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  1
The West Bank




The flight from Cairo had been delayed by three hours, and by the time Leila Marsh finally stood on the tarmac at Luxor International, the heat had reached that particular pitch of intensity that felt less like weather and more like a physical argument with the air itself. She'd forgotten this about Upper Egypt. The way the temperature didn't merely rise but became aggressive, insistent, a living presence that demanded acknowledgement.
Her bags arrived forty minutes after everyone else's had been claimed, naturally, and the taxi driver who'd been arranged to collect her had given up and left. She stood in the arrivals hall with her two battered field cases and a backpack that had seen better decades and felt the particular species of exhaustion that comes not from the journey itself but from the constant low-level friction of things not quite working.
Welcome back, she thought, without affection.

By the time she'd negotiated a replacement taxi and begun the drive south along the Corniche, the sun had started its slow descent toward the Western Desert, turning the sky the colour of old honey. The Nile slid past on her left, broad and brown and eternal, flanked by the narrow band of impossible green that had sustained civilisation here for five thousand years. On her right, Luxor sprawled in its particular combination of ancient grandeur and modern chaos—minarets and hotels and half-finished apartment blocks all pressed together in the golden light.
She'd been here twice before. Once, as a graduate student, wide-eyed and reverent, she was convinced she was walking in the footsteps of Carter and Petrie. Once five years ago on a survey mission that had been largely bureaucratic. Neither trip had prepared her for the feeling she had now, watching the city pass: a strange combination of homecoming and trespass, as though she were returning to a place that had never actually invited her.

The archaeological site was on the West Bank, naturally. Everything of significance was. The East Bank was for the living—temples to working gods, markets, the hum and press of ordinary existence. The West Bank was where the dead had been laid to rest in their thousands, where the cliffs of the Theban Hills rose rust-coloured and immense against the sky, honeycombed with tombs and shafts and chambers that still, after two centuries of systematic excavation, held secrets. Which was exactly why Leila had accepted it.
The taxi crossed the Nile on the new bridge, and the West Bank opened before her—dusty roads threading between sugarcane fields and low villages built of mud brick and cinder block, the cliffs rising ahead like the edge of the world. They turned north along a secondary road, then onto a rutted track that her tailbone would remember for days.
The dig camp appeared gradually: a cluster of prefabricated structures and heavy-duty tents arranged around a flat area that had been cleared and levelled. Beyond it, the site itself—trenches covered with tarpaulins, a grid of string lines, and the skeletal framework of a documentation canopy. And beyond that, the cliffs, vast and silent, the colour of dried blood in the evening light.

Leila paid the driver, shouldered her pack, and stood for a moment in the dust his departure raised, simply looking.
There was no one about. The dig team would have wrapped for the day hours ago—no one worked through the afternoon heat unless they had no choice. She could see a few figures moving near the largest tent, which she assumed was the communal workspace, but they were too far away to hail, and she was too tired to perform the social labour of introduction just yet.
Instead, she dropped her bags inside the door of the structure that had been assigned as her quarters—a narrow room with a camp bed, a folding table, a plastic chair, and a window covered by a length of cotton fabric—and walked back out into the cooling evening.
The desert had a smell. People didn't talk about that enough. It wasn't the absence of smell, the way people imagined when they thought of arid places. It was specific: dust and stone and something faintly mineral, like the memory of an ocean that had disappeared a hundred million years ago. Leila breathed it in and felt something in her chest loosen slightly, some small knot of tension she'd been carrying since Boston.
She walked toward the site perimeter, past the equipment storage and the generator and the neat rows of labelled sample crates. The sun was lower now, the light going amber and soft, and the cliffs had begun to glow.

At the edge of the excavation zone, she stopped.
She'd reviewed all the documentation, of course. She'd read the original 1924 survey report, the follow-up assessments from the '60s and '80s, the grant applications and feasibility studies. She'd studied the site maps and the stratigraphic drawings and the photographic records. She knew, in the way that one knows anything from archival research, what she was looking at.
It was no wonder, exactly. It was more like recognition. The sense that she was looking at something that mattered, had always mattered, and would continue to matter long after she was gone.
She walked along the northern edge of the excavation, where a series of stepped trenches led down to what the records identified as Antechamber C. The walls here were limestone, cut directly into the bedrock, and the quality of the masonry was fine—not royal, but certainly elite. Whoever had built this had resources and skill.
The documentation said the antechamber led to a collapsed corridor that terminated in rubble. End of sequence.
Leila stood at the edge of the trench and looked down.
The southern wall of the antechamber, half-exposed, showed the typical construction: dressed stone fitted closely, with a slight inward angle that would have supported a vaulted ceiling. But at the eastern end, where the collapse was supposed to have occurred, the wall didn't look collapsed. It looked… finished.
She frowned and climbed down into the trench, careful of her footing on the wooden ladder that had been left in place. The air was cooler here, several degrees at least, and smelt of stone and old earth.
Up close, her impression strengthened. The wall was intact. The stones were smaller here, less regular, but they were fitted deliberately, not tumbled. And there—she crouched, brushing dust from the lowest course—was a seam. A line too straight to be natural, running vertically for about a metre before disappearing into the rubble at the base.

A sealed entrance.
Not collapsed. Sealed.
Her heart kicked once, hard, against her ribs.
She straightened slowly, staring at the wall, her mind already running through the implications. If this had been sealed deliberately, then the previous surveys had either missed it or misidentified it. Which meant the site documentation was incomplete. Which meant there was more here than anyone had thought.
Which meant she had four months to find out what.
It was a man's voice, speaking Arabic, and it had a quality she couldn't immediately identify—something in the cadence, the way the vowels were shaped. It wasn't the functional Arabic of the city, clipped and modern. It was older somehow, more formal, as though the speaker had learnt the language from books as much as from speech.

She climbed out of the trench and walked toward the sound.
Beyond the northern edge of the site, perhaps fifty metres away, a small group of tourists stood in a loose semicircle, listening. They were the usual mix—European, mostly, with good cameras and practical shoes, the kind of people who read history books on holiday and paid for private guides.
The guide stood facing them, his back to Leila, gesturing toward the cliffs as he spoke. He was tall, or seemed so from a distance, dressed in pale linen trousers and a long-sleeved shirt the colour of sand. Dark hair, greying slightly at the temples. His hands moved as he talked, precise and unhurried, shaping the air into meaning.

Leila couldn't make out the words, but she could hear the rhythm of them—measured, confident, and intimate in the way of someone telling a story they'd told many times but still believed in.
One of the tourists asked a question. The guide answered, and several of the group laughed. Not the polite laughter of people humouring a performer, but genuine amusement, the kind that comes from wit rather than effort.
Leila stood watching, unnoticed, as the light continued to fade and the cliffs turned from rust to rose to something deeper, almost purple. The group began to disperse, moving back toward the road where a minibus waited. The guide shook hands, accepted thanks, and exchanged a few final words.
And then, as though he'd known she was there all along, he turned and looked directly at her.

The distance was too great to see his face clearly, but she felt the weight of his attention—calm, unhurried, curious. He raised one hand in a gesture that might have been a wave or a simple acknowledgement; she couldn't tell.
She didn't wave back. She stood, motionless, caught in the strange suspension of the moment—the last light on the cliffs, the cooling air, the voice she'd heard without understanding, and the gaze of a man whose face she couldn't see but whose presence, somehow, she could feel.
Then he turned and walked away, following his group back toward the road, and Leila was left standing at the edge of the excavation site as the sun finally dropped below the hills and the sky began its slow turn toward dark.

Inside, she unpacked methodically—field notebooks on the table, laptop charging, and a change of clothes hung on the single hook behind the door. She opened a tin of biscuits she'd brought from Cairo and ate three of them standing by the window, looking out at nothing.
Tomorrow she would meet the team properly. Tomorrow she would begin the formal work, the documentation and assessment and careful negotiation with the site supervisor and the ministry rep. Tomorrow she would draft the first emails about the wall, phrasing everything carefully so as not to sound over-eager or presumptuous.
But tonight, she stood in a narrow room on the west bank of Luxor, eating stale biscuits and listening to the silence of the desert, and thought about sealed spaces and the voices of strangers, and felt—though she would not have admitted it, even to herself—that she had arrived at the edge of something she did not yet have the language to name.
Outside, the stars were beginning to appear, cold and clear and impossibly distant, the same stars that had looked down on this place when the tombs were new and the cliffs were sharp-edged and the people who had built the antechambers still walked here, carrying their own secrets into the dark.






  
  2
The Dig Team




The first proper morning on site began the way all dig mornings began: too early, with instant coffee that tasted of plastic and dust, and the particular quality of desert light that made everything appear both ancient and brand new.
Leila stood outside the main tent with her second cup, watching the sun climb over the eastern cliffs. The West Bank was waking slowly—a handful of site workers arriving on motorbikes, the distant call to prayer from a village she couldn't see, and the percussive sound of equipment being unloaded from the storage shed. She had slept poorly, her mind still circling the sealed wall she'd noticed yesterday, the discrepancy in the documentation that no one else seemed to have flagged.
She told herself to be patient. Archaeology was patience formalised into methodology.
"Dr Marsh. Good, you're up."
James Holden emerged from the documentation tent carrying a clipboard and wearing the expression of a man who had been awake for some time and wanted you to know it. He was fifty, precise in his movements, with the kind of trim grey beard that suggested careful maintenance and a respect for institutional authority. British, methodical, and entirely competent—Leila had worked with him on a survey project in Saqqara three years earlier and knew him to be both an excellent supervisor and someone who confused professional collaboration with personal intimacy in ways that occasionally required gentle deflection.
"Morning, James."
"Sleep well?"
"Well enough."
He came to stand beside her, looking out over the site with the proprietary air of someone who had been here longer than she had. Which was true—this was his third season at this location. Leila was the specialist brought in for a four-month assessment, a role that gave her authority over interpretation but not over logistics.
"I've scheduled the team briefing for eight," he said. "I thought we'd walk the site perimeter first, get you properly orientated. There've been a few changes since the last reports were filed.
He glanced at her. "Oh?"
She considered mentioning the sealed wall, then decided against it. Not yet. Not until she'd had a chance to examine it more closely, to determine whether her instinct was professional insight or the over-eagerness of someone who wanted this contract to matter.
"Just the usual," she said. "Documentation lag."
He nodded, apparently satisfied, and checked something off on his clipboard. James was a man who found deep comfort in lists.

They walked the perimeter as the site came to life around them. He pointed out the new survey markers, the sections where structural concerns had halted excavation, and the updated security protocols that the ministry had imposed after a spate of looting incidents at sites farther south. Leila listened, asked the appropriate questions, and made notes in the small leather-bound book she carried everywhere. She had dozens of them at home, shelved chronologically—years of sites and summers, hypotheses and measurements, a life recorded in increments.
By the time they returned to the main tent, the rest of the team had assembled.
Nadia Samir was easy to spot—she was the one pouring tea from a battered thermos and laughing at something one of the site workers had said. Twenty-six, Egyptian, whip-smart, and constitutionally incapable of taking herself too seriously, she had been assigned to Leila as a research assistant on the recommendation of a colleague at Cairo University. They'd worked together before, briefly, on a cataloguing project at the Egyptian Museum, and Leila had requested her specifically for this contract.
When Nadia saw her, her face lit up.
"Dr Marsh! You made it. I was starting to think you'd gotten lost in transit and we'd have to mount a rescue."
Leila smiled despite herself. "Close. Delayed in Frankfurt for six hours."
"Frankfurt is purgatory with better pastries." Nadia handed her a glass of tea, the kind brewed strong and sweet enough to function as both caffeine and breakfast. "Welcome back to Luxor. It missed you."
"I missed it."
Nadia introduced her to the others—some she knew already and some were new. There was Ahmed, the site foreman, a man in his sixties who had worked digs across Luxor for forty years and possessed the kind of ground-level expertise that no amount of academic training could replicate. There were Youssef and Salim, both skilled excavators who moved through the trenches with a care that bordered on reverence. There was a young British graduate student named Oliver, earnest and sunburnt, who was here on a university placement and clearly terrified of doing something wrong.

James called the group to order and began the briefing—schedules, assignments, safety protocols, and the labyrinthine process for logging and photographing anything they found. Leila had heard versions of this speech on every dig she'd ever worked, but she listened anyway, noting the particular emphases, the points where James's natural caution tipped into something more anxious.
When he opened the floor for questions, Ahmed raised a hand.
"Any word from the Ministry on the southern corridor?" he asked. "Last season we were told it would be cleared for excavation by now."
James's jaw tightened slightly. "Still pending approval. Professor Farouk's office is reviewing the application."
There was a brief, uncomfortable silence. Leila had worked in Egypt long enough to understand what that silence meant—bureaucratic delay that might be procedural or might be something else entirely.
Nadia caught her eye across the tent and gave a small, knowing shrug.
The briefing concluded, and the team dispersed to their assigned sections. Leila was reviewing her notes when James approached again, hands in his pockets, expression carefully casual.
"It's good to have you here, Leila."
"Good to be here."
"I mean it. Your work on Ramesside funerary architecture—it's exactly what this site needs. There are elements here that don't fit the standard models, and I think you'll find them fascinating."
She looked up at him, aware of the subtext threading through his words, the way his gaze lingered just slightly longer than professional courtesy required.
"I'm looking forward to it," she said evenly.
"Of course."
He smiled, seemingly reassured, and walked back toward the documentation tent. Nadia appeared at Leila's elbow almost immediately.
"He's been like that since you confirmed," she said quietly. "Very solicitous."
"James is always solicitous."
"Mm. There's solicitous, and then there's whatever that was."
Leila didn't reply. She had noticed, of course—had noticed during the Saqqara project, during their correspondence over the past year, and during the video calls where his questions about the dig occasionally gave way to questions about whether she was settling back into Boston all right, whether she was seeing anyone, and whether she ever thought about returning to fieldwork full-time. She had deflected each time with the practised ease of someone who had spent two decades navigating professional environments that did not always distinguish between respect and interest.
"I'm going to take another look at the lower corridor," Leila said, changing the subject. "Want to come?"
Nadia grinned. "Thought you'd never ask."



The lower corridor was cooler, shaded by the angle of the rock and the tarpaulins strung overhead to protect the exposed areas from direct sun. Leila moved slowly, letting her eyes adjust, running her hand along the limestone walls the way she always did—a habit born from years of learning to read stone by touch as much as sight.
Nadia followed, quiet now, respecting the shift in Leila's focus.
The sealed section was exactly where Leila remembered it—eastern wall, approximately two metres from the corridor's terminus, a rectangular area of slightly different stone composition that the previous team's report had marked as "collapsed interior wall, structurally unstable".
Leila crouched in front of it, studying the seam where the newer stone met the older surface.
"This isn't collapse," she said.
Nadia knelt beside her. "No?"
"Could be a later modification. Dynastic reuse."
"Could be." Leila sat back on her heels. "But the documentation doesn't mention it. At all."
"Maybe they didn't think it was significant?"
"Or maybe they didn't want anyone to think it was significant."
Nadia raised an eyebrow. "That's unusually cynical, even for you."
Leila stood, brushing dust from her trousers. "I want a full structural assessment before we go any further. Ground-penetrating radar, if we can get approval. And I want to know why this wasn't flagged."
"I'll start the paperwork."
They were about to head back when a shadow moved at the corridor entrance—Ahmed, carrying a crate of tools, pausing when he saw them.
"Dr Marsh", he said. "You are interested in this wall?"
"I am."
He set the crate down and came closer. When he spoke again, his voice was lower. "My father worked this site in the seventies. Before the modern surveys. He told me once that there were places the old families said not to open.
Leila felt something tighten in her chest. "Old families?"
"Local. From the villages near here. People who have been here longer than the archaeologists." He smiled faintly. "No offence."
"None taken. Did he say why?"
"No. Only that some walls are there for reasons we don't remember anymore." He picked up his crate again. "But he was a superstitious man. You will make your own judgement."
He nodded politely and continued down the corridor.
Nadia looked at Leila. "So. That wasn't ominous at all."
"Folklore," Leila said. "Every site has it."
She wasn't. But she wasn't ready to admit that yet.



The morning bled into afternoon. Leila worked through the preliminary reports, cross-referencing site maps, making notes on the inconsistencies she found. Oliver brought her a sandwich at some point, which she ate without tasting. James stopped by twice, ostensibly to check on her progress, though she suspected he simply wanted to be in her proximity.
By late afternoon, the heat had become oppressive, and most of the team had retreated to the shade or the air-conditioned documentation tent. Leila decided she'd done enough for the day. She needed air, distance, and perspective.
Nadia had already left—family obligation, she'd said—so Leila walked back to the small guesthouse where the foreign staff were lodged; showered in the barely functional bathroom; and changed into clean clothes. She thought about eating, decided against it, and instead found herself walking toward the river.

The East Bank at dusk was a different world. Colour and noise and the smell of grilling meat and exhaust and the Nile's ancient, muddy sweetness. Tourists in linen trousers and with sunburns, local families out for evening walks, vendors selling everything from papyrus prints to mobile phone covers. Leila moved through it all with the anonymity of someone who looked foreign enough not to belong but confident enough not to be hassled.
She found a small café near the waterfront, the kind of place that catered more to locals than tourists, and ordered mint tea. The owner brought it with a smile and a small plate of biscuits she hadn't asked for.
She sat by the window and watched the feluccas drift past, white sails catching the last of the sun.
It was there, in that soft and undefended moment, that she saw him again.
The tour guide. Tariq.

He was sitting alone at a table near the back, a book open in front of him, a glass of tea steaming gently beside his hand. He wore a pale blue shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows, and he read with the stillness of someone entirely absorbed. For a moment, she simply watched him—the way he turned the page without looking up, the way the evening light made the whole scene feel like something out of a painting she couldn't quite name.
And then, as if he could feel her gaze, he looked up.
He smiled—not the performative smile of someone caught off-guard, but something quieter, as though he had been expecting her.
Before she could second-guess herself, Leila stood and crossed the café.
"Do you mind if I sit?"
He gestured to the chair opposite. "Please."
She sat. Up close, she could see the title of his book—a French translation of Naguib Mahfouz. She filed that detail away without comment.
"Dr Marsh", he said, as though they were resuming a conversation rather than beginning one.
"You remember."
"You're not easy to forget."
There was no flirtation in it, only fact, and somehow that made it more disarming.
"I wanted to ask", she said, deciding to be direct, "do you guide for a particular company? I may need someone with local knowledge for the site I'm working on."
"I work independently, but I know the area well."
"I imagine you do."
He inclined his head slightly, acknowledging something unspoken.
"There's a section of the site," she continued, "a sealed wall in one of the lower corridors. The documentation says it's structural collapse, but I don't think it is."
His expression didn't change, but something in the quality of his attention shifted—sharpened.
"And you want to open it," he said.
"I want to understand it."
He took a sip of his tea, considering. When he spoke again, his voice was careful. "Some things are sealed for a long time, Dr Marsh. And for good reason."
She stared at him. "You're the second person today to say something like that."
"Or perhaps it's folklore getting in the way of scholarship."
"Perhaps", he smiled faintly. "Or perhaps scholarship hasn't yet developed the tools to measure what folklore has been saying all along."
The words hung between them, and Leila felt something she couldn't name—irritation, yes, but also curiosity, a pull she didn't entirely trust.
"How do you know about that wall?" she asked quietly.
"I know a lot of things about that site."
"That's not an answer."
"No," he agreed. "It isn't."
They looked at each other across the small table, the café noise fading into background static. Outside, the sun was setting over the Nile, turning the water to gold and shadow.
"I should go," Leila said, though she didn't move.
"You should," Tariq agreed. "But you won't. Not yet."
He was right. She stayed for another twenty minutes, and they spoke about Luxor, about the impossible heat and the impossible beauty, about the way the past pressed up against the present here in ways that made both feel provisional. He was funny without performing humour and intelligent without needing to prove it, and when she finally stood to leave, she realised she had no idea what his book had been about because she had forgotten to look at it again.
At the door, she turned back.
He was watching her, unsurprised.
"The sealed wall," she said. "I'm going to open it."
"I know," he said.
And there was something in his voice—not warning, not resignation, but something closer to inevitability—that followed her all the way back to the guesthouse and into her dreams.






  
  3
The Guide


Leila found him exactly where Nadia said she would: at the visitors' entrance to the site, leaning against the painted wooden fence that separated tourist access from the working excavation. He was watching the sunrise spill down the limestone cliffs with the kind of stillness that suggested he did this often, perhaps every morning. In the slanted early light his profile was sharp as a hieroglyph.
She approached with her professional manner firmly in place—the one she'd cultivated over two decades of being underestimated in dusty places. "Mr Al-Rashid?"
He turned with no trace of surprise, as though he'd heard her coming across thirty metres of desert sand. "Dr Marsh. You're an early riser."
"So are you."
"I grew up with the muezzin," he smiled. "Five a.m. doesn't feel early anymore. It feels like sleeping in."
She'd rehearsed this conversation on the walk over, but now that she was standing in front of him, the words felt suddenly tactical, transparent. "I wanted to follow up on our conversation. The other night, at the café.
"About the wall."
"About the wall, yes. And about bringing you on as a cultural liaison. It's not uncommon on excavations like this—having someone local who understands the historical context, who can help bridge the academic work with the living culture around the site." She was speaking too quickly. She made herself slow down. "We have a modest budget. It would be two or three days a week initially. If you're interested."
Tariq regarded her for a long moment with those dark, unreadable eyes. "You want to hire me so you can ask me questions."
"I want to hire you because you know something about this site that isn't in any of the literature. Yes."
"Then I'll want to understand why not."
His smile broadened slightly, though it didn't quite reach his eyes. "You're very direct."
"I've found it saves time."
"Time." He repeated the word as though testing its weight. "Americans are always trying to save time. Egyptians know better. Time doesn't save. It only accumulates."
Before she could respond, he pushed off from the fence and began walking toward the site entrance. "Show me what you're working on."
She fell into step beside him, caught off-balance by the sudden shift. "You're accepting?"
"I didn't say that. I said, "Show me."
They walked in silence through the morning checkpoint, past the guard who nodded to Tariq with the easy familiarity of long acquaintance, and down into the excavation proper. The site was still quiet—the team wouldn't arrive for another hour—and the trenches and gridded squares lay exposed in the amber light like the orderly dissection of something enormous and sleeping. Leila had always loved this hour, before the work began, when the site felt like a secret you could almost keep.
But Tariq moved through the space differently than anyone she'd ever worked with. He didn't study it. He didn't pause to orient himself or consult the information plaques. He walked as though he knew exactly where each trench would be before he reached it, as though the landscape had already told him its configuration. When they descended the wooden steps into the lower corridor—the one that led to the antechamber—he ran his hand along the limestone wall with a gesture so casual and familiar that it stopped her in her tracks.
"You've been here before," she said.
"Many times."
"With tour groups?"
"With my father. And before that, with his father." He glanced back at her. "This is not a place strangers brought me to, Dr Marsh. This is a place I was taught."
Tariq stopped a few feet back from it and stood very still.
"Three days ago you told me it was sealed for a reason," Leila said quietly. "What reason?"
"The same reason you seal anything: to protect what's inside."
"From what?"
"From people who would see it and not understand. Or worse—understand and not care."
She felt her jaw tighten. "You're talking about archaeologists."
"I'm talking about the difference between knowing a thing and honouring it."
"We honour it by studying it. By bringing it into the light. By making sure it isn't lost."
Tariq turned to face her fully. His expression was not unkind, but there was something in it that made her feel suddenly young, suddenly hasty. "And if the people who put it there wanted it lost? If the losing was the point?"
"Then they wouldn't have built it to last three thousand years."
"Wouldn't they?" He moved closer to the wall, close enough to touch it, though he didn't. "What if they built it to last precisely because they knew someone would eventually find it? But they also knew that timing mattered. That it couldn't be forced."
Leila's hands had gone cold despite the growing heat of the day. "You're saying we shouldn't open it."
"I'm saying you will open it whether I say so or not. You've already decided." He looked at her, and his voice dropped to something quieter, almost regretful. "I'm saying that when you do, you should be prepared for what it will ask of you."
"It's a room. It will ask me to document and interpret. That's what I do."
"You're right," he said after a pause. "That is what you do."
The silence that followed was not comfortable. Leila felt exposed in a way she hadn't anticipated, as though she'd shown him something without meaning to and he'd understood it more clearly than she did herself. She turned away, pretending to examine the plaster fill, buying time.
"And you think that will satisfy me?"
"I think you want to know what's in there as much as I do."
He laughed—briefly, softly, and surprised. "You're wrong about that. I already know what's in there."
She spun around. "What?"
But he was already walking back toward the entrance, his footsteps echoing faintly off the stone. She followed, furious and fascinated in equal measure.
"You can't just say something like that and walk away."
"Can't I?" He glanced back over his shoulder, and there was amusement in his face now, warm and irritating. "You wanted me as a cultural liaison, Dr Marsh. Liaison implies conversation. Conversation takes time. I thought you understood that.
They emerged back into the full morning sun. The site was beginning to wake—she could hear voices from the direction of the equipment shed and the rumble of a generator starting up. The professional day was arriving, and with it the need to be clear, transactional, and unambiguous.
"Will you take the position or not?"
Tariq stopped at the fence line and turned to face her. The levity had gone out of his expression. "If I do, you have to understand something. I'm not here to make your work easier. I'm here to make sure it's done right."
"I always do my work right."
"By your definition, yes. But there are older definitions." He paused, and when he spoke again, his voice carried a weight that felt rehearsed, inherited, like something he'd been taught to say long before he understood what it meant. "My family has kept watch over this place for more generations than your field of study has existed. That isn't superstition, Dr Marsh. It's responsibility. If I take this position, I take it because I believe you might be capable of understanding the difference."
Leila's heart was beating too fast. She didn't know if it was anger







