs from individuals. A Russian billionaire who wanted an Egyptian mummy. A Chinese millionaire with a hankering after Ming vases. There are hundreds of private collectors around the world, rich people hoarding the planet’s history. That stands against everything we worked for, every instinct we had as archaeologists.”

“Kit went to the Dark Side.”

“Your father and I tried to keep up, to win the jobs or beat him to the finds. But Kit had the resources, the bankroll of billionaires. He hired military experts, master criminals.”

“He was a criminal now.”

“We all were. You see this amulet I wear around my neck? It was from one of the first mummies we rescued from Siwa. I kept it as a memento. But make no mistake, it belongs in a museum. I just felt that we were doing so much good, it was acceptable to keep this one thing. It’s a fine line between right and wrong. We were always walking it, but Kit stamped all over that line and went on marching.”

“When was this, Mum?”

“Thirteen years ago, around the time your father and I retired from treasure-hunting. We kept track of what Kit and others were up to. It was hard, knowing all the things they’d found and sold, all the history they’d kept hidden.”

“But how could you just give up?”

“We had to, Pandora.”

“Why?”

“Because I became pregnant. What we did was dangerous. Sometimes very dangerous. Your father was bitten by a lion once.”

“That’s the scar on his arm?”

“No, that was from a spear in Belize. The lion bite is on his thigh.”

“He said that was from a lawnmower!”

“Anyway, we didn’t mind the risks because we believed in what we were doing. But with children… That was different. We couldn’t. We wouldn’t. So we took teaching jobs instead.”

“And you started lying.”

“Lying, Pandora?”

“You hid who you really were, you and Dad. You pretended to be people you’re not.”

“That’s not true. We changed. We made a new life.”

“A boring life, you mean?”

“Where we are all safe, Pandora.”

“We’re not safe any more, though, are we? We’re wanted criminals.”

“For now, Jake. But I will work this out, and everything can go back to the way it was.”

“You actually want that? Then why did you even come here?”

“We didn’t want to. We tried not to. But we heard from Sam about Kit and the white-haired woman.”

“The snake lady?”

“We just wanted to see what she was up to, just for one morning. We didn’t plan to go off hunting for any tombs. We had you two to look after. But she knew. Her people were waiting.”

“Who is she, Mum? What does that snake symbol mean?”

Mum didn’t answer. She rose and sat at the front of the boat, watching the banks again through her rifle scope. I guess she thought her story was over.

Pan returned to the back of the boat and curled up beside our drunken captain, David Beckham, hiding again under her scarf.

I sat alone, watching the riverbanks. We weren’t far out of the city, but already it seemed like a different world. We passed sleeping villages, fields of swaying grasses and sugar cane, multi-storey pigeon houses, and farmers lifting water using something Sami later told me was called a shaduf – a pole that swivelled to hoist a bucket from the river to the bank. Women in face veils balanced water jars on their heads. Mud bricks lay in rows to dry in the sun.

It seemed like an ancient scene. I wondered if Mum and Dad and Kit had passed this way years ago on one of their adventures.

As we sailed I thought through Mum’s story again and again, engraving every detail in my mind. I felt as if I might float up over the river and fly all the way to the south of Egypt.

Mum and Dad were thieves!

I know they were doing something good, but they were still stealing. I’d always been so ashamed of the stress I caused, doing crazy things and getting into trouble. But my parents did it too.

I had hoped that saving Mum and Dad might bring us closer as a family. If we saved Dad, maybe we could all be treasure hunters together!

I’d always had a strange ability to think fast when I’m in danger. I could use that skill, like Pan used her brains. I remembered how good I’d felt in the tomb under the pyramids, like I was doing something I was meant to be doing.

A train rattled by on the bank, crammed so full that people slept on the roof. I saw a family among them, the two boys jumping from carriage to carriage as their mum and dad barked at them to stop.

The train was going slowly, so we travelled alongside it for what seemed like hours. As I watched the boys, I thought more and more about Mum. I felt as if I’d only just met her. OK, she was a college professor, but being a treasure hunter was what she truly was. After this, how could she plod back and forth to her lectures? She seemed determined that we’d all return to our boring old lives, safe but squabbling, together but apart. Only one thought gave me hope that we might not: her amulet.

For thirteen years, Mum had put up a wall against her past. She’d banned any form of fun or excitement, any reminder of who she had been. That ban had extended to Pan and me too. That was why she’d been so freaked out by Pan’s brains and my trouble-making. We reminded her of her. But that person was still there. That was why she had kept that amulet: she couldn’t let it go. And that was why she and Dad had come to Egypt. They had to do something about whatever was going on. They couldn’t bear to stay retired.

I was determined that they wouldn’t.

The boys finally lay down with their parents on the train roof. They watched me watching them until I finally rolled over and tried to sleep.
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I woke.

Not that I’d really been sleeping. It was too hot and uncomfortable. I needed a wee, but didn’t want to get up. Mosquitos buzzed at my ear, and I was convinced the scratchy old blankets our captain David Beckham had given us were crawling with fleas.

We’d sailed all day, until David Beckham insisted it was too dark to carry on. He’d tied the boat to a palm tree, tossed us the blankets and curled up to sleep.

The last thing I’d needed was a blanket. How could it possibly be so hot at night? It felt like we were being smothered with warm, wet towels. But I had to pull the blanket up to my chin to stop mosquitos from feasting on my limbs. On top of all that, my mind was still racing from Mum’s story, and all the revelations about our family. At best I managed to doze off for a few minutes every hour, sinking into dreams of sand traps and giant snakes.

But now I really had to wee.

I sat up, bleary-eyed, looking across the deck. Sami was asleep in the corner, snoring like a power drill. Mum and Pan were sleeping too, curled up under their blankets.

David Beckham was gone.

His blanket was there, and two empty bottles of whatever booze he’d been swigging all day.

Fear chased off tiredness and I tossed away my blanket. It was possible David Beckham had gone for a wee too, but he’d done that over the side of the boat enough times in broad daylight; why trudge off onto the dark riverbank now?

Maybe he’d gone to find more booze? There wasn’t exactly a Tesco near by, just palm trees, a rickety farm shed and a shaduf. Maybe he knew who we were. Had he gone to turn us in for a reward?

My first instinct was to wake Pan, not Mum. If there was danger, I wanted her by my side. But I fought the feeling back. Pan was properly asleep for the first time since we’d come to Egypt. We needed as much rest as we could get.

I’d check it out myself. I’d probably find him collapsed drunk somewhere on the bank. And anyway, I needed to wee badly now.

I slid across the deck, careful not to wake anyone. Scrambling onto the bank wasn’t easy. I had to hug the trunk of the palm tree and use it to pull myself up a steep mud slope.

The full moon hung low. Swaying trees cast spindly shadows across the grassy bank. As I moved closer to the barn, restless animals snorted inside. Through gaps in the boards I saw horns and wet noses – the heads of young bullocks.

And then, there he was. David Beckham lay fast asleep against the barn wall. A bottle of booze rolled from his hand, spilling its contents across the mud. I muttered a curse at him, but really I was relieved. We were safe.

I stepped over a heap of rope and weed against the shed wall.

And then a dozen figures in black walked past me.

I froze, head turned, staring. Each figure wore night vision goggles and was armed with a weapon shaped like a giant crab claw with a barrel poking from the middle. I remembered how Mum told us that Dad was kidnapped by mercenaries with fancy weapons. Somehow I knew these were the same people. They swept from both sides of the shed, moving silently, as if they were gliding. One of them signalled over his shoulder with military hand gestures. The others split up, spreading out across the riverbank.

I was directly behind them, watching them stalk closer to our boat. None of them had seen me.

My breath stopped. My heart had frozen.

Then something else caught my eye, on the river.

Two rubber dinghies sailed past, their motors turned off so the tide carried them towards our felucca. Six more black-clad mercenaries stood in each, armed with the same crab-claw weapons.

I was about to yell a warning, but then a third dinghy arrived, following the others. This boat carried just two people. They were watching thermal images on a projected holosphere.

Kit and the snake lady.

Kit’s jaw was locked tight. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides as he stared at the thermal blobs on the projected screen, tracking the figures on the bank. His eyelid twitched.

The snake lady noticed and her ruby lips curled into a smile. The moon lit her face. With those sharp cheekbones and bright white hair, she looked more like a skeleton than a person. She was still carrying that slim metal briefcase with the jewelled snake eating its own tail.

I felt certain this lady knew where my dad was being kept. Maybe I could get closer and hear what they were saying. No way was I trying without some sort of weapon, though. I grabbed the rope, tied one end to an iron loop on the barn door and carried the other with me as I crept to the riverbank.

I crouched behind the shaduf, listening.

“Their weapons are set to stun only,” Kit said. “You assure me?”

The snake lady laughed. I’d expected a witch-like cackle, but her laugh was sweet and smooth as honey.

“Darling Dr Thorn,” she replied. “I have assured you three times now. We are not assassins. I am simply doing my job.”

“Jake and Pan are just children,” Kit said.

“Just children!” she chuckled. “Oh, Dr Thorn, tut tut. They are most certainly not just children. And as for Jane Atlas, we all know what she is capable of. She may be rusty, but I am concerned that twenty-four mercenaries may prove inadequate for this operation.”

I couldn’t help grinning. If Mum was rusty now, I wish I’d seen her at her best. But Kit’s next words wiped the smile off my face.

“What about John?” Kit asked.

I shifted closer.

“As yet the darling little man has not cooperated,” the snake lady replied.

“Have you offered him money?”

“Oh, Dr Thorn, money is useless when dealing with individuals such as John and Jane Atlas. They have higher values.”

Higher values than Kit. Lit by the glow of the holosphere, Kit’s face was reflected as ripples in the river. There was sadness in his eyes.

“You don’t need them,” he said. “I can find the tombs. Let John go, and—”

“Dr Thorn, letting John Atlas go is not an option. He is a baddie. And as for you finding the tombs, well, so far you have failed quite spectacularly, haven’t you?”

“But we’re getting close.”

The snake lady raised her briefcase, and the emerald serpent gleamed in the moonlight. It looked almost as if it might come alive. I tensed at the thought of facing another snake.

“Do you know what is in this case, Dr Thorn?” she asked.

“I have an idea.”

“Do you? Do you? Do you have an idea, Dr Thorn? Well, let us see if your idea is correct.”

With a slender finger she unclicked the clasps and opened the case.

It was empty.

She raised it so close to Kit’s face that he stepped back.

“Would you like to look closer, Dr Thorn? Go on, have a good look.”

“I can see,” Kit replied. “There’s nothing there.”

“Nothing. Nothing, Dr Thorn. And what should be here?”

“The tablet.”

“The tablet. Six months you have been searching, time for which you have been very well paid, haven’t you, my dear? Yet still we have not located the tablet from the Egyptian tomb. Right now, there remains a mummy in a tomb in Egypt clutching our tablet in its hands. That means that someone else might still find it before us, doesn’t it, Dr Thorn?”

Tablet? Was that what they were looking for? Not the mummy, but a tablet buried with the mummy?

“But we’re close now,” Kit replied. “The other tablets … Honduras, India, the Chinese trio … I can find them all. You don’t need the Atlas family.”

The snake lady snapped her case shut, silencing Kit. “Darling Dr Thorn. Sadly, you have failed to grasp the importance of our work. I suppose that a mere treasure hunter—”

“I’m an archaeologist,” Kit insisted.

The snake lady’s smile widened. “Tell me, Dr Thorn, are you happier now than you once were?”

“I don’t think about the old days.”

The snake lady stuck out her bottom lip like a moody child. “Oh, boo, Dr Thorn. Of course you do. You took twelve-year-old children to rob a museum. What a delightfully preposterous thing to do.”

“They’re twelve and a half.”

“They are the offspring of the only friends you ever had. Jake and Pandora Atlas remind you of their mummy and daddy. Why, you practically dragged them with you in all your frothing excitement for the good old days.”

She reached out a finger and stroked the scar on Kit’s cheek. “We all have wounds, Dr Thorn. Some of us just choose not to gaze at them. You should have contained the Atlas children when you had the chance. They are baddies, too.”

Kit stepped away from her, wiping his face. “Baddies? You can’t just imprison—”

“I can’t? I can’t? Who says I can’t? Because an international treaty of sixty-three countries says I can, actually. Oh, Dr Thorn, you mistake my professionalism for callousness. I have a heart in here somewhere. I have a home, a little dog. I take it for walkies in the park. But there are no men in my life, no children. Do you know why?”

Because you’re a cold-hearted cow, I wanted to cry out. But I bit my lip and shifted closer.

“Because of the work,” she said. “Archaeologist, you say? Archaeologists dig pits and find pots, Dr Thorn. My work is something else entirely. Do you have any idea what would happen if we fail to find all of the tablets? Global catastrophe. Possibly the end of civilization as we know it. Are my methods sometimes extreme? Perhaps. But this is an extremely extreme situation, Dr Thorn.”

Kit clenched his fists again, as if he might strangle the snake lady. But still he stared down at the river, the reflection of his sad eyes rippling and reforming in the water.

“John and Jane Atlas are different,” Kit said. “They’ll never be involved in what you’re doing. They’re idealists.”

The snake lady gave another laugh, warm but somehow also ice cold. “They’re parents. You think this operation is to capture Jane Atlas? You silly old fool. Jane Atlas will come to us … once we have her children.”

She turned to the riverbank and looked straight at me.

“Isn’t that right, Jake?”
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“Darling Jake.”

The snake lady reached out her arms as if I might rush from the bank and give her a hug. “What a pleasure it is to finally meet you.”

It felt like a punch to the gut, a shock so sudden it made me gasp. I turned to run, but her black-suited mercenaries surrounded me. They’d known exactly where I was. I’d walked into their trap.

“Jake,” Kit said. “Just do what they say, son—”

“You shut up!” I yelled. “You betrayed us.”

I hocked up a ball of spit and fired it at him. It missed, but Kit turned his head as if it had caught him hard on the cheek.

“Where’s my dad?” I demanded.

The snake lady’s lips parted into a smile. She had perfect white teeth, shiny like a string of pearls. “Be careful, darling Jake. Those nasty little men behind you are highly trained and heavily armed.”

“Armed with stun guns.”

“But stun guns stun hard.”

I didn’t doubt it, and didn’t want to find out how hard. I stepped back, closer to the mercenaries, but kept my eyes on the snake lady. She watched me, stroking her hair with a hand so pale I could see its veins.

“You think catching me will make my parents work for you?” I said. “Well, they won’t, not ever. But we know where the second tomb is. I’ll tell you if you let my dad go.”

“Oh, Jake darling. Why do you even care? I would hardly describe you as a close-knit family.”

“You don’t know anything about my family.”

“Oh? Don’t I? Don’t I, Jake? I am afraid, my dear, that it is my business to know about your family. Your house has been bugged for twelve years. I know about every little squabble you and your sister have had with your mummy and daddy. I know about all the nasty trouble that you love to cause. Oh, Jake, you and Pandora live to make your poor parents’ lives difficult. And now here you are, caring. It does not become you, Jake Atlas.”

“We’re going to be treasure hunters,” I blurted. “My whole family.”

As soon as I said it I wished I hadn’t. That was my plan, but it came out like a whine.

“Oh, Jake! You little cherub. You are a treasure yourself. But no, that is not going to happen.”

“You watch, witch. We’ll get your stupid tablets, starting with the one in the Tomb of Osiris. Then you’ll have to give our dad back.”

The snake lady’s lips remained curled in a warm smile, but her eyes were suddenly hard black marbles.

“Darling, I had no idea you knew so much about my operation.” She cupped her mouth in her hands and whispered, as if telling me a secret, “I thought you were the stupid one in the family.”

“Just come with us, Jake,” Kit said. “This woman isn’t one to mess around with.”

The mercenaries edged closer, stun guns raised. If I was going to act, it had to be now. Remember that rope I’d picked up? The iron loop I’d tied it to was the latch on the shed door. The shed full of bullocks.

I gripped the rope tighter. “I’m not one to mess around with either, Kit.”

I yanked the line as hard as I could.

The gate tore open and the bullocks waddled out. The plan might not have worked if the mercenaries had kept their cool, but one of them freaked out and fired. A stun dart struck a bullock, and the others went bonkers, snorting and charging. Some of the mercenaries opened fire. Others scattered or tumbled over and got trampled.

That was really all the plan I had. The rest I made up as I went along. Leaping from the bank, I snatched hold of the rope on the shaduf. My momentum caused the pole to spin, swinging me over the river. I’d hoped to boot Kit and the snake lady into the water, but my grip slipped and I thumped down on the edge of their boat. The whole dinghy flipped up, tossing us all into the Nile.

I came up splashing, spitting, grabbing at the boat. Somehow I managed to haul myself onto its deck. A pale hand reached up from the other side, and I stamped a heel against its fingers.

The snake lady screamed. On the boat she had been totally calm, cool as ice. But suddenly she was all panic and thrashing limbs as she sank under and popped back up.

“Dr Thorn! I can’t swim!”

Kit stood waist-high in the water, watching the snake lady as if he might let her drown. I was about to jump in to save her, but he finally waded to her rescue.

He looked at me as he grabbed her. “Smart move, son. Watch out behind you.”

The mercenaries on the other boats had heard, and their sneak attack turned into a full-volume assault. Motor engines revved. Searchlights caught me full glare, and orders roared in foreign languages. I didn’t need to understand to get the gist: don’t move or we’ll stun-gun you into oblivion.

I raised my arms in reluctant surrender. Dazzled and blinking, I saw blurry silhouettes of the mercenaries, stun guns aimed. Before they could fire, a dark shape leaped at them from behind.

Mum!

Thank God.

I saw kicks and punches, all at crazy speed. Two of the mercenaries tumbled over the side of the boat and into the river. Another whirled around, only to be flipped over by Mum and sent to join his buddies in the water.

“Look out!” I yelled.

The other boat was coming for her, but she was busy fighting the three remaining mercenaries on the first boat.

Barely thinking, I scrambled to the rear of my boat, grabbed the engine’s tiller and twisted the throttle. The dinghy thrust forward so fast that I tumbled back and my head smacked against the engine. I managed to keep a grip on the throttle and twisted harder.

The front of my boat hit the other dinghy side-on and went right up onto its deck. Four of the mercenaries tumbled over the side. The other two recovered and aimed their stun guns at my head.

There were two quick shots.

Both men fell, each with a stun dart in his neck.

Another two shots.

Two of the mercenaries fighting Mum dropped to the deck. The last black-suited mercenary saw. Now it was just him versus Mum. He turned and dived into the river.

Pan stood on the bank, aiming one of the stun guns. She’d taken all four of the mercenaries out, in the dark, from twenty metres.

“Nice shooting, sis!” I called.

On the felucca, Sami finally emerged from beneath his blanket. “Did I miss something?” he said, still half asleep.

Mum grabbed her boat’s controls and steered it alongside the felucca. “Hurry!” she cried. “Everyone in here.”

Pan jumped onto the felucca and helped Sami toss his equipment bags onto the dinghy. They climbed in with Mum, and Mum turned the boat so I could jump in too.

“Get down!” she screamed. “Get your heads down!”

Explosions went off in the river, spraying up water. Gun shots. The mercenaries on the bank had changed the setting on their weapons.

“They’re firing at us!” I yelled.

“Jake,” Mum snapped, “when people are firing at us, you don’t have to tell me that they are firing at us.”

I curled up beside Pan, covering our heads as if that might make a difference against bullets. Another shot hit the water as we raced to the centre of the Nile.

Sami took control of the boat, speeding us faster over the dark river. Water sprayed over the edges.

Mum yanked me up, grabbing my arm so hard that I yelped. “What the blazes were you thinking?”

Her lip was swollen, and blood trickled from a cut on her cheek. The mercenaries had got in a few blows before she’d sent them swimming.

“You could have been killed!” she roared. “You could have got us all killed.”

“Go easy on him, Jane,” Sami said.

“I will not, Sam! He needs to learn to control himself. You just charge into things, Jake, with no plan at all.”

“Bullocks…” I muttered.

“Don’t you talk to me like that, young man.”

“No, I mean…”

I gave up – the plan with the bullocks had been pretty dumb anyway.

“Mum,” Pan said. “Jake was the only one who—”

“Sit back down, Pandora! Put your life-jacket on.”

“I don’t have a life-jacket.”

“Sam, why in blazes do we not have life-jackets?”

“It’s not our boat, Jane.”

“This situation is out of control!”

Mum was losing it. Tears glistened in her eyes, and her voice reached the high pitch that usually came before the silent zone.

Sami turned the engine off and we drifted along the river.

“This can’t go on,” Mum said, breathing hard. “We have to turn back and find somewhere to hide. We can’t keep risking your lives, not even for your father.”

“Jane,” Sami said. “We were just attacked by twenty-four mercenaries, some of the best hired guns in the business. You took out three. Pan dropped four with some of the best shooting I’ve seen in years. Jake took out sixteen, most of those before any of us even woke up. I didn’t think they should be involved in any of this either. But they are now and, from what I’ve seen, they can handle it. Imagine what you could do if you worked together.”

Mum glared at him. “I told you to stay out of this, Sam. It’s family business.”

Sami shrugged. “It’s not, though, is it, Jane? You won’t let it be. Give Jake and Pan a chance. They’ve earned it.”

Mum sighed, long and heavy. Her eyes softened, and I sensed she wanted to say something. But her wall came up again and she turned away.

“Just get us to the dam.”
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None of us spoke much for the rest of that night, or even as morning broke and the sun set fire to the cliffs beyond the fields. We stopped at a village, where Sami bought petrol for the boat, as well as flatbreads and goat’s cheese for breakfast. The cheese was gross, but I was hungry enough to demolish a whole block of it. Otherwise we just kept going south, travelling as far from the tourist boats as we could, down the middle of the misty river.

At times it seemed as if we were passing through a rainforest rather than a desert. The greens were so bright, like the colour turned up too high on a TV. Fields of reeds, long swishing grasses, palms and date trees with knobbly knees and leaves at the top like exploding fireworks. Where the river bent were sand dunes and dry rock, and the green strips seemed like a last stand in a war against the desert.

The further south we sailed, the more the landscape changed. Fields were replaced with sand banks, sand banks replaced with boulders. Distant hills became not-so-distant hills, which became right-smack-by-the-river hills. Then hills became cracked red cliffs, like canyons on Mars. Cacti sprouted from the rocks.

Mum kneeled at the front of the boat, watching the bank through her smart-goggles. She kept ordering the glasses to “zoom” or “show map”. I sensed that if she spotted so much as a lizard scuttle from behind a rock, she’d roar at Sami to turn the boat around and take us to safety.

I decided not to tell her what I’d overheard the snake lady say. It had sounded as if that woman needed Dad for more than just finding the tomb. She had some bigger plan, to find a tablet in the Tomb of Osiris, as well as others around the world. Maybe Mum already knew, but I was afraid to ask.

Pan had swiped some headphones from Sami’s bag and wrapped them over her head like giant earmuffs. She wasn’t listening to music; it was just her way of hiding, like she did back home. But she kept glancing at Mum, and every time we sailed past a ruined monument she sat up, staring.

I needed to talk to someone, and I think Sami could sense it. After he’d finished his prayers, he called me over and taught me how to hold the tiller and steer the boat. Mum scowled, but I guess she decided I couldn’t do much harm.

“Your mum loves you,” Sami said.

I shifted closer, talking over the roar of the motor. “Really? Funny way of showing it.”

“Actually,” Sami replied, “all she’s done in twelve years is show it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look over there,” Sami said.

On the bank, villages nestled at the base of a cliff, with clusters of box-like houses that I’d have thought were ancient ruins were it not for the satellite dishes on their roofs. Gangly white birds swooped from rocks or patrolled the banks, snatching fish from the water.

“This whole scene hasn’t changed much in five thousand years,” Sami said. “Those hills, where kings were buried in rock-cut tombs. Those homes made of mud bricks. We’ve travelled back in time. To a lover of history, this place is everything.”

I turned the tiller, steering us around fishermen casting a net from a wooden dinghy.

“When I first knew your mum,” Sami continued, “we sailed up and down this ancient river maybe a hundred times. She was always right at the front of the boat, watching everything, taking photographs, calling to your dad or Kit to see something. I’ve never known anyone to be so full of passion for a subject. Treasure-hunting, this place, saving those artefacts… It was everything to her. But she gave it all up for you. So it sounds to me like every single day of the last twelve years has been one big act of love.”

Part of me understood, but it still seemed crazy to give up something you loved. Something that mattered. It felt wrong for her to just go back to the way things were. We should be doing this together.

“Was she good at it?” I asked.

Sami laughed. “Good? Your mum and dad were the best. And I can tell you, they’re missed. There are about a dozen top hunters now. They’re all like Kit, working for billionaires. Your mum and dad were the last good ones. When they stopped, there wasn’t much hope for a lot of history. You wouldn’t believe the things these hunters have discovered and sold off.”

Pan, who had been pretending not to listen, lifted her headphones and slid closer. “What sort of things?”

“You’ve heard of Genghis Khan?” Sami said.

“The Mongol warlord? That Ghengis Khan?”

“Yes, that one. His tomb was discovered in secret last year, by Dutch hunters. Its entire contents are now on the black market. Historians and the public will never even know it was found.”

Pan’s eyes narrowed. She was properly angry about all this, I could tell. It got to me, too. It wasn’t because I loved history like Pan did, but because people could get away with it.

“What about you, Sami?” I said. “You work for these other hunters?”

“No,” Sami replied. “Only Kit. He… He saved me once. There’s a good side to him. The man who once worked with your parents to protect history, that person is still in there somewhere, even though he tries to hide it. But I won’t work with the others, I’m too old for that. They hire mercenaries by the dozen, like those you fought. Mostly ex-military, Russian, Slovakian. They wouldn’t know a pharaoh from a falafel.”

“So how do those hunters find the tombs?” Pan asked.

“Usually with grenades or dynamite. I once saw a hunter in Turkey fire a missile at a cliff, which he thought was hiding a Hittite tomb.”

“Was it?”

“He never found out. The cliff collapsed.”

On the bank, tourists wandered between rows of sphinxes, an ancient avenue that led to a temple guarded by giant, seated pharaohs. Part of the site was roped off for an archaeological dig. The tourists were walking through history; the relics and monuments protected by people who cared.

“All I know,” Sami said, “is that things were better when your mum and dad were on the scene. Museums miss them, history misses them, and I miss them.”

“What about the snake lady?” Pan asked. “Is she one of the mean ones?”

The wrinkles on Sami’s face screwed up tighter. When he spoke again, his voice was deeper, more serious. “I don’t know for sure. I never got to meet her. Whoever she was, she scared Kit, and not many things scare Kit. My guess is that that woman, and whoever she works for, are not after treasure. There’s something else, something bigger, that they’re hunting for.”

“Do you think she’ll hurt Dad?”

Sami took the tiller back from me and continued to steer the boat. “You should both get some rest,” he said, “while you can.”

“Why do we need to rest?” Pan asked. “Mum’s not going to let us help her find the tomb.”

“Maybe not,” Sami replied. He turned the dinghy, guiding the boat away from the bank and the tourists who might spot us. “But I have a feeling she might not have much say in the matter.”
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By the time we reached the first dam, the sun was directly overhead and as fierce as a furnace.

We’d passed between rocky islands in the river. We’d passed under Aswan Bridge, a huge suspension crossing that seemed as far from ancient as anything could be. We’d passed the town of Aswan on the east bank – high-rise blocks, fancy hotels and swanky restaurants with verandas jutting over the river. We’d passed ruined temples. We’d passed advertising boards selling sports cars and smart phones.

The river around Aswan was clogged with vessels, from small dinghies like ours to hulking cruise liners with swimming pools and sun decks. Police boats drifted among them, making inspections. The moment Mum saw them she decided our river trip was over.

We landed in an inlet down-river from Aswan and ran the last few miles along the bank, struggling to understand Mum’s military hand signals. We stayed close to the water, avoiding the only road that stretched this far south. We passed villas, mosques and minarets. And then the river ended. Or, at least, a big obstacle blocked its way.

“Damn!” I said.

And no one laughed! Seriously, I’d been saving that joke the whole journey and it didn’t even get a smile.

Mum slid her rifle scope from her utility belt and studied the dam. The concrete wall rose thirty metres above the river. A dozen sluice gates sprayed water from the lake on the other side and into the Nile. Electricity pylons marched across the top of the dam, their sagging wires kissing the roof of a small concrete control station.

“The Aswan low dam,” Mum explained. “Built over a hundred years ago, it lets water into the river at a constant rate. The real work is done by the high dam, at the other end of the lake.”

“Where’s the island we’re looking for?” I asked.

“It’s on the other side,” Pan replied. “In the lake between the two dams.”

“Keep low and follow me,” Mum ordered.

We scrambled up a slope of boulders, across a road and onto the top of the dam. Mum reached the control cabin first and peeked through the window. She slipped a skeleton key from her utility belt, opened the door and signalled for us to follow.

The cabin was basic. The back wall was covered in pipes and iron wheels, which I guessed controlled the flow of water through the dam. There was a bank of switches and levers and black and white monitors, like something from an ancient episode of Star Trek. Above them, a window almost the size of a cinema screen looked out to the lake.

“It’s beautiful,” Pan said.

The lake was as still as a pond, and so clear we could see the broken rock bed. We were here to find Biga, the Holy Island, but there were several islands. Mum had called them wild places and now I saw why. They were little more than heaps of grey-brown boulders rising from crystal water.

No one was visiting them, either. Canopied motor-boats clustered around a dock to one side of the lake, but none were out on the water. The lake was eerily still and silent.

“Strange,” Sami muttered. “There are usually dozens of tourist boats out there.”

“The police have stopped them,” Mum said. “They’re looking for us.”

I tried not to think about the police, and focused on the lake. Only one of the islands looked worth visiting. It was about a kilometre from the dam, smaller and greener than the others. The honey-coloured ruins of a temple rose above the boulders – stone gateways and columns that, even from a distance, we could see were covered in carvings.

Sami set up his laptop at the cabin’s control panel, and in seconds he’d turned the entire window into a screen for his holosphere. Digital information appeared over our view of the lake, identifying the islands and giving co-ordinates, depths and temperatures. It was like looking through a giant pair of smart-goggles.

Reaching to the glass, I touched the island with the ruined temple. It turned pale pink on the holosphere.

“The Temple of Isis,” I said, reading the information. “Osiris’s wife, right?”

“Yes,” Mum said, “although that temple wasn’t always where you see it now. It was moved there when its original island in the lake was flooded, after they built the high dam. More importantly, do you see the island beyond it?”

She touched the holosphere, highlighting an ugly clump of rock beyond the temple island.

“It’s Biga,” Pan said. “The Holy Island.”

That was where the inscription suggested the second Tomb of Osiris was hidden.

“Wait,” I said, noticing something. “Zoom in on Biga.”

The holosphere view thrust us to the shore of the Holy Island, where several motorboats were beached in inlets between boulders. A dozen black-clad figures were unloading bags of equipment onto the rocks.

“Those aren’t tourists,” Sami said.

“They’re here already,” Pan said “The snake lady’s goons.”

Kit was there too, ordering the mercenaries around. The snake lady stood higher, on a rise of boulders. She held her metal case in front of her with two hands, like a schoolgirl with a satchel.

“It doesn’t mean they’ve found the tomb,” I said. “It’s a big island, right?”

“Yes,” Mum muttered. “It’s big and obvious.”

“Obvious?”

As Mum watched the mercenaries, she touched her amulet. Something was bothering her.

“Biga was well-known as sacred to Osiris,” she said. “There was a temple there dedicated to him. But from what we’ve seen, the priests wanted to keep the tomb hidden. Biga just doesn’t seem secret enough.”

She turned. “Sami, remember that blurred fragment of the inscription? We never read that part, the word that came before Holy Island.”

Sami checked his laptop. “It was tricky to clear up. I had to try a different filter program. Could be another half hour until it’s ready to read.”

“We should wait,” Mum said.

“There’s no time to wait,” Pan replied.

Mum’s eyes remained on the holosphere. She reached and touched the Temple of Isis, highlighting it pink. When she spoke again, her voice was distant.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said.

“Mum?” I asked.

“The temples. The tombs. Such stunning monuments.”

She sounded sad, even a bit confused. “Your father and I used to charge around, trying to save history. We saw ourselves as noble crusaders. But we were really in it for ourselves, just like Kit.”

“Kit was obsessed with fame and money,” Pan replied. “You said you didn’t care about that.”

“No, but we were addicted too.”

“To what?”

“The thrill. It was like…”

She reached both hands to the holosphere and swept them around the images, causing the projections to crackle.

“It was like electricity,” she said.

“And when you stopped you felt dead,” Pan added. “You should be doing this more than ever, Mum. This snake lady seems—”

“No,” Mum interrupted. “She’s something else. Something far more dangerous.”

“Who is she?” I asked. “What’s all this about?”

I feared she might get angry, but she just sighed.

“I don’t know for sure. It was her case that I recognized. Your father and I once heard of people with the same symbol, the snake eating its tail. They weren’t hunters or historians. They were … different.”

“How, different?”

“They were involved in some sort of secret, a cover-up. And they had so much power. Power to shut things down, close sites, remove finds. To wipe things away as if they’d never existed. Those people, the people of the snake, were far more powerful than any treasure hunter. That’s all I know. It was around the time we stopped, and I never heard of them since.”

“Mum,” I said, “back on the river I heard the snake lady talk about some sort of tablet. She said that was what they were really after from the coffin. It sounded like there were other tablets too, like they had loads of them to find in other tombs.”

If this news was a surprise to Mum, she didn’t show it. In fact, she smiled slightly as she continued to stare out across the lake.

“We’ll find out what they’re up to,” I added, “after we rescue Dad.”

“No.” Mum’s voice tightened. “Our only interest is saving your father. Then you’re going home.”

“Home?” Pan replied. “What home? We’re wanted criminals. And anyway, we can’t go back now, not to how things were.”

“We don’t need to,” I said. “I’ve thought about it, Mum. We can travel. You and Dad can train us to become hunters too. We could do this together, as a family.”

Mum’s jaw unlocked and she tried to fight a smile. “That’s crazy, Jake. What about school?”

“What about school?” Pan said. She sounded even more into the idea than me. “You can teach us everything we’d learn there, and loads more. We’ve got all the fake passports and bags of cash. How many emergency stashes have you hidden around the world?”

“Hundreds,” Mum said. “Your father was always prepared.”

“It’s not such a crazy idea, Jane,” Sami added.

“Mum,” I urged, “we can help you. I know you think I act crazy, but this is the only thing I’m good at. Back home I’m no good. I’m a thief and a troublemaker. But here I’m a treasure hunter. And Pan, she’s happy to be clever here, not hiding it.”

I’d wanted to say that since Cairo, but had feared Mum’s reaction. She didn’t seem angry though – she looked curious. Her eyes flicked from me to Pan and then to Sami, who nodded.

“They’re good, Jane. They’ve earned a chance.”

“A family of hunters.” Pan’s eyes were bright with excitement. “It’s the best possible cover story. We could get into sites and tombs, pretend to be bored tourists on holiday, act like a squabbling family. It’s perfect.”

“I don’t want to go back,” I said.

“We can’t go back,” Pan agreed. “Mum, we have to do this.”

Mum turned back to the holosphere, and her eyes glistened in the reflected light.

“You were never really a thief, Jake, or a troublemaker. You’re simply addicted to action, just like your father. We always knew that about you, but it scared us. You were too much like us. And you too, Pandora. You are cleverer and sharper than either of your old parents ever were. Sam was right; you have both been truly marvellous. Your father will be very proud. I am very proud. I love you both very much.”

Mum reached out to hug me, and I’d never felt happier. But then she grabbed me and shoved me back. Before I knew what was happening, she’d snatched a set of handcuffs from Sami’s bag and locked me to one of the wheel latches on the cabin wall.

“Mum!” Pan cried.

She tried to pull away, but Mum twisted her arm behind her back and pinned her to the wall.

“Mum! You’re hurting me…”

“Sam!” Mum barked. “The other cuffs.”

“Jane, I…”

“Sam, do what I said!”

“Don’t do this, Jane,” Sami pleaded. “Jake’s right, you can train them, turn them into—”

“Sam, they are my children. Now throw me the cuffs.”

Sami sighed, but finally tossed Mum a second pair of handcuffs. Mum locked Pan to a latch beside me on the cabin wall.

I pulled at the cuffs, steel digging into my wrists. Next to me Pan yanked the wheel latch, trying to force it free. But it was cast iron and held tight.

“I am sorry,” Mum said, stepping away. “I wish what you were saying was true, but it’s not that simple. This job is too dangerous. I can’t let you face that, and I know you would come after me if I didn’t stop you. How could I ever live with myself if anything happened to you?”

“Mum, please…”

But she wasn’t listening. She began to gather her things, adding gadgets from Sami’s bag to her utility belt.

“I’m going to Biga,” she said, “to find the mummy and the tablet, and save your father. There’s a way to get your lives back, I’m sure of it.”

She put on Pan’s camouflage jacket and threw Sami the keys to our cuffs. “Sam, unless it’s an emergency do not release them.”

“Mum?” I called.

She stopped in the cabin doorway and looked back.

“I’m not going back,” I said. “Not ever.”

Her fingers tightened around the door frame, and a look crossed her face that made my heart ache. Not anger – she hadn’t looked angry this whole time – but sadness. Incredible sadness.

She strapped her smart-goggles over her head. “I’m sorry, Jake. You will.”

And then she was gone.
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The corrugated roof rattled as I kicked the cabin wall. The steel rings of the cuffs dug deeper into my wrist, breaking the skin and drawing blood. Giving up, I pressed my boots against the pipes, trying to tear away the latch.

It was no good. Even if I succeeded I’d still have been handcuffed to the heavy iron wheel.

Pan had given up trying to force the cuffs open. Instead she attempted to pick the lock with a screw she’d found. Her curses – increasing in volume each time she dropped the screw – gave away the fact that she had no idea what she was doing.

“Sami?” I called.

He was trying to ignore us as he worked on cleaning up the final piece of the Osiris inscription. The holosphere had darkened most of the window, projecting only that single fragment of the carving. The hieroglyphs were almost visible, their blurred edges finally coming into focus.

“I’m not allowed to talk to you,” he muttered. “Your mum said.”

“But I need the loo,” I lied.

“No, you don’t.”

“I really do, Sami. Don’t make me do it in my pants.”

Sami sighed, finally turned. He eyed me with suspicion, and then kicked a bucket across the floor to my feet.

“There,” he said.

I booted it so hard it crashed against the cabin door. “Just free us, will you? Mum needs us. There must be fifty of the snake lady’s goons on that island.”

“She knows what she’s doing.”

“You know she’s wrong, Sami,” I pleaded. “She needs our help.”

“Talk to her more when she comes back. Maybe you can convince her.”

“She’s not coming back,” I said. “Is she, Sami?”

“What?” Pan asked. She dropped the screw. “What are you talking about?”

So far I’d not been able to bring myself to say it out loud. “If Mum saves Dad, she’s going to turn herself into the police. She’ll confess to blowing up the Giza tomb to get us off the hook.”

“But … she can’t.”

Pan tried to protest, but she knew it too. She’d seen it in Mum’s eyes when she left. The way she said goodbye. She told us she knew a way to get us back to our old lives, but she never said she was going back. I knew I was right because if I could save my family that’s what I would do too.

Screaming, Pan kicked the latch. Blood trickled down her arm from beneath the handcuff. But it did no good. We were trapped.

I was about to appeal to Sami again when his laptop beeped. He turned to the holosphere. “The elevation model is complete. The last piece of the inscription.”

On the holosphere, the fragment crackled, then reappeared sharper than ever. The hieroglyphs were carved by priests who were moving the coffin of Osiris to its new tomb here on the lake. They were three thousand years old, but they looked like they were cut just yesterday.

“They don’t mean much to us,” Sami said.

“Yes, they do,” Pan replied, twisting her body to see the projection. “We’ve seen it before. Bring up the rest of the inscription.”

“Mum said not to free us,” I reminded Sami. “She never said don’t show us the inscription.”

I could tell Sami wanted to show us, and a moment later the rest of the inscription appeared on the screen. Sami slid the final piece into its place in the puzzle.

“There,” Pan said. “See the new symbols? They’re repeated later in the inscription, exactly the same.”

“But we don’t know which word that was,” I said.

“We do. I remember. It was island. Holy Island.”

“So the inscription really says the tomb is on the island Holy Island? That doesn’t make sense.”

“Maybe it does,” Pan said. “If it means the island off Holy Island. Sami, can you bring up a map of Biga?”

This time Sami didn’t hesitate. A satellite view of Biga appeared on the holosphere, a rocky island the shape of a face with a bulbous nose. There was another, smaller island beside it in the lake. An island off the Holy Island.

“What’s that island there?” Pan asked.

“That’s Agilika,” Sami said. “The one with the temple.”

The window screen changed again, so we could see the lake and the Temple of Isis, lit golden by the midday sun.

“Maybe the inscription means the tomb is really on that island?” I suggested. “Isis was Osiris’s wife, right? Maybe her temple was built on top of his tomb so they could be close together.”

“Maybe,” Pan replied. “Except the temple wasn’t originally on that island. It was moved there recently, when the temple’s original island ended up underwater after they built the dam.”

“Original island?” I asked.

Pan had cracked it, I was sure…

“Where was that original island, Sami?” I called.

He typed on his laptop and the submerged island appeared on the satellite view as a small dotted oblong. It was right beside Biga, even closer than the island on which the temple now stood.

“That’s it,” Pan said. “What was it called?”

“Philae,” Sami said. “But it’s totally underwater now. You can’t even see it.”

“That’s where the tomb is,” Pan said. “Mum didn’t think it would be on Biga, she said it was not secret enough. The tomb was hidden on Philae. It was once under the Temple of Isis.”

“When they moved the temple to its new island,” I guessed, “they had no idea the Tomb of Osiris was on Philae. So it’s still there, somewhere underneath that sunken island.”

Pan kicked the wall – not from anger this time, but excitement. “Sami, we can find the mummy and get the tablet. We can still use it to save Dad. Let us free.”

Sweat slid down the wrinkles of Sami’s forehead. His eyes flicked between us as he tried to work out what to do.

“It’s dangerous, you know?” he said.

“We know,” I said.

“You’ll have to find an underwater island and a tomb somewhere under that. Even if you’re not seen by the mercenaries, you could drown.”

“We know, Sami!”

He looked at us and sighed. “You two are exactly like your parents.”

He tossed Pan the keys and she unlocked our cuffs.

Sami opened one of his bags and brought out our utility belts. “They’re fully equipped with the usual gadgets, including bombs. And there’s something else.”

He took another device from his bag. It looked like a torch; slim and round, with a single button on the side. “This is a hydropiezoelectric transducer. It projects sound waves as well as light. When it detects different thickness in an underwater surface, it emits low-pitched sonic vibrations.”

“You mean, if it detects a door to an underwater tomb, it sings?” Pan asked.

Sami raised the gadget, trying to fight a smile. “I call it … the tomb tracker.”

“All right!” I said, laughing.

Sami came in for a high five, but Pan ignored me again as she fixed her belt around her waist.

“What’s the plan?” she asked.

I stepped to the window and closed Sami’s laptop. The holosphere vanished. I needed to see the lake clearly, to think without all the information flashing and distracting my mind.

My eyes roved among the islands, their shores and outcrops of broken boulders. Had Mum reached Biga? Maybe she’d approached it from the other side, to stay hidden. The mercenaries might have gone deeper into the island to hunt for the tomb, but they had probably set up watches around the shore. It would be hard to get onto that island without being seen.

But we didn’t need to get onto that island. We were heading for Philae, the sunken island off the side of Biga. The rock off the sacred rock.

And there was only one way I could think of to get there.

Pan stood behind me, looking over my shoulder across the lake. “I doubt we’ll even reach the end of this dam without being seen. How are we going to get into the water?”

Despite my fears for Mum and Dad, of the police and the snake lady and her army of mercenaries, I couldn’t help grinning. Finding a tomb underwater was going to be tricky. Getting into the water was the easy bit.
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We were meant to have gone after the count of three, but Pan jumped on three, so she went over first. She sprang up and out and into the air, totally silent until she splashed into the lake thirty feet below.

Stupidly, I shuffled closer to the edge and looked over. I staggered back, my stomach churning and legs turning to jelly. I wanted to be a treasure hunter, but treasure was usually buried underground. Why did I always have to be up so high?

I was glad Pan had gone first. Now I couldn’t chicken out and leave her to find the tomb alone. I couldn’t stay on top of the dam for much longer, either. The police on the shore, or the mercenaries on the island, might spot me.

I had to do this now.

I took a deep breath and counted to three … then to five … then to ten… And then I heard Pan call me to hurry up and finally I did it.

I had to spring outwards – a straight drop would have smashed me into the dam wall. I kept my arms flat against my sides, and my legs tight together, but I still hit the water hard, sinking among a swirl of bubbles.

I kicked to the surface and let out a scream. “It’s freezing!”

It felt like I’d jumped into a bucket of ice. How could the lake possibly be so cold? It was in the middle of a desert!

“Oh, man up,” Pan said. She splashed me, treading water. Her hair was slicked back, and the last of her dark make-up had washed from her face.

We swam breaststroke, hoping to avoid splashes that might be seen by the police or the mercenaries. Neither of us were strong swimmers, and it was over a kilometre to the sunken island. I wished we’d taken off our boots, which had filled with water and were weighing us down. If we tried to remove them now we’d end up splashing around and draw attention to ourselves. We had to keep going as best we could.

As I swam, I reached down to make sure my utility belt hadn’t come off. It hadn’t. The gadgets Sami had given us were still in place.

The lake was incredibly clear. Sunlight trickled through the water. Streaks of silver shot through the rays as schools of tiny fish nipped between boulders strewn about the bottom of the lake.

As I continued to swim, I thought about what Mum had said before she left. She’d refused to let us join her or consider the idea that we could be hunters. She didn’t trust us, didn’t believe we could stay alive. This wasn’t just our chance to save Dad. It was our chance to prove we could do this job and save our family.

I’d grown used to the cold by the time we got near Biga, but my arms felt as if they were about to tear away from my shoulders, and my legs like they were cast from lead. Pan was struggling too, grunting with each stroke.

If Biga was shaped like a head with a big nose, we were fifty metres out from its chin, paddling towards its nostrils. I couldn’t see Mum or whatever boat she’d taken, just the black motor-dinghies used by the snake lady and her mercenaries. I wondered how they’d avoided the police to get there, and then remembered what Mum had said about how the snake lady’s powerful organization was able to do whatever it liked.

Dark figures moved around the island, appearing around boulders and vanishing again behind rocky rises. I heard drilling and a sledgehammer pounding stone. The sounds gave me fresh strength, because Pan and I knew something that those snake people didn’t: they were looking for a tomb that wasn’t there.

We kept swimming to the tip of Biga’s nose. The lake there was maybe twenty feet deep, the bed a mess of broken boulders.

“I think we’re above the sunken island,” Pan said.

Treading water, I raised my hands and flashed them five times – our signal to Sami.

A needle-thin beam of light shot from the cabin on the dam and hit the water about ten feet from us. It shone for barely a second, marking the location of the Temple of Isis on the submerged island.

We swam to the spot and looked down through filtering beams of sunlight. The bed was flatter there, where parts of the temple had been taken away and carried off to their new home.

I slid a breathing tube from my utility belt, and twisted the mouthpiece. Green LEDs lit at each end, indicating that we had five minutes’ worth of oxygen. After that we had no plan, no back-up.

I prayed we’d read the clues correctly.

Three black-suited mercenaries appeared on the shore of Biga, examining the boulders. More than ever, we needed to get underwater.

I nodded to Pan, shoved the tube in my mouth and dived.
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The pressure grew stronger as we swam deeper. It felt as if a giant was squeezing the sides of my head. It’s not easy to go down deep. Your body fights against you, trying to rise back up. The effort of each stroke drained my already tired limbs. I sucked harder on my breathing tube, hoping the oxygen would give me strength.

If we couldn’t find the tablet – whatever it was – after five minutes, it would all be over. We didn’t even know for sure that the tomb was down there. The lake water had been as clear as glass from the surface, but as we swam deeper our strokes swirled up sand from the lakebed. We could see just enough to tell that the boulders weren’t boulders at all. They were chunks of carved stone, parts of the temple left behind after it had been cut up and moved to the other island.

Pan grabbed my arm and pulled me towards a pile of the blocks. I didn’t have to be smart like her to see that the round stones were the remains of a column. One was carved with rows of hieroglyphs and an image of Osiris and Isis holding hands.

We were close.

I slid Sami’s tomb tracker from my belt. It had only one button. As soon as I pressed it, a yellow beam shone through the water and across the rocks. Gripping the device, I swam around the temple, directing the light at every boulder and cracked chunk of rock, until…

There!

A patch of the lakebed lit up blue in the tracker’s beam. At the same time, the tomb tracker gave off an eerie low moan, like whale song. There was something there, beneath the sand.

We could have acted cooler right then, but excitement got the better of us. We swam to the spot and frantically dug away at the sand and rubble. The more we scooped up, the murkier the water became. Sand stung my eyes and blurred my vision. It was hard to keep digging. I kept floating up, and lost time and energy swimming back down.

And then – red lights.

The signals on our breathing tubes changed from green to flashing red. We were running out of oxygen.

We dug faster, shovelling sand. My hand struck something hard, and Pan felt it too. The impact sent up another cloud of sand.

The red lights flashed faster.

We had to get back to the surface, but there was a chance we’d be spotted by the mercenaries.

The red lights stopped flashing. The only air left was whatever we had in our lungs.

There was only one move left. I knew it and Pan knew it, and we both went for it at the same time. I reached for her utility belt, but she took it out first.

The bomb.

She pulled a wire from the end of the device and jammed its clip into a crack in one of the temple blocks. The bomb floated up, but the wire kept it anchored. I typed the code into the screen and numbers flashed up.

Five seconds.

I grabbed Pan, trying to get clear of the bomb before…

Too late.

Force from the explosion thrust us upwards among a rush of sand and swirling stones. A rock hit my forehead and the water clouded with blood. It was as if we were in a washing machine, spinning around and flipping over. I lost sense of which way was up. But then I knew, because I was sucked down. I had no breath. I needed to get up!

I tried, but the force was too strong. It was as if the giant that had been crushing my head had stepped up his attack, gripping my ankles and yanking me to my death.

The lake sucked me to the ground, and then through the ground – through a hole that the bomb had blown in the surface of the submerged island. We’d just found the legendary Tomb of Osiris, hidden for thousands of years. But right then I hardly even realized.

I splashed into a pool of water, which made no sense. I was underwater, how could I have landed in water? I just had time to gasp a breath before what felt like a water cannon fired at my face, driving me back under the pool.

I splashed away from the waterfall and looked up. Water was rushing through a hole blasted in a stone slab – the door to the tomb. I was underground now, at the bottom of steep stone steps that led from the entrance. The passage that was filling fast with water.

We’d broken in, but so had the lake.
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“Pan?” I screamed.

Lake water filled the stairway from the tomb entrance. It rushed down a passage that led deeper under the submerged island, drowning the gods carved on the tomb walls.

“Pan!”

Shrieking, she plunged through the entrance. The force of water carried her down the steps and straight into me. We sank, but I managed to drag her back to the surface. Her eyes were wild and confused, shooting around the watery darkness. 

“We’re in the tomb!” I cried, yelling above the roar of falling water. “But it’s filling up, Pan. We have to find the coffin fast.”

Water poured through the entrance in a torrent, lashing at our legs and rising. I wiped my eyes, tried to see down the passage that led further into the tomb. If we stayed there, the water would lift us up the stairs and back into the lake. We could swim back to the surface. We’d survive. But if we went on deeper underground, we might not make it out.

The mummy was down there, and the tablet. Without it we had nothing to trade for Dad, and maybe Mum too.

“Wait here!” I yelled to Pan. “I’ll check it’s safe.”

Of course it wasn’t safe, and Pan knew it too.

“No way I’m owing you my life,” she said. “Come on.”

She led the way into the darkness.

We moved as fast as we could, trying to stay upright in the fast-flowing water. The passage ended at stairs that led even deeper beneath the submerged island. In a rush of fear I grabbed Pan and pulled her back. The further we went, the harder it would be for us to get back out. But she shook me off and carried on down the stairs.

We barely stayed upright before the force of water knocked us over, sending us shooting down the water slide. I sank under again at the bottom, then burst back up, swearing and shivering.

“Come on!” Pan called.

She was already off down the next passage, heading even deeper into the tomb. The flow of water swept us along the pitch-black tunnel. It spat us out into another chamber and we fell screaming to the pool at its base. The water was rising fast. I turned, treading water, trying to make sense of our surroundings. This chamber was huge and high-roofed, with no other exits.

It was the end of the tomb.

Chinks of light shone through cracks in the ceiling, and water sprayed through the gaps. Zigzag fissures spread across the chamber walls. The force of the flood was crushing the tomb!

All around us, objects bobbed in the water – painted chests, wooden chairs covered in gold, ancient baskets and linen sheets. Grave goods.

“Pan,” I yelled. “This is the burial chamber.”

She wasn’t looking at the treasures. She was staring at the walls. The parts that we could see were carved and painted with images – not of the snake this time, but of lands and seas, like pages of an atlas.

“That’s North America,” I said, recognizing the shape of the land mass. “And that’s Britain there.”

“Britain? Jake, that’s impossible.”

Pan swam closer. “The Ancient Egyptians didn’t know about these places. They didn’t travel further than Greece.”

I didn’t really care. We were here for one thing only; to find the coffin, to get it open and get whatever tablet its mummy held.

Somehow.

“Wait here,” I shouted.

I dived down. Just enough light filtered through the water to see vague shapes under the surface. The grave goods that didn’t float – stone statues and boxes of jewellery – sat on the chamber floor around a large golden box. The sarcophagus! It looked just like the one in the first tomb, but bigger. And its lid was on. Did that mean the coffin was still inside – with the mummy and the tablet?

I burst back to the surface. “Pan! It’s here!”

If she heard, she didn’t react. Her gaze remained on the chamber walls. “Jake… These maps don’t make any sense.”

“Come on, Pan!”

I yanked her under with me and we dived to the sarcophagus. I swam around its side and pushed the lid. It was heavy, and my arms were weak from swimming.

Pan came alongside me and we heaved hard against the slab. The lid scraped open an inch and a fat bubble of air escaped. Inside, something floated up and bashed against the lid, causing the slab to slide further from the sarcophagus. It was the coffin. It was there!

I thrust my hands deeper into the gap and pulled. At the same time, Pan pushed. I don’t know where we found the strength, but after everything we’d been through we weren’t going to give up now.

The lid scraped back another inch and then came away. I swam back as the slab plunged past me and thudded to the chamber floor. A white blur shot from inside and headed to the surface.

We followed it up, gasping as we burst to the surface. The coffin bobbed and swayed on the water. It was unlike anything I’d seen before, so stunning that for a moment I forgot all about how close we were to death. The entire casket was made of crystal, and decorated with carvings. There was some sort of script on the sides. It looked a bit like hieroglyphics, but the picture symbols were mixed with lines and shapes, like maths equations. Only one image was cut across the top – the symbol of the snake eating its own tail. Carved across the width of the coffin lid, it gleamed in the light that fell through cracks in the chamber ceiling.

“Jake,” Pan called. “It’s crystal. But the Ancient Egyptians didn’t have crystal.”

“Pan, we have to get this open and find the tablet.”

I swam around the coffin, running my hands frantically over the top and sides to feel for the edges of the lid. There was a groove, but I couldn’t even get my fingernails into the gap. It was as if the lid was superglued to the rest of the coffin. I could make out the dark shape of a corpse inside, and something green and glinting. Was that the tablet that the snake lady was after? If so, it was trapped.

I swore and punched the side of the coffin. “It won’t open!” I yelled. “It’s sealed, somehow.”

“Jake, the coffin can’t be crystal, it’s—”

“I don’t care, Pan! We’ll have to get the whole thing out of here and find a way to open it outside.”

The water had risen past the chamber exit. We’d never get back to the entrance with the coffin. I wasn’t even sure we could get there without it.

“There’s no way out!” Pan hollered.

I remembered Mum’s words in the tomb at Giza. There is always a way out if you clear your mind and think.

Above us, the cracks in the chamber ceiling widened. Water streamed through harder. The coffin bobbed, went under, popped back up. I forgot all about my fear. I was in that zone again, my eyes shooting around the watery chaos, my mind working at sudden speed, forming a plan.

And then I had one.

“The coffin!” I cried. “The coffin will save us.”

“Not unless we can get it out.”

“No, I mean the coffin will get us out.”

She didn’t ask how, and I’m glad. If I’d had to explain, I’d have thought the plan was too crazy even to try.

The water carried us higher. Thick streams poured from above as the ceiling continued to shatter. The chamber couldn’t take the pressure. The lake was destroying the tomb. But maybe it could save us.

If we could break through the ceiling, we’d get out. It was cracked, but it was still rock. We’d never be able to smash through by ourselves.

“Jake?” Pan screamed.

“We need to get higher!”

I tried not to panic, but it was impossible. If this plan failed, we were dead.

The light through the cracks grew brighter as we neared the ceiling. We were five metres from the top.

“Grab the coffin!” I called.

Pan did what I said, which made me feel even worse. She trusted me to save her life. A spike of doubt caused me to yell something stupid.

“This might not work and we might die!”

“What?” Pan screamed.

“We have to pull the coffin underwater, as deep as we can.”

I grabbed hold of one end of the casket, clutching it in a bear hug. Pan pushed the other end up, so the coffin flipped and went underwater vertically.

It tried to get back to the surface, but I clung on, pulling it deeper. The body inside pressed against the crystal lid. I glimpsed the murky outline of a face and again the green, glinting thing that seemed to be attached to the corpse. The sight gave me strength to tug harder, my scream coming as a burst of bubbles.

The coffin was fighting too hard.

Now!

We let go and the casket shot up like a torpedo. It fired to the surface just as the water touched the ceiling. Thick crystal smashed against fractured rock, and the roof shattered into pieces.

I braced for another explosion, jagged rocks shooting through the water. Instead the ceiling spread apart slowly, like clouds after a storm.

The coffin rose through a sunlight spotlight, its crystal sides sparkling. Pan and I followed in its wake, kicking until we burst to the surface of the lake.

We trod water, filling our lungs with air. The coffin floated a few metres away, the snake carving shining so brightly it was as if the mummy was glowing. I screamed in delight – delight to be alive, to have the coffin, and not to have killed my sister with my dumb plan.

Pan splashed me with water. “That was so stupid.”

“Grab the coffin,” I grunted. “We can use it as a raft to get to the shore. We have to find a way to get it open.”

The shore of Biga was barely fifty metres away, but it seemed like miles. We were too tired to swim another inch. It was all we could do to clutch the side of the coffin as we drifted to the rocks.

“We did it, Jake,” Pan said. “We got it.”

We had, but what now? I doubted we had the strength to smash the coffin open, but maybe we didn’t need to. The tablet was trapped inside. We just had to hide the coffin until the snake lady freed Dad. There were gaps between the boulders on the shore. Could we get it up onto the rocks and into one of those hiding spots?

Pan pressed her face to the coffin, trying to see through the thick crystal. “Who’s in here, Jake? This is meant to be Osiris, but Osiris was a god. How can a god have a body? And those maps on the tomb walls, and this coffin… Ancient Egyptians didn’t know how to make crystal. There’s something else inside this coffin, too. You see something green? Is that the tablet? What do you think they even are, Jake, these tablets? Why are they so important to the snake lady?”

She was babbling with excitement. The mystery had given her fresh strength. To be honest, I just wanted to rest. I lay my head against the coffin and let it carry me to the shore.

“There’s an opening between the boulders,” I said. “We can hide it inside.”

We paddled around the side of the coffin, and Pan helped me up onto the rocks. Grasping the sides of the casket, we tried to haul it up onto the shore.

“Pull,” Pan grunted.

“I am pulling…”

“Pull harder.”

I dug my fingers into grooves made by the engravings on the casket’s side and tried to use them as handles to drag it up onto the shore. But my grip slipped and I tumbled back onto the rock. Pan swore at me and demanded I get up and try again, but I sat on the wet rocks, staring up at boulders that rose to the island’s higher ground.

A shadow stretched from somewhere above. Footsteps marched over stone. Someone was coming.
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“Pull, Jake!”

I tried. I promise I tried. I leaned over the coffin again, gritted my teeth and tensed my arms and pulled. But I was all used up – my limbs felt like they were made of wet paper. Mum’s and Dad’s lives may have depended on us hiding that casket, but we couldn’t even get it onto the rocks, let alone drag it to the hiding place.

Leaving it in the water, we turned to fight. We’d defend it with whatever we had left. Pan gripped a rock with bloodless fingers.

“Don’t let them take it,” she said.

The shadow darkened and a face peered around a boulder. Silver stubble and a red scar that gleamed in the sun.

“Kit?” I gasped.

He stepped out, smiling. “There you are. I was worried. You were spotted near…”

His voice trailed off as he saw the coffin. It swayed on the water, bashing against the rocks with a series of hollow thunks.

“My god,” he breathed. “You did it. You actually did it.”

“Back off!” Pan warned, raising the rock. “You’re not touching it.”

“Yeah,” I grunted. “Finders keepers.”

Kit didn’t seem to hear. It was as if the sunlight glinting off the coffin’s lid had mesmerized him.

He didn’t come closer, but Pan launched a perfect shot that caught him smack on the forehead. There was a spurt of blood and Kit collapsed to the sand. He gripped his head, blood gushing through the gaps between his fingers. His other hand shot up, palm raised.

“Don’t shoot!” he called.

More shadows fell over the rocks. A line of mercenaries armed with stun guns appeared above us. At the same time, three motorboats full of the black-suited figures came from behind the island.

We were surrounded.

The snake lady stood in one of the boats, gripping a seat as the vessel rocked on the water. Her white hair hung over a bright orange life-jacket that looked out of place among all the military kit and high-tech equipment.

“Darlings!” she said. “You found the coffin. You really are such talented children.”

Pan grabbed another rock. “I’ll show you talent.”

All at once, the mercenaries raised their weapons.

“Pan, stop!” Kit warned, clutching his head. “They’ll fire.”

Pan’s arm froze mid-swing. The rock trembled in her grip.

“Pan,” I said. “Don’t.”

She closed her eyes and then dropped the rock.

“Take the coffin!” I called. “The tablet’s inside, right? Isn’t that enough? You can let our parents go. The tomb is down there too. All the treasure, everything you’re after. Do whatever you like with it, we’ll never tell a soul.”

“Everything we’re after?” the snake lady said.

She clapped her hands. “You think the tablet in that coffin is everything we’re after? Oh, how delightful you are, Jake.”

I grabbed another rock and dropped to my knees, ready to strike the coffin in the water. “Let our parents go or I’ll smash it. Whatever that tablet is, I’ll get it and smash it to dust.”

“Jake,” Kit said. “It won’t work.”

“Oh no, let him try,” the snake lady said. “Go on, Jake, try to smash it. Go on, Jake. Everyone cheer him on. Jake-y! Jake-y! Jake-y! I said everyone!”

All the mercenaries joined in the chant, taunting. A nuclear explosion went off inside me, but I breathed in, trying to control my anger. I didn’t stand a chance of smashing the coffin, and I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of watching me try. I dropped the rock, my last hope thumping to the shore.

“Oh, boo!” the snake lady said. “I was looking forward to that. You see, dear Jake, you have no idea what that coffin is made of. Of course it can be opened, but unless you know how you could not destroy it, or penetrate it in any way. Believe me, we have tried.”

“You want to destroy it?” Pan said.

The snake lady just smiled, but I understood. She and her people wanted the tablets, but also to erase all evidence of the tablets’ existence. That was why she’d paid Kit to blow up the first tomb at Giza. She’d probably planned something similar for the underwater tomb here. I didn’t understand why, and right then I didn’t care. All I knew was that we’d failed.

One of the boats revved and came closer. Three thick-armed mercenaries pulled the coffin from the water and onto the deck.

“Please,” I begged. “Let our parents go.”

“Your parents?” the snake lady said. Her voice was sombre and caring, but her eyes were black and shiny and dead like a doll’s. “Oh, my darlings, I am afraid I have some terrible news.”

She slid a hand into her life-jacket, pulled out two items and threw them into the water. They floated for a moment, glinting in the sunlight.

Mum’s Isis amulet, splattered with blood. Dad’s glasses, smashed.

“Your parents did not make it,” she said.

Everything froze.

My heart, the whole world.

It felt as if those two items were dragging my soul with them to the bottom of the lake. Pan screamed, swearing at the snake lady and vowing revenge. I didn’t really hear. I only heard Mum’s voice in my head, the last time we’d seen her. I love you both very much.

We’d failed her, failed them both.

We’d lost them.

Pan sank to her knees on the rocks. A line of spit hung from her lip. “No…”

The boats began to drift away. Water sprayed as their engines revved, reversing them from the cove. Above, the mercenaries on the island retreated and vanished.

“Wait,” Kit said, rising from the rocks. “We’re not taking the children?”

“Oh, it just breaks my heart,” the snake lady replied. “But I, too, have my orders.”

“For God’s sake, we can’t leave them here.”

“Oh, can’t we, Dr Thorn? Can’t we? Of course we can. See, we’re doing it right now. Are you coming with us?”

I could tell that we were somehow in danger. If Kit stayed, he was too.

He wiped blood from his face. “I was never with you,” he said. “I just took your money.”

Her hand shot to her chest, like she’d been stabbed in the heart. “Oh, Dr Thorn! You disappoint me. Won’t you reconsider?”

It was clear that she didn’t really care if Kit reconsidered or not. She gave no signal to her mercenaries to wait as they steered the boats around the side of the island. And then they were gone.

The moment the boats disappeared, Pan launched at Kit, tackling him to the rocks. She swung a punch that caught him hard on the nose.

“I’m going to tear your head off!” she screamed.

I pulled her away. Part of me wanted to attack Kit too, but I felt certain that something very bad was about to happen, and we needed him. He had betrayed us once, but now he’d taken our side. That was enough for me.

“What’s going on?” I demanded.

Blood seeped from the cut on Kit’s forehead and dribbled from his nose. He wiped it away and grabbed his rucksack. “If you want to live, follow me.”

Pan was about to complain, but I dragged her with me. We scrambled up the boulders to the higher ground – a plateau of scrubby plants and dry, broken rocks. I heard motors from across the island, the sound of speedboats racing away. The mercenaries were in as much of a hurry as Kit.

“What’s happening?” I said.

“We have to find a tether,” Kit replied. “Something strong to hold us to the ground.”

Kit ran among the rocks, kicking over stones, cursing. He crouched by a rise of boulders and pushed one of the larger ones.

“This will have to do,” he grunted.

He pulled a rope from his bag and lashed it around the boulder with a series of knots. “Get over here, fast!” he barked.

Even Pan obeyed him. “Tell us what’s going on,” she insisted.

Kit fed the rope through his utility belt, then around mine, and tied it tight around Pan’s waist. “They didn’t just want that crystal coffin and its tablet. Once they’d taken it, they wanted to destroy the whole tomb,” he said. “To get rid of all evidence of the tablets, like I did for them at the pyramid tomb.”

“But why? Why would they do that?”

Kit looked at her as if he’d never thought to ask that question himself. Blood dribbled over his eyes, but this time he let it flow.

“I don’t know for sure,” he said. “They’re covering something up, some sort of secret history. Did you ever think to ask yourself who was actually buried in that coffin? Well, neither did I. That’s where I went wrong, where I’ve been going wrong for a long time now. But maybe I can still put this right.”

“But we’re safe, right? The snake lady’s mercenaries are gone.”

“We’re definitely not safe,” Kit explained. “I saw several of them drive trucks to the high dam. Beyond that is a much bigger lake. That’s what they’re going to use to destroy the tomb, but it’s going to destroy everything else here too, including us.”

“You mean… They’re going to blow up the high dam?”

Kit pulled a single breathing tube from his utility belt. He considered it for a second, a sad smile creasing his scar. He offered the tube to Pan, who snatched it from him.

“We’re about to get hit by a tsunami,” he said. “It will wash everything in this valley to the low dam, where the force of water will crush it against the dam wall.”

“But… Who are these people? They can’t just blow up a dam.”

All around us, boulders shuddered. The island jolted and I fell onto my backside. A sound like thunder echoed around the lake, rippling the water.

Down the valley, the sky darkened.

No, not the sky. It was a wave.

A foaming, rolling, thirty-foot wall of water rushed towards us.

“They just did,” Kit said.
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“Brace yourselves!” Kit yelled. “Here it comes!”

The sky grew darker as the tsunami raced closer. From high in the centre of Biga we watched the colossal wave sweep over an island further south. It gathered up boulders and tore away trees.

Pan and Kit crouched, gripping the rope that we hoped would anchor us to Biga. I should have done the same, but I was mesmerized by the sight of the wave.

A rush of wind knocked me back. The wave was commanding the air itself, sweeping it ahead as it carried on its path of destruction.

We were so dead.

“Jake, get down!”

Pan yanked me lower. We huddled together, arms locked around each other, as the first spray of water soaked our desert suits. At the last second Kit turned and threw himself over our backs to shield us from the impact.

And then it hit.

It felt like I’d been struck by a train. My spine arched, my vision went black and my head thrust back so hard my teeth cracked together. Next thing I knew I was underwater. The rope snapped tight, anchoring me to the boulder. The wave was so fierce I couldn’t keep my eyes open. Something hit me. Whatever it was, it was headed for the low dam, where it would be crushed against the concrete wall.

I managed to turn so that my back was against the wave and I could open my eyes. I saw the Temple of Isis torn from its island. Every wall and pillar, every stone of the ancient temple – the wave smashed them down like a toddler kicking over Lego.

The rope tugged on my waist. Pan was still there, hanging on. She looked dazed, semi-conscious, but she still had Kit’s breathing tube clamped in her mouth. I grabbed the rope and reeled her in. Fighting against the water, she pulled the tube from her mouth and shoved it in mine. I sucked on its oxygen, filling my lungs.

We had to do something. The lake beyond the high dam was massive. It would pour through the broken dam for far longer than the breathing tube would last. Anchored here, we would drown.

Gripping the rope tighter, I tried to pull us along the line towards Kit. I couldn’t see him through the rush of water but I knew he was there, hanging on and holding his breath.

The force was too strong. We couldn’t get to him.

The lights on the breathing tube changed from green to red. We had one minute. We had to act.

I reached for my utility belt and pulled out its knife to cut the rope. It meant leaving Kit, but we had no choice. We didn’t want to die here too.

I sliced the line as hard as I could against the raging water, then again and again. Pan reached to stop me, but it was too late. The rope broke and the wave swept us away.

It flipped us over, spun us around. We were at the mercy of the water, but we could stop ourselves from being crushed. By now, the wave would have risen higher than the dam wall. It would be flowing over the top and into the Nile. Maybe we’d survive if we got over the top too.

We had to try.

Pan must have realized my plan, because she did what I did.

We kicked and kicked, thrusting ourselves up so that we shot over the top of the dam. My foot caught concrete, sending us into another spin. We plunged down and the water swept us past the dam and into the river. Lake water had flooded the Nile Valley, submerging islands, drowning villages and fields. The torrent swirled us around, thrust us to the surface for a gasp of air, sucked us back under. Up and under, up and under, flipping us around.

Finally the level began to fall and we came to rest on a stone surface. We lay gasping, water washing over our bodies. My stomach churned and I threw up lake water. Pan lay beside me, spitting and swearing and gulping air.

Slowly, shakily, I rose to my knees. Blood dribbled from my forehead and over my eyes; the world appeared through a crimson filter. A world of chaos.

The town of Aswan was flooded. Water had reached halfway up every house. People stood on roofs, hollering for help. Others leaned over the sides, lifting swimmers to safety. Between the houses, tourists clung to the hulls of upturned boats. Donkeys paddled, braying. Minarets poked up from the flood, and broken power lines zapped the water, spraying sparks.

I was looking for Mum and Dad. I prayed that they might burst to the surface, or Mum would rise up on one of the rooftops and yell at me about something or other. I turned and looked in the other direction. It was as if the wave had punched a hole right though me and torn out my insides. I was hollow, numb. It couldn’t be real. It couldn’t.

“They’re gone, Jake,” Pan gasped. “Mum, Dad and Kit…”

Her face crumpled and she covered it with her hands. Her whole body shook.

My legs buckled and I slumped beside her in the water.

We’d let them down.

We sat in silence for what seemed like hours, huddled together crying, shivering from cold and exhaustion. I didn’t know what would happen to us and I didn’t care, as long as we stayed together. That was something, at least.

Feluccas sailed between the houses, their captains helping children and old people from rooftops. Police boats and rescue teams threw blankets to those who were stranded. Some of the crews offered help, but we ignored them and they sailed past.

We couldn’t stay there. We needed a plan. A last plan.

Another police boat drifted past. A uniformed officer called to us in Arabic. I looked to Pan and she nodded. We didn’t need to speak. We both knew what we had to do.

I rose, still shaky on my legs, and splashed to the edge of the roof. With my last scrap of energy, I called to the police.

“Our names are Jake and Pandora Atlas. We want to turn ourselves in.”
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“Let me go over this one last time, to make sure I’m clear.”

Captain Fazal Abbas of the Aswan Tourist Police sipped his water and then set the glass back on the floor of my cell. He flicked through his notepad, staring at the scribbled entries as if he didn’t understand his own handwriting. Behind him, a lizard scurried across the concrete wall and gobbled up a fly.

“Your mother and father were treasure hunters,” he said.

“I’ve told you this five times,” I replied.

“Let us try a sixth.”

I leaned against the wall, watching through a narrow window. The city of Aswan was still flooded, although the water had subsided. Locals waded through the streets carrying bundles of belongings on their backs. Tourist boats had been commandeered to help people to safety, and hot air balloons dropped packages of food onto soggy rooftops. Everything smelled a bit gross. I guessed the flood water had mixed up with sewage.

“Your mother and father were kidnapped by a mysterious group,” Captain Abbas continued, “who blew up the tomb beneath the pyramids and the high dam. They then murdered your parents, and stole a” – he squinted at his notes – “a crystal coffin from a lost underwater tomb, which contained a mysterious…” He squinted more closely. “Tablet?”

He looked up. “Is this a plot from an American movie?”

“It’s the truth.”

“Your sister says differently. She says your parents did those things. That you were kidnapped by them.”

“She’s lying.”

Pan had told the police that Mum and Dad were responsible for everything. I understood why. They had wanted to protect us. If they took the blame, Pan and I would walk free. I don’t know where we’d walk to – a foster home, maybe – but we’d be free.

Pan was trying to honour them, to make their deaths count, but I couldn’t. It made me feel sick to think of the snake lady getting away with what she did. Of Mum and Dad being remembered as criminals, destroyers rather than protectors of history.

“Do you have any proof?” the captain asked. “Of this mysterious group, this tablet, or the crystal coffin with the … wait, what was it?”

He checked his notes again. “Yes, the snake symbol.”

From somewhere inside I managed a sad smile. Despite everything we’d been through, I didn’t have one shred of evidence that any of it had happened. The snake lady had made sure of that.

“Your story does not even make sense,” Captain Abbas added. “Why would this group wish to destroy tombs and coffins? Such things would be worth millions.”

Again, I didn’t have an answer. I could have told him what Kit said, that the snake lady and her people were hiding some sort of secret history of the world. But without any proof it would just make me sound even crazier.

“Can I see my sister?” I asked.

The captain rose. Bones clicked in his knees. “Perhaps, if you tell me the truth, you might see her.”

“I have told you the truth.”

“You are accused of terrorism. You will be handed over to the military. I would not tell them your strange story. It will not serve you well.”

“When will they come?”

“Tomorrow, the day after. We are busy with the flood. No one died, praise Allah, but thousands need shelter. You will be kept here for now. I cannot even offer you a blanket.”

He hesitated in the doorway and looked back. “I am sorry for your loss.”

I stayed in the cell for hours. Mainly I stared out the window as day became dusk and the first stars were reflected in the flood waters between the buildings. My cell was one of several in a row. I guess Pan must have been in another one and I called her name, but no one replied.

The rest of the cells were being used as shelters for flooded-out families. Mums and dads shared concrete beds with their children, playing backgammon and singing. They’d lost their homes, maybe everything, but they were happy to have one another. They reminded me of the families at the City of the Dead.

I kept thinking I was hungry, but it wasn’t that. I was empty. I’d been trying to stay strong, but the hole inside me was growing, a black hole sucking in all other emotions and leaving just sadness and grief.

Each time I heard a door open I jumped up, hoping against hope that I would see Mum or Dad, or Sami; or even Kit. Each time the door shut, I cried again.

I cried a lot, but at the same time these past few days had been the best of my life. At least I’d got to know my mother. I’d always loved my parents in the vague way that any son did, though maybe vaguer, considering how hard they’d made it to love them. I wished they’d never been like that, but now I understood why and I respected them for it.

I lay back on the concrete bed, desperately needing a rest. Everything ached. There were bruises up my side, cuts across my back and chest, and several parts of me were swollen. I felt like I’d been used as target practice. A police doctor had stitched my forehead, but blood still oozed from beneath the bandage and trickled down my ear.

I tried to sleep, but every time I closed my eyes I saw the smile on the snake lady’s lips. She’d killed my parents and I had no idea why. Those maps in the tomb, of places where Ancient Egyptians had never travelled, and the crystal coffin with its carved, coiled snake … all of it had been deliberately destroyed by her and her thug mercenaries.

It made no sense.

Bolting up, I kicked the wall in rage. If I changed my story to the police, I’d be free. I could go after the snake lady. I’d dedicate my life to the quest, I’d… I’d…

I slumped back to the bed.

No, I couldn’t change my story. I wouldn’t.

Somehow I fell asleep, and I was woken by the sound of the cell door rattling open. Captain Abbas waddled in, a bowl in one hand and a plastic bag in the other. He looked about a decade older than when I’d seen him the previous evening. He’d had a long night. He placed the bowl of some sort of stew on the floor and managed a tired smile. He was all right, this guy.

“Half the night,” he said, “I have been dealing with floods. The other half, with you.”

“Did Pan change her story?” I asked.

“No. Do you wish to change yours?”

I groaned and rolled over. “You don’t believe me, so why bother asking.”

“Actually… Perhaps your story is not from a movie after all.”

I rolled back. “Eh?”

“It is curious,” the captain added. “Another man is saying similar strange things.”

“Man?” I sat up. “What man?”

“He was found on the west bank, washed up like a rat. He is in hospital. When he woke he told a tale about treasure hunters, and you and your sister. It is … similar to the story you tell. The doctors believe him to be delirious.”

It must have been Kit. That he’d survived was something, at least, but not loads. A plaster over a bullet wound.

Captain Abbas brought an item from his bag and laid it on the cell floor. “Do you recognize this?” he asked.

It was Kit’s utility belt. The wave had stripped it of most of its gadgets, other than his smart-goggles, which were smashed, and another device that looked like a smartphone, only slimmer.

“That man said you had to see this,” the captain added. “I would not usually grant requests to arrested criminals, but…”

Why did Kit want me to see his utility belt? So we knew he was still alive, or for another reason?

I reached for the smart-goggles, but the captain raised a palm. His other hand went to the gun on his belt.

“Is it a weapon?” he said.

“It’s a pair of glasses,” I replied. “They’re mine. I have bad eyesight.”

“You have not been squinting.”

“There’s nothing to see, I’m in a cell. Can I put them on?”

The captain eyed me suspiciously, but he was too tired to worry about a boy trying on a pair of glasses. He sighed and lowered his hand.

I pulled the goggles from their slot in the belt. As I slid them over my eyes, digital information crackled in my vision. They were trying to work, but the information was fractured. It was like looking in a shattered mirror.

Then I saw something.

And in that moment everything changed. I sat up higher in the bed, excitement tingling my back.

“I’ll tell you the truth,” I said, tossing him the goggles. “If you show those glasses to my sister. That’s my deal.”

I’ve never seen a person look more confused than Captain Abbas right then. But he didn’t seem to have the energy to argue, or even question why I’d want Pan to see the goggles. He just sighed and left.

“Fine,” he said, locking the door behind him.

The moment he was gone, I grabbed the bowl and wolfed down the stew, filling myself up. I felt like a car with a new engine. I twisted my neck, getting rid of a couple of cricks, and did a few stretches to warm up, but I didn’t need to. I’d never felt so psyched.

I slid two other items from Kit’s belt – the device that looked like a smartphone and another gadget, something Captain Abbas had missed: Kit’s skeleton key.
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About ten seconds after Pan put on Kit’s smart-goggles, she collapsed to the floor and began to convulse.

Captain Abbas screamed for a doctor. People came running. Someone found a stretcher. Several locals that had been using the cells as shelters got involved too. Some helped to carry Pan on the stretcher, while others followed along the corridor and up some stairs, shouting things that no one listened to.

By the time the crowd reached the police station roof, I was deep among it, my face hidden by a shawl I’d swiped from a cell. I joined in the shouting, keeping everyone excited. I was pumped, ready for action.

On the stretcher, Pan continued to fake the seizure. She even managed to bring up a bit of froth at her mouth. It was such a good act that I worried it might be real, until she caught my look and her eyes narrowed slightly. Then she began shaking harder and screaming even louder.

I hung back, afraid I might be recognized as the captain and a few guys lowered the stretcher onto a rowing boat. I’m not exactly proud of what I did next, but it had to be done. Pushing through the crowd, I pretended to lose my balance and barged Captain Abbas off the roof and into the water.

Before he’d even surfaced, I was on the boat and sitting beside Pan. Some of the locals yelled at me, but I yelled back louder.

“I’m a doctor! I’m a doctor, for God’s sake!”

I shoved the boat away from the police station and ordered the guy rowing it to head for the hospital, pointing in any old direction. Behind, some of the crowd hauled Captain Abbas up onto the roof again. He looked back and I think he saw me, but he just stood there.

I waited until we were out of sight. “OK, we’re clear.”

Pan sat up and wiped spit from her mouth. She opened her hand, revealing Kit’s shattered smart-goggles. She grinned, grabbed me in a tight hug, then pushed me away.

“You saw?” I asked. “In the goggles?”

I wanted to see again, to know it was real. I took the goggles and slid them over my eyes. They flickered to life and a video appeared on the lenses, fractured, but clear enough to see and hear. It showed Kit, filming himself from a hospital bed. He looked pretty banged up: one arm in plaster, an oxygen mask pulled down from his mouth and stitches on one cheek that were almost symmetrical to the scar on the other. He looked so different from the man who had spoken to me on a tablet in Heathrow Airport. His voice wasn’t just weak from pain, it was softer, sadder.

“Jake, Pandora,” Kit said. “Listen to me. Your desert suits are rigged with tracking devices. That’s how we found you on the Nile and knew you were at the dam. The receiver is on my utility belt. Turn it on and you will see it tracks both of your positions. Except, they are not together. A signal shows one of you at Aswan police station, where I believe you are both being held. But the other signal is moving, heading into the Western Desert. I cannot say why, only that perhaps you will find answers if you follow its trail, and a chance to avenge your parents’ deaths.”

He coughed, and gritted his teeth in pain.

“I survived,” he continued, “but I am not mobile. Sam will intercept the tracker signals and come to your assistance however he can. But you cannot waste time. Do not think for one moment that you cannot do this. You are not twelve. You are twelve and a half. And you are treasure hunters. Good luck.”

The video ended and I pulled off the goggles.

“You know what it means?” Pan asked, still grinning.

I didn’t need to be as clever as her to work it out. There was something Kit hadn’t realized, something he couldn’t have known. He’d said there were tracking devices on our desert suits…

I took out the smartphone-like device from my pocket, the tracking receiver. A grid map appeared on its screen, with two flashing red dots. It was just as Kit had said: one dot was moving across Aswan, away from the police station. That was the tracker in my suit. The other, Pan’s signal, was west of Aswan, in the desert beyond the Nile Valley.

Except, of course, Pan was with me. Pan was here, but her tracker wasn’t. Her tracker was on her desert suit coat. The coat that Mum took when she left us on the dam.

Pan’s grin spread wider, a beam of sunshine across her pale face. “She’s alive,” she said. “Jake, Mum’s alive. So maybe Dad is too.”

I was grinning now, too, although the device didn’t tell us that much. Perhaps the signal was simply Mum’s body being moved, or someone had stolen her coat. Or maybe the snake lady knew we’d survived the tsunami and was luring us into a trap.

But there was a chance. There was hope.

We had to follow that signal to find out for sure. But not in this slow rowing boat. Pan stood up and smiled at the owner of the boat, who looked astonished at her sudden recovery.

She pointed at me. “He’s a really good doctor.”

She jumped into the flood waters. I followed, and we swam and waded until we reached higher ground near the Aswan bridge. The river had risen to within a metre of the bridge and was lapping against its base. Ambulances, fire engines and police vans used sirens to clear a path through hundreds of refugees fleeing to higher, drier ground beyond the Nile’s west bank.

Rescue workers were rushing about, shouting orders and carrying bundles. No one cared about two pale, sodden kids moving among them, their faces hidden by scarves. No one noticed us looking for the right type of vehicle to steal.

“Over there, Pan. Look.”

She followed my gaze to a pair of quad bikes, their fat wheels muddy from the flooded riverbanks. The bikes were covered in stickers for desert tour companies, but were being used to bring supplies to people in the flood. Their drivers had rushed to hand over bundles of blankets to one of the boats.

“Jake,” Pan said. She grabbed my arm to stop me.

“We have to, Pan,” I said.

She didn’t look convinced, but nodded. “Are they easy to ride, at least?”

I took Kit’s tracker from my pocket, watching Mum’s location flashing on the map. “I guess we’re about to find out.”
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Quad bikes, it turned out, are not at all easy to ride.

But right then, with the hope burning inside us that our parents were still alive, not at all easy seemed no problem at all. Even impossible wouldn’t have stopped us.

The rescue team had left one of the bikes running, and Kit’s skeleton key got the other one going quickly enough. The roaring engines attracted attention, and a few people charged towards us, yelling, but by then we’d sussed out that the hand grips got the bikes moving, and were away.

Driving the things was easy. Steering was the hard bit. The bikes were made for riding over tricky terrain, but not this tricky. The bridge was awash with mud and water, flipping fish and silt from the river. The quads skidded and mud flicked at our faces, making it hard to see. My bike spun a full circle and Pan bashed hers into a rail.

We drove for a few miles through water that came to the top of the tyres, until we passed through the floods and were riding over sand. There were no roads or paths, no villages or camps or pylons. Nothing but flat, empty desert. The ground was dry and cracked. Brittle bushes crunched like cornflakes under our wheels. Ahead, rust-coloured mountains appeared through shimmering heat.

Twisting my bike’s hand grip, I sped to catch up with Pan. She’d used a bungee cord from her bike’s luggage rack to lash Kit’s receiver to the handlebars. The flashing light suggested Mum’s tracker had stopped somewhere in the desert, towards the red mountains.

“At this speed we’ll get there in three hours!” Pan said, yelling over the roar of the engine.

Sand replaced rock, and the landscape began to ripple. Dunes grew from humps of sand to huge waves that we needed to rev our engines to climb.

“They call this part of the desert the Great Sand Sea,” Pan said. “Thirty thousand square miles of nothing.”

Not nothing, I hoped. Mum – and maybe Dad – were out here somewhere. With each rev of the bike’s engine, I felt it more strongly in my heart. If we saved them, surely Mum couldn’t claim we weren’t up to the job of being treasure hunters.

The deeper we rode into the desert, the stranger the place became. Rock formations jutted from the sand. They were twisted, wind-blown shapes, sandstone figures dancing in the desert. The wind through the sculptures made eerie crooning sounds.

One large rock was the shape of a monster with a humped back and oversized head, and looked a lot like the Great Sphinx. We stopped for a moment in its shade while Pan checked the tracker. It was a relief to escape the sun, but we couldn’t wait there long.

“I think the signal’s coming from those mountains,” she decided.

With their sheer walls and jagged ridges, the mountains looked like battlements. They were all different reds, and separated by wide gorges. They were at least an hour’s ride away, and in our rush to escape Aswan we’d forgotten to grab any water. My lips were cracked and my mouth was so dry, it felt like I’d been chewing sand. At times I steered away from the red mountains, chasing splotches of cloud shadow for shade. I fantasized about being hit by a wave, but remembered that that wasn’t much fun either.

The wind grew stronger and hotter as we rode west. Like a hairdryer in my face, it shrivelled my eyeballs and dried my throat. At this rate we’d turn up to save Mum, but barely be alive ourselves.

At least we had the bikes.

And then the bikes ran out of petrol.

Mine went first, grunting to a stop halfway up a dune. We left it there and rode together on Pan’s until that one conked out too.

Pan kicked the bike several times, as if that might get it moving. “How are we going to find Mum and Dad now, Jake? You’re the one with the plans.”

“Camels,” I replied.

“There aren’t random camels in the desert.”

“No, look. Camels.”

A line of them moved though the shimmer of a heat haze, rode by men in flowing jellabiyas and turbans.

“Those are Bedouin,” Pan said. “Nomadic tribes that live in the desert.”

“I know what Bedouin are,” I muttered.

I didn’t, actually, and I had no idea what nomadic meant either.

The Bedouin weren’t that chatty, but they were friendly. They had a good laugh as we mimed riding quad bikes, attempting to explain what two sunburned kids were doing in the middle of a desert. They were headed towards the red mountains, too, and they gave us a lift.

I have no idea how people have ridden camels for so long and been so happy about it. Pan and I squashed together on a saddle on the top of a hump, gripping on tightly as we bobbed along with the rhythmic plod. The camels were grumpy beasts, spitting and making whining noises like Chewbacca.

The mountains loomed larger. I was still pumped, but I hadn’t had much sleep and the juddering movement of the camel made my eyes heavy. My head began to loll. I guess Pan felt the same, because the next thing I knew we both jolted awake as a truck roared past us.

It was headed for the red mountains.

In an instant we were fully alert. The truck had no stickers or slogans. Its windows were black.

“It’s them,” she said. “The snake lady’s goons.”

Whatever cargo it was carrying was hidden under a black canvas awning. It was speeding towards a mountain that stood alone, blood red and shaped like a pyramid missing its peak.

Pan checked the tracker. “The signal’s coming from that mountain.”

But the camel train was turning the other way. We thanked the Bedouin with bows and smiles, and set off on foot towards the blood mountain. The tribe people kept calling to us to come back. They were trying to warn us that where we were going was dangerous. I hoped they were right – if it was dangerous, that meant the snake lady was there, and answers, and maybe Mum and Dad.
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For a secret organization, the snake lady’s mercenaries weren’t too secret. We didn’t have to be expert Bedouin trackers to know where their truck was headed. A dozen tyre tracks marked their route all the way to the blood mountain.

It would have been too obvious to follow the tracks directly. Instead we ran in an arc, away from the truck route at first, so that we came at the mountain from the side.

By the time we reached the blood mountain, my throat felt like sandpaper and my legs like they’d been pumped full of hot water. The Bedouin had given us scarves to protect us from the sun, but my cheeks had begun to blister, and skin peeled in flakes from my nose. I’m not sure we could have kept going if we hadn’t reached the slope, where rocks jutting from the hillside offered slivers of shade. Above us, a vulture circled in the hot wind.

From the desert, the mountain had looked like a smooth-sided pyramid. In fact, its slopes were covered with sharp, brittle rocks that stuck out like bone fractures. Several of the outcrops snapped as we grabbed them to use as rungs to scramble higher up. I dislodged another rock and sent it rolling a few feet down the side of the mountain.

“That’s not a rock…!” I gasped.

It had flipped over, revealing a light sensor on the side and a camera lens mounted in the front. That wasn’t a rock, and this wasn’t just a mountain, either.

We edged across the slope until we reached a ledge above the tyre marks. The marks led straight into the rock. Wind whipped us, and the sky in the distance grew brown and hazy. It was hard now to see where the desert ended and the sky began. It looked as if a range of mountains was sliding towards us across the desert.

“It’s a sandstorm,” Pan said. “But it’s miles away and they move slowly.”

But something was moving fast. Another truck emerged from the sandstorm, racing towards us. This one was black too, with a canvas awning, and it was following the previous van’s tracks.

“There must be a hidden entrance below us,” I said.

We’d seen the type of security the snake lady went in for. We didn’t stand much chance of getting into this place alone, and we couldn’t stay out here with a sandstorm blowing our way.

“We have to jump,” I said.

“Onto what?”

“The back of the truck. The tent bit.”

“But it’s not slowing down. It’s going to crash into the mountain.”

“Just jump. Now!”

I grabbed Pan’s arm and pulled her with me over the edge. We landed on top of the canvas, rolled over and watched the side of the mountain rush closer.

The truck drove straight through the rocks.

“The rocks were a hologram?” Pan said.

I nodded, as if I’d known that all along.

We sank low on the canvas as the truck carried us along a tunnel illuminated by red strip lights. Leaning over, I checked there was no one in the back of the truck, then swung down and landed in a tumble inside. I reached out to help Pan, but she swatted my hand away and came down after me.

“Are we getting closer?” I whispered.

She checked the tracker, bashed it against her palm and checked again. “Yes, but there’s another signal.”

The two flashing lights were now right on top of each other – my tracker and Mum’s. But Pan was right; there was a third signal now. It was further away, out in the desert, moving fast.

“Kit said Sami would find us,” I said. “Maybe that’s him, letting us know he’s coming?”

Or maybe it was nothing good at all. It didn’t matter. We were headed into the blood mountain with or without Sami.

“What’s in here, anyway?” Pan asked, looking around the truck.

In the red glow of the tunnel lights, we saw a wooden crate as big as a sarcophagus. We got our fingers under the lid and heaved. The wood creaked. Nails tore from grooves. We raised the crate’s lid and peered inside.

“The coffin,” I whispered.

The tunnel light glowed against the crystal casket, turning its carved snake into a ring of fire. The lid was slightly wonky, and I could just make out the murky outline of the mummy inside, thin and shrivelled.

“It’s been opened,” I said.

“Jake,” Pan replied, “this isn’t the same coffin.”

She ran her fingers over the carvings, the way Mum had when she’d studied the hieroglyphics. “It looks similar, with the snake, but these other markings are different.”

She sounded certain, and that was good enough for me.

“So where’s this one from?” I asked.

There was no time to think. The truck was slowing down. I heard voices and footsteps. We’d reached some sort of checkpoint. The light changed from red to blue, glowing brighter as it passed over the truck.

“It’s some sort of security scan,” I said. “They’ll see us here.”

“Jake, what do we do?”

My first instinct was to make a run for it. We could leap from the back of the truck and try to get past the mercenaries. But we had no idea how many were out there, or where we’d run to.

Then I remembered what the snake lady had said about the crystal coffin when I’d threatened to smash it up. She’d laughed at the idea. You could not destroy it, or penetrate it in any way.

“Get inside,” I said.

“Inside what?”

“The coffin! Quick!”

The blue light shone brighter, turning the lid from a ruby to a glowing sapphire as we gripped its edges and pulled. It moved more easily than I’d expected, the polished surfaces sliding smoothly against each other.

In the half-light we saw the frazzled shape of a several-thousand-year-old corpse. Its face made us both recoil in disgust – a black crust mask, sharp bones and peeled-back lips, with a mouth that gaped open in a silent scream. The mummy’s arms were crossed over its chest like someone who had fallen asleep for way too long on a sunbed. There was something tucked under them – something green.

The light grew brighter.

“Hurry,” Pan hissed.

I climbed in first, face down, and pressed against the mummy to give Pan room. She clambered after me, lying on her back so she could pull the lid shut. There wasn’t enough space.

“Scooch down,” she whispered.

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“The mummy!”

“Squash it!”

Whispering an apology to whoever this was, I pressed down harder. I heard things crunch and something squelch, and a puff of brown gas caused me to retch. The body compacted just enough for Pan to slide the lid shut. Something solid, like stone, pressed at my chest.

I lay as still as I could as the blue light passed over the back of the truck. I expected to hear shouts and thumping footsteps. There were none.

The light changed back to red and the truck drove on.

“What now?” Pan whispered.

I was desperate to get out. I was almost kissing the mummy’s crushed face, and some sort of sticky goo had seeped from its side. But as gross as it was, it was a decent hiding place as the truck carried us deeper into the blood mountain.

The truck stopped. We heard the driver’s door slam, then echoing footsteps.

Pan slid the lid open and climbed out. I wanted to leap out after her in case mercenaries were waiting in ambush, but I was stuck to the mummy by its goo. I had to scrape the stuff off me before I could follow.

“It’s too dark to see anything,” Pan muttered.

I fumbled my way to the driver’s door and managed to fit Kit’s skeleton key into the truck’s ignition. Headlights beamed across the darkness.

“Jake,” Pan breathed. “It’s another tomb.”

It was way bigger than any tomb we’d seen so far, a vast chamber deep inside the mountain. The walls were carved and painted with maps like those we’d seen in the lake tomb. There were images of pyramids with smooth and stepped sides, twisted towers and circles of standing stones. Around the walls, raised on granite plinths, were a dozen crystal coffins. The truck’s headlights gleamed off their surfaces so brightly it seemed as if each casket was glowing from the inside.

“Where have they all come from?” Pan asked.

“They all have the same symbol,” I replied. “The snake…”

They’d all been opened too. I slid one of the lids back an inch and looked inside. The mummy’s face was like a large dried prune. Its shrivelled arms were crossed over its chest, and some of its fingers were bent back and snapped off.

“Someone’s forced its hands apart.”

I rushed to the next coffin and then the next. I saw the same thing in each: mummies with twisted hands and broken fingers.

“They all had something in their hands,” I said.

“Tablets?” Pan suggested. “That’s what the snake lady said they were looking for.”

But there was something here that was far more interesting than a missing tablet.

I ran back to the truck and shoved the lid off the coffin in which we’d hidden. I slid my hands over the flattened mummy until I felt the thing that had pressed at my chest. The thing that had glinted. The thing that hadn’t yet been taken.

“Pan, this must be the tablet!” I called. “This one’s still here.”

I could barely talk, I was so breathless with excitement. I had to snap a couple of the mummy’s fingers to get the tablet out, and then wiped goo from its surface. I held it into the glare of the truck’s headlights. It was the size of a comic, but as heavy as a bowling ball. It gleamed at me, dazzling green.

“Looks like it’s made of emerald,” Pan gasped.

“Like the symbol on the snake lady’s case,” I added.

Pan took the tablet from me and studied it in the light. It was engraved all over with picture symbols.

“Are they hieroglyphs?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” Pan replied. She turned the tablet so that the light caught more of the symbols. “Some of them are like hieroglyphs, but others look more like cuneiform, the script used by Ancient Sumerians. These look like Ancient Chinese, and these … I think … are Aztec.”

“What do they say?”

“I don’t know! I just recognize them from Mum and Dad’s books. They’re not quite the same but they all seem to make up one script.”

I remembered what the snake lady had said to Kit on the Nile: We have several tablets still to locate. For her, finding the Tomb of Osiris had been about finding its emerald tablet and then destroying the rest of the evidence. We still had no idea why, but now we had something to bargain with.

Pan turned and stared at the walls and carvings around the chamber.

“What’s going on, Jake?” she asked. “These buildings around the maps… These are Ancient Egyptian paintings. But see that pyramid? That’s in Mexico. And that’s Stonehenge, Jake. Stonehenge. What’s it doing here, in an Egyptian tomb? It’s just not possible.”

But it was possible. It was here. The deeper we got into the snake lady’s world, the less we understood.

The exit to the tunnel had been sealed with a metal gate. From the look of the lock, I doubted even Kit’s skeleton key would get it open. But there was another path, a carved passage that led deeper into the heart of the mountain. I took the tablet and shoved it into the pocket of my desert suit. “Come on.”

The air grew warmer as we moved down the passage. We kept stopping, listening, looking back. Enough light from the truck’s headlights spilled into the tunnel for us to see that the walls were decorated with similar carvings to those we’d seen before. Images of temples that didn’t look Egyptian, giant skulls surrounded by halos…

“This whole mountain is a tomb,” Pan whispered.

We came to stairs cut through stone, an even narrower passage leading to total darkness. I felt a familiar tingle in my stomach, a sense that something was wrong. It was an instinct I’d learned to trust.

Pan checked the tracker again.

“The signals are right on top of each other,” she said. “See? We’re one, and Mum’s the other. Hopefully Dad, too.”

“What about the third signal?”

“It’s getting closer to this mountain. It’s coming fast.”

Pan led the way up the stairs, raising the tracker for a glimmer of light. With each step the tingle in my gut grew stronger. None of this made sense. We were simply walking through a tomb. No traps, no security, no mercenaries…

It was too easy.

We reached the top of the stairs.

“Another room,” Pan hissed, and she crept further into the darkness.

“No,” I called. “Pan, wait!”

Cursing, I rushed after her. We couldn’t see anything other than our own faces lit by the feeble glow of the tracker.

“Pan, we should go back.”

“Go back? That’s a rubbish plan. See the signals? Mum should be right here.”

I had seen the signals. But I didn’t care. I just wanted to get Pan to safety. Because right then I felt certain that we weren’t safe at all…
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“Pan, we have to get away from here.”

I grabbed her arm and tried to pull her back to the stairs, but she shook me off. “Look at the tracker, Jake. We’re close.”

“Pan, something’s wrong.”

“Of course it is. We’re in the bad guys’ lair. But Mum and Dad might be here. Look for a light switch.”

We didn’t need a light switch. Right then, a golden beam shone from above, spotlighting us. We staggered back, but the light spread wider and grew brighter.

“What’s going on?” Pan breathed.

Shielding my eyes from the light, I looked up to see a roof sliding back from the top of the chamber. The spotlight grew into a crescent and then a circle as the roof retracted fully and sunlight flooded in.

We were in a huge cavern with metal scaffolds, gantries and ladders fixed to the walls almost all the way to the open mountain top. Doors were set into the rock around the gantries, ten levels high – hundreds of doors. Black-suited mercenaries stood around the platforms, armed with stun guns that were aimed at us.

They’d known we were here.

They’d been waiting.

Only one side of the cavern remained in shade. A huge holosphere screen, as big as a stage, hovered above the ground. Hologram projections floated over it, rising almost to the height of the first level of gantries. They were silhouettes, four human figures darkened to hide their identities. They weren’t just photographs; they were live video images.

The snake lady stepped out of the shadows. Sunlight lit her white hair, so her head seemed to have a golden halo. She held out her arms as if she expected a group hug, and gave one of her joyless laughs.

“Darlings! You found us! Welcome at last, dear Jake and Pandora, to our modest little enterprise.”

We should have run, looked for a weapon, or done … something. But the last of our energy had drained away. Not with shock or fear, but with failure. The tracker had led us into a trap. We’d been played.

The snake lady stuck out her bottom lip and made a fake glum face. “Oh, darlings, don’t look so sad. You have done so well to make it this far. It hurt me to try to stop you. And still you just kept coming, snapping at our heels like darling little puppies. But even little puppies must sometimes be drowned.”

“You’re a cold-hearted witch,” Pan roared.

She stepped back, made that knife-to-the-heart gesture and moaned deeply. “A witch! A witch, she says! Is it true? Am I so cold-hearted?”

Her voice was suddenly as dark and hard as her eyes, as she addressed the black-suited mercenaries around the gantries.

“I said, am I so cold-hearted?”

Several of the mercenaries muttered in reply, and others joined in, their chanted answer – no, no, no – echoing around the mountain’s hollow heart.

The snake lady smiled. “Darling Jake, dear Pandora. If I were so cold-hearted, would I now be offering you a job?”

“We’d never work for you!” Pan spat.

“Hold on,” I said.

“Jake…” Pan hissed.

I glanced at the tracker in Pan’s hand and saw the third signal still speeding towards our location. Was help on its way, or were we fooling ourselves again? If we could keep the snake lady talking, maybe we could find out.

“Work for you doing what?” I asked.

The snake lady was about to answer but was beaten to it by one of the silhouetted figures floating on the holosphere – a deep, gravelly voice that sounded like it had been deliberately distorted.

“Containing you has proved difficult,” the shadowy figure said. “So instead, we wish to recruit you. We have ongoing operations on every continent, which require the very best hunters.”

“What operations?” Pan demanded.

“Locating tombs,” another of the holograms replied.

“Tombs?” I said. “You mean the emerald tablets. We know about them.”

I felt the tablet in my pocket and prayed they didn’t know it was there.

The snake lady slowly stroked her hair. “Of course you do, you little cherub. We left the tablet in the coffin for you to find. It is our way of introducing ourselves – our handshake. You may hand it over to me and find out more as you begin to work for us.”

“And if we refuse?”

“Oh, Jake darling, don’t make me say something mean.”

“Why bother working for you?” Pan said. “All you want to do is find stuff and destroy it. But why? Why wipe out history?”

“A history,” one of the silhouettes replied. “There is more than one history of the world. That which you are taught at school is simply one interpretation of evidence.”

“You mean … it’s wrong?” Pan said. She hated these people as much as I did, but she was fascinated too. “You’re saying that the Ancient Egyptians didn’t exist?”

“Of course the Ancient Egyptians existed,” one of the silhouettes replied. “They built the pyramids, and their temples.”

Another of the holograms continued. “You are taught that their civilization was the world’s first. Their language, art, gods. But what if that were not true? What if Ancient Egyptian civilization was in fact … a legacy? A hand-me-down from something much older?”

“Hand-me-down?” Pan scoffed. “You’re all crazy.”

“And yet you have seen the evidence for yourself,” replied another shadow. “Did you not wonder who was in the coffin you discovered?”

“Osiris…”

The snake lady shook her head. Her voice had lost all its fake sugariness. She sounded serious, professional. “Osiris is a god,” she said. “A legend. You saw a body. A very ancient person who was later remembered as Osiris. But that person was real.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“Did you not see maps in the lake tomb? Maps and carvings of places that Egyptians could not possibly have known? The tomb was sealed, so those carvings could not have been added later.”

“How?” Pan asked. “How could they have been there?”

“How, indeed,” one of the shadows replied.

The snake lady flapped a hand, signalling to the mercenary controlling the holosphere. He pinched and flicked several hovering files, causing images to project all around the cave – holograms of the pyramids, towers, stone circles and temples we’d seen on the tomb walls. Between them, the same symbol repeated over and over.

The snake eating its own tail.

The snake lady’s eyes gleamed in the light of the projections. “What if there was a culture on this planet long before the Egyptians built their pyramids? Something far more advanced. A culture that did not survive. But before it disappeared, its people travelled. They left mythologies, mathematical principles, expertise in architecture and art, a legacy that is reflected in ancient cultures all around the world: Egypt, Indus Valley, China, Peru…”

“Who?” Pan asked.

“You have seen them,” the snake lady replied, “in the crystal coffins.”

Pan reached out and touched a projection close to her, of a serpent.

“The People of the Snake,” she said.

The snake lady smiled again, ruby lips and pearl-string teeth. “That is not the name we give them,” she said. “If you work for us, we will tell you more. That and a hundred other secrets about the true history of humankind.”

“But why destroy it all?” I demanded. “Why not tell everyone?”

One of the hologram silhouettes replied. The voice was deep and deadly serious. “For your own good. The People of the Snake, as you call them, vanished. We have reason to believe that they were made extinct by a particular event. It is possible that that event might return. If so, it is us – all of humanity – that would be wiped out.”

“What event?” Pan demanded. “Tell us.”

“We have already told you too much,” the silhouette replied.

“Too much?” I asked.

“For you to leave,” the shadow figure added. “What Marjorie means is that you do not have to be our enemy. You have the will to oppose us, but not the resources. Instead, why not work with us?”

“Wait,” I said, turning back to the snake lady. “Marjorie? That’s your name?”

She looked thrown. “What’s wrong with that?”

“It’s just not very evil. We’ve been calling you the snake lady. Marjorie sounds like a grandma in a knitting circle.”

I burst out laughing so hard that I staggered to Pan and leaned against her for support. “Marjorie!” I repeated.

My sister looked as bewildered by my outburst as the snake lady. She didn’t realize it was fake. I mean, it was a stupid name for a villain, but the reason I laughed was to get closer to Pan so I could see the tracker. She’d tucked it into her palm to hide it from the snake lady. Now I saw that the third signal was on top of the other two, right above us.

The snake lady came closer, holding out pale, waxy palms. “Oh, dear Jake, darling Pandora. It seems that your little game is finally over. Jake? No more clever plans?”

Her hands glowed in the sunlight that poured through the opening in the mountain. Then, just for a second, the light broke. High above, something moved across the sky.

I stepped up to the snake lady, wiping away tears of fake laughter. I made it look like I might actually hug her.

“You’re wrong about something, Marjorie,” I said.

“Wrong?”

“There’s still one clever plan left.”

Right then, two wires dropped from the sky behind me and dangled in front of Pan. High above hovered Sami’s extraction drone. He’d homed in on my tracking signal, and he’d sent presents. Hanging from each line was a utility belt.

The moment the wires dropped, the mercenaries opened fire. Stun darts shot into the ground; one hit the snake lady in the leg. Whatever drug was in the thing worked fast. Her scream became a moan and she slumped forward, unconscious.

I grabbed her as she fell and wrapped my arm around her neck. With my other hand, I reached and slid one of Sami’s explosive devices from a utility belt hanging on the wire. I remembered what Sami had told us about these mercenaries. They were just hired thugs. They’d all lose out if the snake lady died.

“Stop shooting!” I screamed. “Or I’ll blow us up, and your boss too. Then how are you all going to get paid?”

I dragged her limp body back, making sure the mercenaries didn’t fire at Pan either.

Quickly, Pan unclipped the utility belts from the wires. She fixed one of them around her waist, then grabbed the snake lady as I strapped on the other. The belts were fully kitted with flares, smoke bombs, explosives and, of course, a pair of smart-goggles.

“Jake?” Pan yelled. “What now?”

“Make a smoke shield,” I replied.

She pulled a smoke bomb from her belt and hurled it to the floor. In seconds black fumes engulfed us.

The mercenaries shouted in different languages, a tornado of noise around the cave. The hologram figures roared orders too, but it was impossible to pick out individual voices.

“Don’t shoot!” I cried. “I’ve still got the bomb.”

“Jake,” Pan hissed. “What now?”

I yanked the snake lady closer, trying to sound frightening. “Where are our parents?”

Her eyes rolled, but she was too drugged to reply.

There were at least a hundred doors in the walls up the side of the cave, but the smoke was so thick that we couldn’t even see them any more.

I reached to my belt and pulled out the smart-goggles. I gave them an order as I slid them on. “Thermal.”

My view changed from swirling smoke to the heat map of a thermographic camera. I saw glowing heat signals from all the mercenaries surrounding us in the cave. Above them, in a cell across the cave, two glowing blobs huddled together.

“Pan, I think Mum and Dad are over there. We’ve got to get to the ladder on the other side.”

At least the mercenaries couldn’t see us through the smoke. Pan moved even closer to me and we shuffled through the black cloud, dropping smoke bombs in our path. We inched our way across the cave and towards the ladder.

One of the mercenaries couldn’t control his trigger finger. A stun dart whizzed through the smoke, missing my head – and the snake lady’s – by inches.

“Do you want me to blow up your boss?” I screamed.

“Jake, we’re at the ladder,” Pan said.

So far, so good, but this was as far as it could be good. The snake lady was slim, but we wouldn’t be able to carry her up the ladder. As soon as I let her go the mercenaries would blast us with every stun dart they had. And even if we could get up there, we’d no idea how to open the door to the cell. We didn’t even know for sure that our parents were in there.

Think. Think!

“This is the last smoke bomb,” Pan said, hurling it to the floor. Its black cloud rose and thickened. As soon as it cleared, we’d become target practice for a hundred well-trained mercenaries. They’d take us out with stun dart sniper shots.

“What now, Jake?” Pan called.

The smoke grew thinner. The shapes of the mercenaries became clearer. We had seconds left…
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The smoke thinned into a dusky grey haze. I pressed back against the ladder, my grip tight around the snake lady’s neck. She was still unconscious from the stun dart and I held her against me as a shield. But that wouldn’t matter to the mercenaries. As soon as they could see us, they’d shoot.

“Jake?” Pan called. “What’s the plan?”

I looked up to the cell door, behind which I thought Mum and Dad were being held. I tried to think of any plan other than the one in my mind, but nothing better presented itself, and there was no time to wait.

“How many more bombs have you got on your belt?” I asked.

“Three,” Pan replied. “Why?”

“Grab them, and mine too. That’s six in total. Set the timers for twenty seconds and throw them to the top of the ladder.”

“All of them? But what if Mum and Dad are up there? We’d blow them up.”

I knew that was possible, but I didn’t think it would happen. These mercenaries weren’t about to die for the snake lady and her secrets. Once those bombs landed, they’d hurl as many away as they could. But twenty seconds wasn’t long enough to get them all. One or two would still detonate – enough explosives to blow that cell door open and free Mum and Dad.

“Hurry, Pan,” I urged.

She fumbled with the explosives, tapping screens and setting times.

The first countdowns began.

The snake lady’s eyes fluttered open. She was dazed, her head lolling. “Wait…” she groaned. “No…”

Pan’s hands shook. She glanced at me and I knew she wasn’t sure about this plan. She was right not to be, but I had to trust my instincts. I’d once been ashamed of those instincts. But I wasn’t a troublemaker. I was a treasure hunter. And this plan would work.

“Throw them, Pan.”

“Jake…”

“Now, Pan!”

She threw three bombs at once, then three more, up towards the cell door. The smoke was still too thick to see exactly what happened next, except for the panicking shapes of mercenaries grabbing the bombs and hurling them across the cave. They fled with seconds left, shouting warnings, boots clanging on the gangway.

And then the bombs exploded.

One blast thrust us back against the cave wall, causing me to release the snake lady. The emerald tablet fell from my pocket. I reached for it, but another explosion came from the side, flinging me to the ground.

Pan and I grabbed hold of each other as more blasts shook the cave. The ground trembled and rocks crashed down around us. The holosphere figures disappeared as the projection screen shattered. Sparks sprayed. Gantries and ladders collapsed. Mercenaries fell screaming to the ground. Smoke and rock dust swirled around us, as if the sandstorm had raged its way into the heart of the mountain.

I looked up, struggling to see through the smoke. Only a couple of the devices had detonated there, but the damage was much worse than I’d expected. The entire upper floor had collapsed, a cave-in of rocks, rubble and twisted metal from the fallen gantries. I couldn’t see Mum or Dad anywhere. Were they… Were they buried under the rubble?

“Mum!” Pan screamed. “Dad!”

I scrambled up and staggered across the cave, swatting away smoke and leaping over fallen mercenaries. I felt sick with fear. My arms were shaking and my vision was blurred from smoke and tears.

We clambered over the fallen rocks, shoving them aside in a desperate search. “Mum!” I called. “Dad?”

I grabbed another rock and tried to lift it. “Pan, help me with this—”

I stopped, staring.

Two dust-covered figures rose from the rubble.

Mum shook chunks of broken rock from her shoulders and rubbed dust from her eyes. Dad stood beside her. His face was shadowed with stubble and cuts glistened on his cheeks, but he looked like a movie hero. It had only been a few days since he’d vanished in Cairo, but so much had happened that it felt like years.

“Dad!” Pan cried.

We ran to him, and he scooped us both up in a wide grasp. Mum joined in, so we were one big hug of a family. I forgot about the mercenaries, and that we had no plan whatsoever to get out of this place. I forgot about the snake lady and that I’d dropped the emerald tablet. I just hugged my mum and my dad and my sister, and they hugged me back.

This had been a brilliant holiday.

Dad pulled away and looked at us. He saw my head bandage, the cuts and bruises all over Pan, but he still smiled that big goofy smile that caused his whole face to crease up.

“Your mother says you’ve been busy,” he said.

I looked at Mum, hoping she might smile too, but her face was set like stone. Was she angry that we’d come after them, or still worried about our safety?

She opened her mouth as if to say something, but at that moment a curtain of smoke parted and six mercenaries charged for us. Beyond them, a dozen more aimed stun guns.

Mum and Dad ran at the mercenaries, deliberately drawing their fire away from Pan and me. A few of the guards turned and legged it, but most stood their ground. They were good fighters, but Mum and Dad were better. Mum was all leaps and jumps, ducks and swipes. Dad’s style was more basic, but still effective. He took more blows, but gave them back much harder.

Now the stun-gunners opened fire, even hitting some of the other mercenaries. Mum and Dad were hit all over too, but somehow kept fighting. It seemed impossible. How were they even still standing?

A stun gun slid across the floor. Pan grabbed it and began firing at mercenaries around the cave. She was such a good shot. Every dart hit its target, and black-clad figures dropped from ladders and from up on the gantries.

“Jake! What’s the plan?”

Mum was asking me!

I was battered, bruised, cut and exhausted, but I’d never felt as alive as I did right then. Mum and Dad were doing their bit and Pan was doing hers. Now it was time for me to do what I did best.

I turned, looking through the chaos of smoke, stun darts and running, crawling and collapsed mercenaries. My mind was like Sami’s holosphere: a dozen spinning thoughts, with possible escape plans. I flicked some away, discarding them, thinking faster.

Four tunnels led from the cave. Those were the logical ways out, but we had to be smarter. They were unknown paths; we had no idea what sort of security, traps or surprises we might come up against. But there was another way out, a way that we could see, which would let us know all the dangers that we would face.

“Over there!” I called. “We have to get up that ladder.”

“But where are we going?” Pan called.

“Up. We’re going up.”

Pan scrambled ahead of me up the ladder. Mum and Dad didn’t question my plan; they just followed, plucking stun darts from their limbs as they climbed.

“How didn’t those darts knock you out?” I yelled.

Dad pulled another from his neck. “They’re loaded with a drug called xylazine. Your mother and I built up immunity to it about twenty years ago.”

“Keep moving!” Mum screamed.

We ran across the first gantry, jumping over the bodies of fallen black suits. A mercenary came at us from behind, but Dad pinned him against the wall, pulled a dart from his own arm and jabbed it into the man’s neck.

“Pan, six o’clock!” he shouted.

Two mercenaries raced up behind Pan. She whirled around, grabbed a stun gun and took them both out.

“Jake, behind you!” she called.

Another black suit came at me, fists whirling. I ducked a punch and managed to rugby-tackle the guy to the gantry. Reaching beyond the platform, I grabbed one of the wires hanging from the drone and clipped the end to the mercenary’s utility belt. As he tried to get up, I shoved him back so he swung in the air.

“Mum, to your left!” I warned.

Mum twisted, avoiding a kick, and then flipped the mercenary over and ninja-pinched his neck, so he passed out. She snatched the stun gun from his hand, leaped from the platform and swung on the drone’s wire as it lifted her into the air. As she rose she fired darts at the last few mercenaries left standing.

“Move!” she cried.

We were moving, up ladders and along gantries, towards the circle of daylight. We reached the highest level, about ten metres from the opening in the top of the cave.

Dad grabbed Pan, turned her around and pulled a gadget from her belt. He fired it at the opening in the mountain; it was one of those super-strong wires that Mum had used to lift us out of the tomb at Giza.

“Grab hold,” he said.

We did, and the line raised us up among a cloud of smoke and dust. As we neared the top, Dad gripped the rock edge with both hands.

“Climb up me,” he grunted.

Pan went first. Pressing her feet against Dad’s side, she used him as a ladder to scramble onto the top of the mountain.

As I hung on, I dared a look down to the bottom of the cave. Oh God, it was high! I had to fight through my fear, and think.

“Zoom,” I said.

My smart-goggles focused on the snake lady crawling over the rubble. She had the emerald tablet clutched to her chest.

That was why Mum and Dad had come to Egypt: to stop the snake lady from destroying evidence of something incredible; a culture far more ancient than anyone had ever known. With that clue we could keep hunting – Mum and Dad wouldn’t be able to stop themselves. But without the tablet we had nothing. Maybe we’d go back to our old lives. In time, Mum would probably ban all talk of this adventure and claim it had been a terrible mistake.

That tablet might have held secrets to the world’s history, but it was more than that to me. It was the Atlas family’s future.

I had to get it back somehow.

“Jake,” Dad groaned. “I can’t hold on much longer.”

I gripped Pan’s outstretched hand, and climbed. It can’t have been much fun for Dad. I had to dig my feet into his waist and then stand on his shoulders as I wriggled up onto the rock.

“Get back!” he barked.

Clinging on with one hand, he used the other to unclip the wire. He refreshed his grip on the rocks, and began to swing. He kicked his legs, swung higher and then let go – so he arced up, back-flipped and landed beside us on the rock.

Pan and I just stared as Dad rubbed his shoulder.

“Not done that in a while,” he muttered. “Bet you didn’t expect your old dad to—”

“John, shut up and get out of the way!” Mum bellowed.

As the drone lifted her through the opening, she swung the line and leaped to join us on the mountain top.

“So what now?” Dad asked.

I turned, blinking in the sunlight. A small black teardrop swept towards us through the sky. As it grew larger, red and white stripes appeared. A reed basket hung from the base, carrying a waving, silhouetted figure.

“Sami!” Pan yelled.

“In a hot air balloon?” Mum replied.

It wasn’t the perfect getaway vehicle, but it made sense – all other forms of transport were being used for rescue operations in the flooded towns. This was the best Sami could do.

But something else was coming too. Beyond the balloon, the sandstorm blew closer. The brown wall rose even higher than the mountain. It rolled over the desert, silently swallowing dunes and rocks and snuffing out the sun.

As the balloon approached, Sami lowered two rope ladders from the basket.

“All right!” Dad called. “Get ready to grab hold.”

“Just grab hold?” Pan screeched. “That’s the best plan?”

That was the only plan. The ends of the ladders brushed the top of the mountain as they rushed towards us. They lifted off the rocks just enough so that we’d have to jump to grasp their rungs. High above, Sami waved and yelled from the basket, signalling for us to grab on.

“Jake,” Pan said. “Are you OK with the height?”

“Pan, why did you have to mention the height?”

“Because you’re scared of heights.”

“But now all I can think about is the height!”

“Stop squabbling,” Mum snapped. “Here we go!”
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Sunlight stung my eyes as the hot air balloon passed overhead. The rope ladders swept closer, trailing behind the balloon’s basket. We braced ourselves… Waiting…

We jumped.

Mum and Dad grabbed hold of one ladder, while Pan and I grasped the bottom rung of the other. The balloon lifted us up, and I clung on tighter as we cleared the rocks and sailed out over the desert.

I looked down and swore several times as vertigo kicked in and my guts turned somersaults. More than ever I needed to fight it, to focus on the mission.

Below, three vehicles had emerged from the base of the mountain. They weren’t trucks. The mercenaries were riding hovercrafts, racing over the desert to escape the sandstorm. The snake lady – Marjorie – was in one, and she had the emerald tablet.

She’d get away, and we’d have nothing. I’d seen enough of her operation by now to know that her people would clear everything from inside the mountain and destroy all the evidence.

Above, Sami leaned over the side of the basket, beckoning to us to climb. Mum and Dad had already begun to scale their ladder. Pan started to climb too. But the balloon was lifting us higher, further from the hovercrafts, from the snake lady and the tablet.

I prayed that Sami’s holosphere was working, and that he could hear me through my smart-goggles.

“Sami?” I called.

“Jake?” His voice in my goggles’ mic was distorted by wind, but I could just hear. “Climb up!”

“Didn’t you tell us that our utility belts have bungee cords?”

“Yes, reeled around the inside. It’s made of BioSteel woven with thermoplastic polymer—”

“That’s great, Sami, but where is it?”

Above us, Dad climbed into the basket. He saw me still hanging below, and yelled over the rush of wind. “Hurry, Jake, the sandstorm’s catching up! We have to get above it.”

I shouted louder into my goggles’ mic. “Where’s the bungee, Sami? The ladder’s tearing, I need the cord!”

He’d never have told me if he knew what I planned.

“Pull the clip on your belt,” he replied. “The bungee will come with it.”

Clinging onto the ladder with one hand, I groped my belt with the other and found the clip. I yanked it, and a thin black cord unravelled from inside the belt. It was barely thicker than a thread. Was it really going to hold me?

Pan stopped climbing. “What are you doing?”

“Getting that tablet back.”

“Are you crazy?”

“No!” I yelled. “Actually, yes!”

I clipped the end of the cord to the rope ladder. I didn’t want to look down again, but I had to watch the hovercrafts. They were directly below me, a fifty-metre drop.

I ordered my goggles to zoom.

Each craft carried a crystal coffin and was driven by two armed mercenaries. I spotted the snake lady in the hovercraft at the back. Most of her face was covered with a scarf, but I could see her eyes. She still looked dazed from the stun dart, and kept looking back at the approaching sandstorm. She was clutching the snake case. The emerald tablet was inside, I was certain. Our emerald tablet.

None of the mercenaries had looked up, but if I waited longer they might, and I’d lose the only thing I had in my favour: the element of surprise. The balloon was rising higher, too, as Sami took us up to escape the sandstorm.

I had to go now.

But my hands betrayed me, gripping the ladder tighter.

I looked up at Pan as she leaned over the basket. Mum, Dad and Sami yelled at me to climb up, but Pan just watched me with those serious, narrow eyes. She nodded – do it, Jake.

I let go.

I’ve seen YouTube videos of people doing bungee jumps. They launch off like Olympic divers, limbs thrust out and heads raised, totally cool.

Mine was nothing like that.

I just fell.

I kicked my legs and windmilled my arms. I’d have screamed if my mouth hadn’t filled with sand as the first sweeps of the storm caught up. Instead, I coughed, spluttered and spat. I wasn’t even aware of the cord unreeling from my belt. I flipped over, glimpsed hovercrafts, and realized I was about to crash-land in a group of the snake lady’s mercenaries.

Five metres above their heads, the bungee bounced me back up into the storm. It felt as if my spine had been torn from my back and snapped in half. By the time I’d plunged back down, then back up and down again, my boots were scraping the desert.

I was hanging behind the last hovercraft, gripping the bungee, my boots skiing over sand. I looked up, saw Mum and Dad screaming at me, signalling to me to get back into the balloon. I didn’t have long until they’d fish me back up. My chance to get the emerald tablet would be lost.

I wasn’t looking ahead, so I didn’t see the dune. I didn’t even know what I’d hit until the bungee dragged me up the slope, my face sliding through hot sand. I twisted, slid down the other side on my back, and managed to get up on my feet so I was ready for the next dune.

I tugged the cord, causing the elastic to lift me so I boot-skied up the slope and jumped off the top. It would have been fun if I hadn’t been chasing armed villains to steal the one thing they were paid to protect.

The good news was they hadn’t seen me. The bad news was the sandstorm was here.

It came all at once, like the tsunami, knocking me forward. Suddenly I was up in the air, clinging on to the bungee as sand and wind battered my back. The air was thick with sand, filling my throat and nostrils. Gripping the cord with one hand, I reached to my utility belt, pulled out its breathing tube and rammed it into my mouth. My goggles protected my eyes, but all I could see through the storm were blurs of hovercrafts obscured by swirling sand.

Then the blurs vanished and the world turned pitch black, as dark as a tomb. The sandstorm had blocked out the sunlight.

Blurry white ribbons moved through the dark. The hovercrafts had turned on their headlights. Blown by the storm, they’d sped up, but so had the hot air balloon. I was right on them now, foot-surfing faster in the dark.

I had to strike now.

I tugged the bungee and bounced up again. At the same time, the storm blew me forward, so I swung at the rear hovercraft, legs thrust out. My boots thumped against the back of the mercenary driving the craft and sent him tumbling over the side. Before the other two had time to react, I swung again and kicked them both over the edge.

The snake lady glared at me, eyes bulging in disbelief. She tried to get away, but there was nowhere to run. Her arms were locked around her snake case, pinning it to her chest.

What followed wasn’t very cool. I lunged for the case and grabbed its edges as her grip tightened. We had a short tug-of-war. She wailed, “Jake, darling, stop!” and I wailed stuff back that wasn’t so nice, but she deserved it. I was about to punch her in the nose to make her let go, but now the bungee pulled as the hot air balloon rose higher. The force yanked me back and tore the case from the snake lady’s grip.

I had it!

“Ha!” I yelled. “Finders keepers!”

The cord lifted me higher, my legs kicking the sandstorm’s darkness. Sami was taking the balloon up above the storm.

Below, the snake lady pulled off her headscarf and shouted one last threat. “I will see you again, Jake Atlas.”

“Bet on it, Marjorie!”

The line pulled me higher. I know that after all I’d been through I should have conquered my fear of heights, but I kept screaming all the way through the sandstorm as the bungee carried me up to daylight. I closed my eyes and let Mum, Dad and Pan hoist me up into the balloon’s basket.

As soon as I was safe, Mum gripped my arms.

“Are you OK?” she demanded.

“I…”

“Good. Did you get the tablet?”

With a shaky hand, I held out the case.

Mum grabbed it and took out the emerald tablet. Dad moved in and they studied it up close, their faces glowing green in the reflected sunlight. I’d never seen them so excited, examining the signs, laughing about the scripts and arguing over symbols carved onto the relic.

They looked happy.

Pan was grinning too, and at last she went in for a high five.

“Not bad, brother,” she said.

Sami cranked the handle on one of the burners. Flames spurted up into the balloon. “Where now?” he called.

“Wherever that tablet leads us,” I told him. “The snake lady said her group were looking for other tombs, more tablets left behind by the People of the Snake. There must be a reason.”

“They’re markers,” Dad said. “Together, they’ll lead somewhere.”

“But where?” I asked.

“I don’t know yet. That’s why it’s called a treasure hunt.”

“Wherever it is, we’ll get there first,” Pan decided. “We’ll stop the snake lady from burying history. Mum, you told us you have money stashed all over the place, and fake identities.”

“And you can train us,” I added. “We have Sami’s gadgets too, right?”

“I go where you go,” Sami said, smiling. “I mean, I stay back where it’s safe, but I’ll be close.”

“We do it as a team,” I said. “A family.”

Dad’s face creased into one huge grin. “What do you think, Jane? Can’t say I’d miss life as a college professor.”

Mum looked at him, at us, at Sami. At first I thought she might scowl or snap, but her eyes lit up and a smile spread across her face that was as bright and warm as the desert sun.

“There’s one problem,” she said. “You’re both grounded.”

“What for?” I asked.

“Blowing up ancient monuments, destroying museums, becoming wanted criminals and bad language.”

“But you swore too,” Pan protested.

“I am your mother. It’s allowed.”

The balloon carried us higher, up and over the Great Sand Sea. In one direction was the storm, in the other the blood mountain, and beyond that the green weave of the Nile Valley – crumbled temples, ancient pyramids, lost tombs, found tombs, long forgotten tombs. Secrets hidden in sand.

“We climbed the Great Pyramid, you know, Dad?” I said. “Bet you’ve never done that.”

“Several times,” Dad replied. “Your mother and I spent a year looking for clues to the capstone missing from its peak. A legend says it gives the location of the tomb of Alexander the Great.”

“Did you find it?”

“No. But we will.”

“We all will,” Mum said. “One tomb at a time.”
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