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Present day—El Giza, Egypt— The Great Pyramid.
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ALEC KENNEDY’S RESEARCH assistant and new love interest, Rhonda Williams, was as hot as the desert.  Ebony skin, dark as night, not too tall, but not short, and impossibly perfectly proportioned. She had uncanny symmetrical features from head to toe, most notably right below her neckline. It was wrong to get involved with a colleague. It was written somewhere in the paperwork he signed. And yet, in his heart, he knew someone couldn't be that perfect. Yet, there she was. And she was into him.

If their expedition lead and senior archeologist, Nathan Gray, hadn’t pushed their schedule forward by two days, Alec could have spent the weekend with his goddess, naked and exploring every curve of her perfect body under the blazing heat of the Egyptian night sky. They hadn’t yet gotten that far in their relationship, but he knew it was certain. Instead, they were to start immediately on their archaeological excursion.

Nathan had promised miracles to the bean counters. At least one unique discovery that would put the University and its egotistical billionaires in the history books. Unfortunately, the team didn't deliver a miracle after seven previous archeological trips to various parts of the world over the past ten years. Mostly old bones and some ceramic vases. Priceless as they may have been, nothing worthy of inclusion in scholarly journals or textbooks. If nothing spectacular came of this expedition, the gravy train funding their work ceased.

Alec was fully prepared to find other work if things went south. And if his relationship with Rhonda progressed well, he was confident she’d go with him. As for the excursion, Alec wasn’t so sure about any of it. Rhonda heavily influenced Nathan in the choice of location. He never even finished validating her credentials with UC Berkley, which was odd. Also, most of the other top scientist and archeologist candidates had been unreachable for some time until Rhonda showed up out of nowhere. As it turned out, Rhonda was efficient and chased down all the necessary red tape required to authorize entry to The Great Pyramid. Once they got to Egypt, Nathan worked his magic to fast-track the required final clearances and approvals. 

Instead of satin sheets and silky-smooth dark skin, Alec’s fingertips raked across the surface of the dank, dusty corridor in the Great Pyramid adjacent to the Queen’s chamber. He heard footsteps echoing off the walls and turned to greet his colleagues.

Rhonda entered first, her eyes absent as if her soul left her body for a second. Nathan placed his arm around her shoulder and gave her a light squeeze. Alec stifled a chuckle and gave a quick wink to Rhonda, who showed him the You’ll pay for this later look in return.

“How’s it coming, Alec?” asked Nathan. 

Alec fiddled with the Wi-Fi, gave a thumbs-up to Nathan, and booted all the computer systems. After a few minutes, the monitors lit up the room, and dark, fuzzy images came into focus from the remote wireless cameras.

Nathan stood about five-foot-five and had thinning grey hair, pale skin, and a slight build with the onset of beer belly. He loved to dress like Indiana Jones, including the fedora, but the image disappeared when he opened his mouth to speak. Of all the delightful attributes Indy possessed, physically fit, ruggedly handsome, charming, and a nice hat, one could say that Nathan at least had the hat. Despite all that, somehow, he convinced the Oxford board elites to award the team the grant money for this trip to Egypt. At least he had the panache for that sort of thing.

The team's advantage on this trip was also due to Nathan’s convincing the Oxford elite to give him more money for this trip. The team acquired the SARTI excavation remotely controlled robot for this excursion. SARTI was an acronym for Standard Archaeological Robotic Technology Innovation, trademarked by a high-tech company in Australia. SARTI’s efficient form factor and agile design for locomotion in tight quarters allowed it to traverse deftly through the Pyramid’s narrow shafts and passageways inaccessible by humans. It could also scan hidden chambers with infrared and soundwave technology and had appendages for handling artifacts.

Nathan’s watch alarm sounded. “Alec, it’s time!”

Alec reluctantly turned his gaze from Rhonda to the monitors. 

“The target area is above the queen’s chamber.” Nathan pointed to a dark and fuzzy square on the screen. “Right there. That two-meter block is where I need the bloody robot to be.”

Alec tapped his fingertips feverishly on his computer’s keyboard, clicking and clacking keys. Alec’s tousled sandy-brown hair spilled slightly over his face and partially covered one eye behind his not-too-thick designer glasses. He was physically fit, had a square jaw, and was dressed in a white lab coat that was tight around his upper arms. A blue Henley peeked out from under the lab coat. Alec’s hot scientist ensemble included faded blue jeans and white sneakers—a hunky professor visage matched the frequent gossip and whispers most of the team’s females and one male member often engaged in back at the University. After a minute or three, he completed inputting the remote commands for the robot in the computer.

“Ready, Nathan,” he said.

Alec glanced at Nathan’s eyes, full of wonder and excitement. Maybe this time, they would finally discover something extraordinary. He switched his gaze to Rhonda’s eyes, which were strangely blank. He waved his hand back and forth a few times. After several awkward seconds, she noticed him.

“Ready,” she said.
Nathan nodded curtly.  “Proceed. Proceed!” 
Alec hit the enter key.  SARTI beeped twice.  A few moments later, it engaged its central drive belt, its tractor-like wheels gripped the stone floor, and it started the journey up the dark, narrow shaft. The viewscreen displayed SARTI’s upward path, an incredibly steep angle. Alec crossed his fingers, hoping SARTI would complete the ascent and not roll back down the shaft. He glanced at Rhonda, who stepped next to him, pretending to look over his shoulder at the computer screen.

She leaned close to him, pressing her body against his, and whispered, “Good luck, striped feline!” in his ear. 

Alec’s mouth lifted on one side. He raised an eyebrow.

Rhonda noticed his expression and corrected herself, “Tiger. I meant, good luck, tiger.” 

Nathan was too focused on SARTI to see Rhonda pat Alec on the ass.

The team’s focus shifted to the monitors in the makeshift command center, which projected the view of SARTI’s journey in the narrow shaft. SARTI extended one of its appendages, unfolded a circular dish, and activated its radar. 

Five long minutes went by. Nothing. Alec observed Nathan pacing non-stop in front of the monitors. After ten minutes, the hair on the back of Alec’s neck stood up. He gave another look at Nathan, who wiped a bead of perspiration that trickled down the side of his face with a handkerchief. Alec’s palms began to sweat. At twenty minutes, Alec swallowed hard as Nathan’s face turned crimson. He was going to blow.

Nathan glared at Alec. “Oh, for crying out loud, that godforsaken thing’s useless. It’s not showing anything but stone and dust. It’s a slow ride to nowhere!”

“Hold on,” Alec said. “Give it another few minutes. Let SARTI complete
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