
Chapter One

			Anna

			26 November, 1922 

			Luxor, Egypt

			 

			The candle flame flickered, buffeted by the cool air escaping from the tiny hole that had been made into the top left-hand corner of the tomb wall. On the other side, visible only through a peephole, was blackness dark as the nubile, naked body of the Egyptian goddess Nut, the Coverer of the Sky, She Who Holds a Thousand Souls. Archaeologist Anna Baring, seeing the darkness, whispered under her breath a prayer from the tomb of the Singer of Amun Henut-wadjebu: “O my Mother Nut, stretch Yourself over me, that I may be placed among the imperishable stars which are in You, and that I may not die.” Then she whispered a second, more modern prayer, “Please let this bloody tomb have something in it.” It wasn’t eloquent and it wasn’t directed at any particular god, but of the two it was the more heartfelt. And if any gods were listening, modern or ancient, hopefully they would grant it.

			There was reason to be worried. In the last hundred years, sixty-two tombs had been found in the dusty, endlessly beige Valley of the Kings. And every last one had been robbed centuries or—more commonly—millennia before, cracked open like mollusks, their contents slurped out by a relentlessly hungry, greedy world. Now Anna was standing at the threshold of the sixty-third. The odds of a different outcome were not just against her, they were almost impossible. Already, there were unmistakable signs this tomb, too, had been breached by grave robbers. If it was the tomb of the boy king, as the seal impressions on the wall bearing his cartouche indicated, it was likely just as much a dry, empty husk as the others; one more in a long line of disappointments.

			Anna had had enough of disappointments. One didn’t defy one’s father’s wishes and spend decades in the desert to have nothing to show at the end of it. One didn’t spend nights lying sleepless in the Egyptian heat, give up friendships and comfort for nothing but endless rocks and dirt. There had to be something here. But what?

			She hardly knew. The people who knew what an intact tomb looked like were in no position to say. They had turned to bone and dust long ago. All she had was imagination, and she was nothing if not grandly imaginative.

			Despite the odds, a sort of electricity crackled in the air, filling it with heady, tangible optimism. Anna felt a certainty bordering on giddy madness. This was it. This was the untouched tomb she and Howard Carter had spent years seeking.

			Their search wasn’t only about discovery and science, persistence, and determination. It was about the majesty of the pharaohs and their unimaginable, impossibly vast trove of treasures. It was about the glory of the ancients and their unwavering belief in a second life beyond the grave for which they could bring—both literally and figuratively—the full panoply of their wealth. If the rooms on the other side of the wall were untouched, it would be the archaeological find of the millennium. Yes, she and Carter would be feted from Cairo to London, but more importantly, the world would see for the first time the full splendor of the Egyptian pharaohs. So much for the Louis XIVs, John D. Rockefellers, and Nicholas IIs of the world—this was the kind of unimaginable wealth that built pyramids out of sand. This was what she had given her life for.

			She shivered with anticipation despite the heavy heat of the valley, her heart racing. She ached with a longing that set her skin on fire to know what waited on the other side of the wall. But she would have to wait. The honor of being the first to see what lay through that tiny puncture in the veil between modernity and antiquity went to the two men clustered tightly around it.

			Carter, cutting the perfect figure of an archaeologist with his slicked-back hair, high-waisted gray wool trousers, and loose white cotton shirt, pressed his forehead to the cool, pale limestone. Although he had rolled his sleeves up to his elbows and loosened his bow tie, any pictures commemorating this moment would show the sweat that soaked his back and left dew in his thick black mustache. In Luxor, there was no escape from the heat, even dozens of meters underground. The man waiting impatiently beside him, impeccably dressed in a brown three-piece suit with matching fedora and cane, was their patron, the patrician George Herbert, Earl of Carnarvon. Anna knew this glimpse inside Aladdin’s cave belonged to the two men by right, since Carter was the head archaeologist for the dig and Carnarvon the purse strings, but even so, she couldn’t help feeling jealous. Hers would be the third pair of eyes to see whatever lay inside. She would have to wait her turn until they had drunk their fill of the glories within, and she was not a patient woman.

			“Can you see anything?” Eagerness vibrated in Carnarvon’s clipped and slightly nasal voice. As was true for Anna and Carter, this endless search for the fabled lost tombs of Egypt’s god-kings had become his life’s work. But unlike them, he had been losing faith. Until a few days ago, he had been ready to abandon the dig, to toss in the towel and let the valley keep its secrets. Then they found the steps to the tomb, and everything changed.

			Carter said nothing. Anna’s mood shifted instantly, a ship changing tack in the wind. Her chest squeezed tight with fear. Was his silence because he was considering how to tell them that what lay on the other side was nothing but shattered dreams and the corpses of scorpions? Was he pondering the valley’s mocking curse—that every tomb found was fated to be empty? If all that awaited them on the other side of the wall was dust and potsherds, their years of backbreaking work, of endless hours sweating in the sun to find just one intact tomb of the pharaohs were for nothing.

			Anna couldn’t bear to think what she would do then. Would she abandon Egypt and go to England? Give up on everything that she had striven for in a pique of frustration and despair? Her blood may have been fully British, but she was born and had lived almost her entire life in Egypt. Egypt was her home. This land had understood her even when her own family hadn’t. It had willingly opened its bosom to her axes and shovels, giving of itself selflessly. Yet if all her efforts had been for nothing, was that not a sign that even the earth here rejected her? If so, where did she belong?

			She licked her lips, her mouth dry, and rubbed her palms against her hips to take away the sweat. She had to calm herself. All hope was not lost yet. There was no curse upon the valley. An intact tomb could still be found.

			What may have been several lifetimes or only a minute later, Carter replied to Carnarvon’s query about his view. “Yes, it is wonderful.” And the awe in his voice revealed that whatever he was seeing, it was indeed breathtaking.

			Anna took a deep breath, suddenly lightheaded. The air filled her all the way to the tips of her ears, and with it hope, joy, and relief. She was a firework, rocketing through the air, on the brink of an explosion. She was dizzy. She clutched the tomb wall, grounding herself.

			Carnarvon took off his brown hat and ran its brim through his hands, looking down at it as though he didn’t know how to react. His light brown mustache—which always reminded Anna of an excavation brush—twitched. “Then we’ve done it?” There was both uncertainty and cautious hope in his voice.

			Half of Carter’s face seemed to disappear into the hole, including all of his distinctive Roman nose and most of his lantern jaw. “It’s too soon to tell for now. It could be a cache like the others.”

			Anna crashed back down to earth. What? No. Not a cache. Not again.

			During the 21st Dynasty, Egypt’s priests had moved dozens of royal mummies whose tombs had been robbed from the Valley of the Kings to a place called Deir al-Bahri. There, a single tomb had become the unceremonious dumping ground for some of Egypt’s greatest pharaohs. By then, all of their funerary trappings—the gold, ebony, precious gems, alabaster, and ivory with which they’d been buried—were gone, their gold sarcophagi melted down. The robbers had been so vicious in their plundering they had even torn the wrappings off the mummies, dislocating and destroying limbs and faces as they’d tried to pry off the solid gold amulets that had been wrapped with the bodies to speed the dead to the afterlife. This sad cache had been heartbreaking enough. Then a second cache had been discovered in the valley. If the tomb in which they now stood was a third cache…

			Anna had to fight against the desire to shove Carter aside and monopolize the view for herself. Surely he was being cautious. It couldn’t just be a cache, not if he had seen “wonderful things.” A cache wouldn’t be wonderful, it would be soul crushing. For four years, she had lived in a mud-brick hut adjacent to his and spent almost every waking hour walking the burning sands of the valley, melting like candle wax in the relentless heat and fighting mosquitos at night. If the tomb was a child, he was the father, but she the mother. She couldn’t bear for that child to be stillborn.

			Abruptly, Carter spoke again, disrupting her thoughts. “There’s gold. Gold, everywhere. Statues…beds…chests…alabaster vases…chariot wheels.” His voice rose with excitement as he enumerated each item. “And another sealed doorway!”

			He stepped back from the wall, bringing the candle with him. His face was flushed. Sweat dripped down the side of his face and into his mustache, carrying with it dirt from the plaster wall that turned to soft mud in the long hairs. “I think we may have done it. I think she may be untouched!”

			He was triumphant, ecstatic, but Anna was still shell-shocked. In the space of minutes, she had gone from the top of the world to the bottom. Returning to the top now left her spinning. But also buzzing. The tomb was intact. They had done it!

			Carter handed the candle to Carnarvon, then quickly widened the hole with a chisel enough that the two of them could look through at the same time, two children with their faces pressed to the glass of a candy shop. For an agonizing few minutes, they were silent. Anna ground her teeth, feeling as though she might shed her skin like a cicada. How much gold was there? Was the room positively filled with it? How big was the room?

			“Extraordinary,” Carnarvon said finally, leaning back and looking at his chief archaeologist. “Just extraordinary.”

			They stepped away from the hole and shook hands, overjoyed by what they’d seen. This was their victory, a shared moment of triumph for two determined, passionate men who had invested so much of themselves into this moment. Carter took Carnarvon’s elbow to guide him out of the passage, already chattering about what steps needed to be taken in the next few days to secure the tomb. As he passed her, he handed Anna the candle with a nod.

			She immediately rushed to the hole, pushing her body against the wall and threading the candle through to the other side. At first, she saw nothing. The candle swam in front of her eyes, the red-orange flame shimmying in the air like a belly dancer. Then, slowly, other shapes resolved themselves.

			She was looking into what was almost certainly the antechamber, a sort of foyer that separated the passage from the burial chamber. And it was full of…everything. A row of three funerary beds stood along the wall across from her in the shapes of a hippopotamus, a cow, and a lioness. Their gilt paint caught the light of the candle and reflected it back at her, sparkling like gold in a mineshaft. Stacked on the floor around them were plain wooden chests and empty wicker crates. Piled on top and below them was, for lack of a better word, bric-a-brac: benches; small wooden tables; petite, ornate chests; ovular, white wood boxes; beautiful alabaster jugs in the shape of lily and papyrus plants; and an exquisitely wrought black-and-white chair with gold inlay.

			A shiver ran up her arms and found a home in her heart. These objects hadn’t been seen by human eyes for over three thousand years. Below the hippopotamus bed was a golden chair. It was hard to make out all of its delicate, gorgeous details in the dim, flickering light, but on the backrest she saw the image of a seated pharaoh and his wife, their skins the color of brown ochre. The armrests were the pale blue wings of a vulture wearing the double crown of Egypt. Yes, a voice whispered, electric with excitement. This must be Tutankhamun’s tomb.

			With effort, she tore her eyes away from it, forcing herself to keep looking at the items that filled the room. To her left, a golden chariot lay disassembled among a pile of wheels. To her right, two life-sized statues with gold jewelry and black skin faced each other. She gasped, a silent inhalation of shock and pleasure to see such large effigies of a pharaoh. Dust floated into her nose, and she sneezed. Once, twice. The air was close and rank after millennia of being cut off from the rest of the world, but it was the air of the New Kingdom. She was literally breathing history itself.

			She withdrew the candle and stepped back, rubbing her nose. Her emotions swirled, overwhelming and exhilarating. This was a monumental, unmatched moment for archaeology and Egyptology. It was everything she had dreamed.

			And yet…something was wrong.

			She leaned against the wall, plain beige and bare of hieroglyphics, and tried to identify what it was. Hadn’t there been gold in the tomb? Hadn’t it been grand and awe inspiring?

			No. And that was the problem. These were the treasures of a pharaoh? This was the sum of Tutankhamun’s ten years of rule? It was true that for a moment, she’d allowed herself to be overcome by the emotion of seeing this intact tomb, but now that she reflected on what she’d seen, she couldn’t deny a nagging, quiet undercurrent of disappointment. The chair aside, nothing else had been of superfluous craftsmanship and value. In fact, looking at the artifacts with an objective eye, they weren’t terribly different from what had been found in the tomb of the nobles Yuya and Thuyu, who had lived only a generation or two before him and whose tomb had been robbed several times. The paint was often shoddy, and frankly, it was clear everything had been thrown haphazardly into the small chamber, piled together without any attempt at order or organization.

			If she was honest, it all looked a little too much like her gran’s study, full of oddities and curiosities but lacking grandeur. Even the gilt was chipping away at the edges, and not just due to age. Her father would have scoffed at the tomb’s poverty and condescendingly called it “a bit of a mess.” Even the walls, which for most other pharaohs had been covered floor to ceiling with decoration, were utterly barren. It wasn’t picturesque, and it certainly wouldn’t awe the tourists that flocked to the Valley of the Kings in the winter months.

			She bit her lip, pushing back against her ambivalent feelings. She shouldn’t rush to judgment. There would be more to see inside the tomb. There would be other chambers, including the burial chamber. Who knew what treasures could be piled around Tutankhamun’s sarcophagus? And yet…

			She considered again the small antechamber and the blank limestone walls of the passage. Clearly, the tomb had been carved for a noble, not a pharaoh. As she and Carter had suspected, Ay, Tutankhamun’s successor, must have switched tombs with the young king and dumped him here with callous indifference. Had he stolen Tutankhamun’s gold as well? The answer lay on the other side of that wall, but she had a feeling she knew it already.

			Blowing out the candle, she strode down the passage, bracing herself for the bright sunlight that awaited her. It was midmorning, and already the heat was starting to build in the valley. In a few hours, it would be ungodly. She handed her beige pith helmet and the candle to one of the Egyptian workers, then climbed the steps back to the valley floor. As she patted dust off her shirt, not only Egyptian eyes, but curious European ones, too, watched her. Every year, thousands of Egyptophiles from all over the world flocked to Cairo, Luxor, Aswan, and the Valley of the Kings. All the tourists who happened to be visiting today had gathered to watch the opening of the tomb. Everyone knew the Egyptians had more gold than Midas, and it would be the story of a lifetime to say they were there when some was found.

			But Anna didn’t care about the stories they would tell back home and had no interest in answering the questions they shouted to her. She marched past, ignoring their cries with her chin held high, and headed to the tomb immediately next door. This was the tomb of Ramses VI (usurped, of course, from his predecessor, Ramses V). It had been looted long ago in antiquity, but she nevertheless considered it the most beautiful tomb in the entire valley. It had five corridors, three regular chambers, and a large burial chamber, all of which were intricately and breathtakingly decorated. It was one of the biggest tombs, too, with soaring, dramatic ceilings. It was a marvel of Egyptian engineering and artistry, a testament to the ancients’ skill at coaxing beauty from rock. Unlike its neighbor, this was clearly and undeniably the tomb of a pharaoh.

			Taking a deep breath and slowing her stride to an amble, she made her way through the corridors. When she came upon two Belgian tourists marveling at the painted scenes in sunk relief that lined every inch of the tall walls and ceiling, she vicariously shared in their awe. Although much of the paint had been lost in time, there were still more than enough flashes of yellow, blue, and red to know how majestic the white walls must have once been. Gods, slaves, and the pharaoh himself wove through every inch of Ramses VI’s final resting place. Bitter frustration teased Anna’s tongue. This was how Tutankhamun’s tomb should have looked. This was the splendor of a pharaoh’s tomb.

			When she reached the burial chamber, she sat down on a shelf of half-carved rock and tilted her head back to look at the bright blue-and-yellow painting from the Book of Sky that ran the length of the ceiling. She felt lost. Ramses’s tomb was elaborate, grand, and imposing. Tutankhamun’s, on the other hand, was featureless, close, and underwhelming.

			It was then she realized what was bothering her most. She had found the pharaoh she had spent years seeking, but somehow, unbelievably, he had turned out to be a pauper. The pharaohs were not poor. Amenemhat I, for example, had claimed to have built a palace decked with gold, whose ceilings were made of lapis lazuli. Ramses III’s palace, meanwhile, was reported to have had a floor of silver and doors of gold and black granite. And yet almost more treasure had been found in the tombs of regular nobles than she’d seen just now in Tutankhamun’s tomb. His tomb, that plain cave, was an anomaly, a pale facsimile of what a pharaoh’s tomb should be.

			Her heart sank as she imagined what they would find in the rest of the tomb: pottery, wood statues, and low-quality jewelry. As an archaeologist, it should have been enough for her. Her discovery of an intact pharaonic tomb would forever be memorialized, and she and Carter would spend years cataloguing its contents. It should have been the discovery of a lifetime. But it wasn’t enough.

			She clenched her fists, resolve building in her. There were still four New Kingdom tombs that hadn’t been found: Ahmose I, Thutmose II, Ramses VIII, and Amenhotep I. They were out there somewhere. One of them might have what she was seeking. Once Tutankhamun’s tomb had been properly excavated, she would find it. She was destined to. Tutankhamun’s tomb wasn’t the end of her journey. It was only the beginning.

			* * *

			29 November, 1922

			Luxor, Egypt

			 

			Three days later, they hosted the official opening of the antechamber, a luncheon for select members of Egypt’s high society held at the head of the valley overlooking the tombs. Anna would have rather been knee-deep in potsherds and dried unguents, carefully documenting what was in the antechamber and wrapping it for transfer to Cairo, but this was an equally necessary part of their work: currying favor with the Egyptian Antiquities Department and other key British officials and expatriates. After all, both had the power to uplift or ruin their efforts. Half of archaeology in Egypt, Anna had learned, was having tea with the right people.

			In point of fact, the antechamber had been opened two days before. After electrical lighting was set up, Anna, Carter, and Carnarvon had carefully tiptoed through the room, gently touching and feeling the boy king’s funerary objects. It had been a transcendental, surreal experience to handle items no one else had touched for thirty-two centuries, and Anna would always cherish the memory. Nor had they seen just the antechamber. Behind the hippopotamus bed, they had encountered another plastered wall, indicating the presence of a secondary room. Carter had secretly taken a crowbar to it, creating a small hole through which a person could wriggle on their chest to see what lay on the other side.

			Yet for Anna, this room only proved her initial instinct that the tomb was a mildly disappointing hodgepodge of royal trinkets. The annex was even smaller than the antechamber and filled with so many plain clay pots thrown together in staggering disarray that it would have been impossible to walk in it. Upended furniture was scattered between dishes, beds, stools, boxes, statuettes, chairs, and baskets. Carter believed the annex had been ransacked by treasure hunters soon after Tutankhamun’s burial, but Anna disagreed. If thieves had indeed made it into the tomb, why hadn’t they taken the glorious, extremely valuable golden throne in the antechamber? It seemed more likely Tutankhamun’s tomb had been unkempt from the start. More disappointment.

			This ambivalence about their discovery weighed heavily on her as she took her seat at the luncheon table. She was pleased that her years of effort would be rewarded by professional accolades and her name forever listed as one of the finders of the tomb, but she found she simply couldn’t feel the same exuberant joy as Carter and Carnarvon. Where they saw a cave of entrancing wonders, she saw only a disappointing jumble of objects chucked into a heap by Tutankhamun’s funerary team. It was a wonderful find, one well worth celebrating, but it wasn’t the find she had dreamed of. She wanted more.

			“Go on, Howard, tell us the story of how you found the tomb,” Henry Morton said as tea sandwiches were served. Carter had invited the representative of The Daily Express to the luncheon specifically to document the tomb’s opening. No other reporters had been invited. It amazed Anna how much Morton and Carter looked alike. They might have been brothers. Perhaps that was why Carter liked him.

			Carter gave him a broad smile. “Luck, old chap.”

			Anna, who was seated near the head of the table with Carter on her left and Carter’s assistant, Arthur “Pecky” Callender, on her right, stiffened with surprise. Luck? She blinked, trying to process this unexpected response but finding no way to. How could Carter call the discovery luck? Luck had nothing to do with the precise, mathematical method she had used to meticulously map out the valley floor. She had spent years narrowing down the search to the exact place—the only place—the tomb could be located. That was how the tomb had been discovered. Why hadn’t he said as much?

			Raising his glass of water and holding it aloft as though he intended to toast, Carter continued, “The Fates have a funny way of playing with us mortals. My water boy was poking with a stick at the ground as we worked. In this way, by utter coincidence, he found the first step. It was a mere four meters from the tomb of Ramses VI, as I had thought it might be. Indeed, I suspect the tomb survived intact all these years only because it was hidden beneath the rubble of the carvers of that tomb.” Carter raised his thick eyebrows, adding a dash of the dramatic. “Yes, a stroke of luck is all that separated the end of our efforts here in the valley from the splendor that you will see before you today.”

			Anna felt the world constrict around her like a fist closing. She could barely breathe. What was Carter doing? What was this fantastical tale of water boys and Greek tragedies? Why was he lying about the process that had led to the tomb’s discovery, making mystical and arcane what was practical and methodical? It was absurd.

			She stared at him, aghast, but he only had eyes for the journalist. She looked to Carnarvon and Pecky, men who knew the real story, but neither of them reacted. They didn’t so much as blink in the face of Carter’s fable. They certainly didn’t rise to contradict him. In their silence, they affirmed his lie as truth.

			Morton took a sip of his red wine and chuckled. “A stroke of luck indeed. For all of us.”

			Morton and Carter, two peas in a pod. In a terrible flash, Anna could see the story writing itself in his mind. Dedicated archaeologist tirelessly searches for the lost tomb of the boy pharaoh for seven years, triumphantly finds it as patience (and Carnarvon’s money) runs out. Water boy breaks open mystery hidden for three millennia. What a story it would be, an international sensation. It was the perfect struggle of man against nature, of luck trumping science. The press would fall over itself to re-create photos of Carter and his noble benefactor Carnarvon carefully breaking the seals and peering inside the tomb. They might even find a quaint Egyptian boy to re-create the imagined discovery of the steps.

			She saw it all and her stomach turned. As the only journalist here, whatever Morton wrote would become irrefutable fact. Justice demanded she correct the account and claim what was hers by right, but to contradict Carter before their guests would be unthinkably gauche. Not to mention he was the head archaeologist and well-respected among the luncheon guests. It would be difficult if not impossible to challenge him, especially if Carnarvon and Pecky remained silent. In a dispute of her word against his, she had no chance of winning.

			She opened her mouth, not yet decided what she would say, but before she could say anything, Pecky’s massive, fleshy hand briefly touched her right thigh. It was only meant to catch her attention; he removed it immediately. When she looked at him, he shook his head subtly. “Let it go.” His voice was low. The words were meant for her ears alone.

			“But…why?” She felt like a balloon whose air had been let out. Why had Carter made up the story about the boy? Why had he left her out of it completely? Why should she allow his fabrication to go unopposed? And why would Pecky let this happen?

			“Let him have his stories. It doesn’t hurt anyone.”

			Didn’t hurt anyone? Anna gaped at the giant, who towered over the other guests like a well-dressed ogre. What about herself? What about her contributions to this dig? Was she no one? Her credentials were almost as impeccable as Carter’s own, and she, unlike him, had been born in Egypt. This was her country, not his. He was the interloper.

			Dazed and shaken, she realized for the first time that Carter had failed to introduce her to anyone at the table, even though men like the Chief Inspector of Antiquities in Upper Egypt, Rex Engelbach, and the Department of Antiquities’s Luxor-based representative Inspector, Ibrahim Effendi, knew full well who she was. She hadn’t thought anything of it at the time since she had come to the luncheon late, but now she saw that to the others she must have seemed like just another invitee, a celebrant of the archaeologist’s success rather than a participant in it. Carter had planned this, and Pecky knew it. The betrayal was stunning in its brazenness.

			“What’s next? When will the next wall be taken down?” Morton asked, continuing a conversation from which Anna was slowly realizing how fully she’d been excluded.

			Carter pushed back his white fedora. Although he, like all their guests, was sweating in his light gray suit, he had elected not to remove his jacket. He must have thought it fit the image of a successful archaeologist. Pettily, Anna wanted to tell him that his black bow tie with white spots mirrored a little too closely his mustache and it looked as though he had two mustaches. He would always be an impostor among the rich patrons he was so desperate to impress.

			“What comes next is a good deal of work. It will take months, if not years, to catalogue the contents of the antechamber and the annex. Every piece must be carefully documented.” He smiled, full to the brim with self-satisfaction. She wished he would choke on it. “Eventually, we’ll open the burial chamber and see the king himself. I cannot say when that might be, but I look forward to that day.”

			Anna no longer heard their conversation. Her ears were full of buzzing locusts. The world was spinning too quickly around her and it was all she could do to sit and take one breath after another. She fussed with her red-and-white-striped tie, then, still fidgeting, ran her hand through her thick hair. It was a luxurious, radiant red like paprika—or the red date of Egypt, the zaghloul—and she was terribly vain about it. Even now, in the valley’s dry heat, it refused to be tamed. She, on the other hand, appeared to be completely subjugated by the traitors around her.

			She felt as though she’d fallen into some alternative version of her life, in which she had ceased to exist but everything else had continued apace. How had she suddenly become invisible to people she had known for years? They knew the truth. They knew what she had done. Why did they not speak up in her defense? She stood abruptly and grabbed her hat, unable to remain a character in Carter’s play a moment longer. Beside her, Pecky stumbled clumsily to his feet as courtesy required.

			“Are you all right, Lady Baring?” Carnarvon asked from across the table, alarmed. He, too, was rising, attempting to play the gentleman to a lady he’d just wronged.

			No, she was not all right. She was being erased from her own life as surely as Ay had tried to erase Tutankhamun, and Carnarvon himself was enabling that erasure. But there was nothing she could do about it, as Carter had anticipated. The corners of her mouth twitched, a pale attempt at a polite smile for the benefit of the people around them. “It’s the heat. I’ve been out in it too long working. Do excuse me.”

			Without waiting, she turned and stalked away from the table. Her abrupt departure would be both noted and whispered about by the guests, but she was too angry to care. Fury drove her as fast as her legs could carry her, pistons fueled by injustice and hurt. As she passed the crowd of workers waiting at the edge of the valley, Ali, the dig foreman, separated from them and slipped into step with her. His oversized leather sandals hissed against the sand as he walked. He was a tall, thin man, with a dusty white gallabiyah and matching turban that set off the deep carob color of his skin. A darker circle on his forehead showed he was a deeply religious man. He was the opposite of the luncheon guests, with their European suits and hypocritical morals.

			“Is the lady well?” There was genuine concern in his voice. Anna wished all men could be as honorable and genuine as him. He would never have betrayed her like Carter had. He would never even think of it.

			Suddenly she was tired. The weariness went all the way to her bones. She rubbed her forehead. “I’m fine, Ali.” Not really, but it was no use telling him the truth. “But low samaht, have Abdul pack my things. I’m going home to Cairo. Immediately.”

			Surprise flew across Ali’s face, making his thin eyebrows jump. “But the dig…?” He looked back reflexively toward the tomb they had spent days excavating together.

			Carter’s treachery was more than professional. It was personal. Anna’s nostrils flared as she realized for the first time exactly what the future held. By leaving, she was giving up any and all access to her own discovery. She would have to learn the full extent of what was in the tomb from the papers. She could never step foot in it again. It was no longer hers. But then, it never had been.

			Ali peered at her, worried. “Miss Anna, you are not happy. Your face is like the monsoon. What can Ali do?”

			Despite herself, she looked back at the luncheon, which had carried on as though she had never been there. In a way, she hadn’t. Lady Baring the woman had been present, but not Anna the archaeologist. Even from this distance, she could hear laughter as Carter played the consummate showman. She ground her teeth. She had learned a powerful lesson, albeit not one she wanted. “Nothing, Ali. But shukran. You are a good man.”

			Ali gave her a shrewd look, perhaps intuiting the discord between his two archaeologist masters. Or perhaps he had overheard something, planning between Carter and Pecky, for example. “Allah is with you and will never deprive you of your good deeds. Do not give up, Miss Anna.”

			She gazed over the valley, which was bustling with dozens of tourists, and her lips puckered. Let Carter have this small victory. She would do what he hadn’t. She would find a real tomb, with real treasure. Then let him feel how it is to have his name overshadowed.

			




Chapter Ten

			Clara

			December 10, 1923

			 

			Clara had folded herself into the settee to sleep, a thin yellow blanket wrapped tightly around her. She was wearing all of her clothing, even her boots, as though it were a suit of armor. Even though the night—technically morning, since it was well past midnight—was hot and the settee was so short it made her legs cramp, she refused to even consider sharing the bed with Anna. Now, wide awake, she watched the dark lump on the bed where the archaeologist lay motionless. And worried.

			What had happened the day before had been… Clara was still trying to process it. She hadn’t expected it, although now she realized she should have. The moment on the rooftop in Cairo, Anna’s quick touches and flirtations on the Nitocris—they formed a trail of breadcrumbs to this very moment. Had she known, consciously or subconsciously, where things had been headed? Had she allowed it…or even encouraged it?

			“Do you think you could love another woman?”

			It was a question she’d never asked herself. Hadn’t thought she would ever be in the position to ask. Yet suddenly the answer was vitally important, and she didn’t know it. There had been a girl once, with long hair like wheat and freckles splashed across her nose. With cheeks like sesame seeds, whose laugh turned the world four shades brighter and made the days longer. And then a woman with twinkling eyes whose charming smile made time stand still. As the minute hand of the clock marched on interminably, the line between admiration and longing seemed much fuzzier than it ever had before. What had she really felt for those others?

			Perhaps, she realized with nervous trepidation, over the years she had felt emotions for some women that might be interpreted as romantic. Perhaps she had even…been in love with them. The discovery of this alternate version of events was overwhelming, but as it was in the past, she could ignore it if she wanted. What she could not ignore was the woman in the bed in front of her. Without wanting to, she remembered the feeling of Anna’s soft lips against hers, Anna’s hands against her body. A jolt of electricity ran beneath her skin. This was not the past. This was here and now.

			She rolled toward the back of the settee, burrowing her face into the blue velvet. Her past, her future, her identity—all these things were in question. What kind of a woman fell in love with other women? It might be fine for a Parisian woman or for Anna, who seemed to live by her own rules here in Egypt, but not someone from Grundy County. If she was the kind of woman who kissed other women, there was no place for her in Grundy County. Maybe not even in all of America.

			She squeezed her eyes together tighter, anguished. But were her feelings for Anna love? Was this what love was? Breathless anticipation and debilitating dread? Waiting to be seen and at the same time fearing it?

			Restless and overwhelmed, she tossed the blanket to the floor and rose from the settee, tiptoeing across the room to the window. She opened it as quietly as she could and took a deep breath of the cool night air. Above her, the moon was bright and full. After a moment’s searching, she found Meskhetyu, the bull leg constellation. In a flash, she was lying next to Anna on the Nitocris, the canvas shade rolled back so they could stare at the thousands of stars above.

			She saw it all in a new light now. Even if she hadn’t admitted it to herself, from the moment Anna had asked her to teach her how to shoot, she had felt a pull toward her—a strange and unfamiliar gravity from which she couldn’t escape. Anna was like no one she had ever met. She was passionate but refined, educated, and ambitious. She was everything Clara wasn’t. It had made sense that Clara would be spellbound by her. Only, she hadn’t anticipated that her admiration would turn to…something else.

			She turned back to face the room. Her eyes were drawn to Anna’s sleeping figure, and she stared, terrified. She had never been so frightened of anyone in her life. Giving in to Anna’s magnetism, allowing what happened yesterday to happen again would mean opening a box whose contents she wasn’t sure she wanted to see, contents that would surely lead to misery. The only solution was to keep away from the beautiful archaeologist. And as for the breathlessness she felt around her, the helpless pull of attraction, well, she would just have to stuff that all down and ignore it. She might be a woman who loved other women, but that didn’t mean she had to act on it.

			* * *

			When dawn finally broke, the sun peeking over the horizon, Clara rose and changed modestly in the bathroom. When she emerged, Anna was rolled over to face the door to the hall. Clara’s stride caught and she found herself staring. There was something unique about Anna. It was as though the sun was always shining on her, or as though she were the sun and everyone else was a planet in her orbit. Or perhaps it was just her, Clara, trapped in that orbit. The worst part was that deep down, she wasn’t sure she wanted to escape it.

			It took all the strength she had to keep walking, to not kneel beside Anna’s sleeping figure and caress the beautiful lines of her cheek. Clara couldn’t explain it. It was as though she’d been bewitched. Three weeks ago, she would never have thought twice about caressing another woman. Now she had to fight the urge.

			Taking a breath, she compelled her feet to carry her first out of the room and then out of the hotel entirely. She had intended to take a walk along the Nile, but as she crossed the street in front of the hotel, she was surprised to see Georgette sitting on the bank, her knees to her chest and her arms wrapped around them. A small green hat that matched her dress was angled above her bun, too small to provide actual protection from the sun but perfectly stylish.

			“I didn’t expect to find anyone out here so early,” Clara said, making the decision to abandon her walk and join her.

			“Ah, oui. I have been watching the ships.” Georgette indicated the river. Three passenger steamers were tied to the bank to the right of where the women were sitting. To their left, a felucca bobbed at the end of a long, frayed rope.

			“Does it remind you of home?”

			She nodded. “A little. Sometimes I walk along la Seine when I am going home from the school. It is very nice.” She looked over her shoulder at a camel ambling past them, two women draped in black and a child on its back, and made a face. “There are no camels there.” Her words dripped with disdain.

			Clara experienced an unexpected pang of nostalgia. The land around the Nile was nothing like home for her. She missed the miles of forests and the quiet chirping of insects at night. She missed babbling brooks and fields of corn. She even missed the rowdy celebrations with hooch in barns after rodeos. But then, all those things were disappearing. The cities were starting to carve deep hollows into the beauty of the land, filling it with cars and concrete and buildings and restaurants. The things she knew and loved wouldn’t be there forever.

			She asked, “Do you miss home?”

			Clara realized there was much she didn’t know about Georgette. She didn’t talk about herself much, although she talked enough about other things.

			Georgette looked wistful. “Oui. Always when I am not at home I miss home. And I have been away for many months.” She brightened. “But it is worth it to be here, non? Today we will see le tombeau of le Pharaon Ahmose. Who would have thought when we met in New York that we would one day be here to see such a thing?”

			She looked down and wound her fingers together uncomfortably, seeming to struggle with what she wanted to say next. After a moment, she said, “And also…it has been nice to spend time with you all. I did not think it would be so nice.” She gave a small, uncertain smile. “We are…friends…non?”

			Clara hadn’t thought about it, but she supposed they must be. After weeks together on various boats, she knew more about Eliza and, to a much lesser extent, Georgette than she knew about some people she’d been around almost her whole life. She knew, for example, that Eliza had once been a journalist for The Chicago Conservator and that her mother had been a maid while her father had been a railcar porter. And she knew that Georgette hated any kind of disorder and could count cards. The idea of friendship seemed important to Georgette, so she smiled back. “Sure we are.”

			Georgette nodded, more to herself than to Clara. “Oui, I thought so.” She relaxed her fingers so that her palms rested on her knees. “It is not la Société Mathématique de France, but it is still nice to be part of this club. Maybe, I don’t know, one day we can go someplace else. We must have more than one adventure to be ‘lady adventurers,’ non?”

			Clara took a sharp breath. Go someplace else with Anna? How could she spend any more time with her? She bit a fingernail and worried it between her teeth, trying to calm the racing of her heart. Seeing Georgette scrutinizing her closely, however, she gave a weak, noncommittal nod. “Perhaps.”

			Georgette bobbed her head “I would like that.”

			They fell into easy silence, Clara thinking about not thinking about Anna, and Georgette thinking about who knew what. Half an hour later, having watched a dozen or more boats sail past, they made their way back to the hotel and into the dining room for breakfast. Eliza arrived just as the tea did, and Anna followed a few minutes later, sweeping into the room with the chaotic energy of a summer storm. Clara dropped her eyes, ashamed at how seeing her immediately reminded her of the feeling of Anna’s body pressed to hers and Anna’s hot breath on her neck. With a stirring of despair, she wondered how she would ever not think of that when she looked at her.

			But if Anna, too, was thinking about what had happened between them, she gave no sign of it. Instead, she was energized by what lay ahead of them, her face glowing with excitement.

			“It’s impossible to know exactly what Ahmose’s tomb will look like once we’ve broken through the door,” she said, buttering a slice of toast with gusto. “But the tomb of Thutmose III, who ruled soon after him, has multiple corridors and chambers, so I expect Ahmose’s tomb will have a similar design.” She set the bread down and rubbed her hands together gleefully. “It could be a hundred meters long and filled absolutely floor to ceiling with gold and jewels.” She waved the knife. “Well, and the usual funerary items.”

			Eliza raised an eyebrow. “You sound like one of those treasure hunters you hate.”

			Georgette nodded in agreement, mouth full.

			Anna snorted, dismissing the comparison. “Nonsense. What’s in that tomb belongs to the Egyptian people. I wouldn’t dream of taking a pound.”

			“You sure history is all it’s about?”

			She grinned. “All right, I shan’t deny I’d love to see Carter’s face when he hears what I’ve found. You know, he dug for a few years in Dra’ Abu el-Naga’. He’ll be sick with jealousy to have missed the tomb.”

			A tall man wearing a black three-piece suit and a fez walked into the half-empty dining room and looked around. His mustache had been twisted and curled up at the ends in what Clara had learned was the Ottoman style, giving him a refined but distinctly Turkish look. He spotted the women and cut across the room to reach them.

			Anna smiled brightly at him. “Good morning, Inspector Ibrahim. Won’t you join us?” She motioned to the table, although there wasn’t actually room for a fifth guest.

			The inspector gave a polite half-bow. “Sabah el-khayr, Lady Baring. I have brought two cars to take us to Dra’ Abu el-Naga’. They are waiting outside.”

			She nodded. “Wonderful. I’ve sent word to Ali to meet us at the tomb with a mallet and chisels.”

			He bowed again. “Inshallah, the tomb will not be flooded. Please, enjoy your breakfast. I will be waiting with the cars when you are finished.”

			At the last minute, she put out her hand to stay him. “Oh, Inspector, one more thing: I won’t have time to speak to this Sharif fellow today. Couldn’t you speak to him yourself about the shipments? After all, as you well know, everything in that tomb will belong to the Department once we’ve opened it.”

			The inspector’s black eyebrows pulled together into a thick, single line. “Sharif?”

			“In your note from last night, you said I should speak to a Sharif at the docks about shipping the artifacts from the tomb down to Cairo.”

			He shook his head, making the black tassel on the fez dance. “I’m afraid I do not know to what note you are referring, Lady Baring. Perhaps it was sent by someone else?”

			Anna frowned. “Well, I had assumed it came from you, but I suppose not. Perhaps a friend of Ali, seeking to be helpful.” She shrugged. “No matter.” She tipped her teacup toward him in acknowledgement. “We’ll be down shortly. Then onwards to the tomb!”

			* * *

			Dra’ Abu el-Naga’, Egypt

			 

			Clara had vastly mis-imagined what Dra’ Abu el-Naga’ would look like. She had envisioned soaring cliffs overlooking a deep crevasse in which Ahmose’s tomb was carefully camouflaged from would-be thieves by limestone walls. She had anticipated a hauntingly beautiful landscape fit to be the final resting place of a great pharaoh. Instead, the necropolis of Dra’ Abu el-Naga’ was an unremarkable outcropping of rough brown rocks and beige sand. It was clear how the tomb had survived this long: no one would look twice at the low cliff and its underwhelming landscape.

			The car in which she, Anna, and Eliza were riding pulled to a halt at the edge of the dirt road. Eliza pressed her nose to the window, staring out at the bleak, unappealing landscape. “It sure ain’t much to look at, is it?”

			“No,” Anna agreed, voice tight with excitement. “And yet it was hallowed ground for the ancient Egyptians. If you look across the Nile there, you can see Karnak Temple, the holiest site in all of Egypt.” She craned her neck, searching for something. “Where is Hussein? It’s unlike him not to come meet me.”

			“Hussein?” Eliza echoed.

			“He’s my guard. Well, of a kind. He’s older than Methuselah, but he keeps an eye on the site when I’m away. He must be napping on his donkey somewhere.” She chuckled. “It’s a good thing all he has to chase away are goats. He’s hardly a Yeoman of the Guard. And that donkey may be older than he is.”

			She stepped out of the car and looked around, her green eyes sparkling. Her pride in this site, in the discovery she had made and was about to reveal, was palpable. Clara, in turn, was proud for her. Anna had done the almost impossible, and she had done it all on her own, through hard work and determination. Now she was about to reap the fruits of that effort, and Clara was honored to be part of that…regardless of everything else she felt about her.

			As if from thin air, a man materialized at Anna’s side, a large wooden mallet balanced over his shoulder and a frayed brown bag slung under his other arm. Anna clapped him heartily on the shoulder. “Ali, it’s good to see you. How is your family?”

			“Alhamdulillah, they are well, Miss Anna.” His white robe hung from his tall, thin frame like a sheet draped over a scarecrow. When he smiled, it revealed a missing left incisor. “They thank you for your generosity, and wish you health for the new year.”

			Anna explained to her companions, “This is my foreman, Ali. There’s not a better man in all of Egypt. Nor one who knows more about the tombs here on the west bank.”

			He bowed, accepting the compliment. “How was Cairo?”

			She made a face. “The usual mess. I’ll be glad to be well away from it come election time. That reminds me: have you heard anything about weapons being shipped down the Nile?”

			Ali’s eyebrows rose. “Weapons? No. Do you want Ali to ask the workers? It is possible someone may have heard of this.”

			She shook her head. “No. If there’s going to be trouble, there’s no use getting into the crosshairs. We had trouble enough in Cairo. We’ve got to keep our heads low and keep working.” She reached for the mallet and took it from him, hefting it easily over her own shoulder although it must have been heavy. The shaft left a streak of ecru dust against her white linen shirt. She thrust her chin in the direction of the sloping cliff face. “Come on, let’s go make history, shall we?”

			Clara had won many shooting contests in her life. She knew the thrill of achievement and the roar of a crowd. But she couldn’t imagine what Anna was feeling as they prepared to open the tomb. Anyone could shoot a gun, with practice. What Anna had done, almost no one else had. Clara had made national news as a sharpshooter; Anna’s name would be splashed across the front page of newspapers around the world. Her discovery would rewrite history. There was no comparison.

			The six of them marched up a narrow path that was little more than a goat trail, Anna in the lead with Eliza, Clara, and Georgette behind her. Inspector Ibrahim and Ali brought up the rear. The ground was rough and devoid of vegetation, not unlike the deserts of the southwestern United States. Clara wondered how Anna could have found anything here other than rocks. To her eyes, it looked like a regular old mountain.

			They hadn’t gone more than a few hundred yards before Anna stopped dead in her tracks.

			“It is here?” Georgette asked, looking around curiously.

			Clara peered ahead, trying to see what Anna was seeing. Just visible over a natural rise in the landscape above them was the top of a limestone doorframe. Inside was darkness too black to see through.

			“Ali…” Anna’s pinched voice was full of dread. It made the hair on Clara’s arms stand up. Something was wrong. “Did you open the tomb while I was away?”

			“No, Miss Anna, of course not. Ali has been in Qena with family for one month. This is the first day Ali is here in Luxor.” His voice was indignant. Still several steps behind the women, he hadn’t yet seen what Anna had.

			She proceeded slowly toward the hole in the cliff. Her steps, so confident and eager a moment ago, were jerky and unwilling, as though she were walking to the gallows. Clara and Eliza exchanged glances as they followed, sensing the pall. The pit of Clara’s stomach gurgled unhappily.

			Clara remembered Anna had said they would have to break down a wall in order to access the interior of the tomb. This wall was what had protected the tomb from thieves for millennia, and how she had known the tomb was still intact. But when they reached the tomb, there was no wall. Instead, a gaping void awaited them, the rock face around it chiseled away savagely. Footprints were imprinted into the dust in front of the entry, too many to count, and there was an unmistakable impression of wagon wheels. Clara’s hands went to her mouth, her jaw slack behind them. Oh no.

			Anna stopped in front of the open tomb and dropped the mallet as though it weighed a thousand pounds. Her knees buckling, she sagged against the tomb’s frame. Her shoulders hiccupped as she swallowed a sob.

			“Euuuh, the door is supposed to be open like this?” Georgette asked, looking confused.

			Eliza glared at her. “Quiet,” she hissed.

			Clara felt lightheaded. She couldn’t believe what was happening. Poor Anna.

			“How?” Anna asked, looking to Ali, who was now seeing the damage. Her eyes were vacant with loss. “How could someone have found out?”

			Ali had no answer. His own face was full of horror. Beside him, Inspector Ibrahim looked green. Anna stumbled like a sleepwalker through the open tomb mouth, at the last minute detaching the flashlight she’d hung at her waist so she could see what lay before her. The pale light swept over bare, perfectly straight limestone walls that angled into the heart of the cliff.

			Clara exchanged another glance with Eliza, full of pity for the archaeologist. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Their entry into the tomb was supposed to be a celebratory moment. Instead, it felt like a funeral.

			Eliza grudgingly brandished her flashlight. “Come on, let’s see what they left.”

			The group advanced slowly in the tomb, their flashlights casting the only light in the dark cavern. The tall, wide corridor sloped for approximately twenty yards until it met a short flight of stairs. At its base was a second, shorter corridor. Every step deeper into the tomb filled Clara with dread. By the time they reached the end of the second corridor, their footsteps muffled against the sandy floor, the weight on her shoulders was as heavy as the rock above them. The way Anna was staggering in front of her, she clearly felt the same. And still, all they could do was press forward toward heartbreak.

			Clara followed Anna closely, endeavoring to stay near her. The darkness in the tomb was blacker than any night. It felt like they were walking into the underworld. The tomb turned sharply to the left, and the beam of Anna’s flashlight seemed to flicker for a moment, searching for a focal point.

			What it found was a room in anarchic disarray.

			Anna froze, the light jumping as her hand shook. Anna had promised Ahmose’s tomb would be full of gold, jewelry, and the full wealth of Egypt’s god-kings. If any of it was still here, it was buried under waist-high piles of shattered clay pots and smashed wooden chests. The room looked like a tornado had ripped through it. Trampled baskets of barley and shriveled fruits littered the ground. Bundles of dried wheat had been kicked open and spread over decaying cloth. The scale of the ruin was breathtaking, and that was even with most of the room hidden by the darkness.

			“Oh no.” Inspector Ibrahim moaned behind them. The beam of his flashlight traveled over a cluster of stone jars and settled on a scattered collection of white figurines that had spilled out of a chest. “The devastation! This is terrible. Terrible!”

			Seconds passed like hours as six narrow yellow lights flickered around the room, taking in the full extent of the destruction. Then Anna’s light found a hole in the floor. Immediately, she pushed toward it, stepping nimbly over a collection of oars and all but running through a minefield of potsherds. Her movement was frantic, desperate.

			The hole contained a second flight of stairs steeper than the first. She disappeared into it. Clara was right behind her.

			Clara may have known nothing about Egyptian tombs, but she knew a coffin when she saw one. In the middle of the room at the base of the stairs—the only thing in it, in fact—was a massive stone sarcophagus. Beside it lay the lid, broken in half. It would have taken an unimaginable amount of leverage to move the heavy red granite. Someone had desperately wanted what had been inside.

			Anna walked to the sarcophagus with stiff legs and looked in. Her shoulders heaved, and for a moment Clara thought she might vomit. Clara hastened to join her, knowing what she would see but dreading it nonetheless. The sarcophagus was empty. The thieves had been so thorough they’d even taken the mummy of the king himself.

			Anna’s legs buckled and she collapsed. Clara caught her just in time, holding her up by the shoulder and taking the brunt of her weight so she didn’t crumple to the floor. She guided Anna to sit on the edge of the sarcophagus.

			“It’s all gone,” Anna whispered. Her voice was so small, so frail. “All of it.”

			“It
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