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“Woe to the living who would dare violate the tombs.

Death will strike with its wings anyone who disturbs the Pharaoh’s rest.”​[1]
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Prologue
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Tell el-Amarna, Egypt – November 7, 1828

The waters of the Nile shimmered under the caress of the ever-present sun, glinting like liquid silver, lazily marbled by soft bluish-gray ripples. This wide ribbon of water flowed from Upper to Lower Egypt, crossing the land from south to north. In the summer, during the great annual floods, it nourished the riverbanks with its life-giving black silt, also known as kemet. The contrast between the lush, thriving flora blooming from this generous source and the barren plains just beyond never failed to astonish passing travelers.

The green landscape cradling the Nile in its arms was a tapestry of thick grasses, papyrus, eucalyptus, weeping willows, date palms, and even lotus flowers and reeds. Beyond this vibrant curtain of life, when eyes finally managed to break away from the bewitching verdant pull, tall dunes and dark rocky peaks came into view, blanketed in beige sands radiating blistering heat.

That arid scene dulled, then instantly erased, any smiles. Despite the stifling temperature, it sent a chill through the blood of most mortals, delivering its silent, terrifying, and ominous message: from this point onward, only death reigned.

In this place, paradise and hell wrestled over a fragment of the world, and man was nothing more than a meaningless pawn—at best, a mere spectator; at worst, a doomed victim. It was along one of these riverbanks, on the eastern shore of the Nile, that in ancient times docked the boats of Akhenaten, tenth pharaoh of the Eighteenth Dynasty, and his great royal wife, Nefertiti.

It was also here that the man who would later be known as the “heretic pharaoh” built his new capital, entirely dedicated to the worship of the sun god Aten​[2]. He named it Akhetaten—“The Horizon of Aten.” 

Grandiose, magnificent in its architecture, built of red bricks and talatat​[3], and populated in less than four years by more than twenty thousand souls, Akhetaten was, without a doubt, the true embodiment of the Aten cult, fully in line with the will of its sovereign.

Three thousand one hundred and eighty-eight years later, in 1828, as time flowed and the ideals and madness of the world shifted, the capital—abandoned at the end of Akhenaten’s reign—was nothing more than a heap of ruins swept by the burning desert winds, guarded only by the remnants of its boundary stelae.

And of its once-great pharaoh, as of its original name, nothing remained. Not even the shadow of a beginning​[4].

On the riverbanks now stood other boats, more modest than those of Akhenaten, yet just as well equipped for the visitors they carried: two maasch​[5], the Isis and the Horus, and a small dahabiya​[6].

The Isis and the dahabiya belonged to the expedition team of Jean-François Champollion, who had just arrived at the site, while the Horus was the property of Kalaan Fébus, Count of Croz, a French nobleman and Egyptologist who had been living in Egypt for the past eight months.

In this mythical place known as Tell el-Amarna, an unexpected encounter had just taken place... one that would inexorably change the fate of both men.
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Chapter 1

[image: ]


The Meeting

––––––––
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“I AM TRULY DELIGHTED that fate has finally brought us together in this land, dear Kalaan!” exclaimed Jean-François Champollion, two hours after their unexpected encounter in Tell el-Amarna and a brief tour of some of the many ruins—first with the members of his expedition team, then with the count alone.

After a short silence, he added,

“These ruins are just as Father Claude Sicard described them in his letters from 1714, and as Monsieur Jomard​[7] reported thirty years ago: a complete desolation. One might even say the situation has worsened, given the rampant looting plaguing these ancient sites. My colleagues and I have noted that time is not the sole culprit in the destruction of these remains; men—with their picks and hammers—have contributed greatly to the devastation. It’s outright vandalism! There is nothing left to salvage, and the few bas-relief carvings, hieroglyphs, and statue fragments we did spot have all been severely damaged.”

“I’ve come to the same conclusion in the two days I’ve been here,” Kalaan sighed darkly. 

His amber-green eyes scanned the ruins and the steep limestone cliffs that rose to the east, just above what must once have been the foundations of a vast city of ancient Egypt. Then, with a glance toward Champollion, he asked again, “Nothing new regarding this Akhenaten’s identity?”

“No, my friend, and I must admit it troubles me somewhat,” Champollion replied wearily, pinching his lips together. “It is truly impossible for me to place this mysterious figure within the long line of kings, queens, or pharaohs. I’m beginning to agree with some of my colleagues who believe this Akhenaten may, in fact, have been a woman. It’s quite strange... as if the world itself had conspired to erase all trace of her—or him—and of that reign, if there ever truly was one.”

With a distant expression, Jean-François reached into the pocket of his trousers and pulled out a pale object that immediately caught the attention of the Count of Croz.

“What’s that?”

“Hm?” murmured Champollion distractedly, lifting his head to meet Kalaan’s gaze. “Oh, this? Just a simple fragment of crystallized limestone—perfectly polished, in fact. From its shape, we suspect it may have been part of a statue’s knee, likely that of a woman, which would support the idea that Akhenaten was of the weaker sex. Then again, we may never know for certain.”

“Perhaps... or perhaps not,” Kalaan replied enigmatically. “Have you forgotten that I wish to share one of my recent discoveries with you? And what if I told you it might provide us with many of the answers we’ve been searching for?”

Champollion blinked in disbelief, his brown eyes lighting up with sudden interest. But Kalaan was already turning on his heel without another word, heading toward the banks of the Nile where the boats lay moored.

The rascal! He was so certain he had piqued his colleague’s curiosity that he didn’t doubt for a second the man would follow.

And how could anyone not follow in his wake? Kalaan carried himself with such a commanding and charismatic presence that it was nearly impossible to resist. He moved through the ruins of Tell el-Amarna like a great feline basking in the sun.

He wore a white linen tunic, snug light-suede breeches, and tall boots made of thick leather—necessary protection against the snakes and scorpions that infested the area.

Champollion had shielded himself from the sun with a simple straw hat. Kalaan, on the other hand, had chosen a black cheche​[8] that in no way diminished his noble bearing—on the contrary, it enhanced it. The fabric concealed a mane of dark chestnut hair streaked with sunlit gold, worn longer than the current fashion allowed and tied at the nape of his neck with a plain leather cord.

Though his face didn’t match the classical standards of the time (which favored men with nearly feminine features), Kalaan was, without question, one of the most striking specimens of his era... and certainly one of the most sought after.

Perhaps his jaw was too square, his lips too full, his features too intensely masculine. But these same traits made him stand out—dangerously handsome in a way that ignored fashion and defied convention.

He had a broad forehead, perpetually marked by a wayward lock of hair that gave him a rebellious air; darker eyebrows that could express, in turn, determination, mockery, or the deepest annoyance. His seductive gaze, with irises of shifting amber-green, often left his interlocutors unsettled, caught in the pull of his magnetic charm.

Among his fellow men, Kalaan was a formidable rival. Among women, he was the most worshipped of libertines.

Far from the porcelain aristocrats who cultivated their delicate appearances by never lifting a finger, Kalaan didn’t shy away from physical labor. He dug through the earth, moved stones, and hauled heavy loads alongside the workers he employed on his excavation sites, a devotion that had earned him a powerful, well-proportioned, athletic body... and the nickname his men had bestowed upon him: The Lion of Egypt.

In barely half an hour, after returning to the camp on the eastern bank of the Nile, the young count had managed to shake off the entire team of Champollion’s expedition, including his two closest companions: Ippolito Rosellini​[9] and Nestor L’Hôte​[10].

His enigmatic attitude was beginning to wear on the linguist’s nerves.

“All this mystery surrounding your discovery makes me, if I may put it this way, quite feverish,” murmured Champollion, his brown eyes gleaming with excitement to prove his point. “My Italian friend and colleague Rosellini strongly suspects we’re not just going to inspect a mere hole in the desert, as you so modestly suggested.”

“Infested with snakes and scorpions,” Kalaan added mockingly, his warm baritone tinged with amusement.

Rosellini, despite his sun-darkened skin, had visibly paled at Kalaan’s words and had not insisted on joining them, despite the fierce curiosity gnawing at him, the same that gripped Nestor L’Hôte.

And yet, this was far from their first site, or their last, with Champollion. They had encountered snakes more often than they cared to remember.

Jean-François chuckled and cast a glance over his shoulder. His colleagues wore visibly disappointed expressions and didn’t take their eyes off the two men as they reluctantly boarded the Horus, where the Count of Croz had politely invited them for refreshments.

“To help you refresh yourselves and find some relief from the heat,” Kalaan had offered graciously.

But it was all a clever diversion, and Champollion was practically squirming with impatience to finally lay eyes on the intriguing discovery, one that clearly tolerated no witness but him.

Kalaan and Jean-François stepped into a felucca to cross the Nile and reach the western bank, where Salam, Kalaan’s loyal Tuareg companion, P’tit Loïk, the count’s right-hand man, who followed him on every expedition, and a few trusted aides were waiting for them.

“Really... a hole,” Jean-François muttered with playful sarcasm as he took his seat in the boat.

Kalaan gave him an enigmatic look, a faintly mocking smile tugging at his full lips, then took hold of the boom and tiller of their small boat to steer it in the right direction.

His movements were calm and confident. One could swear the count had done this all his life, even though he was barely thirty. Seeing him so at ease with navigation, no one could possibly doubt his Breton origins.

It was no secret that the young count, in addition to being a renowned Egyptologist, had once been a corsair. He had first served under Napoleon Bonaparte, at the age of just fourteen, and later under Louis XVIII and Charles X, after the Restoration of 1814, which had returned the Bourbon monarchy to the French throne.

Kalaan was following in his father’s footsteps—or at least, during the time of the Emperor. The former Count of Croz had vanished at sea during a perilous mission against the English, long before the monarchy was restored.

A corsair. Yes, that was exactly how Kalaan appeared in Champollion’s mind, and he made no effort to hide his admiration. He could easily picture him standing proud at the helm of a frigate, unshaken as torrents of salt water crashed over him, braving the fury of a raging storm.

They had crossed paths several times in Paris, often at the Louvre. Their last meeting had been during the inauguration of the Royal Museum of Charles X, when eight new rooms had been opened in the southern wing of the Cour Carrée, entirely dedicated to Egyptian and Greco-Roman antiquities.

At the time, Jean-François had hung on the Count of Croz’s every word as he recounted yet another expedition to Egypt, while he —known already as the “decipherer of hieroglyphs”— still only dreamed of setting foot in the land that drew him like a magnet.

It was a dream that always seemed to slip through his fingers just as he thought he might finally grasp it.

But now, at last, it had come true.

Champollion was living his adventure, savoring every passing second. Glorious Egypt seemed to open its arms to him, drawing him deeper into its rich and mysterious past.

And on this particular day, November 7, 1828, adrenaline surged once again through his veins. Anticipation stirred within him as he prepared to uncover whatever Kalaan was so determined to keep hidden.

Unable to contain himself, Jean-François launched into a flurry of questions—only to realize, too late, that he hadn’t given the Count of Croz a single chance to answer.

Assuming, of course, Kalaan had intended to respond at all. He had not.

The boat jolted slightly as its hull scraped against the sand of the western bank. They had reached their destination.

Kalaan’s men were already pulling the felucca onto the shore. They helped Champollion disembark, while Kalaan —who had jumped into the water before the boat even came to a stop— was already striding off toward the arid, barren zone that loomed just beyond the lush strip of vegetation.

The Count of Croz was indeed a nobleman, but he showed none of the manners, let alone the courtesy, that might have compelled him to wait for his guest.

Only Salam, Kalaan’s brooding Tuareg companion, and P’tit Loïk, the count’s burly right-hand man in his fifties, remained by the shoreline. The two men exchanged uneasy glances. Clearly, Kalaan’s discourteous behavior made them uncomfortable.

“P’tit Loïk,” Champollion greeted warmly, shaking the man’s broad hand. “What a pleasure to see you again!”

“Likewise,” replied the old sea dog with equal friendliness. “Glad you’re here, sir. The sooner you get the kid outta that hole, the sooner we can head back. I’ve had just about enough of gnawin’ on sand.”

Champollion couldn’t help but laugh at the old sailor’s bluntness.

P’tit Loïk, with his graying hair, round cheeks, taut belly, and ever-slipping trousers, had the air of a kindly father figure. Together with Kalaan, he formed a strange but inseparable duo.

Clearing his throat, Jean-François turned his attention to Salam, whom P’tit Loïk hastened to introduce.

P’tit Loïk, with his graying hair, round cheeks, taut belly, and perpetually slipping trousers, had the air of a kindly father figure. Together with Kalaan, he formed a strange yet inseparable duo.

Clearing his throat, Jean-François turned his attention to Salam, whom P’tit Loïk was quick to introduce.

He was what people called a blue man, tall and imposing, dressed from head to toe in the traditional takakat robe and an indigo cheche.

The fabric wrapped around his face revealed only his eyes: deep, almond-shaped, dark, and unreadable, framed by thick black lashes and finely drawn brows.

He was heavily armed. A takouba, its cross-shaped hilt peeking from the brown leather scabbard at his waist, a long spear, and a goatskin shield.

No doubt he also wore, hidden beneath the fabric of his left sleeve and strapped to his arm, the feared Tuareg dagger known as a telek.

Jean-François was suddenly struck by a thought that unsettled him:

God has gathered light and shadow around me, the first in Kalaan, the others in Salam. Could it be a sign of fate?

“Salam aleikoum. Peace be upon you,” said the Tuareg in Arabic, not Berber, his voice deep and resonant as he bowed his head respectfully.

“Wa 'aleykoum as-salam. And upon you be peace,” Jean-François replied, fluent in the language.

That was the end of their exchange. With a nod from Salam, the trio followed the path Kalaan had taken moments earlier.

The heat on this side of the Nile was strangely heavier than on the eastern bank and among the ruins of Tell el-Amarna.

Jean-François felt it instantly.

He adjusted his straw hat, feverishly wiped the sweat from his face with a handkerchief, then pressed the cloth to his nose and his tightly pinched lips.

To his right, P’tit Loïk looked even more affected, struggling for breath with every heavy step.

The farther they moved away from the vegetation and flat ground, the closer they came to the furnace of the dunes, and the harder it became to keep going.

Their feet sank into the fine sand as if it were trying to break their will to press forward.

That sand...

It was everywhere. A true torment.

It filled their mouths, turning their tongues dry and thick, made their teeth grind, burned their eyes until they watered in self-defense, scratched at their clothes until they felt like sandpaper, and crept into their boots, which were supposed to offer protection but now only added to their suffering.

With each step, the desert took its due, subjecting them to its sly and merciless tortures.

About three hundred feet farther on, they finally caught up with the Count of Croz, who had condescended to wait for them. After lowering the cheche covering the lower half of his face, he offered a goatskin water pouch to his fellow Egyptologist.

“Drink. Now’s not the time to collapse from heatstroke.

You too, P’tit Loïk,” he barked, noticing the pitiful state of his old friend.

“Damn it, next time you’ll listen to me and stay on the boat!”

“I done promised your mother I wouldn’t leave your boots, son!”

“Did you also promise her you'd die of sheer foolishness? Drink!”

Champollion accepted the life-giving water without protest, despite its unpleasant warmth, and after quenching his thirst, quickly passed the goatskin to the old sailor.

After taking a long swig himself, the old man offered the pouch to Salam, who declined with a slight shake of his head.

“Of course,” P’tit Loïk grumbled. “The blue warrior, nobody dares scold him, huh!”

“Salam is from this land,” Kalaan replied tersely, as though it were the hundredth time he had to explain. “His tolerance for heat is in no way comparable to yours.”

Jean-François, for his part, couldn’t help but show a certain curiosity toward the blue man—something Kalaan noticed, smiling faintly before continuing:

“Salam wanted to welcome you with honor, dressed as he would for a great ceremony. He would have worn white, out of respect for you. Unfortunately, all he has left is indigo basin.”

“I thank him,” said Champollion, inexplicably moved by such deference, though inwardly, he felt like a small, insignificant man.

A mistaken idea he had of himself, while the world of scholars both revered and envied him for being the first to decipher the hieroglyphs.

To Salam, he was one of the greatest of them all.

“The place is just a few steps away,” Kalaan announced, pointing toward a stretch of towering dunes.

The heat was now unbearable. Strange shimmering waves rose in the air, distorting the view for miles in every direction.

Suddenly... a chilling, unfamiliar sound broke through the silence.

Then another, like a low, distant moan, followed quickly by a third.

A wave of sound. Then another.

There!

The noise shifted again, turning into a rhythm, deep and pounding, like distant drumming.

No... now it was back to a deep, vibrating wail.

“That’s what we call the song of the dunes​[11],” Salam explained in French, his voice rich and marked by the strong accent of his Berber tongue.

“The elders used to say those songs either summon death, or foretell it.”

Champollion shivered from head to toe.

Not from cold... but from fear.

A fear that hadn’t left him for some time now.

The fear that death might strike before he could complete his journey, preventing him from discovering all the world still had to offer.

“They’re just legends, Jean-François,” Kalaan said in a calm voice. “These sounds happen when the wind brushes the dunes, or when our feet cause small avalanches of sand. I understand your reaction, though. I felt the same the first time it hit me.” He glanced ahead. “Shall we?”

Without waiting for an answer, he turned and resumed his determined march.

Once again, he didn’t wait for them.

Champollion shook himself mentally, forcing his reluctant body to follow the young noble and push aside the grim thoughts swirling in his mind.

“By thunder, he trembled like a dainty little lady,” muttered P’tit Loïk, just loud enough for Champollion to hear. The latter stifled a laugh with a cough as Kalaan resumed speaking.

“Fear can be respectable, when it pushes us to make the right choices. Only fools and imbeciles fail to see that.”

“And you, dear friend?” asked Champollion. “Is there anything that frightens you? You seem as solid as a rock. It’s hard to imagine you capable of such emotion.”

Kalaan let out a deep, throaty laugh and turned his amber-green gaze toward him.

“If I told you what gives me cold sweats... you wouldn’t believe me.”

“Go on, tell us,” said Champollion. “Unless it’s classified information.”

“Oh yes, we’re all ears,” added the old sailor in his usual sweet tone. Salam looked on with silent detachment, clearly above such banter.

Kalaan’s lips twisted into a cynical, almost bitter smile.

“I keep no secrets. Very well. Since you insist... what terrifies me most,” he said, pausing just a second, “is women.”

Champollion, stunned, thought he must have misheard. Then he burst into brief laughter, only to quickly regain his composure when he saw the disheartened expression of the ladies’ beloved Apollo. P’tit Loïk, on the other hand, made no effort to hold back and roared with laughter, slapping his knee with delight. As for Salam, he simply nodded once without uttering a word.

He’s not joking, Champollion realized with disbelief. Him? That notorious libertine, that infamous skirt-chaser—afraid of women? The revelation seemed utterly implausible.

“I can’t stand their squawking, their coy little games, their trivial chatter and constant scheming. They’re all the same, every one of them!” Kalaan grumbled, his tone almost apologetic as he thought of the two exceptions. “Except for my sister Isabelle and my mother. I’ve reached the point where I could become a priest, that’s how much I loathe them.”

“You’re joking... surely,” Champollion murmured.

“Not in the slightest. I may have loved them once—or at least enjoyed them. But I’ve grown tired of them. All I see now is falseness and overflowing hypocrisy. Oh, I’m no monk. They serve a purpose... let’s say, for the occasional dalliance, I admit that quite humbly. But that’s all it is.”

Jean-François thought he saw a flicker of amusement in Salam’s dark eyes, though the Tuareg still said nothing. And so, he began to reflect on the count’s words. He was a remarkably handsome man, rich and free, and surely all the noble matrons of France were aware of it. No doubt he endured a constant parade of eligible daughters at his doorstep. And, it was said he was an exceptional lover, which meant the widows and unhappily married women likely lined up as well, eager to add him to their own list of conquests.

From that point of view, yes, the fairer sex could indeed be terrifying. Jean-François could now understand and even believe Kalaan’s words. On the other hand, he would have preferred to feel a fear equal to his friend’s. Anything, really, rather than the dread of a premature death.

“The tomb is right beneath our feet,” the Count of Croz announced suddenly, pulling Champollion from his dark thoughts.

A tomb?

But... where?

They stood atop a high dune, and nothing around them seemed to confirm what Kalaan had just said. Yet when Jean-François followed the direction of the count’s gaze downward, he couldn’t help but let out a gasp of surprise.

There, at the foot of the hill, several stone uprights, unmistakably man-made, had been unearthed, clearly outlining the entrance to a mausoleum. It was partially freed from its ancient bed of earth and completely invisible from the banks of Tell el-Amarna.

Kalaan’s baritone voice broke the silence that had settled once more.

“The desert guards its secrets jealously. Nature, whether by whim or mischief, sometimes teases it by breathing tempests that unveil to the present world what should never have resurfaced. We are the first to lay eyes on this structure in countless ages. It was never mapped by Sicard, nor by the scientists from Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign​[12], nor by Belzoni​[13], and certainly not by that loathsome French consul, Drovetti​[14]. I’ve made sure of it. This is a major discovery.”

“Or a great curse...” Salam said darkly, more somber than ever. “This is no tomb,” he insisted again, as he had the day before when they first found the site. “No pharaoh, no queen, prince, or high official rests here.”

Champollion was seized by uncontrollable shivers. The Tuareg’s grim words echoed the dark premonition that had suddenly taken hold of him.

“Jean-François is here to confirm or refute your claim,” Kalaan muttered, his brow furrowed. “Why build this structure so far from Tell el-Amarna...” he added pensively, almost to himself.

“So folks won’t come trampling all over the place,” P’tit Loïk grumbled, just as uneasy. “We headin’ back to the boat, son?”

“No,” Kalaan said sharply, his tone leaving no room for debate.

“This structure was placed here to protect the living from what lies inside,” Salam cut in, his voice abrupt.

Kalaan cast a heavy look at his Tuareg companion before turning his attention back to Jean-François.

“My friend, you’re the only one who can tell us what we’re really looking at. Could you translate the hieroglyphs carved on the door? They hold the answers we seek. With your catalogues and research, I can manage a bit myself... but I’m still just an amateur. Will you?”

The Egyptologist hesitated only a moment. He had to admit it, even in the grip of that unsettling premonition—he felt the same intoxicating curiosity as Kalaan.

He wanted to see this through, even if it meant stepping straight into danger.

“I’m dying to find out,” he said, his voice both strong and trembling. “Let’s go.”

“May God have mercy on us,” P’tit Loïk muttered before sliding down the slope on his backside toward the enigmatic structure.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The Mysterious Structure
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THE SAND GAVE OFF THOSE strange sounds again, the so-called song of the dunes, as P’tit Loïk clumsily made his way down the slope, followed by Salam, Kalaan, and Jean-François, whose descent was far more composed.

Moments later, they stood before the entrance of the peculiar structure, while the thirty or so men from the Count of Croz’s entourage had moved several yards behind them. Among them were Arab laborers, as well as sailors and travel companions of Kalaan. Everything in their bearing betrayed their fear of what had been unearthed, their anxious eyes spoke louder than words.

Good grief! Kalaan scowled inwardly. It’s not as if this is their first time in front of a tomb!

“We shouldn’t be here,” Salam muttered again, just as Jean-François stepped closer to the hieroglyphs that adorned the wall serving as a door.

Kalaan didn’t bother wasting his breath trying to reason with his stubborn friend yet again. Instead, he crossed his arms over his powerful chest and waited for whatever revelation Champollion might offer.

“These inscriptions are... magnificent!” the scholar cried. “Pure hieroglyphs, countless pictorial signs, royal cartouches... It’s all in such perfect condition, you’d think it had been carved yesterday! I’ll begin translating right away!”

He started darting from one section to another, nearly hopping in place. At each pause, he let out an exuberant, “I’ve got it!” and scribbled feverishly into his notebook. It was as if Champollion had suddenly forgotten the entire world around him.

“What exactly have you got?” Kalaan couldn’t help asking with a long sigh, having now watched his companion’s strange dance for a good twenty minutes.

“It’s fascinating...” the scholar murmured, still engrossed in his frenzy.

“What’s fascinating is that we’re all going to roast like pigs on a spit, smells like we’re halfway there already,” P’tit Loïk muttered as he dabbed his flushed, sweaty face for what must have been the hundredth time.

“Go back to the boat,” Kalaan snapped, not out of irritation, but concern.

It was obvious he was worried about his old friend, who groaned as he rose heavily from the sand, just as Champollion suddenly exclaimed,

“That’s it! I’ve translated the most important parts, and I still can’t believe my eyes!”

He strode nervously toward Kalaan.

“This name, Imhotep, I saw it in Saqqara, where the step pyramid stands! But I’d already come across it while studying the Royal Turin Papyrus. He’s described as a sort of healing god, ‘son of Ptah’, a physician, grand vizier, scribe, architect, and magician. To this day, it’s hard to say whether he was truly a man or more of a divinity. I hope to learn more as I continue my journey.

But the best part, dear Kalaan, is yet to come!” 

Jean-François beamed from ear to ear, his eyes glowing with excitement as he looked at the count. Unable to contain himself any longer, Kalaan finally asked the question that had been burning on his lips.

“What’s the best part, then?”

“Akhenaten!” Champollion cried, clearly elated. “He’s mentioned here, on this very door! And he’s not a woman, as we previously assumed, but a man, a pharaoh! Listen to this: it says that to ensure the peaceful reign of the great Pharaoh Akhenaten, a magical rite was performed here, according to the sacred instructions of Imhotep. Wait... I need to read it again,” he muttered, turning back to the inscriptions.

“Ancient charms,” Salam interjected. “I warned you, this is no tomb. We must not go any further. The magic of the ancients is feared and respected, because it is all-powerful.”

“You hear that, son? We’re going back,” P’tit Loïk chimed in, pretending to turn around.

“No,” Kalaan said sharply. “Something is pushing me forward. I can’t explain it. I must go inside this mausoleum, tomb, crypt —whatever it is, I need to enter it.”

“Here it is,” Jean-François continued, oblivious to the rising tension within the group, too absorbed by his translation and the magnitude of what he was uncovering. “It says: Imhotep watches over this place. All of Pharaoh’s fears, hidden or absorbed, unclear phrasing, I’ll revisit it, by the magical stone, shall bring purity to Aton and eternal prosperity to the people of Egypt.’”

“This Imhotep... if he was a man, could he be buried here?” Kalaan asked, visibly intrigued.

“No,” Champollion replied, returning to the inscriptions. “It seems more likely to be the use of his knowledge, through magical formulas and a particular stone, which supposedly freed Pharaoh Akhenaten from all his fears. And here... I’ve partially translated a curse. I can’t say I’m surprised. It was apparently customary to warn intruders that they would be damned if they crossed the threshold of a sacred or royal edifice. It might be wiser...” he added suddenly, taking a slow step back.

His demeanor changed in an instant. The elation vanished, replaced by a clear unease.

What? He was backing out too? Kalaan couldn’t suppress the sudden surge of anger rising from somewhere deep within. For a moment, he seemed almost possessed.

“Curses are for cowards who’ve got nothing in their trousers,” he growled, squaring his broad shoulders. “As nature saw fit to endow me quite generously in that regard, I’d rather not offend her by turning tail now. I’ll ignore your warnings and go through that damned door.”

“Oh, Lord,” muttered P’tit Loïk, covering his eyes with one hand. “The brat’s back again... What’s in your pants don’t make you a real man, for heaven’s sake.”

Jean-François opened his mouth like a fish out of water. He had no idea how to react. A deep, creeping anxiety took hold of him, weighing down his thoughts and stiffening his limbs.

Seeing his hesitation and pale face, Kalaan gave him a sharp look, his lips curling into a sly smile.

“Are you one?” he asked in a low voice.

“Am I... am I what?” Jean-François stammered, caught completely off guard.

“A coward.”

The Egyptologist couldn’t help but glance down at the buttons of his trousers, recalling Kalaan’s earlier words. He flinched like a schoolboy caught red-handed when he heard the count’s low, amused laugh.

That scoundrel, he’d got him again.

“No, of course not!” he snapped, forcing a nervous laugh to join his friend’s.

“And what happened to that fine speech you gave just a moment ago?” Salam asked, his accent thick but his tone precise. “That fear is respectable when it helps us make the right choices? Cowardice and fear are one and the same. Perhaps now is the time to choose the wiser path, and not step through that doorway.”

Salam’s words, though simple, gnawed at Kalaan’s mind. Inside him, reason and a strange madness were locked in battle. Was it the heat getting to him? He, who was usually so in control of his actions and thoughts, barely recognized himself anymore.

“Would you like me to tell you the full curse, my friend?” Jean-François offered gently. “I’ll translate the last lines, so you can decide with full understanding.”

Kalaan let out a deep sigh and gave a nod.

Jean-François cleared his throat and began to read aloud, his voice gradually faltering.

“Woe to the defilers of the lair of fear. Upon you, the stone shall unleash your deepest terrors. You will suffer. You will become. You will beg for release, which only... death... can grant.”

A heavy silence fell over the group. The heat was still oppressive, though the sun was already sinking toward the western horizon. Yet, strangely, every man felt a sudden, icy draft sweep through the air.

Kalaan was the first to pull himself together. He stepped closer to the door and spoke in a low voice, almost as if thinking aloud.

“Look at Amarna... at the ruins of what was meant to be a city of eternal prosperity. And where is that people, the one promised grandeur? All that remains is dust. If any magic was once at work here, then clearly it failed. And by that same logic, perhaps there’s no curse either. Still, I’ll respect your wishes. We’ll turn back and leave the wind and sand to bury this place once more.”

He never found out who sighed in relief behind him, because the moment he finished speaking, his hand pressed against the warm stone, and it crumbled instantly into a pile of black ash.

Freed from the door that had cut it off from the world, the entire structure seemed to inhale deeply, drawing in the air it had been denied for hundreds of centuries. The sound it made was low and mournful, almost like a groan.

Nothing remained of the doorway but a heap of blackened ash at Kalaan’s feet. Around them, dark wisps —thick as smoke— drifted and coiled in the air before slowly dispersing.

Kalaan barely gave them a glance. His focus was fixed on what now lay before him: a long, rectangular corridor, sloping gently downward into the bowels of the earth.

“What... what have you done?” stammered Champollion, his wide brown eyes bulging with disbelief, his blood running cold from the eerie sound the structure had just emitted.

“Nothing,” Kalaan managed to reply, forcing himself to breathe slowly and calmly. A muscle ticked along his jaw. “Maybe the door was made of some extremely brittle material... like the clay you find everywhere along the Nile. All I did was touch it... and it disintegrated.”

“But lad... clay doesn’t turn to dust like that,” P’tit Loïk said hoarsely, waving his hands in front of his face to clear the dark mist swirling before his nose. “And what the hell is that smoke?”

The Egyptian workers had begun to scream. One of them suddenly bolted, running straight westward in blind panic, unaware he was heading straight into death across the unforgiving desert.

“You, go after him!” Kalaan ordered two of his Breton​[15] sailors, who immediately took off in pursuit. Behind them, Salam shouted rapid commands in Arabic, trying to calm the panicked workforce.

One of the laborers had thrown his cheche to the ground and was now pulling at his hair, screaming “Curse!” over and over in his native tongue.

“Allah will protect you, pray!” Salam bellowed again.

The workers dropped to the ground and prostrated themselves, chanting fervent prayers with cries of Allahu akbar, raising their arms toward the sky before bending forward to press their hands and foreheads into the sand.

Meanwhile, Kalaan’s sailors whispered quietly among themselves, but none moved from their post. They were men of honor, hardened and loyal. Warriors at heart. And not one of them would abandon their bold, reckless corsair of a captain.

“It’s a sign from fate. I’m going in,” Kalaan declared firmly, once some semblance of calm had returned.

“Bring me a torch, and my sword,” he ordered, sliding a Model 1822 naval pistol into his belt.

“Or a trap,” Salam muttered as the count grabbed a torch and sheathed his blade.

“God alone knows,” Kalaan replied as he stepped into the narrow tunnel, ducking to make his way through the low passage.

Jean-François hesitated for a moment, casting questioning glances toward P’tit Loïk and Salam. But seeing that neither of them made a move, he rushed after his friend.

“Wait for me!” he called out, but it was no use. Kalaan was already far ahead, his silhouette barely visible in the dim glow of the torch, the darkness of the tunnel seemingly swallowing him whole.

“Nope... this time the lad’s on his own,” P’tit Loïk muttered with resignation, slumping heavily into the shade near the entrance. “God as my witness, I just can’t go in there. It’s beyond me.”

“He’s not alone,” Salam said sharply, planting himself in front of the entrance with legs wide and eyes probing the darkness. “Champollion followed him. The fate of these two men plays out here now. Everything is always written in advance.”

*
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THE FARTHER KALAAN ventured into the narrow passage, the more labored his breathing became, his heart pounding furiously in his chest.

The air was dry, scarce, and thick with miasma. His mouth felt parched, his throat burned with every swallow, and his tongue was beginning to swell, surely an early sign of dehydration.

He scolded himself for not thinking to bring a water pouch before stepping into the unknown.

His body and mind, already strained by the desert heat, were beginning to betray him.

His muscles, unusually tense and rigid, ached with every movement.

As for his mind... it played tricks on him. He kept hearing faint moans echoing from the stone walls that surrounded him.

“Keep going,” he muttered hoarsely, his voice momentarily drowning out the otherworldly wails.

“Kalaan! Wait for me, please!”

From the sound of Champollion’s boots scraping through the sand, the count guessed his companion was only a few paces behind, though still lost somewhere in the blackness.

The man’s breathing was loud, whether from the lack of air, the effort of catching up, or both.

For a brief moment, Kalaan was seized by a sharp pang of guilt... but he quickly shoved it aside.

After all, he chose to follow me, Kalaan thought, unsurprised.

The decipherer of hieroglyphs had character to spare, and he had proven it many times.

He also didn’t lack courage, which was precisely why Kalaan considered him a friend, one of the very few he allowed into his inner circle, for that matter.

He slowed his pace, though he didn’t come to a full stop.

Soon, by the flickering torchlight, he came face-to-face with another wall.

The tunnel, however, sloped gently to the right, and he called back to Jean-François with a brief update:

“Wall ahead!”

Not two minutes later, he heard a yelp of pain, a string of curses, then a huffy protest:

“You could have waited for me, since I had the madness to follow you!”

Ah, now that sounded suspiciously like an order.

Which, naturally, pleased Kalaan... He didn’t like being told what to do, and took great pleasure in doing the exact opposite whenever possible.

This time, however, there was nothing to be done, he had to obey.

Another wall rose before him, blocking any further progress.

The path ended in a dead end.

“Blast it all,” he growled under his breath.

Champollion finally appeared within the flickering glow of the torchlight, rubbing his nose, which he had clearly banged against the stone at the bend in the tunnel. Bad luck... Kalaan had warned him.

“You’ve lost your straw hat.”

“Probably right where your cheche fell,” Jean-François shot back, not at all fooled by Kalaan’s diversion.

Good grief! Would this aristocrat ever apologize?

“It seems the tunnel ceiling collapsed here under the weight of time. At least we’re not injured.”

“Speak for yourself,” Champollion grumbled, gingerly probing the bridge of his nose.

“It’s not broken. No swelling, no bleeding. It’ll serve you well for many years to come,” Kalaan quipped, turning back toward the wall and raising the torch to inspect it from top to bottom.

“Looks like we’ve hit a dead end.”

The count pulled a mocking face at the obvious remark, before his expression darkened into a frown of frustration.

They hadn’t come all this way underground just to be stopped by a damned wall. Along with a water pouch, they should’ve brought a pickaxe. There had to be a way forward. But where?

“Look,” Champollion whispered. “This isn’t a wall like the others. It’s another door! Very cleverly disguised as a slab of limestone, but it’s not real stone!”

Indeed, the whole surface had been carefully carved to mimic a stack of natural blocks, matching the rest of the structure perfectly.

Kalaan let out a low whistle of admiration. The illusion was flawless. Without Champollion’s trained eye, he would never have noticed the trick.

“This is craftsmanship of the highest order,” the scholar continued, kneeling down. “Could you bring the torch a bit closer, please?”
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