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Chapter 1

The Compass Speaks — Cairo, the Call Begins
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Foxglove Manor had never been called a manor by anyone with a straight face until Amelia's mother started using the name as a joke, and the joke had simply never stopped. In truth, it was a tall, somewhat rambling Victorian house on a quiet lane at the edge of town, five bedrooms, more staircases than seemed strictly necessary, a garden that had long ago given up on being tidy and was now simply enthusiastic, and an attic that ran the full width of the building and smelled permanently of old paper, dust, and the particular kind of quiet that accumulates in places where interesting things have been stored and mostly forgotten. The house had good bones, as people said about old things they weren't quite sure what to do with, and a slightly crooked garden gate that no one had ever properly fixed because fixing it would have felt, somehow, like admitting the place was ordinary.

It wasn't ordinary. Or at least, it hadn't felt ordinary since Amelia had returned from Japan six weeks earlier carrying an ancient compass, two keeper's stones, and a story she still hadn't told anyone outside of Theo and her own diary. The attic, where she had first found the velvet-wrapped case, her grandfather's journals, and the letter that had changed everything, felt less like storage now and more like the beginning of something, like the house had always known what it was waiting to become, and had simply been patient about it, the way old houses sometimes are.

She was up there on a wet Saturday morning, cross-legged on the bare floorboards beneath the single small window, a sprawl of borrowed library books spread around her, Egypt of the Pharaohs, Lost Tombs of the Old Kingdom, a slightly water-damaged paperback titled Mysteries of the Nile that smelled faintly of someone else's basement, with her grandfather's trunk pushed open beside her and his old desk lamp throwing a warm circle of light across the pages, when she heard the front door, and then Theo's footsteps taking the stairs two at a time, already knowing exactly where to find her.

He arrived in the attic doorway soaked through from the rain, clutching his own stack of books to his chest like they might somehow dissolve if exposed to a single drop of weather.

"I found something," he announced, before he'd even properly stepped through.

"You said that yesterday."

"I found something better than yesterday." He dropped his bag just inside the door, peeled off his dripping jacket and hung it, with unconscious care, over the back of her grandfather's old chair rather than anywhere it might touch the journals, and knelt down across from her on the attic floor, already flipping through a battered hardcover with sticky notes bristling from at least a dozen different pages. "Okay. S. Everything we know, the compass woke up exactly when you were reading about an undiscovered Old Kingdom tomb, right? A pharaoh nobody's ever properly identified, lost for over four thousand years."

"Right."

"I cross-referenced every academic paper I could find on unidentified Old Kingdom burial sites, there aren't many, but there are a few real ones, not just internet conspiracy nonsense, and there's one that keeps coming up in footnotes, almost like an inside joke among archaeologists. They call him the Shadow King." Theo's eyes were bright with the excitement he reserved for genuinely good puzzles. "No tomb. No mummy. Just a handful of fragmentary inscriptions that mention a ruler whose name was deliberately removed from the historical record erased, on purpose, by someone who came after him. Which is extremely unusual, Amelia. Egyptians didn't erase pharaohs from history for no reason. It typically meant someone wanted that ruler, and everything connected to him, completely forgotten."

Amelia felt something settle into place, the same click she'd felt in this exact attic six months ago, opening a velvet case for the first time, sitting on this exact floor.

"Forgotten things," she said slowly. "That's exactly what the compass does. It finds things that were meant to stay lost."

"Exactly." Theo tapped the page in front of him, where a faded photograph showed a fragment of carved limestone, badly weathered, the cartouche at its centre scratched away so thoroughly that only the faintest outline remained. "And get this, the inscription that survives mentions something called the Shadow King's map. Most historians think it's just poetic language, a metaphor for his erased legacy. But after everything that happened in Japan, I don't think we're allowed to assume anything's just a metaphor anymore."

Amelia reached into her jacket pocket, she'd taken to keeping the compass on her at all times now, the way some people kept a phone, an instinct she suspected she'd never quite shake, and held it flat in her palm, there in the lamplight, surrounded by the same trunk and the same journals and the same sloping walls where all of this had first begun.

The needle, which had spent the entire conversation pointing with quiet, steady confidence toward the southeast, gave a single, decisive pulse of warmth, as if it had been listening the whole time and was simply waiting for permission to agree.

* * *
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HER PARENTS TOOK THE news rather better than Amelia had expected which she suspected had everything to do with the fact that Japan had, against every reasonable parental instinct, actually worked out. She had come home tired and quiet and clearly changed in ways neither of her parents fully understood, but also undeniably, robustly fine, and when she sat them down at the kitchen table three days later, the compass resting between them like evidence in a trial, her mother had listened to the whole impossible story with an expression that moved slowly from alarm, through disbelief, and finally into something that looked almost like recognition.

"Your grandfather used to get a look on his face," her mother said quietly, when Amelia had finished. "Right before one of his trips. Like he already knew something the rest of us hadn't caught up to yet." She glanced at the compass, then at Amelia, then, with a small, resigned sigh, at Amelia's father, who had remained almost entirely silent throughout the whole conversation, his accountant's brain visibly working through some private calculation of risk and reward. "You have that same look, you know. Right now."

"Does that mean yes?" Amelia asked.

Her mother and father exchanged a long, complicated glance, the kind of glance, Amelia thought, that probably carried an entire silent conversation neither of them needed words for after seventeen years of marriage.

"It means," her father said finally, "that we are drafting a considerably more detailed itinerary agreement than the Japan one. And that you will video call us every single day, regardless of time zone, regardless of how exhausted you are, regardless of how impossible that feels in the moment."

"And," her mother added, "that if this Collector person, or anyone even slightly like him — shows up again, you call us immediately, not after you've already solved the problem yourselves."

Amelia, who had absolutely no intention of making any promise she couldn't reasonably keep, nodded with as much sincerity as she could manage. "Deal," she said, and hoped fervently that Egypt would prove less complicated than Japan had been, even as some quieter, more honest part of her suspected it probably wouldn't.

* * *
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THEO'S MOTHER PROVED easier still, she had, after all, already lived through one impossible disappearance and triumphant return, and seemed to have decided, somewhere in the intervening weeks, that worrying about the specifics was less useful than simply trusting that her son would come home again, changed but whole, the way he had the first time.

"Just don't lose the emergency cash this time," she told him, pressing a fresh, larger envelope into his hands at the airport, three weeks later, while Amelia's parents fussed over passports and travel insurance documents a short distance away. "And Theo, actually use it, if you need it. Don't be too proud to ask for help when help is what the situation calls for."

Theo, who Amelia knew for a fact had quietly skipped two meals in Japan rather than spend emergency money on something he'd judged not quite emergency enough, mumbled something noncommittal and hugged his mother tightly enough that Amelia had to look away and pretend to study the departures board.

* * *
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THE FLIGHT TO CAIRO took just over five hours longer than the flight to Tokyo had, with a layover in Istanbul that left them both bleary-eyed and over-caffeinated by the time their connecting flight finally began its descent. Amelia pressed her forehead to the window as the plane banked low over the city, watching modern Cairo sprawl out beneath them in endless pale rooftops and ribboning traffic, and then, suddenly, impossibly, beyond the edge of the city itself, the unmistakable triangular silhouettes of the Great Pyramids rising gold and ancient against the late afternoon haze.

"There they are," Theo breathed, pressed against the window beside her, his earlier exhaustion entirely forgotten. "Amelia. There they actually are."

Amelia didn't answer immediately. She was watching the compass instead, resting flat in her open palm, its needle no longer simply pointing southeast in the patient, general way it had back home in the attic, it had narrowed now, sharpened, swinging with quick, eager precision toward a point somewhere beyond the pyramids themselves, toward the wide gold sweep of desert stretching endlessly into the haze beyond the city's edge.

"It's close," she said quietly. "Theo, I think whatever we're looking for, it's close. Closer than the dragon was, even on our very first day in Kyoto."

Theo pulled out his battered notebook, a fresh one, Amelia noted, the old one carefully preserved at home in the attic as a kind of sacred record of everything that had already happened, and uncapped his pen with the ceremony he reserved for the genuine start of something important.

"Then I suppose," he said, "we'd better figure out exactly what's waiting for us before it figures out, we've already arrived."

Below them, the plane continued its descent toward Cairo, the ancient city and its ancient secrets rising up to meet them, while in Amelia's palm, the compass pulsed once more warm, certain, and unmistakably awake, pointing the way toward whatever the Shadow King had left buried, four thousand years deep in shifting desert sand, waiting at last to be found.
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