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CHAPTER 1

GUL WAS DREAMING OF Mahnaz when her phone rang.

Her eyes snapped open and she reached for it, her fingers fumbling around the bedside table. “Mahnaz?”

“Is this Gulfsa Delani?” It was a man, his voice cutting in and out, sounding lost on the wind.

“Yes. Who is this?” Gul squinted at her clock. 3:06 A.M.

“My name is Deputy Superintendent Farhan Akthar, from the Jackson Police Station in Keamari. I’m sorry to be calling so late, Madam.”

So this was it, then. Her knuckles were white against the phone. “You’ve found her?”

“Yes. We weren’t sure whom she belonged to. How long has she been missing?”

“Three . . . it’s been three years since we’ve had any word. Is she alive?”

There was a pause. “I cannot imagine why you would ask such a question, Madam.”

Despite the shock of the call, Gul was not entirely awake yet. She sat up and tried to focus. “Surely it is the only question that matters right now, Deputy Superintendent. You said you found my niece?”

The man coughed. “My apologies, Madam. I don’t know anything about your niece. That’s not why I’m calling.”

“No?” She swallowed down the tightness in her throat. What the hell was going on?

“We made a discovery earlier tonight, during a narcotics investigation. We are in need of your expertise. Can you meet me?”

Gul swung her legs onto the floor and switched on the bedside lamp. “Deputy Superintendent . . .”

“Akthar, Madam. DSP Akthar.”

“DSP Akthar. I think you have made a mistake. I’m not a narcotics expert.”

“I know that, Madam.”

“I am a museum curator. I work at the Heritage and History Museum.”

“Yes.”

Gul shook her head. Why on earth was this cop calling her? “For the last month I’ve been excavating a Sassanian fort in the Indus Delta, so unless your narcotics are deep in the mangrove swamps, I don’t know how much help I can be.”

“I am aware of your work.”

“Then I really don’t understand.” Now that the adrenaline had passed, disappointment took over, leaving Gul feeling raw. The call was not about Mahnaz. Better to receive no news than bad news, but still.

“It’s a little difficult to explain on the phone,” DSP Akthar said. She could hear him barking orders at someone in the background. “If you could confirm your address, one of my men will escort you here. It’s a long drive out of the city, so please bring everything you might need.”

Gul pressed her fingers to the bridge of her nose. Her head was beginning to throb. This whole situation was bizarre. “You said you were posted in Keamari? I live in Bath Island. It’s twenty, twenty-five minutes. Faster if we take the bypass.”

“I’m not calling from Keamari, Madam. Please bring your things and expect to be here some time. I think you will find it worth the effort. This discovery . . . I believe it is unique.”

Gul tried to interject, but the policewallah didn’t seem inclined to provide any further details. Bloody man. What were the “things” she was meant to take with her, when she didn’t even know why he was calling? She forced all thoughts of Mahnaz away and tried to focus.

As she got out of bed, Gul wondered whether she should wake Rahim Raja, director of the museum. She decided against it. If he knew about this—whatever this was—he had chosen to make it her problem. And if he didn’t, he’d find out by morning, and she wouldn’t get barked at for disturbing him without providing any useful information. She closed her eyes for a moment. There was always a logical explanation to everything. This was what Gul Delani believed.

The police weren’t going to ask for her help without good reason. What had they uncovered? Some stolen artefacts, perhaps? Or maybe they’d stumbled into an ancient site. Though why that would require her presence in the middle of the night, she couldn’t even begin to imagine. But now she was professionally curious, as much as anything else. She gave DSP Akthar her address and hung up.

Gul jumped into the shower and emerged a few minutes later, blinking shampoo out of her eyes and twisting her curly, rebellious hair into a messy bun. She paused when she got to her cupboard. Her normal excavation attire consisted of a pair of comfortable cotton trousers, a loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt and a distinctly unfashionable vivid orange tie-dyed bandanna she had picked up in Kathmandu sometime in the early 2000s. But today she had no idea where she was going, or who she would be meeting. You never knew with the policewallahs. There could be all types of officialdoms hanging about, just making a nuisance of themselves. She opted for the safest option, an olive shalwar kameez made of khadi and an embroidered white dupatta. Simple enough to work in, yet versatile enough for any occasion, and sufficiently flag matching and patriotic for any government cronies.

She made herself a cup of tea and located the pair of thick-rimmed plastic glasses she used when doing close-up work at any dig, wondering whether she was meant to pack her excavation tools or not. She decided to pack everything—her picks and trowels, some ropes and markers, her laptop—everything that wasn’t still in her office, left there from the weekend before, along with her well-worn camping gear, which lived there permanently.

It didn’t take more than a few minutes to get ready. Once awake, Gul was brisk and efficient, so when a jeep with flashing lights pulled into the driveway, she was already downstairs waiting to meet it, wincing slightly at the thought of her neighbours. There were three flats in her building, and the cantankerous Mr. Dada, who had been ensconced in his for over fifty years, hated any kind of disruption. The man was the epitome of a curtain twitcher—though this being Karachi, he had to do it through metal grills rather than lace. Mr. Dada, long widowed and disappointed with all his children, was already up in arms about Gul’s comings and goings “at all hours.” He often tut-tutted about her “excavations”—he said that word with distaste, as though it were akin to prostitution, a trade Mr. Dada made clear he detested.

It was bad enough suffering fools, Gul thought, but suffering the self-righteous ones really got her goat. Once, when he had railed about rumours of an illicit brothel opening in the neighbourhood, Gul shot him a sweet smile. “Well, it is the oldest profession, you know, so there is plenty for historians and archaeologists to learn. Do you have an address? Perhaps we should go and record their stories.”

If Mr. Dada had ever worn pearls, he would have clutched them in horror. He had to settle for gripping his taveez instead, shooting her a dirty look and muttering under his breath. Just thinking about the incident made Gul smile.

The cop opened the jeep door for her, and Gul nodded her thanks. Once inside, Gul texted Mrs. Fernandes to let her know what was going on. She didn’t know how long this would all take, but she had several budget meetings in the morning, plus the museum tour for the orphanage kids and the National Archives people coming in the afternoon. Mrs. Fernandes would make sure that nothing fell through the cracks in Gul’s absence.

The roads were clear at this time of morning, no need for the cop to turn on his sirens, but he did so anyway. They raced through the city, the streets of Karachi glinting in the semi-darkness. She used the time to push all thoughts of Mahnaz away, but only after offering a brief prayer to the Gods—every single one of them. Amun-Ra. Vishnu. Zeus. Tlaloc. Izanami. Pele. Whatever their culture or creed, she invoked them all. Not Mahnaz. May it never be Mahnaz, not if it was bad news. For a moment there Gul had felt hope, but she was used to swallowing down her disappointment as every lead, every potential “sighting” turned to dust. And now here she was, in a police 4x4, driving into the unknown. What a start to the day. Whatever this artefact was, it better be worth it.

DSP Akthar was right—the drive was long, far longer than Gul had expected despite the warning. They turned onto the Hub Chowki Road, connected to the Northern Bypass, and she was amazed when, just as the sun inched its way up the horizon, they pulled up at a military checkpoint between the provinces of Sindh and Balochistan. The cop, whom she now knew to be PC Shah, glanced at her from the rearview, and mistook her amazement for something else. “Don’t worry, Madam, I am armed, and a second escort car will join us after the checkpoint. You will be perfectly safe.”

Gul gave him a half smile, and then turned to look out the window. Balochistan. The supposed badlands. People weren’t inclined to drive out here, not unless they had good reason. She felt the first stirrings of excitement. She had never been allowed to officially excavate in Balochistan, the police and security bureaucracy being too onerous, the kidnappings and conflicts too frequent. And now she had a chance to sit back and marvel as the landscape changed. The sun was rising, hues of orange and lilac were spreading over the vast horizon. Within minutes, the road was engulfed by tall sand plains on either side, etched from prehistoric times, looking like castles with crenulations, or dinosaurs with teeth, so jagged and razor-sharp in their appearance. The landscape was otherworldly, almost Martian.

After driving for another two and a half hours, PC Shah turned off the N-10 and into the vast openness of the desert—a land that time, and years of conflict, had left forgotten. They passed a trio of small mud volcanoes and Gul longed to get out and linger. But the moment was fleeting, the hard sand giving way to something more porous, to shifting dunes, acacia bushes and then, just over the horizon, the glinting Arabian Sea. She sat up. Unlike the beaches of Karachi, the one they were now driving alongside was pristine. It had no hawkers, no piles of rubbish, no plastic bags floating along the breeze. Up ahead, she could see the landscape changing again. Above the beach were cliffs and rock formations.

Gul knew they had reached their destination when she saw several police vans and an ambulance ahead, destroying the peace of this otherwise perfect ecosystem. They pulled up behind the vehicles, and she jumped out of the jeep, watching a group of hermit crabs scuttle out of her way. They were still only a few hours’ drive from one of the biggest cities in the world, and yet, this place was as remote as they came.

PC Shah slammed his own door shut and motioned for Gul to follow him. When she did, hot air hit her like a furnace. It was the thick of summer, but even so, the heat was exceptional, and she was already sticky with sweat despite the sea breeze. They walked towards the other cars. She stopped when she saw two gurneys—their occupants covered with white sheets—being pushed up the beach.

Gul wiped the trickle of sweat that was already cascading down her cheek. People had died here today. What the hell had happened? Up ahead, she could see that the rock formations were actually narrow caves. And coming out of one of those caves was a paramedic pushing a third gurney, this time with a cop in uniform lying on it. He had vast amounts of blood congealed around his torso, and it was dripping down one arm onto the smooth, terra-cotta sand. She couldn’t tell whether he was alive or dead. Her left foot hit a stone and she stumbled.

Another policeman came out to greet her, looking harried. “Mrs. Delani?”

She was used to people making assumptions about her marital status. “It’s Dr. Delani, actually.”

He nodded. “I am DSP Akthar. Thank you for coming.”

“What the hell is going on here, Deputy Superintendent?” The policewallah was of average build and would have been impossible to pick out of a line of other men his age and weight, other than the curious birthmark on his forehead. It was almost question-mark shaped, as though the man had been branded as permanently quizzical. Well, he was in the right job for it, she thought. Gul motioned to the caves. “It seems to me like you’ve had quite the night. What is this?”

“It was a coordinated drug bust between Sindh and Baloch police forces. The Jackson Police Station received a tip-off that heroin was being smuggled out of these caves. There was a gun battle. The perpetrators were all killed, and several of my men are badly injured. We have recovered approximately two hundred and fifty kilos of heroin.”

“Bloody hell.”

The man had dark circles under his eyes. He looked exhausted. “Yes. Quite a haul. We found something else as well, and this is why I need your help. We have to move quickly. The tide will come in soon, and the entrance to the cave will become inaccessible until this evening.”

Gul followed him, trying to take it all in, the policemen swarming around, the bodies, the blood spatter she now saw against the rock wall, the narrow entryway itself, which required her to turn sideways at times, before opening into a vast cavern, full of glinting stalactites. She took a deep breath. “Once again, I feel the need to reiterate, Deputy Superintendent, that I am not a narcotics expert. This is not my world.”

He nodded. “Yes, but you are an Egyptologist, correct? At least, that’s what I understood from your bio on the museum’s website.”

“Yes. Yes I am.” What the hell could he possibly want with an Egyptologist?

“You spent several years in Cairo?”

“Yes, I completed my doctorate there, and did some years of fieldwork before returning to Karachi. Though, as I’m sure you can appreciate, there’s not much call for Egyptology in Pakistan.”

He looked grim. “I think perhaps there may be now.” He pointed to a ridge at the very darkest corner of the cavern, raising his torch towards it.

Her eyes followed the beam of the torchlight. And what she saw took her breath away.
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CHAPTER 2

GUL WALKED TO THE ridge. Lined up against her short frame, it was chest high. She used her arms to push herself up, brushed sand off her knees and accepted the flashlight from DSP Akthar. Then she put on her glasses and peered more closely.

Had she really seen what she thought she had seen?

Yes, yes she had. She was staring at an ornately carved wooden sarcophagus. She blinked and then tried to take in everything at once. It was . . . it was a lot to process. The casket was full of inscriptions—the writing was a variation of the cuneiform script—though she was far from being an expert on cuneiform, and it was difficult to make everything out in the half-light. If it was, in fact, cuneiform, it would make the sarcophagus at least 1,600 years old and likely much, much older. The box also contained carvings of trees and floral patterns that she could swear she recognised. Her heart started to pound. This was exciting. This was really, really exciting.

She peered closer and her gaze moved to what was inside the casket. A stone covering, probably alabaster, which was also inscribed in cuneiform. The stone was broken in three pieces. She would have liked to have a moment to savour the writings, even if she couldn’t decipher them, but there was no time, no time at all, because DSP Akthar was now beside her, lifting the stone pieces out of the box so that she could see what was inside.

Now her head really started to buzz. It was a mummy. An honest to Gods, heart-stopping, breathtaking, bone-chilling mummy, just lying there in the cavern. The mummy was beautiful, in the perverse way that mummies could be beautiful and terrible at the same time. It was covered in some sort of resin-impregnated cloth that had formed a hard shell of amber but looked like it was draped around her—for this was definitely a woman, she realised—like a shroud. A beaten gold chest plate lay on top of the mummy’s crossed arms. On her face, a gold mask, melted across her features, defining every contour, every nuance of her expression. And to top it all off . . . a gold crown carved with . . . seven . . . yes, she had counted correctly . . . seven cypress trees. This was insane. This was brilliant! Was this real?

“Is it authentic?” asked DSP Akthar, mirroring her thoughts.

“I can’t say, not yet.” Gul’s mind raced, but she forced herself to pay attention. She inhaled deeply. Musty, yes. A little sickly, perhaps, but there was no smell of decay. This mummy’s organs had most likely been removed, then. And she was not new—at least, not preserved in the last year. But how was that possible? Only the Egyptians removed the organs of their dead like this, and this was clearly not an Egyptian body. And what the hell was a mummy doing in a smuggler’s hideaway?

“Is she from Pakistan?”

“No,” Gul replied. “At least, she could have been buried here, without being from here.” She bent over and examined the chest plate, already reaching into her satchel for her gloves and her tools so she could dust it down. “The religious heritage wouldn’t support it. Islam, Hinduism, Zoroastrianism . . . none of these religions believed in mummification. Besides, the writing is cuneiform.”

“Cuneiform?”

“It’s a logo-syllabic script, used in many ancient civilisations, in Sumer, Mesopotamia, even in Old Persia.”

“So definitely not Pakistan.”

“Unlikely, but I couldn’t rule it out, not yet. It could be that she is even older than our religions. Zoroastrianism is believed to have emerged from the common Indo-Iranian religion system dating back to the early second millennium BCE, but I suppose it’s feasible, in the smallest way, that there were other, unknown influences. It would be hard to swallow, though. If I could have a few minutes to examine her?”

DSP Akthar nodded and stepped away. “Of course. Please.”

Gul crouched against the sarcophagus and used the flashlight to take in as much as she could. Some of the carvings were deeply damaged, while others were entirely preserved. The alabaster stone pieces were covered in dirt and difficult to read, as was the mummy’s chest plate, but a deep clean would help with that.

Sometime later she straightened and pulled off her gloves. “This body appears to be Achaemenid. The Achaemenid Empire is not my area of expertise, I’m afraid, but I can tell you a few things. The cypress trees and the rosettes are all emblematic of the city of Persepolis. See that large rosette carving there? Next to it is the emblem of the god Ahura Mazda. You’ve got a Persian mummy on your hands, Deputy Superintendent, not an Egyptian one. What’s more, she could come from the royal family—at least, if the crown she’s wearing is anything to go by.”

“Persian?”

“Yes.”

“Did the ancient Persians have mummies?”

She handed back the flashlight. “The idea that the Persians adopted some of the belief systems of the ancient Egyptians has been posited before. Nothing tangible has ever emerged, however. This is the first Persian mummy I have ever seen.”

In the shadows of the cavern, DSP Akthar stared at her, unblinking. “So she’s valuable.”

“If she’s real, then yes, certainly. If the ancient Persians mummified their dead and none of us ever knew about it, then this mummy would be something very special indeed.”

“Careful there,” said DSP Akthar. He pointed the flashlight to a pool of blood near where she was standing. She saw then that there was blood splatter on the casket itself, and quickly stepped back. For a moment, she had forgotten that this was a crime scene.

“One of the smugglers was shot here. He fought like a demon to keep us from reaching the mummy. He was more focused on protecting her than protecting the heroin. Any idea why?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“How much is she worth?”

Gul cleared her throat. “Impossible to say. Millions. Again, if she’s authentic, that is. But as I said, until now there’s been no actual evidence to support the notion of the Achaemenids mummifying their dead. So, she’s a conundrum.”

DSP Akthar crossed his arms. “And what is she doing here?”

She shook her head. “Deputy Superintendent, I have no idea where here even is. You said this was a narcotics bust, but I can’t help you without some context.”

He paused and looked at her. Light dipped in and out of the cavern, as below them, other policemen used their torches to look around. Eventually, DSP Akthar spoke. “We have been chasing a Baloch drug baron, one who keeps slipping through our fingers. We only know him as Saayaa.”

“Saayaa? As in shadow?”

“Yes. We have never been able to ascertain his true identity.”

“Well, you know one thing, he’s not very original.”

“Sorry?”

“Shadow. It’s not a particularly inspired moniker, now is it? Not even particularly scary.”

“In my experience, criminals are not always the most imaginative people.”

“Really?” She arched a brow. “I would have thought it would be part of the job description. So, this Saayaa, does he dabble in antiquities?”

“Up until now, not that we were aware of. There has been some sex trafficking, but really, drugs are his business.” DSP Akthar rubbed at his stubble. “We thought we had him tonight, but he managed to evade us again. He wasn’t here, just some of his men. Unfortunately none of them lived long enough for us to interrogate them. Why would he have this creature here? The casket, the pieces of stone, the body—it all weighs a great deal, and moving it around would be of great inconvenience to him.” He combed a hand through his hair. “The heroin could have fetched him thirty-five million dollars on the international market. Why bother with a body?”

“I couldn’t tell you, but I can only imagine that he was smuggling her out to sell on the black market as well, also for a great deal of money. Antiquities smuggling is rife, though I must say, I have never come across anything like this before.”

“You understand why we thought she might have been stolen from the museum.”

“Yes, I can see why, but she isn’t ours. So what happens now?”

“Now?”

“What do you intend to do with her?”

He shrugged. “She’s evidence in a narcotics case. We will examine her and then keep her in storage.”

Gul squared her shoulders. “You can’t do that.”

“What do you mean?”

“Whoever she is, ancient or not, there’s a body in there and she’s fragile, even more so in this heatwave. Despite the various preservation methods used, mummies are delicate. Once they are unburied and exposed to the elements, it doesn’t take much to cause a chemical reaction and start the degradation process. You may be left with a pile of goo on your hands, Deputy Superintendent.”

It struck her then that the drug dealer could have had the same thought. “Perhaps this Saayaa character left her in this cavern because he knew it would help to preserve her body for longer, because it’s cool and dark. It’s what the Victorians did during their Egyptomania phase. They brought their looted mummies to England and buried them back in the earth until they were ready to reveal them, often at social events, where the mummies would be unwrapped in all their grisly splendour while people watched on with a drink or canapé in their hands.”

He snorted. “I doubt that is what Saayaa intends for her.”

“Me too. But he might have thought he was keeping her safe by bringing her here.”

“She is valuable to them. Maybe more valuable than the heroin. I need to know why. Why was she worth the risk? Is she worth more than thirty-five million dollars?”

“Let me take her, and I might be able to tell you,” Gul pressed. “There are no oxygen-free museum cases in Pakistan—that’s what she needs to stay intact. My team can fashion up some sort of hermetically sealed, inert gas–filled chamber to prevent further chemical and biological degradation.”

“Impossible, Madam. This is a police case.”

“And if she turns out to be authentic, then under the antiquities law, she will belong to the government, am I correct?” Gul was nothing if not dogged, and the chance to work on a Persian mummy was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, something too precious to leave in the hands of a bunch of inept cops. They would have no respect for her, no intellectual curiosity and no ability to keep her safe. They didn’t understand that her very existence changed the past entirely, how could they? No, she was not letting this mummy go for anything. “I’ve worked with mummies for a large part of my career. I’m the best chance you’ve got at keeping her whole. I’m also the best chance you have of finding out what’s going on. You want to know why a notorious drug dealer decided to veer into ancient mummy smuggling, given all the inconvenience? Well, I want to know whether everything we knew about history has just changed. If I have the time to examine her properly, I may be able to answer both our questions.”

DSP Akthar stared at her again, clenched his jaw, and then nodded. “Today she will be transported to the Jackson Police Station and dusted for prints.”

“But . . .”

He raised a hand. “Tomorrow, if my superiors give permission, you can transfer her to your museum.”

Gul tilted her head in acknowledgement. “Fair enough.”

“You’ll take a police escort with you. She will be guarded at all times.”

The last thing Gul needed was a bunch of ignorant policemen underfoot, ruining her examinations. “You don’t have to worry, Deputy Superintendent. We take our work seriously. We will not damage her in any way.”

“I don’t think you understand, Madam. The police escort isn’t for her protection.”

“No?”

“If she’s as valuable as you say, then Saayaa will want her back. The police escort will be for your sake, not hers.”
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CHAPTER 3

IT WAS DUSK BY the time Gul got home. She was exhausted, hot and hungry. Other than her brief time with the mummy, she’d spent most of her day in the car.

She thanked PC Shah, who drove her home, waved at Mr. Dada who was scowling from his window, walked to a side door leading to the stairs of the apartment complex and took them two at a time until she reached the third-floor entry. Gul’s building in Bath Island was falling apart, but in the most beautiful of ways, with an ivy of weeds growing through many of its cracks and crevices, and overgrown bougainvillea hanging from the roof like a waterfall of pink. Granted, the other plants were mostly dead in this heatwave—there was no way to justify spending money on illegal tankers of water just for gardening. But still, the whole thing was wonderfully atmospheric, from the two ancient banyan trees in the garden, to the old Kismet Villa sign on the side of the front door that kept falling lopsided, no matter how often she had it fixed. Gul had never really understood modernity, and these flats were as close as it got to old buildings in Karachi. She loved this place, despite the fact that the pipes got clogged on an almost weekly basis, and Shakir the plumber had to be kept on retainer.

Flat 3 of Kismet Villa had originally belonged to Gul’s maternal grandparents. They had made their way to Karachi from Jamnagar during Partition, carrying untold stories and experiences that, though left unspoken, haunted them nonetheless. Back then Bath Island was still truly an island. It had been favoured by the British, who erected beautiful and expansive homes in an otherwise undisturbed locale, a place teeming with flamingos and kingfishers and very few humans. Land-reclamation projects began in the 1950s, and Bath Island, once accessible only by boat, became a peninsula, connected to the mainland on one side. Still Gul’s grandmother told her many stories of being isolated from the rest of the city and even from the wider Clifton area, as the bridge was often submerged in times of high tide. Her grandparents would walk along the shore, collecting mother-of-pearl and other shells that Gul still kept in a jar in her bathroom.

Now, of course, Bath Island had become entirely unrecognisable. It was as much a concrete jungle as the rest of the city, the old houses torn down and replaced with nondescript high-rises, the streets congested with traffic, so much so that the thelawallahs stopped bringing their carts around in the mornings, shouting about their fresh fruit or cleaning supplies or anything else they wanted to hawk. The trees that had once stood sentinel along its broad avenues were gone, and the seagulls no longer swooped down to take a pakora from your hands. The sense of being separated from the world was lost.

Still, Gul had always loved the place. As a child, in the school holidays, her family had spent many languid days here. Every afternoon she would clamber up the banyan trees with some of the other neighbourhood children. She was always the fastest to make it to the top, and the last to come down. She loved the density of the leaves, and the banyan’s thick, elongated vines, which looked like they belonged in a fairy tale. She’d always be told off about the climbing, of course, which was grossly unfair, because her brother, Bilal, climbed the banyans all the time. And even though he was six years older, Gul was always faster.

Bilal. She felt the old bitterness rise and she swallowed it back down again. She had made her peace with Bilal a year after Mahnaz vanished when she was just fifteen, but their relationship had never recovered. She shut her eyes. There was no point in dwelling on Bilal now, any more than there was thinking about Mahnaz.

Inside the flat, the air was cool, the old, tiled floors and ceiling fans doing an excellent job of keeping the heat at bay. She hung her keys off a tooth on the mounted crocodile skull near her door and tossed her bag on the side of the corridor, where it lay next to her partial whalebone, used as an occasional doorstopper, alongside dozens of dusty old books she had been gifted by an elderly gentleman from Parsi Colony, a historian named Mr. Davar. As ever, she looked at the books with a pang of guilt. She had been meaning to go through them for at least six months now, to dust them off, archive them and donate them to various schools and universities, as she had promised him she would.

But there was always so much to do. Between her regular work at the museum, the Young Archaeologists Club she ran once a week, the Braille exhibition she was organising, her work at the shelter, and the night classes she was teaching at Karachi University, her foot was almost always pressed firmly down on the accelerator.

Not that she would have it any other way. Being active kept her sane. It kept her from thinking about Mahnaz.

She shrugged off the metal taste in her mouth that lingered at the thought of Mahnaz’s disappearance and decided to focus on the task at hand. There was a lot she would need to research, and she would need to do it quickly if she was going to give DSP Akthar the answers he was looking for. Why would a drug lord turn to the world of mummies? It wouldn’t be exactly easy to sell a body like this on the black market, not unless you had a well-established network of smuggling contacts in the antiquities world. She would need to reach out to some slightly dubious contacts of her own, to see if they knew anything about this Saayaa character. She would also need to read up on the Achaemenid dynasty and establish the authenticity of the body. Was she right in her assumption that her organs had been removed, Egyptian-style? Or perhaps she was more like the mummies of Papua New Guinea, where dead bodies were placed in a hut and smoked until the organs desiccated naturally?

Gul’s instinct, and her very brief examination of the body, made her feel that the death rituals used were more Egyptian in nature, but she was a long way from being sure. What would they find, exactly? It would be impossible to really tell until the body was forensically examined. The police had not given her much time with it, but hopefully in the morning, once his superiors had signed off, DSP Akthar would let her transport the body to the museum. She’d need to arrange an ambulance for that.

She paused, trying to think. She had told DSP Akthar she would keep the mummy safe in order to prevent further chemical and biological degradation. Fashioning an oxygen-free chamber big enough for the mummy would take some thought. The poor body must be disintegrating by the minute at the police station, and the long drive there wouldn’t have helped. She would need to call Hamza immediately. He was the tech wiz on her team. They’d need to get started straight away.

Gul headed to the kitchen, then jumped when she saw the shadow. She exhaled, clutching her heart. “Mrs. Fernandes, you scared me.”

Mrs. Fernandes was standing over the stove, her hair in its usual sixties bouffant, a style that looked more like Darth Vader’s helmet with an up-flick than a legitimate hairdo. Many years ago, long before they met, Mrs. Fernandes had worked at Tokyo Beauty Parlour as a bookkeeper. The salon’s signature style had not changed in over sixty years, and neither had Mrs. Fernandes. Today she was wearing a beige summer dress, cinched at the waist, which somehow managed to accentuate her stockiness. She wore her usual serviceable brown shoes, her only adornment being the cross around her neck, which she refused to put away, even when there was religious tension in the country. As usual, she was looking severe. But she had a Goan prawn curry bubbling on the stove, and she was putting on some rice.

May the Gods bless Manora Fernandes, Gul thought. The woman was a marvel, always looking out for her. She arrived wherever she went like a ball of furious, efficient energy, often a pen behind one ear, usually with a well-worn Filofax in hand. Mrs. Fernandes believed in evolution, but she didn’t believe in change.

“Oh, brilliant. I’m famished,” Gul said, reaching for a spoon to dip into the curry.

Mrs. Fernandes used a wooden spatula to smack her hand away. “Wait till it’s finished. You’re always so impatient.”

Gul leaned against the kitchen wall. “It’s been a long day, Mrs. F.”

Manora Fernandes turned to look at her, spatula still in hand. Her jaw tightened. “And whose fault is that? Who told you to go trekking to Balochistan all of a sudden? Only last week the Taliban blew up that police van near Quetta.”

“I wasn’t anywhere near Quetta, Mrs. F. I was in the middle of nowhere.”

“Even worse. If there had been some sort of attack, who would have helped you?”

Years ago, when they first met, Gul had wondered if Manora Fernandes had a screw loose, the way she harangued people. Now she accepted her harassment as a sign of her love. “It was fine, Mrs. F. And really worth it, for what we discovered. Now at least let me eat before you lecture me,” Gul said. She opened the fridge door and grabbed a can of Coke.

“You consume too much sugar, and you never drink enough water,” the woman grumbled, watching Gul with narrowed eyes.

Gul ignored her. “I’m going to wash up, and then we can chat.”

To her credit, Mrs. F kept her opinions to herself until they sat down at the table. Then, as soon as Gul had eaten, she started again. “Idiot policewallah, calling you in the middle of the night and scaring you like that. And you haven’t even told me what you found.”

“It was a body.”

“A body?”

“A mummy.”

Mrs. Fernandes pursed her lips. “What do you mean, Charlie?”

She called everyone Charlie. That was another thing Gul learnt the day they met.

“A mummy, like an ancient, artificially preserved mummy. They were chasing down a drug dealer, and they found a mummy instead.” She filled Mrs. F in on everything she had seen that day.

Mrs. Fernandes shook her head. “This sounds like trouble. You should let someone else handle this.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“I mean it, Gul. There are times when you get too emotionally invested. You have to be careful to avoid disappointment. You know what can happen to you.”

It had been a long journey back. They had hit rush hour, and Gul felt exhausted by the heat and the fumes and the excitement of the day. She felt the sweat ooze down the back of her neck and she flushed. Really, sometimes Mrs. F pushed too far. Yes, she knew what could—what had happened in the past. “It was an acute stress disorder, Mrs. Fernandes, nothing more.”

“A nervous breakdown is a nervous breakdown, no matter what polite term they use.”

“It was three years ago. Because of Mahnaz. And I’m fine now.”

“You’ve only just weaned yourself off the medication.”

“It’s been months now, and I haven’t needed the pills.”

“Gul, I am your friend. It is my job to be concerned about you.”

“Yes. But you are not my mother.”

Manora Fernandes bit her lip, and Gul winced. She’d been too harsh. They both knew what Mrs. F had been to her, all these years.

“If this mummy turns out to be real, and worth a fortune, then by tomorrow the whole of Karachi will know about it,” Mrs. F said. “The government will get involved. You’ll get pushed aside.”

“They can’t push me aside. There’s no one else with any kind of actual mummification experience. Has Director Raja actually sat in a room and used the old methods to dry out a corpse? He knows nothing about how to use natron, or bitumen, or how to remove internal organs, or how to preserve the brain of a dead body. It’s a complicated process, having your vital organs excised. And that’s even before we get to the enemas that were used to dissolve guts and faeces in animals. Can you imagine a world where Director Raja, or any of the government experts, would ever get their hands that dirty?”

Mrs. Fernandes looked pained now. “That drug dealer may come after you. The police said the same thing.”

“Not after me. Maybe after the mummy, which is why it’s so important to find out more about her. Maybe we’ll expose a black-market ring. Can you imagine? Besides, she’ll be under police protection.”

“Still . . .”

“This could be the biggest thing that ever happens in my career, Mrs. F. A Persian woman who was somehow mummified? The possibility that the rulers of Persepolis appropriated Egyptian customs like mummification, and we have proof ? There will never be a more exciting discovery.”

Mrs. F scowled again, and rose from the table, lifting plates as she did.

“I’ll get those,” said Gul, getting up as well. She was still feeling guilty over the mother comment.

“No, I’ll do it,” said Mrs. Fernandes. She headed to the kitchen.

Gul sat back down. Mrs. F was worried about her, that was all. Gul didn’t know how she had managed before Manora Fernandes entered her life. Thirteen years ago, Gul had been working at the Department of Archaeology, on the government’s payroll. She’d been there over a year—to the shock of many of the old-timers. Before she started, it had been the department’s firm rule that women were not allowed to take on any nonclerical roles.

That rule had served the men in the department well for over fifty years. It was the reason—well, one of them—that Gul had gone to Cambridge and then on to Cairo and studied Egyptology in the first place, rather than start her fieldwork in her native country as an archaeologist. But then, around the time her father died, new legislation was introduced to support women in the workplace, to ensure they weren’t being harassed, but also to discourage discriminatory hiring practices. It meant the department had to consider her as a candidate for an assistant director job or justify their decision not to. For Gul, it was a sign. She wanted to move back to Pakistan. She wanted to spend more time with Mahnaz— despite Bilal’s wishes—and she wanted to work on the ruins of the Indus Delta, not just on Egypt.

Gul read and wrote in four ancient languages. She had varied field expertise. She had completed her PhD from the American University in Cairo, on top of the degrees she already had from Cambridge. Just twenty-eight when she joined the department, Gul had more experience than most of the men in the office, even if most of that experience was Egypt focused. The department ran out of excuses to employ less-qualified male candidates, and so Gul returned to the country, and her new role.

But that didn’t stop her new colleagues from doing whatever they could to “encourage” her to leave. She was not allowed to do any fieldwork. Instead, she was set up in a back storeroom. It was supposedly the exploration and excavation branch, but was really just a dark, dank space stacked with skeletons and forgotten antiquities. They thought she would give up and leave archaeology, because nobody wanted to spend their days cataloguing bone parts with no chance of promotion. But they had underestimated her determination.

Her first step had been to hand out flyers at Karachi University, where she was lecturing on ancient civilisations. The university did not have a dedicated archaeology programme, but, she thought, surely some of the students would be keen to learn? There was nothing in the department’s rules that prohibited her from recruiting unpaid interns.

It had been one of the best decisions she ever made. Seven people showed up in response to her flyer. Five ran for the hills when they realised how mind-numbing the work would be, but two remained, curious. There was something about Hamza and Rana, even back then. They were misfits in their own ways—brilliant, out-of-the-box thinkers who were struggling with what their futures might look like. They were history students, kids with imagination who had wanted to study archaeology, but couldn’t find a programme to teach them. Neither of them came from wealthy families, and ordinarily they would have joined the sea of aspiring accountants and lawyers and wannabe bank managers at their university—or worse, in Rana’s case, the “only here till we get married” types. But they yearned for more. It was a feeling Gul recognised all too well, and together, they got to work. Rana and Hamza were whip-smart, but they were green. When they joined her as interns, she dedicated time just to teaching them the academic discipline required in categorisation and analysis. Most of their days were spent cleaning the artefacts for her to sort through.

Gul tried her best to make the work fascinating, and because her young team was keen to do real archaeology, she took them out to the field as much as she could. She put together module work they could do on the side, she taught them herself, and arranged online university access via her friends at universities overseas, so that they could do additional qualifications in tandem to what they were doing in Karachi.

All this from the dusty basement. Together, they taught themselves all there was to know about bones, from type to structure to function, from human to most of the less obscure animals. She dusted and cleaned alongside them and catalogued everything.

When the days were done and Gul emerged, blinking, from her dark rooms, she would wander around the building, reading the archives, looking at some of the exhibits that were in transit or being worked on, spending time with the many forgotten books. Then she would go home, get a few hours’ sleep and begin it all again at 5 A.M. She knew her male colleagues thought cataloguing the bones would keep her busy for years, but she was determined to get them finished. In fact, she was nearly there, what with all the weekends she’d put in, and with the help of her interns. They’d simply have to give her more-challenging work after that.

After eight months of exhausting work with the bones, Gul decided that her interns needed a break and put in a request to take them on a trip to Rani Kot Fort. She’d thought it would be good for all of them to see the sunlight and experience a rare marvel. Rani Kot was the largest fort in the world, stretching over sixteen miles, its massive ramparts standing thirty feet high. In her biased opinion, its walls could rival China’s own showing. Even more excitingly, the fort’s origins remained a mystery, which made it all the more fun to explore.

She’d filled out the forms that all her male colleagues used for fieldwork, requesting a day away, the use of the museum’s van and the money for petrol. She waited a week, but Director Hamid Kayani never replied. And so she filled out the forms again. This time, she went up to his office herself, to personally hand them over, striding across the hallway and up the stairs, determined not to leave until she got what she wanted.

And then . . . she faltered. A dragon with a bouffant sat sentry outside the director’s office, her fingers clacking on an old Apple Mac. She barely looked up. “What do you need, Charlie?”

Gul cleared her throat. “I need Sir to approve this day away. Please.” The woman was sitting in front of a battered fan, but even still, her hair wasn’t moving. It was extraordinary.

Mrs. Fernandes looked up and said nothing for several moments. Then, she gestured to her in tray. “You can leave them there.” She carried on with her typing.

“I’ve tried leaving them before. I won’t do it again. Is he free? I’m going in.”

Mrs. Fernandes’s death stare was enough to stop Gul in her tracks. The clacking of the keyboard stopped. Manora Fernandes spoke very slowly, looking at her without blinking. “I said you can leave them in there. I’ll make sure that he signs them.”

Gul was outraged. “I’m not going to just—”

“You’ll leave them if you know what’s good for you, Charlie. I told you; I’ll get them signed.”

And for some inexplicable reason, Gul—who had once been confronted by an angry cobra in a newly explored tomb in the Valley of the Kings and had very casually knocked it on the head with her walking stick before carrying on with her work—backed down.

The very next day, Gul received the necessary permissions. She promptly phoned Mrs. Fernandes.

“I’d just like to say thank you.”

“For what?”

“For your help with my forms.”

“I don’t know what you are talking about, Charlie,” she said. “But I have work to do.” And with that, she hung up.

Gul did not see or hear from Mrs. F again, until many months later. She’d come in one morning and found the exploration room ransacked. There were bones flung onto the floor in their hundreds, a tibia here, a parietal piece there, making it impossible to walk without crunching, all their tags removed, the shelves upended.

Bastards. Absolute utter madarchods. Somehow, as the anger built, she thought about the many times her mother had quietly congratulated Gul on her perfect marks, but then told her not to make a fuss, so that Bilal wouldn’t develop a complex when he came home with his own mediocre reports. Why was it that men so often felt threatened by women who used their brains?

She almost gave up that morning. There was nearly a year’s worth of work here, upended. There would be no investigations, she knew. Nobody would be blamed or implicated in the vicious destruction of museum property and invaluable artefacts. What was the point of continuing? There was no place for a woman here.

When they arrived, her team were devastated by the sabotage, though they tried not to show it. They stayed well into the evening, sorting what they could. Later, when she’d accepted she would be there until morning, she heard the door to the exploration room swing open.

Manora Fernandes stood in the shadows. “Well, hurry up, Charlie,” she said. “We’ll never finish if you work at that pace.”

Behind her were some of the women in the secretarial pool.

It took months to properly sort out the mess, but from that day, Mrs. Fernandes was a permanent fixture and source of support. When Gul attended her interns’ university graduations, bursting with pride alongside their families, it was Mrs. Fernandes who sat with her.

And when she moved to this new job at the Heritage and History Museum, working under the slightly more amenable Director Rahim Raja, she insisted that her interns be allowed to come with her as full-time staff members. She was thrilled when Rana and Hamza agreed to
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