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1

 


 


A swirl of
wind languished across the parched sands of the Egyptian desert.
The microscopic remains of countless creatures, which flourished in
the mild seas that once covered these lands, dusted around the lone
traveller as he staggered across the heavy dunes toward his
goal.

In every way
it was possible to be, Amjad was scared. His short, muscular frame
shook with the exertions of the past few days and his rough,
tool-worn hands were covered in the scars of repeated, violent
encounters.

Amjad stumbled
across the wastes, tumbling once before righting clumsily, as he
willed himself onward. He would not be stopped this day. Not now.
Not after so much was completed in the name of his task.

Amjad’s
thoughts turned to his wife and children. How he wished he could
hold them. In his mind’s eye, he could see the tears flowing down
their beautiful faces as the pharaoh’s men came and punished them
for his transgressions. That one moment, more than any other reason
he now held, drove him on. If they were lost to him, as the wound
on his neck now told him they were, he would finish what he
started. Only in its finality would he and his bloodline be given
the peace and reverence his new God promised.

The next dune
rose before Amjad and blotted out the sun. Its sheer crest and
dusty peak seemed to grow as he fought his way up its unsure slope.
As he climbed, the air began to swell and the fine silt that once
pelted his legs now danced from the surface and spiralled upward.
The wind was changing. With a sense of deep foreboding, he
instinctively knew a sandstorm was approaching.

Amjad turned
and stared into the shimmering distance, ripping the wound on his
neck open and precipitating another issuance of blood down his
chest. Clasping the laceration, he prayed his pursuant was far
behind him, lost to the furious desert storm heading toward
him.

He tore
another strip of fabric from his vestments and did his best to
cleanse the rough material of sand. He placed the makeshift bandage
against the wound, as the tingle of remaining salt sent a wave of
pain through his faltering body.

A few days
hence, Amjad was but a simple stonemason. He learnt his trade from
his father, and he from his. They were renowned in the area and
treated as masters of their art. He was selected to create some of
the most intricate and subtle works of his new Pharaoh, a privilege
that would follow his progeny for all time.

When he was
young, Amjad and his father worked at the old quarry on the edge of
the plateau. One day, after completing his first solo foundation
stone, his father turned from his own work to make the final
inspection. The heat coalesced in that airless pit was
extraordinary that day, as it had been for many years since. He
watched as his father crouched down and carefully scrutinised his
work. The rounded disc of stone was not grand, but it was the most
important part of a new pillar in the Great City of Mit Rahina. It
needed to be exact. He could remember his worry, as his father
circled the large rock, his buffing stone still clasped in his
warped fingers, searching for even the most minor of imperfections.
The joy he felt as his father rose, a beaming smile spread far over
his face, was one of the keenest memories he still held. The stone
was perfect. It was the day he, Amjad son of Amut, became a man in
his own right.

That evening,
as they and the other masons celebrated his coming of age, a
conversation started that would change his life forever.

Amjad’s
father, partially inebriated by wine, slurred out a message about a
secret the men of his household held. He refused to divulge more at
the time, but said that all would become clear soon. However, that
day never came.

His father
died after the harvest. A graze, no more than a shallow cut caused
by a copper chisel, became infested with the rotting green. The
speed at which the foul illness spread throughout his father’s
stout frame was shocking. Only seven days after the nick appeared
he was bedridden. A few days later, his father could not swallow.
Until, one cold evening, his father, the man he looked up to for
guidance more than any other, began his journey into the
afterlife.

The reasons
for the strange conversation they shared never registered until the
day after the burial. Sat alone, crying as he adorned his father’s
simple tomb with details of his achievements in the dank quiet of
the simply family pirjyt, Amjad stumbled upon the work of his
grandfather.

The drawings
that lay around his grandfather’s resting place were delicate,
thinly drawn lines crafted on thick reed parchment. The pictures
were descriptive, markers for ideas that could not be fully
rationalised.

Amjad stared,
unsure of what he was looking at, but knowing some small part of
his father’s secret had been uncovered. From that moment on,
nothing would ever be the same. His every waking moment filled with
completing the work.

Driven by a
need to discover the truth behind the images, Amjad spent many
hours talking to the other artisans and their sons about their work
upon the Great Monuments, the majestic pyramids that lined the edge
of his world. Slowly, painstakingly, the information began to
resolve.

He began to
carve miniature representations of the stones he knew had been
constructed, until, not long ago whilst working in the late evening
twilight, he finally finished the last.

Amjad could
remember how, with trembling hands, he placed the three objects
into the casket and set the last of the larger blocks over the
chamber. It was only then he realised what his father had concealed
from him, the thought that beset him a mixture of elation and deep
sadness.

Reaching the
top of a dune, Amjad looked out across the endless sands towards
his destination. Even in the failing light of day, he could see the
Great Monuments looming on the horizon.

Amjad reached
out to the pouch that hung across his shoulder and felt through to
the objects that lay within. Collecting them was far more difficult
than he could have imagined, but the deed was done. Feeling warmth
as he made contact, he relaxed, safe in the knowledge that their
retrieval and delivery was almost assured.

In his
travels, he had retrieved these three ancient artefacts from some
of the most glorious edifices ever created by man’s
hands.

The first, a
majestic golden staff, he recovered from the priests of Iunu. The
temple complex they inhabited, his land’s most holy place. He did
not want to injure the men, but they would not give him what he
needed. He had no choice. He had never killed anyone before, and
the feeling it gave him to recall their passing chilled him to his
core.

Retrieving the
second artefact was easier. The impossibly detailed carving of the
snake’s head was stored in a box at the back of the Temple of Ra in
the Great City. After causing a distraction, he slipped in
unnoticed; the ureaus removed before anyone became aware, or that
was what he believed.

Arriving at
the pyramid at Meidum to recover the third artefact, he met a woman
from a land more distant than any he knew. They spoke for hours,
her voice so soothing he felt sure he would drift into sleep just
listening to her. Eventually, he summoned enough courage to press
his point, and she reluctantly agreed to take him to the Al-Fayoum
oasis to meet the man who possessed what he required.

The man they
found by the edges of the still lake was older then he could
imagine possible. Shock-white hair trailed down from his brow,
almost to his knees, and the lines and furrows of his face were
extensive. He talked in a crackled whisper, the woman only ever
calling him by a strange title, The
Seer.

The pair
talked throughout most of the morning, gossiping and laughing about
numerous trivialities. He did not have time to waste with their
discussions; he needed what the Seer carried.

Distracted by
their banal banter, the pair never noticed Amjad retrieve the small
bag of creamy powder from inside his pouch. Not knowing how much to
use, he poured all of what he had been given into the jug of wine
they shared, and then waited. Two gulps later, both the Seer and
the woman’s limp forms lay sprawled out over the rug on which they
sat, a bubbling froth issuing from their cracked lips. Not wanting
to witness their ends, he took what he needed and slipped out of
the back of the tent to avoid the pair’s entourage. It was then he
was struck to the ground.

His assailant
was a bodyguard of the pharaoh, a powerful and frightening man,
with a lithe, muscular body and a fear-inducing bravado.

Amjad could
still feel the cruel edge of the blade as it was pulled from his
neck, his cries of panic alerting the guards busying themselves
outside the tents.

Making haste
whilst his assailant toiled under their onslaught, he untied the
horses in the camp, jumping on the back of one and shooing the
others into the distance.

Doing
everything he could to stem the flow of blood from his neck, he
watched in horror as his pursuant began to carve his way through
the men in the camp with ease. Hopefully, his adversary’s lack of a
mount would hinder his ability to catch up with him
again.

Snapping his
mind back to the present, Amjad scanned his environs for shelter,
as the first howl of the approaching sandstorm fired his urgency.
Peering into the distance, he spied a boulder, a rough outcrop of
rock that lay on the far edge of a sandstone bluff. If he could
reach it, it would protect him and his precious cargo from the
storm.

How he wished
he still had that horse. The beast would have covered the distance
in no time. He regretted pushing it so hard this morning. He
regretted not stopping and giving it a rest or any of his water.
However, he could spend time regretting a great many things, but
none of it would save him. Only he could do that now.

Tortured
moments passed, as the distant sound turned into a great roar,
which snarled at his heels. His heart pounded and his body shook
violently as he fought his fear. He would not turn back. He could
not.

As Amjad
hurtled down the last dune before the bluff, his sanctuary became
visible. The rock was curved, etched by the abrasive desert sands.
At its foot was a low overhang, a shelf no more than a knees length
from the ground and an arm’s length deep.

Removing his
sleeping roll from his back and wrapping the thick material around
his torso, Amjad flung himself into the space.

He could hear
the sand begin to spatter against his back, as he curled into a
ball and pressed the material tightly against the rock to preserve
his breathing space.

Praying to his
new God for deliverance, Amjad steeled himself for the onslaught.
If he could survive this, his great mission and all the works of
his family would be but a fleeting moment from
completion.


Chapter
2

 


 


A failing
fluorescent tube flickered, spraying flashes of light across the
surface of a cup of coffee, as its owner stirred the thick liquid
and absently gazed out of the window of the café.

Colonel
Christopher Martin watched as cars drifted by in the outside world
and attempted to stretch the knots out of his tired neck. It had
been a long night. Yet here, pouring over the personnel files of
the individuals who worked at his newly assigned base, he knew the
day could be even longer.

Chris was a
physically imposing man, who’s twenty years of military service
showed in every one of his chiselled features.

Chris began
his career as a sniper; his skill with the ballistic art evident
from the first time he held a rifle. Over time, his other abilities
came to the fore and he found himself quickly promoted through the
ranks, until finally being given his latest role as an infiltrator;
a branch of forward reconnaissance whose purpose was to scout enemy
fortifications and disrupt supply lines before
engagements.

It was during
those years, many of them spent alone in some of the worst
territory on the planet, that Chris’ tainted love affair with death
began to dwindle.

Iraq,
Palestine, Venezuela, Zimbabwe, Nigeria, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and
Mozambique; Chris had been to all of them. In every one, the goal
of the mission had been different, but the inevitability of his
task never changed.

As an
infiltrator, close combat was frequently the order of the day and
those encounters, as Chris wearily began to find out, had a way of
degrading the soul. Firing a shot from distance, gave kills an air
of the dreamlike. He often thought it was no more real than a video
game, the people seen as though through a screen. Killing someone
up close was different. Delivering the wretched stench of someone’s
innards into the light of day may look good in a movie, but it was
a pitiable horror to witness someone beg for their life first-hand.
He was sure, somewhere deep inside him, a small part of his
humanity was lost with every life he took.

As Chris’
superiors often told him, there was no doubting he was good at his
job. His problem however, was that he was increasingly sure his job
was no longer good for him.

Therefore,
only recently, he informed his superiors of his decision to move
away from the active theatres of war and put out his
feelers.

Chris was
quickly rewarded with the offer of a civilian assignment. At first,
the task seemed simple enough; to babysit a group of scientists
working on ancient artefacts dug up from the sands of the Iraq.
However, when his superiors asked him to determine if the objects
could be weapons, his interest was piqued.

Reading the
research overview, Chris discovered that when the artefacts were
removed from the tomb in Iraq, the recovering archaeologists
experienced what was later described as effects similar to
radiation sickness. He now knew the injuries suffered were what
originally highlighted their destructive potential to the military
hierarchy.

Chris yawned,
sipping another mouthful of coffee, and turned his attention back
to the stack of bound files on the table. After spending a few
minutes re-familiarising himself with the base’s schematics, he
looked down at the first bio and opened the coversheet. He should
have completed this task last night, but preparations overran, as
often they do, and he found himself deep in the bowels of planning
until early morning. Now, sat in this small café only a few miles
from his new base, he was playing catch up.

Professor
David Edwards was the lead researcher of the base and was looking
after investigations into the artefact simply designated as ‘one’.
His bio detailed a prestigious academic career and an equally
impressive fifteen years of service to various government bodies.
He had curly, greying hair and sported neat, expensive-looking
glasses that showed off his stern, authoritative stare. He was
listed as single, and although nearly into his sixties, the photo
showed a man who did not look a day over fifty.

The next two
bios were those of the researchers into artefact two, Professor
Harry Linley and Doctor Frank Geffers. Their photos showed men
wearing tweed jackets and woolly jumpers. If he had to guess, he
would assume that leather, stitched-on patches were also to be
found somewhere about their person. Nerds. Some nerds were cool some
were not. Not wanting to tempt fate, it would be his business to
attempt to have only the briefest of contact with them.

Chris’ mood
picked up when he looked at the bios for artefact three’s
researchers. Lieutenant Steven Golding was a distinguished military
field surgeon who also held a PhD in archaeology. It was pleasing
for Chris to note that there would be someone versed in military
protocol when he arrived. However, Steven’s assistant really caught
the eye.

Doctor Louisa
Marshall was an expert in radio carbon dating and forensic analysis
techniques. She was the base’s medical officer, and at only
twenty-eight was the youngest member of research team by some
distance. She was tall, refined, and wore her hair in long, blonde
curls. He smiled. He would definitely enjoy meeting her.

Chris flipped
over the last bio and looked at the name on the cover, Private
Justin McDonald. This was to be his assistant. He was a slip of a
man, barely into his twenties. After qualifying with a first from
Cambridge, he became a fast track army scientist with a speciality
in computers. At nearly six two, Justin could not have weighed more
than twelve stone and the bones of his face poked against his pale
skin. He disliked raw recruits. He knew the army needed a constant
influx of fresh meat, but he had spent so long alone that
working with anyone filled him with dread. Hopefully, Justin would be a
man who took orders well, and would kindly stay out of his
way.

Chris gulped
the last vestiges of his coffee and prised himself from his chair,
before making his way to his car.

His newly
assigned office was built in the late eighties. Most people looking
at the building from the road would be unaware of the secrets that
lay within its corridors, as unassuming as it was. It had four
aboveground levels of labs, mostly rented out to science teams
affiliated with, but not part of, the MOD. Underneath that, it had
eight, belowground levels of secure projects split into four
twin-level bases. His new assignment resided in the very bottom
two.

Chris had seen
this type of setup before. The people in the labs would be renting
the building, at a cheap rate, from the MOD. They would be the
front; the cover for what went on below. Plausible deniability was
always key. If anyone asked, or even turned up at the front desk to
find out what was going on, no one in the top four levels would
know anything about the subterranean complex.

After only a
few minutes travel, he drove down the long, arcing driveway that
separated his base from the road and into its underground car
park.

After waiting
for the service lift to arrive and descend, he stepped out into the
sterile air of his new home.

Immediately in
front of him, through the base’s particle filtration barriers, an
empty bank of computer consoles lit up the dank interior, but
nothing else moved.

Chris checked
his watch. It was half past seven. Surely
the base could not be unmanned at this hour?

After passing
through the filters with a familiar whoosh of air, he strode beyond
the empty desk to an intersection. Peering down each dimly lit
corridor, he strained to see anything. Trying to reason what was
happening he walked back to the computers and sat down.

Entering his
logon details into an unlocked console, Chris scanned to the
security access screen and placed his request to know who was on
site. A few moments later, a screen popped up telling him that the
service he was attempting to access was off-line and that he should
try again later. Great. He hated computers enough when they worked.

He thought for
a moment and tried a different system, the security camera feeds.
His screen displayed a message about partial availability due to
on-going purge activity, but he ignored it and requested access to
the live data.

The base was
laid out like a noughts and crosses board, with a main meeting room
in the centre square of the top level and a canteen in the same
spot below. Spread around the other squares in the uppermost level,
the base’s labs and diagnostic equipment lay. Underneath them,
Gyms, sleeping areas and a large computer hall were located. From
his memory of the layout, he decided to cycle through each of the
base’s labs in order as his starting point before moving
downstairs.

Chris did not
mind the thought of the base’s personnel being in the canteen, or
even the gym. What he could not tolerate was that they were down
there and the front desk was unmanned. Protocol, even in a secure
lab, was protocol. If he found McDonald down there, the young man
would get an ear bashing he would never forget.

The computer
issued a light ping to state the feeds were ready, and Chris
reached over and began to flip through them.

The very first
video stopped him in his tracks. There, lying on the floor of lab
one, was a body. A pool of blood, perhaps four feet across
surrounded a man. As he used the controls to zoom in, he realised
it was one of the people from the base, Doctor Frank
Geffers.

Geffers’ body
was slumped forward from his chair, clearly assaulted from behind
as he sat and worked. A large mush in the back of his skull, maybe
six inches across, oozed blood onto the floor and a few feet from
the body, a fire extinguisher lay on its side. He would not have to
look far for the murder weapon.

Chris’ heart
was beating fast, his senses ramping up into a state of full
alert. The base is
breached.

Closing the
feeds and returning to the main security screen, he attempted an
emergency lockdown of the base. Nothing. Infuriated, he tried
again. Still nothing. What was happening
to the damn computers?

Without time
to find out, he reached into his pocket and retrieved his mobile
phone. No signal.

As he tried to
calm himself and reason what move he should make next, a series of
gunshots echoed out. Whatever was going on in here, it was still in
progress.
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A bodyguard of
the pharaoh made his way down a dune, securing his bow across his
shoulder and buttoning his quiver.

J’tan moved
with all the grace that his years of training gave him, which was
some feat today. His right thigh was heavily bandaged and blood
trickled from the wound beneath and trailed down to his
ankles.

J’tan had been
in the employ of the pharaoh since he was a boy. His position gave
his family great respect and it was one he excelled at. He was head
of the pharaoh’s bodyguard and trained to a military standard most
men could not match. He was a skilled hunter, lethal with bow,
knife, spear, and sword.

The position
became J’tan’s after his teacher and mentor, the fearsome warrior
Yashu, was exiled after the death of his master.

J’tan’s new
master, the exalted Pharaoh Smenkhkare, chose him above all others
to be his new chief protector. It was one of the proudest days in
his life.

He jumped at
his first task with barely restrained eagerness, organising the
moving the capital back to its rightful place by the holy land of
Iunu and helping to begin the process of reinstating the temples of
the Gods.

The previous
king, the first Pharaoh Akhenaten, decreed that all other Gods were
not to be worshipped, upon pain of death. Across the land, temples
to Ra, Sobek, Ptah, and even his own guiding light Horus, were
closed; much to the fevered disquiet of the populace. All this the
pharaoh did in his quest to make the people worship his new God,
the so-called ‘one true God’, the Aten. Part of that edict saw the
capital moved to Akhetaten, far down the crystal blue waters of
Iteru, the mother river.

Restoring the
temples gave J’tan a sense of fulfilment. All he ever wanted to be
was a priest, but his lowly caste did not allow it. His only choice
was to become part of the pharaoh’s bodyguard and hope one day to
be given the task of overseeing the protection of the holy temples
at Iunu. However, Akhenaten put paid to that. Re-opening what was
once closed brought him as close to his dreams as he would ever
get. Now they were shattered. It was the price of
rebellion.

J’tan turned
and reached out a hand as he strode across the top of the dune,
assisting his strangely beautiful companion Samali over the
crest.

Samali was a
good head and shoulders shorter than he was. Her long, black hair
knotted into a taught bun on the back of her head, held in place
with strangely adorned sticks. Her features were flat and her face
rounded, belying her age and giving her an attractiveness that
radiated from her fierce green eyes and across her unusual,
yellowish skin.

Just this
morning, whilst tracking the mason around the immense Atef-Pehu
oasis, he found her. She was laid in a tent, all colour drained
from her, as still as the night sands. To all the hosts of Gods,
she looked to have passed beyond the great seal and begun her
journey across the rivers below this firmament to her
afterlife.

After
attempting to prevent the escape of his quarry, and the ensuing
battle with the guards that led to his current state of physical
disrepair, she miraculously appeared at his side. Her ability with
the herbs of the field was impressive, and soon his injuries were
clean and he was saved from the horrors of the decaying rot that
would have festered there.

As she tended
his injuries, they talked. Her soft, rounded words flowed like
music to his ears and he found himself telling her everything that
had transpired to bring him to her.

A few days
ago, J’tan finished his daily training of the initiates and made
his way to see an old friend at the temple of Horus in Iunu. He
found his friend lying by the edge of the offering table, his face
covered in boils and pustules. His chest bore the marks of repeated
stab wounds, and his skin was drawn so tight over his bones he
looked to have aged by at least ten summers. There was little he
could do but listen as his friend gargled out his last words. The
staff of the Zep-Tepi, one of the three gifts the Gods of the First
Time left to the people of the lands, had been stolen. With his
last breath, J’tan’s friend begged him to retrieve it. He said the
mason was attempting to gather all the artefacts of the First Time,
and with them, he would hold the power of the Gods
themselves.

He sat,
cradling his friend’s head and taking away his fear as he crossed
over, bowing his head in prayer as the light finally dissipated
from his eyes.

Before J’tan
could begin his search, the guards of Iunu challenged him. They
stood in the entrance of the massive temple, telling him to disarm
and come with them as they began to circle. It was clear they
thought he was responsible. And what reason did they have to think
otherwise? He had no choice. To help his friend he could not allow
himself to be captured, but to flee would set in stone his guilt in
their eyes.

With no
options, he thought back to the teachings of his mentor.
Live for others as you would live for
yourself. In that one thought, his
rebellion was assured.

As Samali
stroked the aches from his muscles and carefully applied her
strange salve to his wounds, J’tan would have told her anything.
Her presence was delirious intoxication.

For her part,
Samali told him about how the mason came to her at the pyramid of
Meidum and about how she foolishly led him to Atef-Pehu to meet a
man she only knew as The
Seer. She was unsure as
to what happened next, but when she awoke, both The Seer and the mason were
gone.

It did not
take J’tan long to figure out what transpired. The jar of wine they
shared was tipped on the rug in the tent. Around its edges, where
the harsh sun dried the pungent liquid, a fine dust remained. He
recognised it immediately. It was an extract made from the Pillious
plant; a mixture the Mycenae traders called Mandrake. From the
quantity left behind, it was not a dose intended to stupefy, but to
corrupt. One mouthful should have been sufficient to kill. She
could give no explanation. Samali had drunk of the wine and so
had The Seer. It
made no sense. Neither of them should have survived.

As J’tan
looked out across the shimmering wastes, he knew their time was
short. A massive sandstorm, one of many that frequented the skies
in the wake of the droughts that had plagued his lands for so many
seasons, hurtled across the horizon towards them. They must find a
place to hide from its might.

Across the
desert to their side lay a bluff of rocks that stretched into the
distance. It was partially covered by massive dunes, which piled
atop the ancient stones like a blanket. They may not make the
safety they sought there, but it was their only hope.

Scrambling for
all they were worth, they hurried across the ground toward the
closest section and began to climb, as silt lashed at their skin.
By the time they reached a high shelf on the rocks, the ferocity of
the winds was making footing difficult.

Spying a cave,
J’tan grabbed Samali and hurled her through the mouth, before
darting inside the small space after her.

Panting hard
and coated in thick silt, they lay on the floor and shared a smile.
They were safe, for now.
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Chris ran down
the sterile corridors of the base as fast as he could. Even though
he only heard on the echoed aftershocks, he could still determine
the likely source of the gunfire.

Chris’ ability
with acoustics was legendary in the forces. It was his main ally on
his many missions. Most people could tell the directions sounds
came from, and some could even guess to within a few feet the
likely sources of noises. However, over the years Chris had tuned
his ears to be capable of much more. Staring wide-eyed at a distant
target for hours induced a monotony of thought that many fought to
overcome, but not he. In those quiet times, he trained his ears to
pick out everything. From the unique sounds made by the rustling
leaves of different trees, to the way sand shifted when walked on
by diverse types of animal, he trained himself to pick out any of
them from distance. He was so good that he could even discern
multiple conversations at once in crowded stations and
bars.

Chris
concentrated on what his ears were telling him. The gunshot had
echoed three times, with the second and third echo repeatedly
muffled by something sound deadening. Stairs. Acting as a makeshift baffle,
the lip of each step would take the energy from the sound waves,
and the stairwell would create its own feedback. There was no
doubt. The shots came from downstairs. Moreover, the sounds came
from outside a room generating its own white noise, which added to
the dispersal. That left him with just one possible location as the
logical source.

Tearing down
the stairs and scrambling round a final corner, he squealed to a
halt on the tiled floor, as a macabre scene outside the main
computer hall greeted his view.

In the
corridor were three of the base’s personnel. Doctor Louisa Marshall
and Private Justin McDonald crouched to either side of the fallen
form of Lieutenant Steven Golding.

Golding’s body
still twitched sporadically, as the remainder of his nerve endings
received their final commands from his blasted cranium.

Chris had no
idea who or what was going on and that meant containment was
crucial. He needed to gather information and formulate a plan as
quickly as possible.

Justin was
apprehensive about the body. It was clear he had never seen a dead
man before. That could be a problem. However, it was not a major
one. The young man had not thrown up, which was invariably a good
sign. He may still be of some use if a fire fight
started.

Louisa was
slumped against the wall, tears streaking her face but no sounds
issuing from her lips. She worked with Golding and so the reaction
was typical, but her lack of noise meant she felt in danger. That
meant the shooter was still here. Luckily, it appeared there was no
loss of colouration to her cheeks; dead bodies were something she
had seen before. If a gunman were still present, her calm in the
face of death would be invaluable.

Chris reached
behind his jacket and removed his Beretta from its holster, holding
up his palm. “I’m not here to harm. My name’s Colonel Martin.” he
said, his words whispered and measured. “What’s our status,
private?”

“We have one
shooter in the room. Three rounds fired as we opened the door.”
said Justin, a tense look streaked across his face.

“Who’s in the
room?” said Chris, mentally noting the unwavering
response.

“Michael
Howarth and Tom Jenkins; our specialist tech support. They’ve been
on-site since about midnight, assisting with our system instability
issues.”

Chris looked
into the dimly lit computer hall, but could see no one. However,
from the spray pattern around Lieutenant Golding, he could tell
that the shooter was behind and to the left of the
doorway.

He knew what
he was about to do was going to be messy, but it was necessary. He
looked down at Louisa and pressed a finger to his lips, as he
slowly raised himself onto his haunches. Re-curling his fingers
round his gun, he released the safety. He rolled back slightly and
tightened each muscle in his powerful frame, before releasing
everything in one action.

Chris flew
along the corridor, landing with his chest puffed out. The thick
mixture of brain matter, blood, and bone fragments spattered his
face and hands, as he slid into the room. He focussed on the
upcoming moment. Timing would be everything.

As Chris’
momentum pushed him forward, he instantly saw his target. The lean
form of a man hunched behind the body of another, about eight feet
to the left of the entrance. It was obvious that the man to the
front recently met the same fate as Lieutenant Golding, blood
covering him from head to foot. The man to the rear was using his
body as a shield, balancing his pistol on his dead colleague’s
shoulder. Both men were young, probably not even twenty. It was
distasteful to think one had killed the other.

Before the man
could react, Chris fired. His bullet ripped its way through the
soft flesh and tendons that lined the man’s right shoulder, making
him let go of the gun he was holding and fall back.

As he hit the
floor, Chris rose to his feet and stood over him. “Something tells
me your day’s about to turn real sour, boy!” he said, driving his
boot against the fresh wound.

“Like it
matters.” said the man, as he writhed on the blood-stained
floor.

“You’re in no
position to be cracking jokes, my friend.” Chris said, as he knelt
above him, holding the gun to his face.

The man
gargled a laugh, spraying spit and blood.

Chris grabbed
his shoulder and stood him up, digging his thumb as far into the
open wound as he could. “I can feel it in there.” he said, nudging
the back end of the bullet. “Now am I going to get your
co-operation, or am I going to have to get nasty?”

“It doesn’t
matter what you do now.” the man said, nearly in tears with the
pain. “Kill me if you want. You’re all dead. I’ve
finished.”

“Finished
what?” Chris said, moving his face close.

“Dead!”

The man’s
pupils were widening fast, his breathing was laboured, and his
mouth frothed blood with every failing attempt for air. It was
obvious that his malady was not simply the result of the damage
caused by the slug.

“Doctor
Marshall!” Chris said, allowing the man to fall gently to the
floor. “Get in here now!”

It took a few
moments for Louisa’s head to appear round the doorway. “Colonel?
You’re ok?”

“I’m fine.
However, our friend here has taken some kind of suicide pill and is
about to meet his maker. I need him alive. See what you can
do.”

Chris stood,
leaving the barely conscious youth to be tended and looked around.
He had no more time to waste.

The server
room was about twenty feet square and lined by banks of computers
in tall, glass cabinets. Four of the cabinet doors were open and
the retractable keyboards out, as if recently operated.

Chris scanned
the far wall, where blood covered a solitary console. The screen
above was filled with coloured bands changing from blue, to amber,
to green, to red.

“Private, I
need you too.” said Chris, unsure what to make of the
images.

Justin
cautiously tiptoed into the room and did his best to quell his
revulsion at the scene greeting him. “What’s the matter
colonel?”

“With Jenkins
no longer able to help us, I need you to tell me what’s going on in
here. I also need you to explain whatever it is that has started on
this machine.” Chris said, as he motioned to the server on the far
wall.

“This is a
low-level format screen.” said Justin, deftly stopping the process
continuing.

“How much of
the data has gone?”

“It’s hard to
tell for sure, but it was over half complete. I would have to move
the affected drives to another server and try to recover the data
to give you a definite answer Colonel.”

Chris was
impressed by the way Justin was handling himself. If this really
was his First Time in this kind of situation, his resolve to
continue his duty was remarkable. For the second time in as many
minutes, he made another mental note. McDonald could be an asset
after all.

“Do it.” said
Chris, with an appreciative nod. “I also need you to find out if
anything has been tampered with. He said he’d finished something, I
can’t assume that this was what he was talking about if it wasn’t
complete. I need you to find out what he has done. What does that
server control?”

“It’s the
storage database for the CCTV and video files.”

“Thanks
private. Carry on.” Chris said, as he wiped his hands together in a
pathetic attempt to clean them. “Can you tell me who else is in the
base?”

“Just us
three and Professor Edwards.” said Justin, without turning from the
screen.

“Are you
certain of that?”

“I am
colonel. Security access is limited to a single, pass-card entrant
at a time. The system cannot be circumvented. The only people here
are the people whom the system would allow in.”

The certainty
in the response was impressive. Without wanting to disturb the
young private further, Chris turned his attention to what had
transpired to bring those people in the base to this
point.

“So what
happened to Geffers?” said Chris, looking at Louisa.

“Doctor
Geffers is dead, just like Howarth.” said Louisa, her shoulders
sagging as she stepped away from the lifeless body at her feet. “He
was found in his lab ten minutes ago by Professor Edwards. We were
on our way here to check the video records when Steven was
shot.”

Chris caught
the look of desolation that was spread across Louisa’s face and
realised he needed to maintain control of the situation or risk
losing these people to crisis induced lethargy. Too many times, he
had seen perfectly able individuals turn to sloths as soon as
things started going against their expectations. He knew it was a
form of mental defence. It stemmed from a stark acceptance of fate
that drained individuals of the will to continue. However, to get
ahead of the situation, action was required.

“Then here’s
what I need you to do.” Chris said, putting as much confidence into
his tone as he could. “Justin will remain here and recover that
data. If it was important enough to try and delete the video
record, it’s important enough to rescue. I want it brought with us
if necessary. Louisa, I need you to find Professor Edwards and
gather everything of value together from this base, including the
artefacts. This facility is compromised, nothing’s safe here
anymore. Meet me in the main briefing room in twenty
minutes.”

“What about
you, colonel?” asked Justin.

“I’m going to
make sure that we have the right level of response available on the
surface when we get out of here. I’ll find an office with a
land-line, make a few calls, and be right with you. You have your
orders people.”

As he picked
his way down the spattered corridor to find a room, he scowled. He
could not be certain of anything at this point, but the timing of
his arrival and the events occurring at the base could surely not
be a coincidence.
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Malcolm Geedy
replaced his gun in its holster and moved a body across the
bathroom of the small house. Resting it against the toilet so the
blood still pouring from the skull could be easily contained, he
rubbed his eyes and strained to quell his emotions.
How had life come to this?

Malcolm was a
military policeman, as was the man at his feet. They worked
together for six years. Sean Davidson was a friend. A man he
trusted. However, his choices and his gun ended all
that.

For years,
Malcolm hid a secret. He was a gambler, and not a very good one.
His total debts at the start of the year amounted to more than his
house was worth. He was in deep, and the vultures who lent him the
money would not take later
for an answer anymore.

In a fit of
self-loathing, he had gone on one last bender. A night to end all
nights before his wife found out what he had done, and he lost
everything. It was late on that fateful evening when he met the man
who would set him on his current path.

As Malcolm
staggered down the back streets of Norwich, stumbling to find any
purveyor of alcohol still open, a limo pulled up at his side. The
man who strode from the vehicle was well dressed, and knew Malcolm
by name. He thought it was one of them, come for their money. How
wrong he was.

Ushered into
the limo and handed a glass of champagne, the man proceeded to
offer to pay off Malcolm’s debt in return for a few
favours.

It was a
strange conversation. Malcolm slurred, the man continued to top up
his glass, and all the while, a peculiar figure in what looked like
a monk’s outfit sat on the wide back seat with them and said
nothing.

He had no
options. Three hundred grand was not going to materialise any other
way. He had to accept.

True to their
word, the debt was paid, and his bank account soon filled with
additional funds.

At first,
their requests were simple enough. Copies of personnel files,
schematics for some base, details on psych evaluations undertaken;
the information was only slightly more than could be found
on-line.

That was
until yesterday. Rung with urgency, an order was given to get to
the house of one of the men he had provided information about,
Professor Harry Linley. He challenged the order, but they pushed
their point. He worked for them; his was not to challenge, but
to obey.

Malcolm
swallowed hard as he listened to what he must do next, the details
making him realise he was now in the employ of people far worse
than loan sharks. He knew their threats were not idle ones. If he
refused to do as asked, his family would die. He had no
choice.

When he
arrived at Professor Linley’s house, he was shaking. He could not
believe they would force him to do this. Nevertheless, do it he
must.

After he was
done, Davidson arrived. Somehow, a message had reached the military
police about Linley’s life being in danger. If Davidson was allowed
to continue his investigation, someone would eventually work out he
was involved. After all he had been through, he could not allow
that to happen.

Calming
himself as best he could, Malcolm reached into his pocket for his
mobile phone. After a few moments, a recognizable voice answered.
“We’ve got a situation.” he said, responding to the voice’s
questions. “I’ve had to kill Davidson. He was about to call in the
coroner to examine Linley’s body.”

Malcolm held
the phone away from his ear, as the volume of response
increased.

“I can only
re-state what Linley told me; nothing.” Malcolm said, almost
pleading. “I am certain he was telling the truth when he said he
acted alone. People tend not to lie when you’re holding a power
drill to their ear.”

There was a
long, distasteful pause before the man spoke again.

“Yes, of
course. He’ll be taking care of the situation on site now.” Malcolm
said, attempting to placate the growing ire on the other end of the
line. “It might not be as simple as that. I’m almost certain Linley
knew what he was looking for. I have no idea how.” He concentrated
hard, ensuring he captured every shred of information from the
irritated response. “I’m listening sir, go on.”

The last thing
that went through Malcolm’s mind was the screen of his phone, as it
exploded in his hand.

 


-

 


Thirty miles
away, from a limo parked by the side of a disused road, another
call was made. This time there would be no mistakes.
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Amjad awoke
after the storm to find he was buried on all sides by sand. He
moved his hands and frantically began to dig, desperately trying to
find a way out of his prison. As he struggled, his bedroll
protector caved and sand rushed round his face. He managed to bring
his feet up to the stone and pushed hard, frenziedly clawing at the
silt above his head. He knew he did not have much time and used
every ounce of strength he could muster to make agonizing
progress.

When Amjad was
a child, he foolishly played by the side of a well in the Great
City. Hopping from the ground to the low wall that encompassed the
deep shaft, he lost his footing and fell. He plummeted for what
seemed an eternity, before hitting the chilling waters hard;
momentarily stopping his heart and forcing the air from his lungs.
The panic of those first few moments, as he desperately tried to
stay afloat until his friends could raise the alarm, would be
forever seared into his memory.

As the sand
began to fill Amjad’s nostrils and burn his eyes, the same dreadful
feelings returned. Redoubling his efforts, he clawed as hard as he
could through the slowly heating sand, until a gust of wind on his
fingertips told him the surface was reached.

A short while
later, exhausted and coughing, Amjad lay in the late evening sun.
Ignoring the shooting pain in his chest, he began to laugh. His new
God had saved him.

Not four days
hence had he set about his task. On the day he returned to find
pharaoh’s bodyguard searching his house, he was working on the
pillars of a temple at the stone yard. His wife and children were
outside in the street, kneeling together in a huddle and crying, as
pot after pot was thrown out of their dwelling.

It was the day
he was hauled before the pharaoh. The day his pursuant took away
his family and incarcerated them deep in the Great Palace; smashing
his pride like the remnants of the jars that lay scattered in the
street. It was the First Time he realised the folly of his actions.
Little did he know then, it was to be the beginning of his journey;
not the end.

People told
him all his life that to look upon the pharaoh was to look upon the
Gods themselves. As he was hauled through the majestic palace,
resplendent in vibrant colours and artisanship so delicate it made
the small hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention to gaze
upon, he wondered what his first glance of a God would look like.
He was startled by what he saw.

Smenkhkare was
a tall, slender and yet muscular man; adorned in gold and jade
jewellery. He had a strangely long face, which started with a
large, crowned forehead and tapered down to a point-like chin. His
brow was prominent and his wide, brown eyes were spread far across
his face. His nose was slim and met with a round, pouted mouth;
more befitting a Nubian female than an Egyptian. However, most
surprising of all, was the sheer enormity of the back of the
pharaoh’s skull. It was twice the normal size, and stripped of hair
to throw its extent into greater relief. Smenkhkare was a powerful
and foreboding man - a Godly man.

Smenkhkare
talked in a whisper. His voice was stern and yet somehow pleasing
to the ear. He talked of futures and histories, and of a strange
concept he called fate.

When
Smenkhkare asked about Amjad’s work on deciphering the Great
Monuments, he realised that he and his pharaoh shared a common
goal.

He was
promised an exalted place in the heavens, a tribute of viziers upon
his passing, if only he would divulge what he knew, and how could
he not? What he was being offered was beyond his wildest dreams. To
pass into the next life in such a manner almost guaranteed your
ascension, and his ascension would guarantee his
family’s.

Once the
telling of his story was complete, the pharaoh gave Amjad a task,
to retrieve the items of the Zep-Tepi from their resting places in
his lands. Upon its completion, he would be given everything
promised. Thus, his fate was sealed, and his bargain with his new
God, the triumphant merging of the father, the mother, and the son,
made.

As the last
fingers of faltering light licked the dunes at his back, Amjad
reached the sacred mound on which the Great Monuments were
constructed. Many died by his hand in order that he could make good
on his promise to his God, but upon its completion, forgiveness
would be his.

As Amjad
approached, he could see the light thrown out by a fire that warmed
the temple’s interior. During the day, the giant Sphinx stood as
guardian over the entrance to the Great Monuments. Tonight, as the
cool breeze of the desert drew close and encircled him with the
chilling touch of the black, he finally realised why people
believed this ancient statue was alive.

The light from
the fire played over its human face and he could almost see its
lips move, the groaning of the desert making its visage distant and
unfamiliar.

To Amjad’s
left lay the temple created many eons ago to carry the soul of a
mighty king to his final resting-place among the stars. To his
right, was the temple of the Sphinx itself. Its mighty, granite
block construction was many times more impressive than the statue
laid by its side. He often wondered about its creation. Not even in
these times of enlightenment and achievement could men possibly
attempt to duplicate it.

Amjad knew the
temple and the Sphinx were from a time of almost unimaginable
antiquity. He knew that rescuing the Great Protector and the
temples that surrounded it was part of the work undertaken by his
grandfather. That story, two generations old, which his efforts
would soon complete, began when the Sphinx called out across the
desert to be rescued from its sandy tomb. He could not believe that
story, so long in the making, was soon to draw to its
close.

Amjad pushed
on, as he fought against waves of exhaustion that ensnared his
every action until finally, gratifyingly, he was walking through
the simple entrance into the vast space beyond.

As he strode
across the alabaster and granite floor, whose swirls and edges
danced in the flicker of the torchlight, he spied
movement.

“It is good
to see you again, stonemason.” said a familiar voice.

He rubbed his
eyes as two figures approached, finally catching his first,
realised view. Both men were regally dressed and looked strangely
similar.

The younger
man was his pharaoh, Smenkhkare. He was dressed in a fine white
garb, hemmed with exquisite jewels and delicate golden seems. To
his side, an older man strode with Smenkhkare, his face taking time
to register. He was tall and slim, with crooked, pointy digits and
an equally bulbous head.

Amjad’s
thoughts swirled, as first recognition and then fear washed over
him. It could not be! What part of Smenkhkare’s plan included a man who was
supposedly dead? What manner of monster would propose such a
lie?

With a wave of
nauseous comprehension, he finally understood his part in his
master’s devious plot. Smenkhkare’s words were fallacies; given to
make him complete missions the pharaoh could not do himself for
fear of arousing suspicion.

The tortured
revelation welled up within Amjad. There was to be no sharing. He
had failed his grandfather, his father, and ultimately his entire
family.

As the men
closed on his position, Amjad caught two guards moving to surround
him. He reached into his pouch and curled his fingers round the
staff he recovered from the priests of Iunu. At the delicate
contact, a tingle began to shoot up his arm and heighten his
senses.

Steel drew
over him as he felt power course through his veins. If this was to
be the end, it would not be his alone.
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Louisa
stirred. Her head throbbed and it took a large amount of effort to
squeeze a single eye open. The flare of light as she did so sent
shots of pain racing through her head and she grimaced, quickly
closing it again. She felt a hand slowly place itself on her
shoulder, as a familiar voice issued a reassurance.

“You’ll be
fine.” said Chris, softly. “Take your time and breathe
normally.”

As Louisa
shuffled into a more comfortable position, she realised she was
wearing a respirator and breathing stale air. Her medical training
caught her instinctive reaction to remove the mask and take a deep
lungful of natural air, and she struggled down a panic-laden
tremor.

“McDonald!
Take care of her. When her breathing slows, give her a drink of
water, but make sure she knows to be quick. I’ll go check Edwards
again. Maybe he’s come down a little.”

Louisa’s head
swam as Chris’ hazy form moved out of view. She squinted, desperate
for her sight to clear, as another grey shape moved in front of
her.

“Be careful
there, doctor.” said Justin, as he gently lifted her into a seating
position. “You’re suffering from a dose of hypoxia. You should try
to keep your movements to a minimum.”

“Hypoxia?”
she said, the word spluttering out.

Justin placed
a hand on the small of her back and rubbed in long circles. “The
filtration systems have been shut down. The air in the complex had
risen to over six percent carbon dioxide. You’re lucky I realised
the air-conditioners were down when the thermal warnings started
going off on the servers. Fortunately, I informed the colonel
before he succumbed to the effect. You however, were not so lucky.”
He reached into a bag and retrieved a silver water flask. “I’ll
remove your mask, you drink. Try not to breathe too much of the air
in. It’s up above fifteen or so percent now; would kill you cold in
four or five breaths. I take it everything you needed was in your
duffel?”

“I think so.”
Louisa said, gulping gratefully on the cold liquid as she tried to
remember anything from her recent past.

The last thing
she could recall was being stood over the sensor desk in her lab,
carefully wrapping her artefact in cloth to protect its priceless
form from harm. She could remember trembling as she tried to work,
tears flowing freely as she vainly attempted to push the image of
her colleague lying motionless in the corridor from her
thoughts.

It was all so
different only a few days ago. Steven was a joy to work with. He
was efficient, intelligent, charming, and witty. They spent hours
hunched over their artefact, running the vast battery of tests
scheduled, and never once did she have anything other than a smile
on her face.

Steven’s lab
skills were incredible. He was a machine. He was blessed with an
innate ability to handle several tasks at once, and yet make every
single one look easy.

They talked
about many things as they worked; Steven about his prestigious
medical career, and her about her time with the MOD.

Louisa stifled
more tears, knowing the warm liquid would cloud her mask and make
breathing difficult. Steven was due to be married in a few months,
and the thought of the love now lost would not let her be. She
tried to focus on happier times, on their friendship, and on her
survival.

“I managed to
get most of the information I needed.” said Justin, interrupting
her reminiscences. “If I could have stood the heat in the room I
could have turned off more servers, but it was like an oven in
there. I only managed to turn off the master replication database.
At least there should be a recoverable backup for the clear up
crew.”

“Clear up
crew?” Louisa asked, shuffling into a more comfortable
position.

“The colonel
said that he’d requested one before I contacted him. Said the ETA
was about forty-five minutes. That should mean they’re about twenty
minutes out.”

“Is the
professor ok?”

“He’s still a
little fuddled. He’s been saying how he’ll tunnel out if we want.”
said Chris, returning and running a hand through his hair. “To be
honest, I wish he’d just get on with it and shut up.”

Louisa smiled.
It was probably the first time Chris had met the professor, and his
irksome nature was difficult to deal with. Chris’ look of
frustration at every word from Dave underlined that their personas
may not be perfectly matched.

Louisa
encountered Dave shortly after her assignment to the base. As lead
researcher, it fell to Dave to hold the weekly briefings. At the
first such meeting after her arrival, Dave was all ceremony and
self-assurance. He strutted around the conference room,
gesticulating wildly, as often he did, and pontificating about how
their work would change the world. It was clear from that very
first day he was a proud man, far too busy with his own sense of
self-importance to care what others may think of him. As the days
turned to weeks, especially after the MOD briefing stating that an
unknown colonel was soon to be on site, his mood darkened. The
weekly meetings stopped, and a much more serious tone descended on
their contact. Perhaps he was afraid of the military taking over
his project? Whatever the reason, his difficult demeanour only
worsened from then on.

“What’s that
noise?” Louisa asked, suddenly realising that the ringing in her
ears was not an invention of her mind.

“That siren
is reserved for breach protocol.” said Chris. “The server failure
must have set off the bases’ containment systems. This whole place
is sealed like a bank vault. Lifts, filters, air-con, lighting, the
whole caboodle; it’s all off-line. We’re entombed in here. That’s
why we’re in the gym. You think you’re up to some light exercise
doctor?”

Louisa looked
up at Chris. Without his arrival, she was certain they would all
now be dead, but there was something else about him. One moment he
was formal; a straight-laced military man. The next he was chirpy
and warm, almost effervescently so. When he smiled, his face
softened and took the harsh edges from his features. It was almost
charming.

Snapping her
focus back to the present, she realised her location had not
registered. Before being given the position, she was not the most
exercise eager woman. Walking to the local restaurant in heels was
about as energetic as she got. But shortly after her assignment to
the base, and enduring the constant late nights the work here
brought, she found the gym was her oasis from the sometimes
monotonous sampling work she was undertaking. She had never felt
her figure was bad in any way, but after four short months of stair
stepping and leg curls, her friends began to point out how good she
was looking. Now, when the mood took her to look back through her
photo albums, she could see what they were pointing out. After all
the training, she never expected to be laid out in the gym with a
respirator on. It was an irony not lost to her
situation.

“If given a
little assistance, I’m sure I’ll manage.” Louisa said, pushing
herself up.

“Then we
move. Justin, let’s get this party started.”

“If we’re
trying to get out to the surface, why are we in the
gym?”

“The
ventilation system has stopped pumping air around the complex, but
the main vents are situated in here. If we’re lucky, the vents and
the pump are on separate loops and we can climb out through them,
with a little effort, without having machinery blocking our escape.
From the looks of things, we should be able to squeeze through the
duct above the mirror on the back wall, but we really need someone
to check if it can take the weight.” Chris said, smiling at
Justin.

Louisa
smirked, as Justin sighed his understanding and moved the
respirator from his back, tucking it under his arm.

“Well
volunteered, private.” said Chris, as he crouched and linked his
fingers, creating a place for Justin to stand.

Justin placed
a hand on the wall and carefully positioned his right foot on the
centre of the brace, as Chris slowly heaved him upward.

Louisa watched
as Chris held Justin effortlessly in place. His taught frame and
broad shoulders not even straining under the weight, as Justin
worked at the grate. One by one the screws that held it in place
were removed, before it fell to the floor with a resonant
clang.

“If you could
just lift me a little higher, I will try to climb into the
space.”

The opening
looked tight, perhaps three feet wide and no more than eighteen
inches high. Yet, merely moments of careful shimmying later, only
Justin’s feet were protruding into the room.

“It seems
stable enough, colonel. I detect no movement from the support
structure.”

“That’s
reassuring. What can you see?” asked Chris, his tone calm and
commanding.

“The
ventilation continues for about another twenty feet before making a
ninety degree turn to the right.”

“See if you
can reach the turn and then let us know what you can see from
there.”

A few muffled
thumps later, Justin’s feet disappeared.

Louisa had not
had chance to speak with Private McDonald so far. He arrived only a
few days ago, and was so absorbed in his system checks and other
preparatory work for the arrival of Colonel Martin that he was
never in the canteen for more than a few minutes. However, even
after watching him for only a few moments, it was clear he was not
fazed by what was occurring. Maybe he was not the man his physical
appearance suggested.

“Louisa? How
is he?”

Louisa moved
across to Dave and gently took hold of his wrist, looking into his
unsteady eyes. His breathing was laboured, but his pulse was strong
and rhythmic. At the light contact, his grimace softened to a
smile.

“He’s
suffering from respiratory shock and in a pain, but other than the
symptoms of a hang-over, he’ll be fine.”

“Colonel!”
Justin’s echoed voice resonated around the small room and made
Chris turn.

“Yes,
private.”

“I’ve reached
the turn and can see that the vent continues for another thirty
feet before ascending.”

“We’re just
going to have to do the best we can. See if the climb is impossible
and if not, continue. Only shout if you have to stop.” Chris said,
as he walked over to Dave. He placed a hand underneath his armpit,
and slowly lifted him to his feet. “Will you be ok,
professor?”

“I’ll be a
damn sight better once I’m outside in the fresh air!” said Dave,
wheezing.

“It’s your
turn, Louisa.” said Chris, after helping Dave into the space. “Keep
moving and don’t worry about anything. I’ll be right behind
you.”

The cold air
of the shaft sent chills down her spine as Louisa wriggled forward.
Her tennis shoes squealed against the polished aluminium casing and
echoed around the cramped space. She had never felt claustrophobia
before, yet here, trapped in a metal tube and on the run from the
invisible assassin of carbon dioxide, she could understand the
sensation. It was torture. She held her nerve as best she could,
focussing on her training and keeping her mind on the minutia of
the task.

At the turn,
the shaft opened out, and although the space removed the oppressive
pressure that squeezed against her lungs, it made the upwards climb
more difficult.

To Louisa’s
amazement, the men made good progress and watching them spurred her
on. She would not be taking assistance from anyone. Once at the
top, the vent continued horizontally for another forty feet before
she could make out light ahead. As she drew closer, she could see
it was opening out into another chamber.

When Louisa
arrived, Justin helped her from another grate. As she stood up, she
could see the room housed the main filtration system for their
levels.

A massive
air-conditioning system sat at its centre and on the far wall was a
door. A rubber housing, one that once connected the conditioner to
the vent, lay discarded to her side, and Dave was slouched in one
corner, the exertion of the climb taking its toll on his already
weakened body. Behind his mask, his face dripped with sweat and his
usually neat hair was matted and bedraggled.

“Have you
checked the exit, private?” said Chris, effortlessly gliding into
the room.

“I have,
colonel. It leads out to the base’s lift well and the service
ladder. I was going to suggest we use it, but if my understanding
of Breach Protocol is correct, the exit will be locked. That’s a
four-foot thick, bomb door. We’d never manage to get out that
way.”

“We don’t
have to, private. The lift will lead up through the first level and
that’s a separate clean room. It will have its own service door and
its own air system. We can use the ladder to get to the first and
then use that floor’s ducts to get to the surface.” said Chris, as
he turned to the group. “In a moment we are going to leave this
room through that door and make our way up the service ladder to
the first subfloor. Hopefully, we’ll find another vent system that
will allow us to exit this complex to the surface.”

“How far is
the climb?” asked Dave, as he struggled to his feet.

“No more than
a hundred and fifty feet. We should be able to do it in five or so
minutes.”

Dave shook his
head. “Twenty years ago maybe, but not in the state I’m
in.”

“We’ve got no
margin for error here, professor. I simply cannot risk us taking
these masks off. We have no idea if the filtration shutdown was
just for our lab or the entire base. I suggest you all check your
levels and make up your minds how long you want to take over
this.”

Dave grabbed
his gauge and gulped. “Maybe ten minutes.”

“Good. Now
remember,” said Chris, sounding like a drill sergeant, “climb
steadily and don’t concentrate on what you’re doing. We push up
from our legs; we do not drag ourselves with our hands. And
whatever you do, do not look down.”

Chris opened
the door and the positive pressure of the lift shaft blew around
him as he looked out into the dimly lit shaft. On the wall to his
side, was a service ladder. Made with wide support bars and a
half-ring back protector, it was perfect for easy climbing.
Indicating to the group for them to follow, he set off.

Louisa was the
first out. As she climbed, she never looked back, but could tell
from the heavy footfalls that the rest of the group were climbing
steadily.

The metal bars
were dusty from lack of use and occasionally blobs of grease fallen
from the lift cables made Louisa’s grip unsure. However, none of
this seemed to slow Chris down. Chris was at least a hundred feet
higher and already leaning over to a service door located near the
top of the lift well. There was a gratifying click as it opened
without force and he made his way inside.

A few moments
later, Louisa reached the level of the door and stretched out
around the frame. Chris extended an arm and helped her into another
room, similar in layout to the one recently vacated.

One by one,
the other members of the group arrived. As soon as Justin made his
way into the room, Chris led him over to the grate on the far wall
and the pair quickly removed the mass, before Chris slid into the
casing beyond on his back. A few moments of welcome respite later,
he arrived back.

“One tight
turn and then a twenty foot climb and I can see daylight on the far
wall through another grate. When you’re ready, you can join me in
the outside world.”

“I don’t know
about the rest of you, but I really need some fresh air.” Louisa
said, as she turned to Justin. “Make sure the professor gets out,
won’t you?”

Justin nodded,
and Louisa took that as all the confirmation she needed. She
climbed into the vent in the same way as Chris and glided on her
back to the upward turn.

Above her in
the shaft, Louisa could see Chris was already at the grate, busily
working to remove it. She managed to strain her way up no more than
ten feet before he was sending it tumbling outwards and climbing
his way into the open.

As Louisa
continued to struggle upward, echoed voices drifted into the
space.

“It’s all
right gentlemen. I’m Colonel Martin. You can put down the
weapons.”

“Sorry sir,
we assumed that you’d be someone else.” drifted a distant
reply.

Louisa
wriggled up the last few feet, until she eventually reached a
position where she could see outside. The vent led into the
underground car park of the complex. Daylight drifted down a ramp
opposite and forced her vision to blur, as her eyes readjusted to
the brightness. She could see several parked cars in front of her
and a military jeep at the top of the ramp. There were two men in
the space with Chris. Wearing combat slacks, they made their way
cautiously down from the ramp, assault rifles at their
sides.

“Is a
clean-up crew on its way?” asked Chris, slowly approaching the
men.

Even though
Louisa had only met Chris an hour ago, she could tell from his
posture and the cautiousness of his gait, something was not right.
She continued to watch, apprehension locking her
motionless.

“Not yet sir,
but we can organise one if you’d like.” one of the men
replied.

“They’ll have
plenty to do.” said Chris, with a chuckle. “Are you two the only
ones here?”

“For the
moment sir, yes.”

“Good.”

In a flash,
Chris removed his gun from his jacket and fired. The first bullet
ripped through the chest of the man to the left, spraying blood as
it exited his back, and sending him tumbling across the ramp. The
second man tried to raise his weapon, but could not react quickly
enough, as the next bullet blew his face apart.

“What the
hell is happening out there?” said Justin, as the gunshots echoed
down the shaft.

As Chris
turned and headed back toward them with a fierce scowl, Louisa was
not sure she wanted to find out.
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J’tan stirred
briefly, as his battered mind tried to take in the vague outline of
shapes. He could still hear the sandstorm raging, but could no
longer feel it searing his skin. He tried to focus and found his
eyes unwilling to perform the duty. His head pounded and his mouth
was dry as parchment. He could feel the coolness of the shaded air
swirling around his dazed head and it felt good. He tried to right
himself and twist toward the sound of the desert, as a hand gently
pushed him back to the ground.

“Please stay
still. I cannot check your injuries if you a writhing like a baby.”
said Samali, with an elegant, playful tone.

Samali removed
a hide water-skin from her pack and gently supported his head as he
drank.

“Do you feel
as though you are ready to travel? We must not let the mason reach
the temple.” said Samali, wiping his brow with a damp
cloth.

J’tan nodded,
and Samali pulled back the sheet to look at the bandaged wound on
his thigh. She inspected the surface carefully and reached for the
pot of waxy substance she applied the night before.

“The wound is
healing well. The pain should have subsided by tomorrow, but for
today I fear it may still hinder your movement.”

J’tan was
amazed to see the flesh around the spear hole already beginning to
fade from its deep, purple hue. “My thanks are with you for what
you have done.”

Samali grinned
and lowered her head, completing the application of the salve.
“When you are ready we shall continue our journey.”

As she rose,
J’tan sprang to his feet by her side. She reached out a hand to
steady him, but retracted it when she realised that no assistance
was needed.

“It must take
great strength to control your body in such a manner.”

“More than
you know.” J’tan said, as he tested his range of
movements.

One of the
first things J’tan’s’ training taught him was pain suppression.
Reed sticks were habitually lashed across the legs and backs of
trainees, those who flinched or howled soon expelled from the
order. To be given the respect the position brought, you had to be
strong of character. You must become the lion, the fearless hunter
whose actions were not tainted by fear. Only when you could master
your emotions, could you impose your will upon others and act as
the hand of the Gods themselves. It was training that served him
well. Now he needed it more than ever.

“We should
make haste. The Great Monuments are not far.” J’tan said, packing
his things.

“This would
be much easier if you had not destroyed my camp in your attempt to
capture the mason.”

J’tan stopped
what he was doing and looked at Samali. Her radiant face was
gripped by a sternness he had not seen before, and her emerald eyes
blazed with anger.

“Do not be so
surprised” Samali said, as she walked outside. “I know you had no
way of preventing what occurred. We both lost a great deal to the
mason that day.”

“I am sorry.
At the time, I did not know who you were.”

“You bore no
reason to know. I accept your apology. I only hope your eagerness
does not hinder our chances of success.”

J’tan could
tell Samali was hurt by his actions, but at the time, he could see
no other choice. The mason was in the camp and he needed to get to
him. The servants simply got in his way and were dispatched. It was
not a topic he would linger on, no matter how infuriated she was.
His only focus was his mission. It was all he had left.

“Why do you
track the mason?” J’tan asked, stepping outside into the dry desert
air. “My assessment of what happened to you makes me believe he was
once an ally.”

“He was.”
said Samali, lost in thought. “He seemed open an honest when he
arrived at my camp in Meidum. However, I now know he tried to kill
the Seer and me. I have every reason to want to find
him.”

Samali’s face
twisted with barely supressed rage as she spoke. Whatever her
reason for chasing the mason, his attempted murder of her was not
it.

“You are
lying.” J’tan said, calmly. “There is more to this story than you
are telling me. What are you concealing?”

Samali turned
and appraised him. J’tan knew that if it were not for her action he
may now be dead, but that did not change the fact that if he did
not understand her motives, he could not trust her
further.

Samali went to
speak, and then paused. She gave him a quizzical look, before
glancing down to her feet. “And how do I know you will not try to
kill me if I tell you the truth?” she said, finally.

“So there is
a truth?” said
J’tan, walking round her and beginning to make his way down the
bluff. “You should know you cannot hide your thoughts from the
people of the Gods.”

“You
Egyptians!” Samali said, with frustration. “You think you are so
mighty, and yet you know very little other than that which concerns
you.”

J’tan hid a
smirk as he continued downward. If Samali would not tell him what
he needed to know directly, he would prise the information from
her. It appeared making Samali vexed would be the lever in this
instance. He would continue to irritate her until she blurted out
in anger what she would not in calmness.

“My people
are renowned throughout all the lands of men as the most
knowledgeable and advanced. Populaces come from all around to
wonder at our accomplishments.” J’tan said, keeping his voice
suitably filled with pride.

“That
is the problem with your people. You believe that
you are the most advanced people in the world, and right now that
is correct. However, what of tomorrow or yesterday? Can you say
that you hold all the knowledge of all peoples? Can you say that
everything you have accomplished will not be surpassed by other
peoples in ages to come?” said Samali, scampering down the rocks to
keep pace.

“My people
are strong and will always be at the summit of man’s
abilities.”

“But I know
that is not what you believe. You own history tells of the
Zep-Tepi, when your Gods built the world. Are they not more
powerful than you?”

Samali was
attempting to move the focus on the discussion back to him. He
would not allow it. “The Gods are more powerful than all men. They
built and fought over this world and now look over us and guide
us.”

“If your Gods
built this world and guided the men of this land, then why do you
know more than your grandfather? Why did he know more than his?
Surely, the Gods taught you everything through this guidance, but
that guidance and knowledge was not granted to your grandfather’s
grandfather, only the people who live today have it.
Why?”

J’tan stopped
his descent and looked back up at Samali. He was confused by what
she was saying. The people of his land were the light of the world.
Their power and majesty spread to everyone who dare witness their
glory. He caught himself before he responded in anger. It appeared
Samali was a very clever negotiator. He could not allow himself to
fall into the trap she was baiting.

“You simply
do not understand. You do not live with the light of the Gods in
your actions and so you cannot see.” J’tan said, with renewed
conviction.

“I see more
clearly than you can know.” said Samali.

The comment
was low and measured, a hook tempting him to break his stoic
rebuttal of her words.

“Is it not
true the first pharaoh shut all the temples except his own?” asked
Samali.

“The will of
the pharaoh is absolute. His should not be questioned, for he sees
the desires of the Gods.” J’tan said.

“So does that
make it easier to worship your God?”

J’tan did not
want to answer. Although he knew to worship other Gods was no
longer punishable by death, he was still of the opinion the pharaoh
frowned upon it.

“Do not
worry servant of
pharaoh.” Samali said, as she caught his
grimace with a smile. “I am sure that Horus will guide you still. I
assume he needs no temples to show his Godly will.”

J’tan stopped
on a wide shelf, not far from the desert floor. He twisted, trying
to keep his composure, as Samali arrived at his side. There was
little point playing this game any longer. It was clear Samali was
as good at it as he was. The conversation was going
nowhere.

“Just tell me
what you know. What are you hiding from me?”

Samali let out
a deep exhale of air and whispered something under her breath as
she closed her eyes. It looked as though she was
praying.

“The
stonemason stumbled across something even your pharaoh did not
know.” Samali said, returning her focus to J’tan. “He now travels
the desert to gather items that may have been left by the
Gods.”

“My friend
told me as much. I know of the Zep-Tepi and of the stories that
abound about the First Time. I need more. What am I
missing?”

“The mason is
not chasing three items as you believe; he chases four. Your own
history tells you where the three he has accumulated came from, and
about the fourth. The three he possesses were kept inside a box,
which was beset about with the purest gold and heralded by two
winged serpents. Your mason stole something from the Seer. If your
stories are true about the staff and the uraeus, he now has
everything he needs to utilise this fourth; what you call
The Ark.”

Realisation
dawned on J’tan and his mind raced. What Samali was describing was
the fabled Ark of Ra. In the stories he was told as a child, Ra,
the omnipotent creator of everything, grew old waiting for man to
come of age. So that his most prized possessions were not lost upon
his death, he gave a golden snake holding the knowledge of the
world, a staff containing the power of the sun, and a lock of his
own hair as a reminder of his power, to his own son, Osiris. When
Osiris’ kin betrayed him, the items fell into the hands of his son.
That man, the great teacher Horus, was J’tan’s own birth God. Could
it be possible that the Ark had been found? Or indeed, somewhere
out there Horus still lived? Whatever the truth was, his part in
the story was clear. He must stop the mason; no matter the
cost.

“I know of
the Ark.” J’tan said, solemnly. “I also know of the legends of its
might. We cannot allow it to fall into the hands of those who would
misuse it. We should go.”

Without
further pause for conversation, they made their way back out into
the dissipating orange glow of early morning and down the side of
the bluff.

The trek to
the Great Monuments was arduous, their remaining water supplies
gingerly sipped at to preserve them as long as they
could.

By the time
they reached the temple of the Sphinx, Set was nearing his throne
in the heavens. As they ran up the incline toward the massive
structure, it was clear they were not the first to arrive. A fire,
somewhere inside the complex, poured mellow warmth onto the
surrounding stones, and washed the area in a still calm of
orange.

“If we do not
find any more water we will die out here.” said Samali, sloshing
their skin to gauge how much remained.

J’tan gazed
upon her. Samali’s radiant features were beginning to draw, and the
smooth, lustrous skin that held firm over her sculpted figure was
cracked with dehydration.

“Nobody will
be dying here today, unless it is by my hand.” J’tan said, as
confidently as his dry mouth would allow. “Come. We will make our
way to a vantage point at the rear of the Great Protector. I need
to see what we are dealing with.”

J’tan took
Samali by the hand and they made their way up the slope toward the
back of the temples that lay by the statue. Eventually, they
reached a spot behind the loose masonry at the near lip of a wide
pit.

J’tan had seen
the Great Protector, this imposing Sphinx, many times. His history
told that one of his kings, the fourth Tuthmosis, rescued the
statue from the sands after it asked him to; the Sphinx granting
the king eternal life when he delivered it back into the light. He
loved this story as a child, almost as much as he loved the stories
about the exploits of Horus and his twelve disciples. After what
recently transpired, those childhood memories had begun to sour.
The last remnants of his innocence being unceremoniously erased. In
its place, a selfish security of fact was being built,
block-by-block.

From their
vantage point, it was easy to see the interior of the temple. Four
men stood in a group around a box, partially concealed from view.
Two were regally dressed and chatted amongst themselves, as their
attendant guards set about lighting torches. One of the men he
recognised immediately from his gait. It was Smenkhkare. The other
regal man’s manner was also strangely familiar. He glided with the
same grace as the pharaoh, but somehow the actions seemed older,
more trained.

Once the
lighting of the sconces was completed, the guards dismantled the
box and removed something from its interior. It was the
Ark.

Bold,
beautiful, and adorned with two winged creatures, the Ark was a
remarkable sight. It was at least the length of a man and half a
man high. Two poles, so perfectly smooth they defied belief,
attached to golden rings clutching its sides. Its feet, tapered
like claws, grasped the ground and dared the surrounding men to
move it. So much gold was used to make it that its brilliance
seemed to shine brighter than the descending darkness would allow;
lighting the temple with an eerie shimmer of light.

J’tan
fidgeted, as the light threw the men’s faces into focus; suddenly
recognising the second regal figure.

“The man with
Smenkhkare…” J’tan said, his words stumbling from his lips. “It
cannot be. It just cannot be!”

“Your eyes
must be like an eagle’s.” Samali said, trying to follow his line of
sight. “I cannot tell one from another at this
distance.”

“I thought I
knew the man from his bearing. Now I am sure I know who the man is,
but it simply cannot be him. I attended his burial! I saw the stone
seal placed on his tomb!”

If J’tan was
correct, then the last few summers of his life were spent labouring
in an invention. The works of his people, the events organised to
pay homage to a fallen leader, even the magnificent burial; all
fabricated to allow this man to vacate his position. Now, he had
the Ark. His entire race tricked into allowing their most prized
artefacts to be taken from them.

“It would
appear it is one more lie of these pharaohs that I must endure.”
said J’tan.

“These
pharaohs?”

“Yes. The man
with Smenkhkare is his brother, Akhenaten.”

During
Akhenaten’s reign, J’tan served the pharaoh with distinction and
even believed in the promised return of the one true God, the
Hor-Aten. He helped organise the troops that protected his new city
for so long, even whilst messages returned from his friends at the
limits of the empire that told stories of the hardships they were
facing. He executed his duty, and when his pharaoh left this life
to travel to the next, he was part of the guard of honour that
escorted him to his tomb. It made him feel sick to the pit of his
stomach that it was all for nothing. He was a bystander in a great
plan to deceive the people of his lands. It was an insult to
everything he held dear that this dead man was using his people for
his own ends. However, if Horus stood by his side, the pharaoh
would soon pay for the effrontery of his actions with his
life.

“I know much
of this pharaoh.” said J’tan, remembering the steely calm with
which Akhenaten had changed everything during his reign. “If it is
truly he, we should be careful.”

J’tan turned
his attention to the temple’s entrance, where he could see the lone
figure of his quarry, the mason Amjad, slowly entering.

The wound on
Amjad’s neck was festering and his clothes were wind-worn, coated
with a thick mix of blood and sand. He staggered forward, dragging
himself onward, the pain of every step visible in his
grimace.

“It is good
to see you again, stonemason.” said Akhenaten, upon spying Amjad’s
arrival.

As the guards
turned and made their way toward the crippled man, J’tan prepared
to make his move. “As soon as the mason has proved he has the
items, I will make my attack. I will try to separate the artefacts
from the men. You must make sure you get them as far away from here
as possible when that time comes.”

“What about
you?” Samali said, clasping his muscular forearm.

“I will
follow, if Horus is willing.”

Before J’tan
could move, Amjad ripped something from his pouch and spun,
dropping to his haunches. In his grasp, a golden staff with a
crooked top flashed menacingly in the swirling light of the temple.
He held it out, straight at the oncoming bodyguards, and issued a
shuddering scream.

The air
crackled in front of the staff, as two tendrils of fire like winged
snakes leapt from its tip and wrapped themselves around the men.
The mysterious creatures hissed and spat as they meted out their
vile wrath, consuming the guards as they danced over their
skin.

With a dusty
thud, the withered bodies of the guards fell to the ground, as the
serpents turned and began to close on the terrified
pharaohs.

“Let us not
be so hasty, stonemason.” said Smenkhkare, as he backed toward the
Ark.

“You can
still have everything we promised you.” said Akhenaten.

Amjad ignored
the pleadings of the pharaohs. He stumbled on, his legs barely able
to propel his body forward.

“What have
you made me do!” said Amjad, tears welling in his eyes and his face
twisted into an anguished snarl. “I was a good man! You have ruined
everything!”

“Do not judge
yourself so, mason. The Hor-Aten will make those judgements, and
your work here will ensure your place in his eternal
grace.”

Amjad howled
through the thick spittle brought on by his tears, dragging his
free hand to his head and squeezing his temple. It was clear to see
he was torn between his family’s future and his need to punish the
men.

“All I ever
wanted was to finish my grandfather’s work. But you! You turned me
into a murderer!” Amjad said, his voice high and cracked. “You
turned me against my friends, my family, my faith, and my honour.
How do I look my children in the eyes now I have killed for a lie?
What sort of afterlife will it be for me to be reminded of my
actions for eternity? What have you done?”

The pharaoh’s
panicked faces belied their fear. They staggered back, arms held
out in vain protection as the mason continued to
advance.

“If you ever
wish to see your family again, you will give us the items. Now!”
said Akhenaten, trying to make a stand. “Do not make your family
pay for any more of your mistakes!”

For a moment,
their bravado held Amjad still, but the glare soon returned to his
eyes, a glorious fury that would have its revenge.

As Amjad
raised the staff once more, a chilling tranquil engulfed the
temple. There, bound within its dark confines, the pharaohs began
to scream.
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Chris gazed
at the daylight streaming down the ramp and tried to clear his
mind. What were these men doing here? How
did they get beyond the security perimeter? Why today?
The questions came in waves, and horridly,
insipidly, the dreadful stirrings of answers followed.

As Chris
mused, gentle footsteps approached. “We have to leave.” he said,
already knowing who was approaching.

“Not before
you tell me what the hell is going on.” said Louisa. Her bright,
elegant countenance was wracked with apprehension, and her face
still bore the fading red of her exertions.

Chris pointed
to his right, where a set of bootless feet protruded from between
two cars. “His name is Charles Younger. He has two children. I’m
Godfather to one of them. A while back, he complained about chest
pains and seizures, but the military said it wasn’t their fault.
When I got the assignment here, I got him reassigned to base duty
so he could finish his required service for full pension, without
having to fight any more.” He pointed to the top of the ramp where
a swirl of hair, matted with blood, stuck out from behind the
parked jeep. “His name is…” Chris stopped, sighing under his
breath. That was no longer the correct tense. “His name
was John
Matchell.”

Louisa looked
down at the body by her feet. There, written in standard military
print, was a nameplate. It read ‘Charles Younger’. She stared
open-mouthed at Chris, revelation quelling any further
questions.

“Whoever did
this is trying to finish the job they started.” said Chris, taking
up from where Louisa’s brain left off. “Whoever did this has
cancelled the clean-up crew I ordered, or worse. They may even be
watching us as we speak.”

Chris shook
his head. There were too many possibilities to consider, and
inaction could now be fatal. They had to keep moving.

Smiling as
best he could to keep Louisa calm, Chris led her back over to the
rest of the group, stopping in front of them and taking a long
lungful of air.

“Our
situation is compromised.” said Chris, eager to keep his words
measured. “It is also evident that our communication with the
outside world is compromised. Our best course of action is to get
as far away from here as we can, and attempt to find a means of
clarifying our predicament.”

“Predicament?” asked Dave, his disbelief evident in his curt
tone. “What predicament? Our best course of action,
colonel, would surely be
to sit here and wait for the military to turn up and tell us what’s
going on!”

Dave’s ire was
an irritant Chris could do without right now. He had to quash his
comments quickly, or the man’s downtrodden attitude may spread to
the rest of the group and throw his plan into chaos.

“Would this
be the same military that has not yet sent the clean-up crew we
requested? Would this be the same military that has not turned up
en masse to find out what’s going on at one of their secure sites?”
Chris said, keeping any hint of anger from his voice. “Or would
this be the same military that has not yet sent a single person to
help in the extraction of civilians from a potentially
life-threatening situation?” The questions hung there for a while,
as heads began to drop. Good, his point had hit home. “We
are out of simple choices. Therefore, I will be leaving this place
in five minutes. Those of you who wish to join me should follow.
Those of you who choose to remain…” Chris paused, knowing a
suitable break would add just the right amount of gravitas to his
parting comment. “Well, in that case, I wish you good
luck.”

“We can’t
just run away from all this! What about our lives?” said
Dave.

Chris turned,
starting his march to his vehicle before he responded. “Your
primary concern should be focused on them continuing, not how they
may have changed professor. You can do nothing about what has
happened here if you’re dead.”

“Surely we
should go to the nearest police station and report this colonel.”
said Justin, jogging to catch up.

“If you can
cancel a clear-up crew and lock a high level, underground base
down, I don’t think you’re the sort of person who cares about
trifling things like police.” said Chris, understanding Justin’s
position. “How would we know we can trust them? Or anyone else at
present?”

About fifty
feet from his car, Justin still considering his words, Chris
unlocked his car. Thankfully, the boot opened with a click, but
more importantly, without explosion. It was safe to get
close.

Chris strode
over and pulled back the carpet. Taking his mobile from his pocket,
he turned it off, throwing the lifeless unit inside. He reached
around the side of the metal housing to one side of the boot and
withdrew a small, leather pouch.

“Can I ask
you what you’re doing?” said Justin, watching Chris
work.

“Mobile
phones can be traced even if they are only searching for signal,
and can be very accurately pinpointed during use. I suggest you get
everyone to turn theirs off and drop them in here too.”

Justin did as
he was asked. After a few bleated complaints, he returned with
three mobile phones and threw them inside.

Chris unzipped
the leather pouch and emptied his wallet’s contents into it. He
then retrieved a sealable freezer bag from the boot, and proceeded
to refill his wallet with the collection of credit cards and SIM
cards found therein.

“If these new
ones are yours, they can be traced too can’t they?” said Justin,
puzzled by what was going on.

“They’re not
mine though… sort of.” Chris said, grinning. “I am going to be
driving you out of here soon. Get yourselves ready for a bumpy
ride.”

Chris surveyed
the car park. Spying a nicely inconspicuous saloon parked in a bay
reserved for ground floor staff, he started toward it.

“Aren’t we
going to use our own cars?” said Dave.

Dave’s lack of
understanding of their situation was really beginning to irritate
Chris. For an intelligent man, his questions were devoid of all
measure of rationale. He needed to think. Hopefully, a firm
rebuttal of the latest inquiry would give him the silence needed to
focus on the task at hand.

“That would
be remarkably stupid, Dave.” said Chris, in a disdainful
tone. “For all we know these people have been tracking our
movements for days. Our cars may be bugged, maybe worse, and we
don’t have the time or the equipment to check that. So, that means
we borrow a car they would have no cause to do anything
to.”

“But what if
these people are still here?” asked Dave, not taking the
hint.

“If there
were still people here, then why haven’t they alerted anyone to the
gunshots?” said Chris, turning to face Dave. He raised his voice,
curling his lips just enough to show the man his ire. “Why aren’t
there people running around screaming? None of that is happening,
because someone has already cleared this base. Jenkins probably cut
access to the rest of the base’s security systems last night, which
would also explain why there hasn’t been a siren since we got out
of our own complex.”

Everyone
turned their heads, as if straining to hear the distant wail. The
realisation the bleating of the siren was now missing coming as a
surprise to all of them.

Thankful the
current inquisition was over, Chris removed a utility knife from
his pocket and pulled out the smaller of the two blades. He walked
straight up to the car selected, a ten-year-old Ford, and rammed
the blade into the lock. With a powerful twist of his wrist, the
mechanism gave out a heavy clunk. He placed his palm against the
door and pulled, ripping the blade back out of the badly dented
socket. He smiled as he pulled the handle and the door swung open.
Not turning to see the surprised glances of the group, he kicked
the plastic housing away from the underside of the steering wheel.
Leaning over into the foot well, he located the plastic wire
connector behind the metal key insert and jabbed his knife into one
edge. Taking the car out of gear, he held the connector tightly and
turned the knife. With a sense of satisfaction, he listened as the
car spluttered twice and started up.

Job completed,
he turned back to the group and met their quizzical stares with a
grin. It was time to lighten the mood and get the hell out of this
place.

“Have you
done that before, colonel?” asked Justin.

“What?
Haven’t you?” Chris said, transmitting a smile to everyone. “Now,
have we all been to the toilet?” As Louisa helped Dave into the
back of the car, he turned to Justin. “It looks like there’s no
need to call shotgun private.”

A squeal came
from the tyres, as Chris completed a fast two-point turn. Once
outside the parking bay, he kept his speed high, as he scanned
their surroundings for signs of activity. There was none. The
complex was deserted. It was unsettling to contemplate what
occurred that morning, and the organisation required in
accomplishing it. Who was involved, and
why? They were questions that needed
answers.

In only a few
moments, they were flying beyond an empty security post and out
toward the main road.

As Chris
pulled onto the dual carriageway beyond the entrance, he slowed
enough to ensure he did not draw attention to their vehicle and
began to put as much distance as he could between them and the
base.

As he drove,
Chris continually scanned the vehicles around them. He knew that
anyone following them would have to keep the same pace, and on the
narrow road, their weaving to maintain line of sight would be
conspicuous. After a few miles, he relaxed. Luckily, it appeared
they were not being tailed.

Slowing
further, and pulling in behind a delivery truck, he returned his
attention to what had transpired that morning. He needed answers,
and the only people who could fill in the blanks in the story were
now sat in the car with him.

In Chris’
experience, if information was required it was easier to allow
people a platform to divulge their ponderings, and then piece
together what you needed from what came out. He knew that questions
could be distractions to vital trains of thought. He needed a
starting point, something vague enough to allow the conversation to
evolve unhindered.

“I need to
know if anyone has any ideas about what’s going on?” Chris asked,
knowing that most of the group’s thoughts would already be on the
topic.

“I’ve thought
of little else this morning, colonel.” said Dave, his face still
ashen. “I’m still perplexed as to why we are in the situation we
are in. I’ve eliminated the events as being personal in any way. I
believe whoever is doing this is after the artefacts.”

“I have a
theory.” said Louisa, turning to Dave. “It’s obvious whoever did
this couldn’t just take the artefacts or Jenkins would have shut
the internal security down and removed them himself. Maybe he
couldn’t risk something so direct.”

Chris nodded.
That was probably true. If you acted alone, you made yourself a
target, especially if you were the only one with the skill to pull
off the event. It made sense that whoever organised what happened,
planned it meticulously.

“But what
about the base’s security and calling off the clean-up crew?” asked
Justin.

“They
obviously have people in high places.” said Louisa, noticeably
uneasy with her train of thought. “They’re probably the ones who
don’t want to be exposed. The point is that they waited for some
other events to unfold before they took their opportunity. They
were waiting for one of us to make a mistake, so that when they
acted it appeared as though we were responsible. The only thing I
can think is that Professor Linley was somehow
involved.”

“That’s a
point. Where is Linley?” asked Justin, suddenly aware of his
colleague’s absence.

“I don’t
know, and that worries me, because Professor Linley is my prime
suspect for the murder of Doctor Geffers.”

The statement
hit the occupants of the car like a bombshell, Dave turning with
anger toward Louisa.

“And what,
pray tell, makes you think something so heinous about poor Harry?”
said Dave, almost snarling the words out.

Louisa leant
back, disturbed by Dave’s demeanour. She swallowed, trying to
gather her thoughts before she continued. “The evidence is
straightforward professor. Doctor Geffers was clubbed over the back
of the head whilst sat at his desk. To get into a position to do
that you would have to be in the room with him, as he was facing
the door. As Justin has confirmed, the base at that point was
secure. That means Howarth and Jenkins could not have entered that
lab, as they would not have held the required level of access;
neither would Justin or I. That leaves Linley, or just one other,
as the potential murderer.” Louisa paused, weighing up whether or
not to continue. She glanced furtively toward Chris, before
returning her focus to Dave. “I’m afraid to say, as the only person
to have access to every area of the base and being the person who
found the body, you are my only other suspect professor.”

Chris stared
into the rear-view mirror, scanning Dave’s face for any sign of
culpability. The lines on his brow were creased, and it was clear
that he was desperately trying to ascertain the veracity of
Louisa’s accusation, but there was nothing to suggest he was the
culprit. It was evident however, as Dave rubbed his forehead and
stared into his lap, there was definitely something in what Louisa
said that struck a nerve. Chris could not be certain, but something
in what Louisa just explained, Dave already knew.

“So what do
you think happened?” asked Justin.

“I’m not
sure.” said Louisa. “I believe whatever happened to Doctor Geffers
occurred independently of the attack Jenkins instigated, and
somehow that triggered the sequence of events we just
experienced.”

Chris was
impressed. In any other circumstance, due to her figure and looks,
he would not have suspected Louisa to be as adroit as she was
proving to be. Her thoughts could very well be right.

In Chris’
previous vocation, one thing that was frequently required was a
patsy. Someone who could conceivably be responsible for an action,
but was only made to look that way so the real perpetrator could
get to safety. Perhaps the people who wanted the artefacts had been
waiting for one of the research team to get edgy about them;
lurking in the background for the right moment to make their move.
If Jenkins’ attack had been successful, all eyes would have been
focussed on Linley, just like theirs were now. Everyone would have
their patsy, and Jenkins would have been free to escape with the
real target, the artefacts.

“If I’m right
though,” said Louisa, still lost in thought, “it still doesn’t
explain where artefact three is.”

“We’re
missing an artefact?” asked Justin.

“When we were
collecting everything to bring to the surface, we found artefact
three was missing from Professor Linley’s lab.” said Louisa. “I
suppose Linley could have it. But why take just one?”

“What was
it?” asked Chris, trying to nudge Louisa into divulging more than
she should.

Chris sat
through the briefing on ‘cross contamination protocol’ after he
took the assignment. Apart from being the most mind-numbingly
boring three hours of his life, it informed him that each artefact
was to be investigated separately, with no discussion on findings
allowed above what was approved by Professor Edwards. That meant
outside discussions on their investigations were prohibited. Maybe,
with the group’s current mental distractions in play, he could
prise out just enough to fill in yet more gaps in his
understanding.

“A four inch
diamond of metal, covered in an unknown script. It may have been
what prompted the actions of Professor Linley.” said Louisa,
distractedly.

Before Louisa
could continue, Dave nudged her in the ribs and shook his head. It
was clear to Chris that Dave did not want her discussing the finer
detail any further.

“The good
thing is that when we get chance, I should be able to look through
the data on the drives I saved and come up with something to prove
we’re not involved.” said Justin. “So, what’s the plan now
colonel?”

The question
took away Chris’ ability to press for more information, but he knew
it needed answering. He had always kept his own escape routes
planned, just in case any of the covers he held were blown and
someone tracked him down for his actions. It appeared those plans
would now need expanding to include the people in the
car.

“Take this,
private.” said Chris, as he handed Justin a phone from his pouch
and selected a SIM card from his wallet. He removed a second
handset and fumbled, one-handed, to get it working. “Get that thing
fired up and go to the web. You’ll need Facebook open.”

“Why am I
doing this?” asked Justin, already working to activate the
handset.

“Just one
sec.” Chris was holding his newly constructed phone to one ear,
raising a single finger to guarantee silence. “Hi Barry! Just
thought I’d leave you a message to let you know I’ll be over near
you today and thought I might pop in at your work for a catch up.
If it’s ok, I’ll be bringing along some work colleagues of mine. If
it’s not, let me know. See you tonight maybe!” and with that, he
hung up, dismantled the phone, and tossed the SIM card out of the
window. “Sorry about that Justin. Are you in Facebook
yet?”

“Yes colonel,
but I’m still unsure why.”

“That’s the
easy part. Go into the search and type your own name in.” said
Chris, as Justin did as asked with practised efficiency. “Now look
through each of the names and find one from the UK with a visible
personal information field. You’ll need a full address, date of
birth, place of work, and preferably one with a mobile number. Once
you have one, and please don’t use your own if it’s on there, note
down the details and repeat for everyone else.”

It was an old
tactic, but an effective one. Chris knew that most security
agencies tracked people through associations made in financial and
government databases. Using the information they were gathering,
they would be able to link their identities, and thus their
motives, to someone else. It may not buy them much time, but it
would be enough to get them clear of danger.

After another
ten minutes, their tasks were complete. Each of the group now had a
ticket reservation from Dover to Calais for a ferry journey that
evening, booked to an email account created using their alternate
identities details.

“And we’re
doing all this to buy us enough time to go and see this Barry guy?”
asked Justin.

“His name’s
Carl.” said Chris, shaking his head. “You lot should focus on the
brain stuff and leave this sort of thing to me. Ok?”

Chris hoped he
had the trust of everyone in the car. He knew many of the tactics
he was employing were not part of people’s standard training, but
use them he must. He also knew that what the group really needed to
keep them going was a firmly delivered plan. He drew a deep breath,
placing his focus on the timbre of his words, and thought of
something suitably motivating.

“I probably
owe you an explanation about what we are about to do and it will be
up to you if you wish to follow me.” Chris said, lowering his voice
and distancing the words so that every pronunciation stood out.
“After today, I’m sure you’re all confused and shocked. You
shouldn’t worry, it’s perfectly normal when faced with a situation
like this. I know you all have your doubts about what we’re doing,
but you have to believe me when I tell you that if these people,
whoever is behind all this, can do what they have done to the
security services today, then making us disappear is not going to
be difficult. We have stumbled on to something they want, and it does not take a
genius to realise we are now a threat to everything they are trying
to do. Remember, we are the only ones who know the truth of what went on back
there. However, after what happened, I’m not sure who to
trust. We need to
find out who is behind all this, so we can approach the right
people and clear our names. If we go to the wrong people, we may as
well be committing suicide. Therefore, I need you to trust me. I
need you to do as I ask, so I can use my abilities to give you
enough time to use your brains to figure this out. I can’t do this
alone. We need to
work together to get to the bottom of this.”

Chris looked
round the vehicle. Justin was nodding his acceptance and Louisa and
Dave, although troubled, were not gesticulating in any way that
would make him surmise refusal.

“So, as there
are no objections, I believe we should get to East Midlands
airport.”

“What?” said
Justin, the surprise in his voice echoed in the shocked faces of
the back seat. “Why do we want to go to the airport? I thought we
were travelling from Dover?”

“That’s what
the paper trail will say. It will say we are trying to hide the
fact we are going from Dover, so attention will be focused
there.”

“Won’t there
be people waiting for us in Calais whether we fly or go by boat?”
asked Louisa.

“But we’re
not going to Calais.” said Chris, with a grin. “We’re flying to
Amsterdam.”
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A dog howled,
out in the distance, as the wind swirled round a parked limousine.
The front sheet of a rag tabloid glided mesmerizingly through the
air, dancing its way across the bonnet as if guided by some unseen
hand. For a moment it took away the pervading sense of gloom that
struck hard through the stagnant air of the interior and provided a
brief glimpse to its occupants of the eternal cycle playing out
before them. All too soon it was over and the oppressive weight of
inaction returned.

Their actions,
planned and reviewed so many times they were now engrained into
their beings, were ruined. One man, this British colonel, had
ruined everything.

Who the hell
was he, and where had he come from? In that answer, a solution to
the dilemma presented would surely be found.

Failure was a
difficult thing to come to terms with. Especially when so much was
at stake. The gambler’s instinct to break even pushed hard
sometimes and its irrational empathy with its situation was
difficult to ignore.

The greatest
choices were never made with a clear head. They were made great by
chance, by the divine motion of the random, and never by
planning.

In the end, it
was inevitable. The only choice left was the one that,
begrudgingly, was taken. Somewhere down the line, there would be
hell to pay for the decision, but that could wait. The end of the
beginning was in sight.

An opportunity
would present itself to gather back some of the lost time and find
some small measure of solace from the eventual
revelation.

Waiting for
the next opportunity and acting decisively was now the only course.
The solitary question that remained was when.
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Akhenaten
tried everything he could, but to no avail. In front of him, Amjad,
the stonemason his brother used to gather the artefacts, was
readying an attack. His world seemed to be moving slower; smells
suddenly acute, colours vivid, and sounds dull. His mind raced with
thought of friends, of loved ones, of family, and of home. However,
more than anything, he could not shake the distasteful notion that
he would now be remembered as the king killed by a
commoner.

Smenkhkare
began to scream, but Akhenaten did not listen. He stood and cried.
His life’s work and the work of his ancestors, everything his great
dynasty worked toward, was coming to end. It was the final insult
that it would be at the hands of a stonemason.

With a
shuddering growl, the mason spat the serpents from the staff. As
they grew and moved toward him, Akhenaten could not take his eyes
from them. They were beautiful. Their bodies were like cobras and
their scales shimmered with radiant fire. Four legs, just like the
body, extended down to onyx talons. Their backs carried wings,
laced like the finest gossamer, and from which tendrils of flame
flicked as they flew. However, he knew something was not as it once
was.

Before, when
the serpents ensnared the guards, they moved menacingly and with
direction. Yet here, as the serpents approached, they seemed to
drift along, gliding rather than racing to bridge the
gap.

In front of
him, the mason collapsed to one knee, his skin drawing tight over
his features with the exertion of control. That was the difference. Whatever
the serpents used as their power, it seemed to be drawn from
within, and it appeared the mason did not have enough of that
strange substance left to grant the serpents the power they
needed.

As the flaming
beasts reached touching distance, Akhenaten could feel the flames
licking his skin, but it did not burn. The serpents flew straight
through him, their bodies filling him with an inner calm that felt
divine. He turned, as they continued out of his back and dissipated
into swirling ochre mists.

Upon their
disappearance, Akhenaten spun toward the mason and watched as he
flopped to the ground, the staff tumbling from his grasp and
scuttling away across the alabaster tiles.

Akhenaten
paused for a moment, taking in the scene of death. Still confused,
he saw Smenkhkare move forward and grab the staff from the
ground.

“Get the
other artefacts as well.” Akhenaten said, pointing to the pack
slung over Amjad’s shoulder.

He sent
emissaries to the corners of the known lands to acquire these
artefacts, only for them to fall into the hands of high priests and
exiled seers when they were within grasp. Now, after all this time,
here they were.

“I cannot
believe this maggot managed what we could not.”

“He was a
very strongly motivated individual.” said Smenkhkare.

“You are wise
to have chosen him, my brother.”

The two
pharaohs shared a respectful bow, rudely interrupted by the sounds
of hurried footfalls from the entrance. Scores of men poured in,
led by a tall and muscular man.

“My lords!”
the lead man said, as he surveyed the scene of carnage. “I was
worried that J’tan may have arrived before us. Are you
well?”

Akhenaten
smiled. The man approaching was his chief bodyguard of old. A
fiercely loyal warrior called Yashu. When he feigned his death,
Yashu vacated his position and came to be with him, to continue his
role as protector. He was relieved his most trusted sword was back
at his side.

“Do not worry
Yashu.” Akhenaten said, moving toward the imposing figure. “The
traitorous Egyptian goat at your feet killed my guards before I had
a chance to react. I however, managed to kill him before he could
inflict any harm upon me or my brother.”

“You are as
powerful as you are wise, oh lord.” said the hulking Yashu, bowing
his head. “But I must warn you that your brother’s chief bodyguard
follows you still. We believe he was trying to stop the
mason.”

“You must
trust your lords and your God.” Akhenaten said, belaying any fear.
“We have not seen J’tan since we arrived, and we now have what we
wanted from the mason. Whatever he was attempting, he has failed to
accomplish.”

“We must
still be careful, my lord. I do not believe it would be safe to
remain here longer than we need. J’tan is a powerful and skilled
enemy to have.”

Yashu was no
fool. Akhenaten knew if he was worried, the situation was indeed
grave.

“You have
proven yourself worthy of our trust, Yashu.” Akhenaten said,
accepting the wisdom. “We will get the last of what we need and
then leave this place forever.”

“We have
brought everyone who wished to follow us and as many provisions
from Akhetaten as we could carry, by hand or by beast.”

“Then there
is only one thing left to do. We must go into every city in the
region and remove everything of value from them. Especially their
gold.”

“Remember,”
said Smenkhkare, adding to Akhenaten’s words, “all the items you
collect will be shared equally amongst the people. All we ask is
the Havilah gold.”

“I do not
understand my lord.” said Yashu, looking confused. “We have
gathered many items of gold from the people of your city and many
of us have golden items we would be more than willing to give to
you as tributes.”

“Do not make
me ask again, my son.” said Akhenaten, his words aloft and filled
with menace. “Yours is not to question our word or that of your
God. Yours is to do as you are told, without hesitation. Your God
is a jealous God, and does not tolerate those who fail to do as his
chosen have asked.”

“I
understand, my lord.” said Yashu, bowing his head in servitude.
“However, I am unsure how to tell this Havilah gold from any of the
other gold we collect.”

Smenkhkare
stepped forward and took a lump of gold from his pocket, beckoning
a torch carrying guard to stand by his side. “The gold of the lands
of Havilah was made sacred by your God. It is imbued with the very
essence of his power.” he said, as he took a knife and scored the
edge of the golden lump, before holding it to the flame.

Instantly, the
orange flicker roared a violent red, its crimson fingers reaching
high into the night sky, as a plume of black smoke issued above the
flaming jet.

The guard
holding the torch nearly dropped it, the flames singing his brow
and burning the hairs on his arm, as the gathered crowd let out
gasps of wonder at the divine spectacle before them.

As the flames
died down and the torch returned to its normal colour, all that
could be seen on the blade was a faint white powder where the gold
once was.

“That is how
you can tell the good gold from the bad.” Smenkhkare said, raising
his voice so all could hear his words. “This is the gold we use to
commune with our God. It is what we need to gather up if we are to
be led to the lands he has promised us.”

“I
understand, my lord.” said Yashu, in awe. “What should we do if
anyone refuses to hand over their possessions?”

“You shall
tell them that you are children of the one true God.” said
Akhenaten, with vile indifference. “You shall tell them that you
will reap your God’s vengeance upon them if they do not do as you
ask, and if they still do not hand over their gold, you shall
strike them down in order, starting with their first-born males.
They will soon give in to your demands.”

“You should
know the priests of Ra are already gathering to instate a new
pharaoh and take back their power. What you ask will be difficult.”
said Yashu, his apprehension evident.

“Then we must
move quickly, my son.” said Akhenaten, his voice taking on a
soothing calm. “We must strike with a swiftness remembered by all
who witness it. We must move into position and do this in a single
evening. Our God will be at our backs. We will move as his hands
and strike our enemies with his might.”

“I will ready
the men to be in position to do this tomorrow evening.”

“Good.” said
Akhenaten, his grin widening.

Akhenaten knew
the men required inspiring to do the things he needed of them. He
needed to keep up the aura of Godhood surrounding him long enough
to fulfil his destiny.

“We are now
free men.” Akhenaten said, raising his hands high to hush the
crowds. “We were all slaves to the villainy of the priests of our
past and we are now free to be exalted by our new lord and master.
Our true God!” He paused in the rapturous applause that followed
his words, savouring the adulation pouring from his followers.
“Therefore, from this day forth, we will honour our forefathers who
worked so tirelessly to remove us from the sins of our past, and
uncovered our God’s great plan. We shall let go of the bonds that
our names bind us with.” He turned and looked into the eyes of
Yashu. “You were once Yashu of the lower caste, first bodyguard of
the pharaoh. From this day forward you will be known as Yehoshua,
son of Nun, first of the children of Israel!”

The crowd of
gathered men cheered, and called out praise to Israel and to
Yehoshua, as Akhenaten raised his arms above his head with triumph.
Everything was playing out just as he planned.

Once the
chanting and song ended, the crowd of men slowly dispersed, making
their way back out of the temple.

“There is one
other task I must ask of you, Yehoshua.” said Akhenaten, pulling
him to one side.

“Anything, my
lord.”

“I need you
to go back to Iunu and retrieve the other staves, the twelve rods
that belong to the high priests who have fought us so long. Do not
ask why and do not tell anyone what you are doing. I am placing my
faith in you.”

“I will not
let you down, my lord. I will also organise for some of the men to
remain in ambush for J’tan should he show his face at this
place.”

As they all
filed out of the temple, Akhenaten looked back at the crumpled body
of Amjad. No one lives
forever, he thought, as he turned back to
the elated group and broke out into another smile. Soon enough
however, that would no longer be true.
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The car’s
occupants remained in contemplative silence all the way to the
airport. When they arrived, Chris drove round to the series of
private hangers and flight schools lining one edge.

“I take it
we’re flying economy?” asked Justin, as the group exited the
car.

“No way. If I
ever needed to leave in a hurry, I was always prepared to do it in
style!”

The group
hurried after Chris, as he marched toward the immense doors of a
large, grey-domed hanger. Inside was a solitary plane. The sleek,
white, Gulfstream jet sat at a jaunty angle in the massive space.
To its side, a lone man busied himself making checks of external
instruments, occasionally rubbing marks from the
exterior.

“Lieutenant!”
Chris said, striding forward and beaming.

The man
stopped what he was doing and looked over, his surprise fading as
recognition dawned. “Colonel! It’s a pleasure, sir!”

“Bird looks
good. Still making money from her?” Chris said, as he shook the man
firmly by the hand.

“Beats fixing
cargo planes on a sand runway, colonel.”

“That’s for
damn sure lieutenant.”

Chris knew the
man from his past. Lieutenant Sean Patrick was once of the RAF.
Assigned primarily to Covert Ops, he had seen his fair share of
life-threatening situations. He was what many in the armed forces
called an ‘Angel’. A fly-boy with nerves of steel, willing to take
a risk to save his colleagues.

In ninety-one,
just weeks before the end of the first Gulf War, Chris had been on
his way to Al-Najaf to assist with the insurgents in and around the
oil wells situated there. Alone at night in the freezing Iraqi
desert, with ammo running low and hounded by Islamic rebels intent
on his capture, Chris lit a flare on a hillside in last desperate
attempt at recovery.

The light from
the flare gave his location away to every insurgent within a
five-mile radius. Within thirty seconds of lighting it, his
position came under fire from both RPG and Mortar rounds. Hunkered
down by a boulder, only a few feet from the flare, he made his
final farewells to this life. There was no way a rescue would make
it in time, if indeed one came at all.

It was then
the night sky lit up. Phosphor flares, usually reserved as
heat-seeking missile decoys, poured down from a helicopter flying
low and dark over the hillside to his rear.

Chris knew
that to fly a helicopter at night was practically impossible, but
to fly one near a hillside with all external lighting off was
tantamount to suicide.

The flares
blinded any enemy using night vision, and the dust cloud thrown out
by the chopper took line of sight from the rest.

Screaming over
the noise of the rotors as he hovered inches from the ground, he
hurried Chris inside and set off into the night. Lieutenant Patrick
had saved his life.

During his
career, Chris made it his business to advance Lieutenant Patrick as
much as his position would allow; he owed the man at least
that.

Just three
years ago, Chris received word that Lieutenant Patrick had retired,
starting his own private jet company in the process. From that
moment on, all Chris’ escapes routes were re-planned to include the
five-star comfort of his aircraft. If you
have friends with benefits, you may as well use
them, he always told himself.
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