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  Chapter 1
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THUNDER ECHOED LOUDLY AS lightning illuminated the dark sky while the rain poured in heavy surges, drenching the rural English countryside. 
Unaware of the rhythmic beating of raindrops outside her bedroom window, Fay Hunter tossed and turned as she heard a voice.
‘Fay … come to me,’ her mother’s voice called out to her repeatedly. 
Confused, Fay held her ground, struggling to determine whether to run to her. Then, without thinking, she rushed towards her mother’s open arms, only to stumble and shift into another dimension.
This time, she was somewhere inside a deep tunnel, running towards a bright emerald light, with the sound of her own breath echoing through her lungs.
Who or what am I running from? Her heart raced rapidly inside her chest.
She paused as the anguished cries of a woman reached her ears. Not a common cry, but laborious, almost as if the woman’s heart was being wrenched from her. 
Fay felt the hairs on the back of her neck begin to rise.
Where in God’s name am I? And why am I struggling to move my limbs? 
Abruptly, an obnoxious buzzing noise broke into her senses, thumping her head like a hammer. 
And deep within the recesses of her mind, this world or universe she was in couldn’t be real …
Her eyes suddenly opened wide. 
Bewildered, she continued to breathe deeply while the buzzing grew stronger and stronger. And turning her head, she winced when she realised she was lying in her own bed with her legs twisted inside her duvet. The irritating buzz was, in fact, her alarm clock attempting to wake her up.
She struggled to lean forward as she shut it down and took stock of the time. It was 5 am.
Fay sank with defeat against the pillows, her eyes averting to her plain white ceiling as her face contorted with puzzlement. She shook her head in irritation, unable to recall the last time she’d slept well.
Tired didn’t begin to describe it. She counted the number of days she’d been like this and abruptly got up … thirty days. That’s how long.
What did these haunting dreams mean? Were they trying to warn her of something or someone? God, why does it hurt to think? she pondered, shaking her head.
The soul-wrenching cry filtered through her consciousness again. Wide-awake now, she deliberated on how vivid it had all felt. 
She instantly reached for her phone and scrolled through to check for any missed calls or texts from her father. But there were none, even though she willed the blank screen to tell her otherwise. In frustration, she hurled her phone onto the bed and made her way to the bathroom.
As she switched on the light, Fay jumped when she saw her reflection in the mirror. Her usual expressive, large, deep-green eyes were puffy with dark circles, and her thick, auburn wavy hair, well, that was another story entirely. 
She sighed, frowning – had she lost weight too? She turned to the side and assessed herself even further. Of average height, her long limbs looked slimmer than usual, followed by her slender waist and curved hips. Fay shrugged. At least that explained why her clothes fit looser of late.  
She twisted the cold tap and watched as it ran through the valve, welcoming the cold splash of icy coolness when she splashed it across her face. It helped wash away the night’s evidence of sleep or lack thereof, as well as clearing up her brain fog.
She had scarcely slept the night before and was unsure she would make it through the day. Either way, she’d resolved to see a therapist regarding these nightmares, and soon. It was impossible for her to carry on like this; she was mentally and physically exhausted.
Frustrated, Fay headed back to her room and seized her training gear, and as she got dressed, she thought about how going to the gym might help alleviate some of the tension in her shoulders – if anything, at least it would help her get through the day.
As she descended her narrow-twisted staircase, she stared through her small, framed circular window, lingering a few more moments as she spotted the sun beginning to break a little through the clouds, turning the dawn pink sky into tranquil, delicate, warm rose-blue hues.
The rain had turned to a light drizzle, and she was relieved that at least now it would be safer to drive.
She loved this time of day, when nature peacefully woke up to the day. But the moment of pure silence was soon shattered by the delightful sound of chirping birds.
She breathed it in, all of it, admiring the blossoming garden and the verdant countryside around her home. During her first inspection of the property, the realtor had spoken the truth when he said it was one of the most charming cottages in the locality. 
The curving riverbed behind the house had amazed her with its character and picturesque view. Not to mention its breath-taking botanic landscape. She had instantly fallen in love with it.
With the expansive surroundings and wildlife right outside her doorstep, in all honesty, she couldn’t have asked for anything more beautiful.
But in the midst of it all, while making her way to the car, she contemplated the meaning behind her nightmares. The mental image of her mother was so vivid that she longed to be held and comforted in her arms, just like when she was a child.
And as she activated the ignition, memories of her childhood poured through again.
She was five years old and sitting in her father’s study. ‘Daddy, what was she like?’ Fay recalled how his eyes always turned melancholy whenever she asked him about her mother.
As an adult, she now understood how hard it must have been for her father to explain, and she smiled, recollecting how he had instantly pulled her onto his knee and gently stroked her curls away from her face. ‘Understand that your mother, may she rest in peace, loved you deeply and that she will always be here to watch over you. Never forget that, sweetheart.’ Then he placed a photograph in her small hands, and for the first time, Fay glimpsed what her mother looked like.
Fay remembered delicately tracing the image with her fingers, pausing as they reached her mother’s face. ‘She is beautiful, Daddy. Can I keep it?’
And he had embraced her lovingly. ‘Only if you promise to take care of it, sweetheart.’ 
It was moments like these that made her miss her father so much, and she reflected on how she appreciated having her career fill the loneliness in her life. 
Fay allowed her head to lean against the car’s headrest as she sighed, and she pondered on her past relationships and why she hadn’t been able to commit herself to anybody. Her previous relationship had ended just as quickly as it had started. She had been so deep in her own world then that she hadn’t seen the breakup coming.
‘Fay, you know what your problem is. You have … what do you say in English … no emotion, no passion, so how are you supposed to open your heart?’ That had been Marco, as he had gazed at her with absolute pain in his eyes, clearly desperate for some reaction from her.
However, instead of being overwhelmed by self-pity, she resolved to fortify the ever-growing wall she protected and surrounded herself in because she had no intention of committing to anyone. 
Marco had always been the type of man not to take life too seriously.
‘Life is for the living, so live it, Bella.’
But of course, she had disregarded his advice, preferring to focus harder on her career, and as a result, the department soon promoted her to the head of research in Mineralogy.
And so as she arrived at the carpark of the sports centre, a premonition took over. She couldn’t shake that something was off. Why is Dad ignoring my messages?
Archaeology was his life … but she also knew that he had never failed to make time for her. And even though he was currently occupied with the ‘project of a lifetime’, it was strange for him not to respond to her. On impulse, she took hold of her phone and typed out another message:

Dad, missing you lots. Sorry I didn’t get the chance to text you back the other day, as work caught up with me. Can’t wait to discuss your recent discovery. Hope all is well with you. Keep me posted. Love you, X.

Then shutting her eyes, she pressed send and hoped that all was right in Johnathan Hunter’s world.
Her father had clarified to her that sometimes the internet and network connection didn’t obey in the deep Saharan desert, but thanks to the state-of-the-art equipment installed by his team, he could receive messages, and she prayed that this time, her message would somehow reach him.
Then, waving away the strong perception that something was wrong, she concentrated on the day ahead. 
Her boss, David Manning, had arranged an urgent meeting with her first thing. Her brows knitted as she mulled over the mystery behind this summons and shrugged, alighting her car.
It was still early as she grabbed her rucksack and strode the few steps towards the sports centre. She decided that a few rounds of target practice in the next building before her cardio and self-defence class would help keep the dreaded thoughts at bay as she prepared for the day ahead.






  
  Chapter 2
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JOHNATHAN PEERED AT HIS watch, and his brow furrowed. It was high noon, and for the hundredth time that morning, he wiped at his forehead with his now damp linen cloth; the surge of heat was leaning towards intense today. 
And that’s when he took the time to marvel at the splendour of the Sahara desert. So dense were the layers of golden dunes that it seemed to spread out like a red ocean.
Johnathan took a frustrated breath.
At least the all-consuming abrupt mountains provided some sort of shade to allow him and his team to work. As he wrung out his linen cloth and took his pencil from behind his ear, he began to scribble, making the final notations for the foundations they would excavate later that day.
They were already behind schedule due to the intense sandstorm that had occurred a few days ago. The foundations had taken days to plan and now lay beneath him, buried in the sand. In all his years of working in the desert, this sandstorm by far had tipped the scales, but they had survived it thanks to the equipment and special weatherproof tents.
Egypt had been his home for the past twenty years, and he chuckled as he shook his head, chiding himself on how he should be used to the changing characteristics of the desert by now. But that didn’t take away how he sometimes missed the April showers back home in England, as well as the first blossoms of spring flowers, like the pretty starlike petals of wood anemone. The array of bluebells spread like wildfire across the hills and valleys; it was his favourite time of the year – when the countryside outside of his cottage usually filled his garden and beyond with a glorious array of seasonal colour. He longed for the sound of chirping birds at dawn and the fresh, moist air. But Egypt held its own native magic and ancient beauty and never failed to have him captivated.
Johnathan shut his eyes for a moment as he tried not to dwell on his homesickness or how much he missed his daughter Fay, and so instead, he focused on their recent victory.
The challenging battle of getting this excavation underway had been among the most difficult. At last, the Egyptian authorities had agreed to allow him and his team of experts to investigate further into the underground subterranean labyrinth that lay beneath Hawara, otherwise known as ‘the lost city’.
The state-of-the-art equipment made that discovery under the stone plateau astounding, and thanks to all the data gathered, Johnathan was excited and optimistic about beginning excavation.
The potential to discover the many chambers and palaces that lay beneath drove him forward. The history and artifacts alone would provide more information about lost civilisations than anything else.
He was thriving and grateful because he couldn’t have accomplished it without the help of his close friend and colleague, Zach Forester, and the other Egyptian archaeologists. The excavation would be groundbreaking.
In the end, he would prove to the bigwigs back in Cambridge that there was still so much more to explore and research in the ancient land of Egypt.
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Zach glanced towards Johnathan as he made the last-minute notations across his clipboard, and he chuckled and shook his head as he reflected on the heated debate he’d had with Johnathan the night before about how best to get the readings. It appeared Johnathan still hadn’t heard his suggestion, so he decided to mention it again. ‘Johnathan, you’re aware that we can get a better reading if we run it through the system.’
Johnathan gave him a stern gaze with his dark-brown eyes while brushing off a strand of silver-grey hair from his eyes. ‘I don’t live in the Dark Ages. It’s never a bad idea to record a few of my own measurements and thoughts on issues along the way. So, on that I’ll leave you with your rather complicated tech work, no use arguing about what simple pen and paper can do for you.’
There was no argument there. Johnathan certainly knew his stuff … but Zach didn’t have time to dwell on it when unexpectedly, and out of nowhere, a blast so profound hit hard just a few yards from where Johnathan was standing.
Zach spontaneously sought refuge on the ground, observing the spreading smoke and fire. His gut felt as if it had been struck with a sledgehammer while he wrestled to sit up and catch sight of the tumultuous scene before him. Pushing himself forward on his arms and elbows, he shifted towards one of the computer servers that he’d placed next to the opening of the tent. He drew in a sharp breath as he rested his back against the server and weighed up his options. And his eyes widened as he took in the crazy scene before him.
The thick smog caused by the explosion didn’t conceal the heavily armed men who now dominated the dig site.
He swiftly made calculations of the number of men present, estimating between fifteen and twenty. Suddenly, his stomach clenched as he saw dark-booted legs striding towards the tent. Adrenalin kicked in, and he ducked out of sight. Unanswered questions plagued his mind. Who are these guys, and what are their intentions?
The man passed through the tent, moving barely inches from where Zack was hiding. Dressed all in black, he held a pretty mean-looking rifle in his arms. 
Zach slid back as far as he could behind the server. Watching the man’s movements, instinctively, he noted the symbol or logo printed on the back of his shirt. And the thin line between his brows furrowed. He didn’t know what to make of it, but his instincts screamed foul play.
The man seemed to hover forever until the commotion outside drew his attention.
Zach exhaled when the man left the tent at last, and he chanced another glance outside, only to home in on the motionless form lying face down on the gravelled sand just a few yards opposite from him. Instantly, he recognised the shirt and stiffened. 
It was Johnathan, and the man with the rifle was busy nudging him with his boot.
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Johnathan, in semi-consciousness, heard the bells in his ears blur out the cries of the members of his team. Why am I lying on the ground? Unable to move, visions of his life flashed before his eyes. And unexpectedly, he saw her face illuminated against the deep backdrop of the clear Saharan sky.
His beloved Miriam, stunning, like the last time he had seen her. Her hair, long and silky, brushed her face against the wind as her eyes sparkled playfully at him. She held out her arms to him, her eyes imploring for him to come to her.
Is this real, or am I dreaming? He scowled, perplexed, as he attempted to recall what had just occurred. Then he spotted the clipboard that lay a few feet away from him, recollecting fleetingly the loud explosion that had detonated only inches from where he was lying. And he glanced towards the sky and spotted the image of his wife disappearing. Panicked, he reached out for her.
Then, a sudden impact hit his abdomen, and he cursed, crying out as the unexpected force sent a jolt of reality right through him. 
But before plunging into oblivion, Fay came to mind, as did the pledge Zach had made him.
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Zach, witnessing it all, halted, and his blood ran cold while it took every ounce of his willpower not to reveal himself.
He and the team were outnumbered fifteen to one or more. However, he owed it to Johnathan and to himself to stay alive. His former Navy SEAL credentials itched for combat, but it was suicide to go in without backup. His fists clenched as he focused in on the armed man towering over Johnathan.
The headman barked out in rapid Arabic, and the other men followed his orders, pulling a black sack over Johnathan’s head. ‘Yalla,’ the headman shouted.
That had to mean one thing: they were moving out and taking Johnathan with them.
Zach witnessed the rest of the archaeological team wince nervously as they lay face down on the ground with their hands tied behind their backs.
Then, two men lifted and heaved Johnathan into the waiting black van, and the unique logo, like the men’s uniforms, painted across the side of it, wasn’t lost on Zach.
Everyone lay motionless as the men jumped into the waiting van and drove off, leaving behind a trail of mist and engrained tire marks across the gravel.
Zach then dashed out to glimpse the van in the distance, only to see a small peck on the horizon. Frazzled, he instantly got to work and untied the members of his team, while ensuring no one was hurt.
He kept going as the questions demanded answers in his mind; this incident and Johnathan’s kidnapping were the tail end of something big.
The evidence showed none of the equipment had been seized, which ruled out the authorities being involved.
So, hence the motive? The details just didn’t add up.
Zach swept his hand through his hair in frustration at the mystery of it, and when he turned to scan the camp, suddenly the noise of police sirens interrupted his truant thoughts. He contemplated the tedious job of explaining to the Egyptian authorities what had occurred.
Heck, he was still trying to work it out for himself.
So, what next …
And it was at that point he sensed a movement from out of the corner of his eye. As he turned, his eyes widened in shock. At the sight of the police cars, a shadow resembling a man suddenly ran out in the opposite direction.
And Zach immediately ran after him.
The man was fast, but so was he. Sprinting towards him, he jumped and hauled the man hard against his back.
Both slipped and toppled to the ground; however, Zach wasted no time in pulling him up by his T-shirt.
His eyes bulged when he saw his face. ‘Adrian, what the …’ Zach, unable to believe it, yanked Adrian up fiercely until they were both eye to eye. ‘You son of a bitch … I trusted you … Why … why, for the love of God?’ Zach had always been proud of his ability to control his anger during combat, but now he was being tested.
Adrian, black from the debris of the explosion and in a daze, gave Zach his answer by spitting in his face.
That test went out the window as Zach rammed his fist hard into Adrian’s face, then a sudden thought hit him as he grabbed hold of his T-shirt again. ‘Tell me, you worthless piece of crap … Tell me, how much did they pay you? Was it worth it … hey?’
Adrian stared at him with his fingers on his broken nose.
Zach finally let go of him, disgusted, straightening up as Adrian fell to the ground.
‘I swear to God, if you don’t get out of my sight right now, I won’t be responsible for what happens next.’
Adrian clearly couldn’t resist letting out a squeaky laugh.
Zach averted his gaze and decided that he wouldn’t rise to the bait. His nerves were already taut as he shifted to the sound of the approaching police and military vehicles. He was prepared for the onslaught of questions, and he’d handle it, like he always did.
It didn’t take an idiot to know what had just transpired: someone was playing a deadly game, and he intended to find out who and what they wanted with Johnathan. 
He paused on that as the commander-in-chief headed towards him. And recalled instead on the conversation and the pledge he had given to Johnathan over a nightcap by the campfire one evening only months ago.






  
  Chapter 3
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FLUSHED, FAY REACHED THE station just as the train from Guildford to London was being announced. She sighed, grateful that despite traffic and the blasted roadworks, she had managed to make it. 
She had been running on autopilot since she’d woken and acknowledged that come the middle of the day, she wouldn’t just need a couple of caffeine shots of coffee but a whole barrel.
Her training that morning had been gruelling, and she always lost track of time when she did it. The target practice had been just what she needed, though, because, weirdly enough, it had helped release all the pent-up frustration in her body. The act of gripping the gun firmly in her hand before she aimed at the target gave her so much confidence now; however, that wouldn’t have been the case a year ago.
Her mind then shifted to the present as she got into the carriage, settled in her seat by the window, and opened her laptop.
In effect, she took a deep breath and counted the thousand things she had to do today. And the reason for the meeting scheduled with David Manning still definitely played on her mind. Deep down, she sensed that something was up. But she shrugged off that thought and got down to the job of catching up with the hundreds of emails that waited patiently in her inbox.
First, she focused on the flagged emails, and it took her over an hour to answer most of them, but when she hovered on the last one, her brow arched. The title read:
URGENT. 
Instantly, she checked who might have sent it. Zach Forester, it read. 
Fay paused for a moment. Where have I heard that name before? she contemplated. She led her gaze away to the window, unaware of the passing view as she allowed her mind to take over.
A few more moments later, she recalled her father introducing Zach briefly at a conference she’d attended with him, and she remembered that he was an archaeologist, as well as an American.
But why contact me?
Dread washed over her, and her heartbeat wildly as she placed her mouse cursor ready to open the email – only to halt when she heard the announcement of her station. Frustrated, she hurriedly closed her email window and abruptly shut her laptop.
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David Manning stood at the big window of the large boardroom overlooking the grounds of the Natural History London Museum. He took a sip from his steaming mug of coffee and observed the school children through the window lining up impatiently to enter the building below him, while their teachers, flustered, lectured them on paying attention and staying within their groups.
Chuckling, he turned his thoughts to the crucial meeting he was going to have with Fay Hunter this morning. He had no doubt that she would definitely be the right candidate and would be vital for the urgent project that he had lined up for her.
The research she did and the attention to detail she paid to every piece of gemstone they received into the department showed commitment. Yes, the meeting would be interesting, and he looked forward to her feedback once he showed her the slides.
He grinned as he glimpsed Fay making her way gracefully towards the building and turned when he heard his secretary come in. ‘Is all the paperwork ready, Jane?’ he queried.
Jane nodded. ‘Yes, Mr Manning. Everything is ready, including the slides.’ 
He then turned to the blank projector. ‘Thank you, Jane. Please make sure that we’re not disturbed when Miss Hunter arrives.’
‘Yes, of course, Mr Manning,’ Jane agreed before leaving his office.
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Fay, breathless, made her way to the boardroom. The unopened email from Zach Forester lay heavily on her mind, and she wished she had had the time to read it. And for what seemed like the hundredth time this morning, she glanced at her phone for any word from her father. She then shut her eyes in prayer and hoped that he was okay. David’s voice soon interrupted her thoughts.
‘Ah, Fay … good morning. I trust you had a good weekend.’
With her back to him, she turned, only to see him leaning against the doorframe of the boardroom with his arms folded. His smile reminded her so much of her father sometimes. They both seemed to take life more lightly. But he knew her too well, and his expression changed to that of concern as she approached him.
‘Fay, are you all right? Are those dark circles I see under your eyes?’ 
She ignored his comment. ‘Thank you, David, my weekend was great except for the rain and the pile of work I had to catch up on.’
With a frown, David studied her. ‘You work far too hard at the office … shouldn’t you be out enjoying the weekend with a handsome young man?’
She rolled her eyes. ‘I seem to recall you wanted to see me for a somewhat urgent matter.’
He chuckled. ‘Right, well, point taken. You get settled in, grab yourself a coffee and let’s get underway.’ And with that, he turned to check the projector and paused as she spoke her next words.
‘Which reminds me, David. Have you talked to my father recently?’ she queried, hoping he had some information to share. 
David stiffened and looked up from the projector, anxiety written all over his face. ‘Why no, not recently … Is everything all right?’
Fay sighed and bit her lip. ‘Well … there’s no cause for alarm … but it’s been a while since I’ve been able to get any contact from him.’
David inclined his head in a thoughtful gesture. ‘Knowing Johnathon, once his heart is set upon a discovery, it will be impossible to divert his attention until the project is finished.’
‘Yes, well, I guess you’re right.’ Fay forced a smile. ‘Sometimes I worry for nothing.’
Turning her back to him so that he wouldn’t see how uneasy she really was, she quickly picked up her notebook and pen, while helping herself to some coffee. Once she had her much-needed caffeine hit, she felt more ready and curious about what he was going to throw her way. However, despite his humour, he seemed somewhat on edge.
As she made to sit a few chairs from him, he threw a black leather file towards her.
But as she reached for it, he stopped her. ‘Fay, please, it will all make sense when I show you the slides first.’
She obliged and hesitantly looked down for a coaster in which to place her coffee cup under and soon paused. When she found one, she picked it up, intrigued by the image of the symbol that was printed on it.
But she didn’t have time to study it more as David dimmed the lights.
The first slide came up, dazzling her. She didn’t know what to make of it – a photograph or a reconstruction – but it showed off a particular gem to perfection.
A raw beryl emerald stone looked back at her. It was ocean-green and totally unique; she had never seen anything like it exhibited before. 
Her professional eye gazed at its glorious details, taking in its organic overall exterior. And then she concluded how it would be interesting to see its internal facets and true colour once analysed. ‘Fascinating,’ she whispered, unaware of David observing her.
‘That is the exact response I wanted … Tell me, does it speak to you?’
She nodded, not missing any detail; it seemed to belong to the beryl variety, and although not a unique mineral, it certainly was rare to come by.
‘Well?’ David prompted.
She continued to analyse the hexagonal facets on the slide. ‘It’s hard to judge. I mean, I’d have to study its misshapen state before giving an opinion.’ Curious, she waited while David cleared his throat.
‘This emerald is more than a thousand years old. It … wait for this … has never been discovered before, but I know it exists, I just don’t know where,’ he advised, clear glee alighting his eyes. 
In the dimmed lights, Fay felt a level of hesitation from him – almost like he’d made a discovery of a lifetime but didn’t know just quite how to put it. And his next words sounded even more dubious.
‘Fay, I won’t beat around the bush, but this is where you come in …’ 
Her whole body stiffened. 
‘And before you jump to conclusions, please hear me out,’ he said as he held his arm up to reassure her. ‘Heck, you know how much I respect your work ethic. Your phenomenal insight and knowledge speak for themselves, and I’ve thought long and hard about this before making my decision.’ He took a deep breath. ‘The bottom line is … I need you to carry out a very important expedition, to find this ancient gem.’
Fay leant back into her chair, stunned. Usually, she would have jumped at such an opportunity, but something held her back.
Silence fell over the room as her mind raced.
‘Fay, are you still with me?’
‘Yes … but isn’t this rather sudden … David?’ Fay said, a little puzzled, because it wasn’t long ago that she and the team had carried out an expedition of a similar nature, except with that one, it had taken months to prepare for. So why the urgency?
He sighed. ‘If you want to ask questions, go ahead. I’m all ears.’
Fay took her time, her eyes adjusting to the darkness and the slide. ‘How did you find out about the existence of this emerald?’
David’s eyes seemed to search around them both, as if he feared other people listening in. ‘Fay … what I’m about to tell you is confidential and mustn’t leave these four walls … I … I came across this by accident while researching some ancient scrolls.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Well, you can imagine my utter awe at such a treasure … the image you are seeing now is a reconstruction of what it might have looked like, given all we have is a description of it in the scrolls … And you must admit, the tech team did a hell of a job in recreating it.’
Fay listened intently and could relate to some extent. ‘David, I’m truly honoured, but … why does it feel like we’d be looking for a needle in a haystack? I honestly wouldn’t have a clue as to where to begin.’
His eyes narrowed at her. ‘I’ve taken all the guesswork out for you. The file next to you has all the information you’re seeking.’
However, as she reached for it, he placed another black leather-bound flip folder on the table. Hesitantly, she glanced up at him before opening it. First-class tickets popped out at her, with the destination marked Egypt. Other documents included hotel accommodation, her itinerary, research material, and a 3-D reconstructed image of the emerald. She closed the file in disbelief as the seriousness of the matter sank in.
‘Fay, look at me. As crazy as it sounds, I’ve done my research, and I wouldn’t send you if I thought that there was nothing out there. This emerald exists and is crying out to be found.’
‘I don’t understand, David. Why the urgency to find it? These things take months to prepare … How am I going to get my team ready at such short notice?’
David rubbed his chin in clear contemplation and appreciation of her question. ‘The Egyptian Archaeological Team will be waiting to meet you at the site as soon as you get off that plane. It’s all arranged … all I need you to do is work your magic.’
Quiet for a moment, Fay tried to absorb the information, but it looked like the decision had been made for her. As a diversion, her gaze shifted to a letter standing out from the pile of papers next to her. The letterhead logo had caught her interest, as it was identical to the symbol on the coaster. She couldn’t quite place it and contemplated whether it was of ancient Egyptian or medieval origin. The shadow-edged diamond seemed to reflect or signify some kind of authority or importance.
‘Fay.’
She blinked and recovered herself. ‘Sorry, David, what did you say?’
‘I said, if it were another time, I would have loved to have headed up this project with you, but the directors have been coming down hard on the department for fresh exhibits for months now, especially unique stones.’
She nodded. ‘Hence the urgency. At least something makes sense.’ She shuffled nervously. ‘But why didn’t you tell me all this before?’
‘I didn’t want to worry you … you see … I … I mean, I might be out of a job soon.’
Fay gasped.
‘Don’t panic. I won’t be retiring as yet, and therefore I really need you on this.’
He turned his back to her and raised both his arms to the ceiling as he clearly waited for her response.
‘When do I leave?’
He turned back to her, his eyes serious. ‘Your flight leaves at 6 am tomorrow morning.’
‘What? David, this is crazy!’ She looked heavenward.
‘I’m so sorry … Fay.’ His pained expression told of unspoken words. 
‘Is there something else you’re not telling me, David?’
‘What makes you think that?’
‘I don’t know. Perhaps it’s that expression in your eyes.’
He chuckled and turned to pick up the pile of papers she had been analysing for most of the meeting.
She was well aware of his tactics, so she raised an eyebrow at him, willing him to continue.
‘Well …’ he said.
‘I’m sorry, what?’ She crossed her arms.
David looked at her directly and now appeared to feign exasperation. ‘Fay, what’s got into you? You used to be good at reading between the lines. Can I rely on you to channel this through, or do I save the humiliation of getting fired and hand in my resignation, anyway?’
With the odds stacked against her, and for the first time in her career, Fay questioned the ethics behind this expedition. Her heart told her she should go, while her head told her to be cautious. She sensed him holding his breath, and she finally accepted that he wasn’t willing to explain further. ‘Okay, I’ll do it, but just know, David, you owe me big time.’
He exhaled loudly. ‘Finally, thank you, and look, if it helps … when this is all over, a big, fat promotion will be waiting for you when you get back.’
She rolled her eyes. ‘Interesting.’ She bit her tongue from saying what she really thought.
‘Now, with that said, you’re free to go home and pack,’ David said, now smiling and seeming more relaxed.
Fay gathered up her coffee cup and the two files. ‘I think I have some work to round up before I leave.’
David nodded and sat down next to the pile of papers on the boardroom table and put his glasses on, indicating that the meeting was over.
‘I guess that means I shall be seeing you … when I see you, boss.’
As Fay turned to leave, David called out, ‘Oh, and Fay.’
Slowly, she looked back at him.
His expression looked pained as he took off his glasses. ‘I don’t need to tell you to keep me in the loop, Fay, but for God’s sake, be careful out there.’
Fay nodded, arching a brow while she questioned: what is it that I need to be careful about?






  
  Chapter 4
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FAY TURNED AWAY FROM the meeting at odds. Was it her? Or was something amiss in the meeting? She’d always prided herself on being able to read people. But David seemed hesitant and then really enthusiastic at other times. 
She had worked with him for so long and knew his eccentricities like the back of her hand, but today was like communicating with a different man. What had gotten into him? She understood that the administration was putting pressure on him, but her instinct told her that there was more to it than that.
She brushed it off, considering that she’d find out soon enough. 
So, she dumped the two files from the meeting on her desk while instantaneously reaching for her bag to forage for her phone. As she scrolled through, she exhaled, finding no messages from her father. What is keeping him from answering? Was it because he and the team had run into some difficulty – a sandstorm or a tech malfunction? Either way, since she was leaving tomorrow for Egypt, it would do no wrong to surprise him and catch up along the way.
Before she left for the day, she needed to understand the analysis that David had thrown at her, to gauge what she would be up against on her expedition to try and find this emerald.
She flipped through the file and withdrew the reconstructed 3-D image of the dazzling stone. As she glanced at it, immediate flashes of her dream from the night before, of the woman crying, came crashing back. Like a motion picture, visions blazed before her eyes.
Her heart rapped quickly inside her chest as she passed inside a dark mine, and in the distance, she noticed a jade neon light. Fay blinked several times until the vision dispersed. She shuddered, staring at the photograph. Placing her trembling fingers directly onto the image of the stone, she all at once felt its pull and instantly threw the photo back inside the file, drawing a sharp intake of breath.
What happened? The undeniable pull in her rib cage was real.
Even though she was still hesitant about going on this expedition, she now realised that she’d have to go ahead with it because that was part of her ethics.
Once again, she opened the file, withdrew the research, papers and pulled out the photocopy of the scrolls and the translation of the hieroglyphics. Her eyes scanned descriptions about the sacredness of the stone and how it held the power to heal and the capability to destroy. They also explained how it was the complete embodiment of power beyond the ancient gods, and the only way to discover it would be to brave the mines of Cleopatra.
Flustered, she leant back against her chair, not quite clear how to assimilate this material, recalling how she’d felt its energy a moment ago. But what did it represent?
She sighed. It was time to go home and pack. With David giving her the rest of the day off, she gathered her things, ready to go, but stopped short for a moment as she thought about her grandmother. There was no getting out of this; she had to tell her about today’s developments.
She hoisted her shoulders and picked up her phone to dial.
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Willamina heard the incessant ringing of her phone and dashed into her kitchen to learn who it could be.
‘Hi, Nanna, it’s me. How are you?’
‘I’m good, darling. Sorry I took so long to answer, but I was doing a spot of gardening, thanks to the weather being so warm lately.’
There was a pause.
‘Nanna, I need to talk to you on a crucial matter. Can you meet me at the Coffee Brew, at the platform? It should take me about an hour to get there.’
Willamina felt immediate concern for her granddaughter, but she steadied her tone as she asked, ‘Is everything all right, Fay? You sound a bit out of sorts.’
‘I’m fine, don’t worry. I’ll reveal all when I see you, Nanna. See you soon,’ Fay said before abruptly hanging up. 
Willamina’s brows creased; Fay seldom called during the day, and judging by the sound of her voice, something was not quite right. She then peered at the clock and grimaced. Still no word from her son, Johnathan. She sighed, vowing that she would deal with that puzzle later. And decided that for now, she would focus on getting ready to meet Fay. 
Now, in her seventies, she had a shrewd eye for things. As a parent and a grandmother, she never stopped worrying.
Her son had been through enough in his life, but losing his wife Miriam had been the tipping point, as it made him a widower and a single parent literally overnight.
She had stepped in naturally to help with Fay’s upbringing as much as she could, but after a few years, she urged her son to find himself someone to share his life with. Unfortunately, Johnathan rejected the idea with a passion, his sole answer being that he was ‘married to his work’.
Twice, he had lost the two most important people in his life: his father walking out on them when Johnathan had been barely a child, and later the love of his life, his wife, dying without warning, with only a telegram sent to show for it.
They had all been dealt a lousy blow.
Dressed and ready to go, she stared back at her sky-blue eyes in the mirror and ran a few fingers through her short silver hair. Her face turned serious as a haunting thought caught her. A secret that she’d held close to her heart for so long that she feared that if the truth were to come out, it would undeniably cause disastrous repercussions.
She didn’t have a clue what Fay was about to tell her, but her instinct weighed heavily on how the truth would be revealed. She didn’t perceive how or when but knew in her very soul that it would be soon.
As she glanced back at her reflection, she willed herself to come back to the present. Hastily, she applied a coat of lipstick, checked her wristwatch, and snatched her handbag as she made her way out the front.
She breathed in deep, taking in the fresh, clean air to clear her turbulent mind, and then she strolled towards the station.
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Fay glimpsed her standing at the platform as her train rolled in, hoping her nanna hadn’t been waiting for too long, and she waved to her from inside the carriage. She wasn’t looking forward to telling Nanna about leaving for Egypt in the morning. But the reality was that she needed to offload what was on her mind, and her nanna was the only one she trusted. ‘Nanna, thanks for making it,’ Fay said as she wrapped her arms tightly around her.
‘It’s so good to see you, my darling.’ Willamina held her at arm’s length, clearly to check for any signs of distress. 
Fay smiled. ‘Let’s get settled, and I’ll explain everything … and Nanna, please don’t fret.’
The Coffee Brew was simply a short walk away from the station, and as soon as they reached it, Fay found a table for them out on the terrace, and they settled in. She then went inside to order their coffee and refreshments and came back out to sit with her grandmother.
‘Okay … I’m dying to know what you needed to discuss with me at such short notice.’ 
Fay bit her lip, swallowing hard. ‘I’m leaving for Egypt tomorrow morning.’
‘What, why?’ Willamina questioned as her eyes widened in surprise.
And so, Fay began to relate how her meeting with David Manning had gone, careful to omit her suspicions and doubts about accepting this trip. 
Her nanna, however, clearly wasn’t deceived – the problem was that she knew Fay extremely well. ‘Okay … that is all well and true, but I sense some resistance on your behalf. What’s really happening with you, Fay?’
Fay concentrated on the milky leaf pattern of her cappuccino for a moment. ‘I don’t know, but for the first time in my career, something doesn’t add up, or perhaps I’m just worn out.’
Willamina cradled Fay’s hands with her own. ‘Yes, I can pretty much see from those dark circles under your eyes, darling. You need to slow down.’
Fay forced the corners of her lips up, reflecting lengthily about whether she should tell her grandmother about the nightmares, too. ‘The funny thing is, Nanna, I don’t think it’s work-related, but more to do with these peculiar nightmares I’ve been having lately.’
Willamina tilted her head in obvious concern. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’
Fay peered down. ‘I can’t define it, but in the dream, I’m a little girl, and I’m in a garden. I see my mother calling out to me to run into her arms. And at other times, there’s a toddler, a little girl with golden curls in her arms, and when I do eventually run to Mum, I fall into a dark tunnel or mine.’ She was about to say more but stopped because her nanna suddenly choked on her sip of coffee. ‘Nanna … are you all right?’
Willamina nodded in between coughs as she tried to regain herself.
Fay reached over to pat her on the back when her phone abruptly buzzed; a message had come through.
‘Sweetheart, you can get that. Don’t worry, I’m going to be fine,’ Willamina croaked.
Fay picked it up. No number appeared on the blank screen. Puzzled, she sat back and opened the message.
It read:

Find the stone or your father dies.

The screen went blank as Fay’s hand trembled, and a few seconds later, another message reappeared:

You have exactly five days to turn over the emerald artifact, or your father dies. If you don’t believe this, click below to watch the video.










  
  Chapter 5
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WITH AN AGITATED LIMP, the man sauntered towards his hotel veranda overlooking the pool. It was midday, and the sun beamed fiercely, but that didn’t stop any of the hotel guests from languishing in its intense rays by the pool. 
A self-satisfied grin lifted his features while he drank from his glass of scotch – the proceedings so far were to his liking, and it would only be a matter of time before he received word.
And on cue, the hotel phone chattered behind him on the glass-metal coffee table. He acknowledged its buzzing but took his time in answering. ‘Yes,’ he finally said. He listened and raised an eyebrow as the slight reluctance from the caller flustered him somewhat. ‘Well.’
‘Sir … the operation is underway,’ the caller said.
The man grinned. ‘Good job … now stay put for further instructions.’
A moment’s silence.
‘Sir … the discussion about our agreement,’ the caller prompted.
The man’s hand strained against the phone handle. ‘You’ll get the rest when the job is done.’
‘But I thought the arrangement was to set the directive in motion.’
‘I’m afraid …’ the man said with a snicker, ‘you underestimate me. The job has to be to my satisfaction before I can divulge anything further.’ 
‘But …’ The caller hesitated.
The man who replaced the receiver ignored the harangues that came from the other side. Giddy with excitement, he applauded himself in choosing well.
Johnathan Hunter – top in his field and an archaeologist renowned for his work and extensive discoveries – was the bait he had been looking for. And, of course, the added bonus was that his intelligent daughter was also a top-notch gemologist. The man shook his head at their tragic past. This meant, of course, that she was close to her father and, given the situation, would do anything to save him.
‘Fay Hunter,’ he said aloud, lingering on her name. Her credentials were impressive: she was the best in her field. What more could he ask for? He lavished at the irony of it and chuckled. The ball was firmly in his court now.
Fay Hunter was just the tip of the iceberg. The exquisite lost emerald, if discovered, would be a culmination of everything defined in his life.
He flinched as he wandered back to the veranda, cursing from the ache in his limp.
Ever since his diagnosis of a unique condition identified as peripheral arterial disease, his increasing compulsion had been to uncover a cure. Of course, he owed his bad fate to God. And while his encouraging doctor had advised him to have his leg amputated, only as an alternative to stopping the disease from escalating, the man had refused, for his pride would never allow him to be less than half a man.
Instead, he set out to find an alternative cure until one day, it cropped up by accident. While studying rare stones, he stumbled on an article about a lost emerald rumoured to be well over a
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