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PROLOGUE



A white cargo van crawled through London’s busy morning traffic. Kahairi al-Mousa was intent on his target. This would be his biggest operation yet. Despite the inherent danger, it thrilled him.

Glancing over to his driver he said, “Pull in there.”

The driver’s eyes flicked towards al-Mousa’s prominent scar and obeyed the order. Everyone obeyed al-Mousa’s orders.

They pulled into a commuter drop-off in front of Liverpool Street Station. The imposing train depot is a London icon, its solid brick walls soaring to an imposing height of fifteen meters. Inside, Victorian-era pillars held up a gothic glass ceiling that flooded the main floor with natural light. Tube platforms, located on the floor below, bustled with activity as commuters arrived and boarded trains heading to all parts of the city.

Al-Mousa turned to the four young men behind him. “Do you remember your instructions?”

The men nodded, a grim look on each face. They were determined. Nervous. Afraid.

“Then it’s time.”

The side door slid open. Two men stepped onto an expansive paved terrace that was swarming with people. The remaining two handed out four black roller bags before joining their comrades. He watched the team disappear into the crowd. There were voices in the crowd amid voices calling out hellos and goodbyes. The sounds of everyday life.

A far-off train whistle blew its plaintive call. Endless scraping and shuffling of shoes across the smooth terrace set a percussive counterpoint to the deep thrum of powerful engines below, something felt more than heard. It all contributed to a sense of insistent motion that seemed to urge commuters to pick up the pace.

He was greatly pleased to see how they all scurried to get inside the station.

So many people. All bumping and pushing to reach the entry—and their deaths. The thought sent a thrill through him.

Very soon, I will be famous throughout the world.

Six months earlier he’d received a message from al-Qaeda. He was surprised—and honored. They wanted him to mount an action in London. A big one. He’d staged many successful bombings, but nothing on the scale they were asking. The logistics had been daunting. The danger of discovery very real. The British security services were vigilant and he worried this operation would be discovered long before he could strike.

In the end, it was much too tempting an offer. He accepted.

It took months before he was ready, and he finally sent the message, “All is prepared. I will need help for the final phase.”

Al-Qaeda sent a team of four to assist him. Unfortunately, they were young and inexperienced, the oldest no more than twenty. Each ready to take part in a glorious adventure. He knew better.

He went over the plan in detail with the team, carefully explaining their roles. Using a blueprint of the station’s interior, he showed them exactly where he wanted the explosives placed.

“The spread of the placements is critical. The collective blast will greatly magnify both the area and force of destruction.” He marked each location with a red X on the blueprint and assigned each a position.

“You must place your bags in these spots. Exactly on those spots.”

They all claimed to understand.

“Once in position, I want you…” he pointed to the oldest one, “to text me that the placement is complete.”

The young man nodded, looking carefully at the blueprint. A questioning look came over his face.

“This is the entry level,” he said. “Surely, you mean to strike the trains below.”

Annoyed, al-Mousa growled, “Most of the people are on the main floor—tightly packed together. The objective is to kill and wound as many infidels as possible. Blowing up a train doesn’t do that.”

Chagrined, the young man lowered his eyes.

“Once the charges are placed, you’ll have three minutes to get out of the building.”

One of the others asked, “Why only three minutes, sir?”

“It’s the maximum amount of time your cases can sit unaccompanied in the station. If they’re noticed an alarm will be raised. Our plan will fail.”

“What if we can’t get out in three minutes?”

“Then you’ll die.”

The four young men gave a wide-eyed look. To al-Mousa, it was clear they hadn’t understood until that moment that death was a very real possibility.

Inside the massive Liverpool Street Station the four roller bags packed with C-4 and ball bearings were placed exactly as ordered. The combined explosive force would send a shock wave through the entire building. Shrapnel would propel outward at the speed of sound, ripping through flesh and crushing bones. The devastation would be epic.

Back at his temporary headquarters, al-Mousa waited anxiously for his mobile to sound. He wondered what could be keeping them.

It could be anything. Crowds, probably.

He’d designed the explosives in such a way that the other bags needed no special wiring or phones to detonate. The initial blast of the primary bag would activate pressure-sensitive devices in the other three. He savored the thought that this operation would shock the world.

Five more long minutes passed. He gripped the mobile tightly and paced the planning room, waiting. Finally, it dinged. He breathed a sigh of relief.

Time slowed to a standstill.

He dialed, activating the mobile he’d planted in the central roller bag. Closing his eyes, he could almost see the tremendous series of explosions. Mayhem. Death. Glass flying outside like an ocean wave sweeping over the crowd on the terrace, wounding and perhaps killing many.

He gave the team no more thought. Their safety wasn’t his concern. Either they escaped or they didn’t. However, It was imperative that he get out of London as quickly as possible.

He listened to the radio as he left the city. Every station was filled with reports of the massive bombing. Frightened-sounding reporters breathlessly claimed the explosion was the most destructive since the Blitz. “Not since 1940 has London seen such destruction. Loss of life is sure to be in the hundreds. Casualties could run into the thousands.”

Looking in the car’s windscreen, he saw the reflection of his own grimly triumphant smile.


PART I



CHAPTER 1



Two Years Later

Hannah Ahmed stepped through the Bab al-Ghuri gate of the Khan el-Khalili souk. She stopped for a moment to experience one of the oldest markets in Cairo. It was just as she remembered. There were all manner of shops, vending stalls, and stands. She was unprepared for the wave of emotion that swept over her, a mix of nostalgia and a deep sense of pride. The crowds of shoppers ebbed and flowed like a gentle tide.

Somewhere within the souk she heard a vendor crying, yallah, yallah. As she passed fabric stands, she reached out to feel the soft, slick textures of the multi-colored silks. They swirled together as if they were some improbable rainbow.

She passed baskets of exotic spices and breathed in the intoxicating aroma of cardamom, the pungent scent of cumin, the sweet, clean fragrance of coriander, and much more. The plaintive, almost yearning tones of an oud played somewhere deep within the souk. She sighed. I’ve been away much too long.

As Hannah passed a stall selling antique mirrors, she stopped to observe herself. Almost unconsciously she went through a mental checklist.

Plain, full-length dress—check. Arms covered—check. Head scarf—check. Modest shoes, no bare toes—check.

She pressed on through the throng, thinking about her assignment. She was forced to persuade C, the Director of SIS, that she could find Kahairi al-Mousa, the mastermind behind the Liverpool Station bombing two years earlier. C was reluctant.

“It’s already been deadly for one agent,” he said.

She argued her case. In the end, she got her way. She almost always did.

Months passed as she searched for particulars on al-Mousa. There were reports of him in Palestine, or in Paris, even Tunisia. None were true.

There was little hard information on al-Mousa, except that he was an educated man, trained in engineering and physics in London. He was young. Mid-thirties. Reportedly handsome, although he had a long scar on his left cheek, a souvenir from a confrontation almost two years prior with a British agent—the agent who disappeared and was presumed dead.

Hannah’s frustration in tracking al-Mousa had reached a breaking point when she received word that a woman named Alya claimed to know al-Mousa. Alya was willing, for a price, to speak with her. The breakthrough was liberating.

She made plans to meet the woman in Cairo but had no clear idea what Alya looked like. She didn’t know if Alya was young or old. Their discussions had all been through online messaging and she could find no accounts or pictures of Alya on other social media platforms.

She spotted her destination within the souk—a café built into a stone wall she’d frequented with her parents. Three small tables sat outside, like sentries guarding the entry. Hannah walked through an ornate arch and was grateful for the grotto’s immediate drop in temperature.

In the dim light, all tables had Aladdin-style brass lamps with small open flames at the spout. She sat at a rear table. From that vantage point she could observe all who entered or left. It was part of her tradecraft, second nature to her now.

Hannah took in her surroundings. The walls were covered with faded pastoral scenes. The air smelled like Om Ali, a puff pastry stuffed with raisins, pistachios, coconut, almonds, and drenched in sweet milk. It was the aroma of home.

After two tiny cups of sweet, thick, cardamom-spiced coffee, she began to lose hope.

I’ll give her another twenty minutes.

She waited twenty-five.

I was so close…

As she stood to leave, a fully-robed girl entered.

She watched the girl keep her gaze to the floor. It was the mark of a servant.

This must be Alya.

She sat back down, relieved.

She’s young.

The girl glanced around, spotted her, and walked to the table.

“Nefret Kamal?” The girl called Hannah by the alias she’d used during their previous contacts.

“I am. Please sit down.”

Alya sat across from her, eyes cast down, hands clasped in her lap.

“Welcome, Alya. Thank you for meeting me.” A mumbled reply. “I know this is dangerous for you.”

Alya looked up sharply and then turned her head toward the entry.

“Don’t look around. You’ll draw attention to us.”

Hannah looked closely at the girl, a raised eyebrow coaxing Alya to begin. After a moment’s hesitation, Alya spoke in hushed tones.

“You’re looking for al-Mousa.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes.”

“You said you’d pay money for information.”

“I will, provided it’s good. I have the money here.” She patted her side. “But first, tell me how to recognize him.”

“He has a scar on his cheek.” Alya used an index finger to trace a long line along her own cheek. “It’s very noticeable.” Alya dug beneath her clothing and held out a scrap of paper. “There’s a meeting in five days—at this address.”

“And al-Mousa will be there?”

“Yes, along with others.”

Hannah leaned forward, took the paper, read and then crumpled it. She held the wad of paper over the flame of the small brass lamp on the table. They both watched the paper turn to ash.

“Do you know what the meeting’s about?”

“No, I’m just a serving girl. My family was hired to prepare lunch.”

“You’ve done well, Alya.” She handed her an envelope under the table. “Can you get me into that meeting?”

Alya thought for a moment. “Yes, I believe so. If you don’t mind posing as one of the serving girls.”

“I don’t mind at all.”

Alya looked at the ashes between them. “Do you remember the address?”

“Yes.”

“You must enter from the alley. There’s a door with a red lintel. You can’t miss it.”


CHAPTER 2



Raymond Chalcroft’s plan was stunning and ambitious in scope. The first phase was a deception like no other. The second would shock the world.

He sat back in his leather executive chair, gazing across a richly polished antique desk. Looking out the picture window, he hardly noticed the stark desert landscape and mountainside reaching up and out of view. His mind churned through the plan yet again. Not that he needed to. He’d been preparing this for a very long time. Now, reciting the steps of the plan was more like meditation mantra.

First, I find a bomb-maker…

He’d talked to many people in the Middle East and everyone came back with the same name: Kahairi al-Mousa. Al-Mousa’s universal recommendation encouraged him. He’d heard of the London bombing, of course. It was hard to avoid it with all the worldwide press.

This is a man who can do the job.

He set out to locate al-Mousa, believing, with his contacts, it would present no problem. How wrong he’d been. Al-Mousa was nowhere and everywhere. He began to wonder if al-Mousa might be a myth created to embolden the faithful.

After months of fruitless searching, he was ready to give up and find someone else. And then, fate intervened.

A message came from an extremist group he’d dealt with in the past. They claimed to be in contact with al-Mousa. There was a demand, of course. Money for information. It was of no consequence—he could afford it. What was important was the meeting date and place. He jumped at the offer.

Chalcroft hadn’t always been rich. In fact, he grew up a poor kid in Pittsburgh. As a teen, he had to scrape for menial jobs and put up with others looking down on him, telling him he was a loser, that would never amount to anything. Alienated and alone, he swore he’d show them all one day. That day came. In a big way.

Now a successful venture capitalist, he was well-versed in moving money from one place to another, and in such a way that transfer activities were untraceable. He made arrangements to transfer fifty-thousand dollars from his Cayman Islands account to a bank in Cairo. He used an escrow setup so he could revoke the payment should al-Mousa not be at the meeting. If the bomber was present, he’d release the payment to the go-between group.

He called in Craig Tyrell, the one person he trusted.

“This is an essential piece of my plan. It will jump-start everything.”

Tyrell listened without reply.

“You’ll meet with this man…” Chalcroft handed Tyrell a folder. “His name’s al-Mousa. Reportedly the most successful bomber in the Middle East.”

“And the target, boss?”

“A building.”

“Where am I going?”

“I’ve arranged a meeting in Cairo. You must keep my identity confidential. The information you’ll need is in the folder. It includes a background on al-Mousa. It also has account numbers for the money I’m offering. The money will be paid in two installments. The first is for the bombing. If the destruction is total, I’ll release the second payment.”

“As an incentive.”

“Correct.”

“When do I leave?”

“Right away. I’ve alerted the pilot. Take another man with you.”

Tyrell turned to leave.

“This is important, Tyrell. Don’t come back without the deal.”


CHAPTER 3



Craig Tyrell was proud to serve as Mr. Chalcroft’s security chief. It was a position he normally associated with white men. He was black. He was also the boss’ oldest—and only—friend. He took the relationship seriously and kept a close eye on both the man and his estate. Early on, there was a larger security staff, but when the state-of-the-art security system went in, he was able to manage day-to-day operations on his own. All it took was his smartphone. He could monitor, activate, and deactivate functions from anywhere on the property—or the world.

Tyrell had access to outside security services that he called upon from time to time, like this trip to Cairo. For the trip, he brought along a large and heavily muscled man who had no imagination or ambition beyond carrying out orders.

After landing in Cairo, a taxi drove them to the address the boss had given him. It was a nondescript, desert-sand colored building, set alongside similar structures. All were lined down a narrow, dusty street bustling with activity. He looked up at the second floor. Two men were trying to observe his arrival through a dirty window without being seen. He smirked at the amateur effort.

Inside the building, a man identified himself as the go-between for this meeting. He escorted them up a worn staircase to the second floor and stopped before a closed door.

“Our money?” the go-between asked.

“It’ll be wired as soon as I’m satisfied we’re meeting with al-Mousa.”

The man nodded and then hurried back down the stairs. Tyrell and his security companion looked at one another and shrugged. They opened the door.

The meeting room occupied most of the upper level. It appeared as he expected. Linoleum tiled floor. Beadboard paneling. Old wooden doors. Window frames long overdue for a painting. The windows themselves were covered with caked-on film that made it hard to see outside—or inside.

A single ceiling fan provided meager air movement in the room. A large table was set in the center of the room under the fan. A man sat at one end of the table.

That must be the guy in charge.

The man was handsome, in the vein of Omar Sharif, except for the scar on his left cheek. It shined white against his dark skin. Eyes moved constantly. They were dark, lifeless eyes—like a shark’s. They gave no indication of what he might be thinking. Tyrell recognized the signs.

The eyes of a killer. Gotta be al-Mousa.

Two guards took their positions inside the door, each holding a Kalashnikov at port arms. He figured these weren’t the only men at al-Mousa’s disposal.

Tyrell glanced at his security companion and lifted his chin, indicating he should take up a position near the window.

He pulled out a chair and sat down.

“My name’s Tyrell.” He looked carefully to get a feel for the man.

Al-Mousa greeted him not in Arabic but in English, “I am Kahairi al-Mousa. I was informed you would be attending this meeting.”

Tyrell took out his mobile and sent a brief text that would release the go-between’s payment.

Al-Mousa is here.

Returning attention to his host, Tyrell said, “I’m fully empowered to speak on behalf of my employer.”

“So I was told.”

Al-Mousa made no movement. The eyes stopped moving and stared straight at him. It made him uneasy. The scrutiny becoming uncomfortable.

“Your employer wishes to engage my services.”

Not the usual start to a meeting, especially with a Muslim.

He’s still just a terrorist. The boss told me he’d be easy to manipulate.

“You’ve a reputation as an expert bomb-maker. My employer has need of your services.”

Al-Mousa gave an appreciative nod.

“We want you to destroy a building.”

“Where is this building?”

“Here, in Cairo.”

Al-Mousa hesitated.

“Is there a problem?” Tyrell asked.

“Not at all. I was wondering what building it might be. I’m also considering the manpower and equipment necessary to achieve the level of destruction you’re asking for. It won’t be cheap and it will take time to organize.” A beat. “What’s the target?”

“The new Grand Egyptian Museum.”

Al-Mousa gave him a skeptical look. “The whole building?”

“No, just the warehouse beneath.”

“I see…”

“We’re prepared to fund you. Today. Time is short.”

Al-Mousa still appeared unsure. Perhaps he didn’t fully believe this was a legitimate deal on the table. “Why do you want to destroy that building?”

“The reasons are my employer’s. He’s prepared to pay you one million US dollars. Take it or leave it.”

It was a great deal of money in al-Mousa’s world. They both knew that.

“Will you provide expenses?”

“We’ll give you fifty-thousand dollars to cover your operational needs.” The boss was confident the cash-in-hand would be a powerful persuader. He lifted his mobile. “You just saw me release a payment to your go-between for this meeting.”

“What of the operating money you spoke about?”

He handed over a zippered tote bag.

“Five hundred packets of one-hundred-dollar bills. Fifty-thousand in total.”

Al-Mousa opened the bag and nodded. “This is acceptable. And the one million?”

“That’s held in escrow at the Qatar Bank here in Cairo. The money’ll be released when the job’s complete.”

Al-Mousa made no response. Tyrell opened his folder and handed al-Mousa a sheet of paper.

“This is the account number and access codes at Qatar Bank. You’re welcome to check. It’s fully funded.”

Al-Mousa took out his mobile and logged onto the QIB site. After a little scrolling he nodded and closed the mobile. “You said time was short.”

“The action must take place on April twenty-fourth.”

Al-Mousa considered the date. “That’s only a month away. It will be difficult. It’s also the first day of Ramadan.”

“Nevertheless, the action must take place on that day.”

Al-Mousa remained undecided. Time to increase the temptation.

“There’s one more thing.” Tyrell opened the folder again, extracting another sheet. “If the destruction is total, you’ll receive an additional one million dollars.”

“A total of two million?”

“Yes. The second payment will be released if and when total destruction of the warehouse is confirmed.”

“We have an agreement.” Al-Mousa zipped the bag closed and stood.

He was pleased al-Mousa had been so easily played. It was just like the boss said—money always makes them fall into line. Tyrell stood to leave as well. The meeting was over.

Once outside, he sent another text.

Deal accepted.


CHAPTER 4



Hannah got up early. She was uneasy about the secret meeting. She didn’t know what to expect. She’d searched for so long, taken the lead at every turn, and now it was as though this young girl, Alya, was in charge.

I have to trust her. What if it turns out al-Mousa’s not there? Even worse, what if it’s a trap?

She looked out the window to the narrow Cairo street below.

Focus!

She took several deep breaths and then dressed in a traditional full-length black robe. She chose to wear a black niquab, a garment completely covering the head and face.

Fortunately, it left an opening for the eyes. Unfortunately, she saw her mother’s blue eyes looking back at her in the mirror.

That won’t work.

She was proud of the unusual trait that her mother had passed on. Except here, where she needed to flawlessly blend in, it made her stand out. Inserting brown contact lenses, she looked again. Satisfied with her appearance, she checked the Beretta Nano tucked on her thigh beneath her long garment.
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Hannah loved walking in the early morning. The air was cool and clear, and the streets of Cairo were largely empty. She inhaled the unique scents of the ancient city, slowly letting her breath out.

It smells like desert and tastes of spice.

She searched for the address she’d memorized. While she knew Cairo, this was an unfamiliar quarter. The streets here were dusty. Tiny whirlwinds sprouted here and there, lifting bits of paper and sand into the air. The street she walked on was lined with two and three-story buildings, all in various states of disrepair. The upper floors she knew were residences. The ground floor of the buildings were shops selling shiny copper pans, colorful fabrics, household goods, and food. Most were yet to open.

She found Alya’s building and went around to the alley. She spotted the red lintel. Vendor stalls were going up nearby, but she gave them no notice. She was focused on her objective.

She knocked lightly at the door. Alya opened it just enough to let her inside. She stepped into a bustling kitchen redolent of roasting kabobs, stewing muhammarah, and kusa mahshi, all baking in ancient ovens. It brought back memories of her own mother and her childhood.

Alya handed her an apron, making a show of helping tie it around her waist, whispering, “Today you are Fatima. You’re replacing my cousin, Safia.” Alya then introduced the other women in the kitchen. “Mother, Auntie, this is Fatima. She’ll be helping us today.”

“Welcome, Fatima,” Alya’s mother said.

Hannah inhaled the aroma she knew well.

“You’re making muhammarah. I used to make that with my mother. May I help you?”

Her offer was immediately accepted. “We’re glad to have you, Fatima. I wasn’t sure how we were going to get all this food prepared and served—your extra hands will make it possible.”

Soon there was laughter and storytelling. Hannah joined in the spirit. “May I tell you about the first time I made muhammarah? I was eight years old.” She launched into an anecdote of disaster in the kitchen.

While the banter continued, her eyes searched for exits. There was the alley door she’d entered, and then she noticed another door at the back of the kitchen.

I wonder where that leads?

About ten o’clock the women took a short break. She took Alya aside. “Can you show me around a little?” Alya nodded and led her to the rear door.

They stepped into a narrow passageway. Her senses were assaulted by the smell of countless dishes no longer enhanced by fragrant spices. The stink of stale coffee hung in the air. She also got an unpleasant taste of old grease that stuck to the back of her tongue.

Alya appeared unaffected by the narrow hallway’s disagreeable miasma. “This is our service hall. Only the kitchen staff use it.”

“Where does it go?”

“To the rear stairs. They lead up to the floor where the meeting will take place.”

They came to a set of narrow, rickety stairs. She looked up with a frown, the unpleasant aromas swirling around her like a fog. “Is there more?”

Alya led her to the end of the passageway where they came to a faded blue door. She gave a questioning look.

“This leads to the building next door.”

“Does anyone live there?”

“I don’t think so. It’s been abandoned for more than a year. We don’t go in there.”

Returning to the kitchen, Alya pointed to a shelf. “Please get those baskets and dishes. We’ll begin preparations.”

The noon hour came quickly.
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Hannah helped load several large, covered dishes onto a trolley. All four women had to lift the trolley and carry it up the creaking stairs to the second level. “Watch this step—it’s not properly nailed,” Alya warned. Reaching the landing, the women set the trolly down. “That’s the hardest part.” Alya’s tone was apologetic.

They wheeled the trolley to double doors that were guarded by a pair of men with Kalashnikovs. Stopping the women, they inspected each dish before allowing them to enter.

Once inside, the women wasted no time serving. As they lifted the large platters of food, Alya tilted her head in the direction of the table. Hannah spotted a man with a long scar on his face. She quickly averted her eyes.

The food service went faster than she would have liked. Dishes and serving bowls were collected and placed back on the trolley. Alya gave a pleading look as the trolley was rolled it out of the room. Hannah lagged behind.

The men were talking among themselves. Being the only servant in the room, she began emptying ashtrays, picking up napkins, and re-filling coffee. All the while, she moved closer to the conversations. She needed to be in a better position to listen.

Al-Mousa’s eyes continuously darted around. The scar on his cheek seemed to glow with a life of its own. The discussion continued around the table when one of al-Mousa’s confederates posed a question.

“Why Cairo? Surely for Ramadan, Saudi would be a better target. Or even Paris.”

“No. It must be Cairo,” al-Mousa said. “The client insists it must take place on the twenty-fourth of April.”

She made a mental note. They’ve been contracted for a job.

Another spoke up. “What’s the target?”

Al-Mousa rubbed the scar on his cheek. “It’s a big target. A museum.”

Hannah could think of only one big museum in that area, and the thought shocked her. But why a museum? What worth would that have to a bomber? Museums held the relics of Ancient Egypt, to be sure, but what was the terrorism value? She had no time to think it through. It would just have to wait.

There was a timid question about their ability to accomplish such a job.

“While the scale is large, the task itself is relatively simple.” Al-Mousa stood and went to the windows. He looked through dirt-streaked glass, checking the latches, an almost unconscious habit. “That’s why I asked to meet here in Cairo.” He returned to the table. “There isn’t much time to plan.”

She could feel al-Mousa’s eyes moving over her as she walked around the rear service table.

“You, woman! What are you doing back there? Why are you still here?”

He looked straight at her with those dark, dead eyes. Bowing her head submissively, she moved toward the doors.

Al-Mousa slammed his fist on the table. “Guards!”

The doors crashed open, and the two guards rushed in looking for a threat. Seeing only the startled faces of the men in attendance, they turned questioningly to al-Mousa. That moment of delay allowed her to slip behind the guards and into the hall.

She stopped at the top of the stairs and listened to confused shouts coming from the meeting room. Her heart was beating hard. Perspiration inside her niquab restricted her vision. She was tempted to tear it off.

The stairs were her only option. She ran down, slipping on the riser that wasn’t nailed in place. Throwing out both arms, she managed to catch herself on the railing, avoiding injury—or more importantly, capture. There was more shouting behind her. She had only moments to make her escape.

As she reached the bottom of the stairs a burst of automatic gunfire came from above. Handrails shattered and stair risers exploded. One bullet ricocheted, striking the Beretta beneath her skirts, causing her to stumble to one knee. There was only a little pain—certainly not enough to slow her down. She got up and ran, not looking back as more rounds whizzed wildly through the air.

Out of sight from the stairs, she looked quickly checked her thigh. There was no blood, only a large bruise. She gave thanks but the Beretta was unusable.

I won’t be shooting my way out of here.

The door to the kitchen opened slightly. Alya poked her head out, her face ashen and eyes wide with fear. Alya looked pointedly down the passageway. Following the gaze, Hannah understood.

She ran down the hallway to the faded blue door—the one Alya claimed led to the building next door.

The guards were giving chase, although the shattered stairs impeded their progress. The sound of heavy boots thudded down the broken stairs. By the time they reached the bottom, she was nowhere in sight.

Then came cries of frustration—they’d soon figure she’d run down the hallway.

The guards shouted to one another as they ran. The clamor of their boots and the clink of weapons echoed through the narrow passageway that felt even smaller in her dash to escape.

She pushed open the old blue door and closed it behind her. It certainly wouldn’t present much of a deterrent.

The main room was empty. Thank God! She ran to an outside door.

The pain in her leg increased as she ran. Her thigh burned.

She opened the outer door.

The alley was no longer empty—it was filled with an active bazaar, humming with all the typical activities. Vendor carts selling fabrics, musicians playing harps, tambourines, kinnors, lyres, and lutes. There were stands of fruits, baskets of colorful flowers, and the aroma of many spices blending into a unique perfume that filled the air. People where everywhere, and the crowd proved a perfect opportunity to cover her escape.

Blending in, she was satisfied she could move through the throng without attracting attention. Her training dictated she not run. Running causes people to stop, stare, and step aside. Not to mention it would make her an easy target for her pursuers.

She moved farther into the bazaar, zeroing in on a cart of fresh pomegranates where three women inspected the fruit. She noticed the women were dressed in the same dark clothing as she. Hannah joined them at the cart.

The women were in an animated exchange with the vendor. She stood slightly apart but angled herself to watch the building she’d just escaped. Two guards burst from the rear door, their weapons raised and ready. They stopped in confusion. They were confronted by a dense crowd in the alley bazaar.

The guards’ dismay was plain as they tried to spot her in the crush of people. Without calling attention to herself, she moved around the pomegranate cart to get a better view of her pursuers.

The guards fixed their gaze on the pomegranate cart. She didn’t flinch. That would be a dead give-away. She knew how to hide in plain sight.

She picked up a fruit, tapped it, smelled it, rattled it next to her ear, then placed it back in the cart, going for another to inspect. The men lost interest and looked elsewhere.

She let out a sigh of relief. The guards had been defeated by the open market. She broke away from the women and made her way out of the alley.


CHAPTER 5



“Dammit, Hanna,” snapped C, “I sent you to locate and report, not take a seat at al-Mousa’s table!”

Standing before the SIS director’s enormous desk, she was deflated. She thought C would be pleased. Perhaps even congratulate her for finding al-Mousa, not to mention uncovering a new plot.

“I must apologize, sir. I believed I was acting within the scope of my assignment. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

C was unmoved. “Do you know how dangerous he is? Eighteen months ago we lost an agent searching for al-Mousa.” He gave her a stern look. “I don’t want you on the Killed-In-Action list as well.”

C faced the large window in his spacious office. If he appreciated the spectacular view of the River Thames from the Vauxhall Cross building, it didn’t show.

“Yes, sir, I do know. And with respect, I wasn’t sitting at the table. I was serving. Along with three other women.”

With only a harrumph from C, she continued.

“Sir, it was an opportunity not to be missed. Knowing their attitude toward women, I was confident I could infiltrate and observe without being noticed—even right under al-Mousa’s nose.”

C moved his glasses down his nose. “You actually saw al-Mousa?”

“Yes, sir, I did. He was quite close.”

“Did you manage to take a photo? There aren’t any pictures of him.”

“I’m afraid not.”

C gave a tight nod—at least he was calmer now. “Tell me more about the bombing.”

“It’s to be in Cairo. All I know is that the target’s a museum and it’s being planned for April twenty-fourth.”

C gave her a questioning look. “Why a museum?”

“I asked myself the same question. I gathered it was some kind of special assignment or commission.”

“This all sounds a bit thin, Agent Ahmed. You don’t even know the actual target—if there truly is one.”

“Sir, there are twenty-four museums in Cairo, but the biggest—and most visited—is the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities. If al-Mousa’s going to make a splash, I’m betting it will be there, at the Cairo Museum. That’s why I need to get back. I know what I heard. Something’s in the works. You must let me return.”

C shook his head. “I’ve got other, more pressing investigations that could use your talents. I can’t have you running off chasing rumors and suspicions.”

“Sir, these are my people. Let me go back and conduct a proper inquiry. If it’s just a bunch of smoke, no harm done. On the other hand…”

C gave her a long look. She could tell he wasn’t totally onboard with her request, but he wasn’t shooting her down either. He printed out an authorization, and as was tradition, he signed it with green ink. He handed her the order. “I want regular reports. And you to return as soon as possible.”
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She returned to her small office. It didn’t have a spectacular view of the River Themes. In fact, her window faced another wall of the Vauxhall Cross building. She sighed.

C gave me the order, but reluctantly. He doesn’t understand. There’s a very real threat and I’m going to run it down.

Alone in her office, a feeling of disquiet came over her. It was an odd thing, these feelings. They came unannounced from deep inside. It wasn’t excitement; it was more of a foreboding, a sense that something big was going to happen. Usually, it meant something bad.

She found her mind drifting through childhood memories. They were mostly happy memories, especially those of her mother. And then, that terrible day…

She had to stop that line of thought. It only led to anger and heartbreak.

Hannah acquired a passion for the ancient pharaohs from her mother. It was based on a heritage reaching back to the time of the pharaohs, igniting in Hannah a life-long interest in all things Egyptian.

Why should memories of my mother come up with this sense of danger?

Her reflections were interrupted by an email from Joel Braithwaite, a field operative for the UN Antiterrorism Prevention Bureau in Brussels. She had strong feelings of a different kind for Joel, stemming from a previous mission when they worked together to stop a London anthrax plot. There were difficult memories of that previous mission. The terrible peril London had faced… their personal jeopardy… the harrowing finish…

She read the email.

Hello, Hannah

I find I must return to London tomorrow. My father is ill and

asked me to represent him at an auction. He wants to bid on a

newly discovered Matisse.

Knowing your interest in art, I thought you might like to

accompany me. This is short notice but I think you’ll enjoy the

experience.

The auction takes place tomorrow at four o’clock.

Sotheby’s in Mayfair. Will you come? I’ll even take you to

dinner.

I await your reply.

JOEL

She thought for a long moment before responding. Joel had proven to be a surprisingly capable field agent. Heroic even. She wasn’t surprised to find that before leaving the SAS for his present UN posting, he was rated expert in pretty much everything.

She wondered why Joel would invite her, out of the blue, on what sounded like a date. She had to admit that she enjoyed his company. Joel Braithwaite was the first man in a long time to interest her. She sighed. Could there be a future for a SIS field officer and a UN antiterrorist operative?
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Joel was just as she remembered. Robust stature. Strong angular face with a thrusting chin that gave him the stereotypical look of a military man. He looked as fit as the day he left the SAS.

They embraced briefly, but it was a chaste, collegial greeting.

“Your carriage awaits.” Joel made a sweeping arm gesture to the waiting taxi.

Hannah refrained from smiling too wide, reminding herself he was just like that—and also very much married. This would be a simple outing between friends.

“I studied Egyptian Art at Oxford, but I also have an interest in the Masters,” Hannah said once they were on the way. “Tell me about the piece you’re bidding on.”

“It’s a previously undiscovered Matisse from the 1920’s—when he was living in Nice. My father very much wants to add it to our collection.”

Joel looked past her. The London streets and buildings flowed by in a blur. “Have you been to an auction before?”

“Never.”

“Well, prepare yourself to enter an arena where the combatants give no quarter.”

“You make it sound like the Roman Coliseum.”

“They don’t carry swords, but they can cut just as deep. Trust me, you’ll see.”

Sotheby’s, on New Bond Street, was an elegant three-story building that gleamed white in the afternoon sun. They were greeted in the grand reception area by a finely dressed woman. “Will you be standing for your father today, Mr. Braithwaite?”

“Yes. He’s asked me to represent our interests.”

“Is there a particular piece you have in mind?”

“The new Matisse.”

The attendant tapped on her computer. “Splendid. You’ll find that auction in the Gold Room. Do you know the way?”

“Yes, I do,” Joel said.

“It’s always nice to see you, Mr. Braithwaite,” the attendant called after them.

Hannah noted the appreciative look the attendant gave Joel. She held Joel’s arm a little tighter, as if they were a couple.

He led her deeper into the Mayfair auction house. The building had a feeling of understated yet unmistakable elegance. It was like walking through a palace.

The setting of the auction room wasn’t exactly what she’d expected. It was a relatively small space with two dozen chairs set before a modest platform. There was the musky smell of polished oak. Wall sconces placed at regular intervals provided warm light.

A lectern was positioned in the center of the small stage. Only a handful of people were in the room. Hannah questioned Joel about such a meager turn-out.

“Don’t be fooled. It’s been well advertised. There are many more in attendance online.”

They took a seat and waited. The auctioneer stepped up to the lectern and tapped a small wooden block. He introduced the first offering of the day, a Roman vase with finely painted figures of women frolicking in a garden.

“The opening bid for this Roman vase is eighty thousand pounds.”

She listened with interest. Bids were sometimes shouted out, other times indicated by lifting a numbered paddle. Others in the room whispered to their companions. After bids and counter-bids, both in the room an on the internet, the auctioneer struck his block and announced, “The vase goes to Mr. Williams in New York for one hundred and fifty thousand pounds.” There was light applause in the auction room.

The auction had progressed through a variety of items when the rear door slammed open with a bang. A man entered, his expression sullen. He gave off a pompous air, and although he wore an expensive suit, he made it look shabby. The man marched down the aisle in a way that commanded reverence for his presence.

The imperious man was followed by a black man dressed in a flashy sharkskin suit. His eyes were suspicious, inspecting everyone in attendance. To Hannah, he looked like an inner-city pimp.

“Who’s that?” she asked softly.

“That’s Raymond Chalcroft. He’s very much in the mold I spoke of earlier.”

“I can see that. How about the other guy?”

“I think his name’s Tyrell. He never goes anywhere without him. Sort of a bodyguard.”

The other bidders in the room took note of Chalcroft’s entrance. They seemed less than welcoming. She had to agree. For some reason, this man made her feel uneasy, and all he’d done was walk in.

The auctioneer, having completed the inventory for the afternoon, announced the last item. “For our final offering, an early Matisse. It was recently discovered in Nice. It’s believed to be a precursor to Luxembourg Gardens which presently resides in the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg. I trust each of you has had an opportunity to inspect its provenance.” He looked around. There was no objection either in the room or online.

“Very well. This Matisse has all the color and style that the Fauvist movement is noted for. It should be a fine addition to any collection. Bidding will open at two hundred thousand pounds.”

She whispered to Joel, “Are you able to make that bid?”

Joel nodded.

There was lively bidding for the work, both in the room and online. Except for Chalcroft. He held back, likely waiting for the field to thin.

Chalcroft finally made his move. “Five hundred thousand.” It was well above the last bid.

A hush fell in the room. Hannah felt anticipation in the air.

“Very good. Five hundred is bid. Do I hear six?”

She was waiting for Joel to bid and saw his brows furrow. She whispered, “Is everything alright?”

“He’s just bid the maximum my father wanted to pay.” Nevertheless, he raised his paddle. “Five-fifty.”

She looked closely at Joel. His features were hard. Determined. Unwilling to accept defeat. This was the warrior she’d come to know.

All eyes went between the two contestants. They were the only bidders left. The tension in the room was palpable. “Mr. Braithwaite has the high bid.”

“Six,” Chalcroft grumbled.

Hannah had to restrain herself to not look at Joel’s opponent.

Joel raised his paddle. “Six-fifty!”

The auctioneer turned. “Mr. Chalcroft?”

Chalcroft gave Joel a vicious look. To Hannah, it came across as feral.

“Seven!”

Almost immediately Joel responded, “Seven-fifty.”

Chalcroft’s face became more intense. “Eight.”

There was a collective gasp. All eyes shot between the two combatants. Hannah now understood what Joel meant—this contest had all the drama of a battle to the death in the Roman arena.

Chalcroft glared at Joel, daring him to bid again.

Joel capitulated, lowering his paddle.

“Going once… twice…”

Chalcroft gave a twisted grin as the auctioneer banged his gavel-block.

“Sold to Mr. Chalcroft,” the auctioneer raised an eyebrow in astonishment, “for eight-hundred thousand pounds.”

Chalcroft stood and walked down the aisle, his relish in defeating the Braithwaite family brazenly plastered across his face.

He stopped when he reached Joel. “You should know, I always get what I want.” Then he looked across at Hannah. “And who is this charming lady?”

She didn’t wait for Joel to introduce her. “Hannah Ahmed.” Her tone was assertive, confident—as was her posture.

Chalcroft extended his right hand and, with some reluctance, she took it. He covered their clasped hands with his left, hanging on for much longer than was necessary—or polite. The musky odor of his cologne filled her nostrils.

“A work of art,” he whispered.

She managed to retrieve her hand. Chalcroft walked on.

“Did you see how he took my hand? It was so possessive, like a politician, except worse.” She looked questioningly at Joel. “How did you say you’ve come to know him?”

“It’s actually my father who knows him. He’s a nouveau riche art collector who’s been buying respectability. He knows little or nothing about the art he purchases, only famous artists’ names. That’s why he just paid far too much for that Matisse. He’s a hack, but a wealthy one.”
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After the auction they went to a trendy London restaurant. It wasn’t the darkly-paneled, pretentious establishment Hannah expected. It was modern, with a wide-open dining room and brightly painted walls. An unusual blown-glass chandelier that looked like some sort of ocean amoeba hung in the center dining area. Crisp white linens covered the tables.

She took it all in appreciatively. “This is marvelous. I didn’t even know this was here.”

“They use only the most modern techniques.” Joel pointed to the kitchen located behind a glass wall. “Like Molecular Gastronomy. It makes for a very interesting dining experience.” She watched a chef pour super-cooled liquid into a carafe, and white smoke began billowing out.

Their conversation naturally turned to art and collectors. Joel knew a good deal about both. She was impressed. Eventually they moved on to work-related topics. Joel asked about her recent activities.

“I’m leaving for Cairo in the morning.”

“I haven’t heard of any activity in Egypt.”

“I’m tracking someone. Kahairi al-Mousa. I had a close call with him a couple of days ago.”

“With al-Mousa?” Joel repeated the name a little too loudly. He continued in more of a whisper, “How’d you survive? Nobody’s ever gotten close to him and lived to tell the tale. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“You invited me to an auction and dinner, not a debrief.”

Joel gave a contrite look. “My apologies. You surprised me. I’m afraid I got a little carried away. But al-Mousa’s more than a passing point of interest for my division. We’ve been trying to locate him for years.”

She thought again how helpful Joel had been in the London affair. More than helpful. He’d been a real asset. She couldn’t have completed the mission without him. She decided to fill him in on what she knew, dropping her voice even lower.

“I got into a secret meeting al-Mousa was holding. Never mind how, but during that meeting I overheard them discussing plans for a bombing in Cairo. It’s going to happen on April twenty-fourth and the target is an unspecified museum.”

A quizzical look overcame Joel’s face. “You’re going to say there are lots of museums in Cairo. You’re right, but there’s only one large enough, and famous enough, to draw crowds from around the world. The Museum of Egyptian Antiquities—the Cairo Museum.” She sat back. “I believe that will be the target. At least, that’s where I’m going to begin my inquiry.”

Joel was clearly astonished she’d managed to find al-Mousa, something several intelligence agencies could not.

She gave him a serious look. “Would you like to join forces again? Given your interest in al-Mousa, we could cover more ground that way.”

He looked toward the entry area. “I think we can make that work. Will you excuse me for a moment? I need to make a call.”

“Yeah, no worries.”

Joel walked to the restaurant foyer, keying his mobile as he went.

He returned to the table five minutes later. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to react so strongly. I needed to call my team in Brussels and tell them about al-Mousa—and request clearance to work with you.” He paused a beat. “It probably won’t matter. That man never stays in one spot for long.”

“He will this time because of the hard deadline whoever hired him gave.. That’s what I told C. Can you believe he didn’t want me to go back? I had to argue for the assignment.”

“You obviously must have won that argument. Who else have you notified?”

“No one. Not yet anyway. It’s why I’m going back—to confirm the story.” She took a sip of wine. “Let’s change the subject. Tell me about your wife. Jenny, is it? You hardly mentioned her before. I’d like to know how she caught the dashing Mister Braithwaite.”

“Her given name is Guinevere. She feels it’s a bit grand for everyday use.”

“Does that make you her Lancelot?”

He gave a playful scowl. “You’re the first to ever say that…May I continue?”

She smiled and nodded.

“Jenny is British, and a diplomatic attaché for the Embassy in Brussels—the UK’s sole representation in Belgium.”

“She must be quite accomplished.”

“I met her a couple of years ago at an event honoring various governmental agencies and NGOs. We hit it off. And the rest, as they say, is history.”

She placed a fist under her chin. “Guinevere Braithwaite…Now that does have a certain ring.”

Joel smiled and raised his glass. “To Guinevere.”

They toasted and Joel turned serious.

“Tell me more about yourself. I only know the little your agency was willing to divulge.”

She sat back, unsure how much or how little to tell. But Joel was safe.

“My childhood was somewhat lonely. We’re Copts—a minority Christian sect in Egypt—descended from the original Egyptian peoples. I was the only child of parents who both worked for the British Civil Service in Cairo. My father was an academic whose field of expertise was Egyptian culture and ancient art. His job was to provide the ambassador with much needed insight into the thinking patterns of Egyptians.

“My mother was an office administrator and a woman of great beauty. She traced her lineage back to the era of the Muqawqis—kings before the time of Mohammad and the incursion of his Islamic Caliphate.”

“A beauty she obviously passed on to you.”

“She also gave me her blue eyes and heritage that she called ‘true Egyptian.’ We moved to England when I was twelve. It wasn’t easy. I was picked on by the other children because I wasn’t ‘English’ enough. I often came home from school in tears. My father would console me.”

“Not your mother?”

“My mother died when I was thirteen. An IRA bombing. It changed my life.”

“Were the bombers caught?”

A hard look came to her eyes. She didn’t answer.

“They were never brought to justice?”

She took a deep breath. “Years later, after graduating, I was recruited by MI5. I took the position never really understanding why. I suppose lurking in the back of my mind was the injustice of my mother’s death.”

The look in Joel’s eyes was comforting. In them she saw that he was beginning to understand how that trauma shaped her psyche, turning her into the warrior she became. “Did you search for them? The bombers, I mean.”

“Yes. It took two years, but I found them. Two brothers. They were keeping a low profile as shopkeepers outside Dublin.”

“What did you do?”

“I wanted to kill them.” She paused and took a breath. “But I couldn’t. They may have been heartless killers, but I wasn’t. I arrested them and took them to stand trial in London.” She calmed herself with a sip of wine.

“What was the outcome?”

“They’re still in prison. Will be for life.”

“Then justice prevailed.”

“Yes, justice was served.”

“Is your father still alive?”

She took another sip of wine. She didn’t taste it. “No. He passed suddenly while I was at Oxford. A heart attack.”

“You were left alone…”

She could only nod. The memories were painful.

Dinner ended and Joel told her he had an eleven-thirty flight back to Brussels. As the taxi drove them to her apartment he asked lightheartedly, “Was it fun for you? The auction, I mean.”

She gave a small laugh. “I don’t know if ‘fun’ is the right word. I found it interesting. Especially your battle with Chalcroft.”

“It was a bit tense.” Joel’s look of disappointment revealed his annoyance at losing the Matisse.

She caught the faint aroma of Chalcroft’s cologne still lingering on her hand. “I hope we don’t run into him again.”


CHAPTER 6



Hannah wasted no time contacting C. She needed to gain his approval if she wanted Joel to join her mission.

“Why do you want the UN in on this?” C asked.

“You remember how instrumental he was in breaking the London case?”

“I do. Why do you want him now?”

“Joel Braithwaite and I worked closely then. He’s practically an expert on al-Mousa, and we already have a solid working relationship. Including him means I won’t waste time on ‘getting-to-know-you.’ We’ll also cover twice as much ground.” Then, she added, “I’ll be able to get back to London much sooner.”

“What’s your estimate on the time you’ll need?”

“I’d say a week, maybe two.”

She could practically hear C’s brain whirring through her proposal.

“Fine. Just keep me in the loop.”
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Hannah stepped out of the taxi at the front entrance of the Museum of Egyptian Antiquities. She’d visited the Cairo Museum many times as a young girl. The building’s soft red brick architecture brought back memories of excitement and wonder. As always, the enormous figures of Amenhotep III and his royal wife, Tiye stood guard.

Despite his ambivalence to her inquiries, C provided her a letter of introduction for the museum director. She presented herself and the letter to an attendant at the central reception desk. Without delay she was ushered into the director’s presence. In the protocol of Egyptian culture, they began with an exchange of social pleasantries.

As they spoke, she assessed the director.

Older man. Corpulent. Clean-shaven. Wavy, dark hair with a hint of white above the ears. He smokes, like most Egyptians. Unlike many, he can afford imported cigarettes from America.

She noted how he left the pack on his desk to show his good taste.

With the niceties behind them, she got down to the reason for the meeting. “We’ve developed intelligence suggesting there’ll be a terrorist bombing in Cairo.”

“Good heavens!” Confusion came over the director’s face. “I don’t understand. Why are you telling me?”

“Our intelligence suggests the target is a museum.”

She wanted to avoid disclosing her suspicions too quickly. It would be best to ease into that revelation.

“There are almost two dozen museums in Cairo,” the Director said, leaning forward clearly anxious. “Do you have reason to believe the bombing will target my museum?” He leaned forward, clearly anxious.

“The Cairo Museum is by far the most famous,” she said. “Big crowds make it a prime target. It makes sense to begin my inquiry here.” She paused for a moment. “The attack is planned for April twenty-fourth. Does that date mean anything to you?”

“That’s the opening of our new Grand Egyptian Museum, or GEM. It’s the largest archeological museum in the world. Also, for the first time, all of the Tut-Ankh-Amun treasures will be on display. We’re very excited. There’ll be an international event to mark the occasion.”

An international event…That means dignitaries, politicians, patrons…and the world watching.

“Where is the GEM located?”

“The project was too large for downtown Cairo, so we chose a site on the Giza plateau. It’s a place where the modern can merge with the ancient.”

“From what you’ve just told me, I feel even more strongly that the target may be this new museum and your international event.”

A look of dread came over the director’s face.

“I should call the police…”

“I’m going to brief the police after we talk. But you should know, it may turn out to be false information. That’s why I’m here.” Hannah leaned forward, her suspicions zeroed in on King Tut.

Could that be the target?

“Where are the Tut artefacts now?”

“Most of the funerary treasure is being placed in the new museum. The work’s almost complete. The rest are on tour.”

“Where’s the tour now?”

“Presently it’s in America. Los Angeles. They close in a week and then transport it back here for permanent display.” The director stood, his dread changing to a look of fear. “I should cancel the event.” He reached for the telephone. Hannah leaned forward and placed her hand over his.

“I think we should keep this a secret until we know a little more.” She paused a beat. “May I assume you have security with the traveling exhibit?”

“Yes, of course.” He looked at her with confidence. “My chief of security would never let harm come to any of the artefacts.”

Hannah was pleased he hadn’t run out screaming. She sat back in her chair, thoughts of the threat spinning in her mind.

Terrorists have no trouble destroying ancient artefacts—they proved that in Iraq and Syria. If al-Mousa’s commission is to erase King Tut in the same way, he’ll wait until the trove is all in one place.

“I need to be involved. Can you place me on the team going to Los Angeles?”

The director looked up to the ceiling, as if wisdom might be found there. He moved to take a cigarette. She noted the anxious reaction as a way to delay answering.

“We have two staff curators going to Los Angeles tomorrow. They’ll supervise the packing process.” The director, hands visibly shaking, placed the smoke nervously between his lips. He inhaled deeply.

“Mr. Director, my father was an Egyptian scholar. I’ve studied Tut-Ankh-Amun all my life. In fact, I took extra courses of study at Oxford on Ancient Egypt. I’m certain I can hold my own.”

He sat back and expelled a white cloud of smoke above his head. The nicotine visibly calmed him.

She continued, “I’ll provide a background legend as well, one that should satisfy your curators—and your security man.”

“Very well. I’ll make the arrangements.”

“And if you don’t mind, I’ll be using an alias—Nefret Kamal.”

The director extinguished his half-smoked cigarette. His hand was still jittery but not shaking like before.

“You’ll find Jabari and Amr in the lower section of the building.”

He tapped out a message alerting the team that Nefret Kamal would be joining them. He gave Hannah a written order as well.
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Hannah first met with the Cairo police. It didn’t go as she had planned. In fact, they gaslighted her. She went in looking for cooperation and came out with nothing but frustration. The police captain she met with listened to her reasoning, then by the end was unmoved. The captain told her the department had no intelligence reports on a museum bombing. In fact, he said they understood al-Mousa wasn’t even in Egypt.

Her plea for increased patrols around the new GEM fell flat. The captain made conciliatory sounds, but she knew there would be no additional police surveillance. Until something more concrete developed, it was going to be up to herself and Joel.
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Hannah returned to the museum the next morning and found her way to the basement. It was quite different from the public floors above. The ceilings were low and the walls unpainted cement. She found it oppressive. Narrow corridors went in every direction. Fortunately, there were signs leading her to the curators’ area.

Entering a well-lighted room filled with cubicles, she spotted two men going over some documents. She walked over and introduced herself, handing them the director’s letter.

The curators, Jabari and Amr, were skeptical about including Nefret Kamal to their team. Jabari looked over the letter. She noticed a slightly yellow tint to Jabari’s skin and a distinct aroma of turmeric.

A man who likes his curry.

She could tell he was suspicious.

“The director says you’re with the Ancient Egypt Department of the British Museum,” Jabari said, handing the letter to his associate, Amr.

“That’s correct.”

“He says you’ll be doing a final inspection before the crates are sealed.” The two archeologists were impressed by her credentials but remained unconvinced. “I didn’t know we needed supervision in this matter.”

“I do apologize. You’ll still be responsible for the packing process. The director simply wants me there to observe and be certain nothing happens before the new GEM opens.”

Jabari lowered his eyes. His partner shook his head. She took a new approach.

“Have either of you been to America?”

She could see the answer in their eyes. They hadn’t. She gave the pair a broad smile. “Splendid! I’ve been to America. It seems that will be helpful.” She took a seat. “May I ask about security?”

Amr, who had not yet spoken, answered. He had an unusually high-pitched voice, almost like a woman. But his didn’t have a melodious or smooth tone. It was nasally and grated on the ears. “That will be Ufa Haddad. He’s the museum’s senior security man.”

“And a hard customer as well,” added Jabari.


CHAPTER 7



The flight from Cairo to Los Angeles included a four-hour layover in New York, making the entire curating team’s trip almost twenty-four hours in length. It was 1:00 PM when the team arrived in Los Angeles, exhausted and somewhat disoriented.

A Super Shuttle bus took them down Wilshire Boulevard, heading for what was called “The Miracle Mile.” In the general thrum of traffic, Hannah noticed the cars were all either luxury or exotic vehicles. To her, it looked like a parade of ostentatious wealth.

They were delivered to the SLS Hotel, an opulent boutique establishment on the corner of Wilshire and La Cienega. A doorman escorted them past the front desk area through pools of light that created a soft yet dramatic environment. After the noise of the streets, the soft music and hushed tones were serene and soothing.

She stopped short and stared. “Is that a horse sculpture with a lampshade on its head?” The doorman laughed lightly.

“It is. Everyone comments on it.” He pointed to a bronze pig with a tray of fruit on its back. “Would you care for an apple?”

The three were shown to the private registration area. It was equally impressive. Hannah sank into a comfortable chair and relaxed by a fire. She thought she could just stay right there forever.

It was not to be. They were shown to comfortable rooms with every possible amenity. Unfortunately, she was much too tired to appreciate the lavish accommodations.

The next morning, much refreshed, they took a hotel van on a short ride through Beverly Hills. The city lived up to its reputation as an enclave for the rich and famous. Exclusive shops and boutiques lined clean streets. Hannah smelled the sharp tang of eucalyptus in the air. There was also a murmur in the background from the pedestrians moving along the sidewalks, generating an ease everywhere she looked.

Well-to-do shoppers pulled up to stores in limousines. Tourists, wearing bright colored shirts, short pants, and gaudy athletic shoes, were relegated to the outside. It seemed to her only the rich were allowed to enjoy the luxuries within, while regular people could only gaze longingly into display windows.

They stopped at Rodeo Drive. On her left, she admired an exclusive-looking outdoor shopping area that resembled a Mediterranean village. It covered the entire block.

Next, it was on to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, or LACMA. Their day would begin by meeting with the Cairo Museum security chief, Ufa Haddad. Jabari had mentioned Haddad with respect before they left Cairo. She was curious to meet the man.

The team entered the museum through the Urban Lights area, a display made up of several rows of antique streetlamps that created an exhibit of their own. Entering the museum proper, she noted it boasted many colors and different textures. There was a sense of space that was impressive. From the Cairo Museum director’s description, the GEM would be in this same category, only greater.

A museum employee approached the group and introduced herself. She walked away rapidly, heels clicking sharply on the Spanish-tiled floor, leading them to Haddad. They had to hurry if they hoped to keep up.

They passed much too swiftly through the King Tut exhibit. Hannah craned her neck to look at display cases holding only a small part of Howard Carter’s 1922 discovery. Oils, perfumes, precious jewelry, a funerary couch with two prominent bull heads, statues of gold and ebony…

She would have preferred a more sedate pace, one which would allow her to appreciate all the displays. The group was escorted to a door that was all but invisible from the main exhibit. The woman gestured for them to enter.
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Haddad inspected his guests as they walked through the door. He was expecting two people on the curating team from the Cairo Museum. Three entered his office, and the third was a woman.

He was immediately suspicious and scowled. A sense of foreboding enwrapped him, an apprehension about this new and unexpected addition to the team—and just as he was finishing his secret task. Fear crept in.

If I’m discovered, I’ll be jailed—or worse.

The three looked harmless enough, but his gut warned caution. He’d learned long ago to trust those feelings. The one time he didn’t, he received the wound that crippled him and forced his resignation from the Army.

He was comforted by the knowledge that Mr. Chalcroft had promised safe passage from Cairo to the destination of his choice. As long as the substitutions were made.

He focused on the woman. She was beautiful. Much too pretty to be a museum rat.

How is it that she comes to be here?

He could only conclude the reason had to be more than packing the Tut exhibit.
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As they entered, the team found Haddad standing beside a plain desk. Hannah’s assessment was immediate and almost unconscious. The man was stocky and dressed in a tailored suit.

Not off-the-rack.

He had short, dark hair. Beetling eyebrows accentuated his scowl. In all, he looked rather imposing.

But then, that’s a good attribute for a security man.

Haddad greeted them in Egyptian Arabic.

As she handed her letter of introduction from the director, she noted how Haddad favored one side. He leaned noticeably on a rich-looking cane. Dark wood. Silver pistol grip handle. Silver capped tip. A gentleman’s walking stick.

Haddad glanced at her letter and then motioned them toward chairs set before his desk. As an Egyptian and a Muslim, he didn’t shake hands as was the custom in the west. Instead, he nodded to the group as they sat.

As Haddad moved around to sit behind his desk, she noticed he sat with his left arm extended. The position revealed a large, gaudy Rolex. He flicked his wrist slightly, almost constantly. It caused one’s eye to go to the shiny gold timepiece.

“Welcome,” he said. “I’m pleased the director has sent you to assist with the exhibit’s packing. As this is your first time here, you should know I keep a close watch.”

Jabari spoke for the group, reciting words given to him by the Cairo Museum director. “Many thanks to you, Mr. Haddad, for the fine job overseeing this exhibition through so many cities. You’re to be commended for such diligent work.” Haddad nodded, accepting the compliment.

Jabari added, “For our part, we’re anxious to begin.”

Haddad looked directly at Hannah. “Who are you? I wasn’t expecting you, and I don’t recall you being on the museum staff.”

She shifted in her seat. “I am Nefret Kamal. On loan from the Ancient Egypt Department of the British Museum.” She pointed to the director’s letter. “As you can see, I am to assist my colleagues in the packing process.” She could see it was an unsatisfying answer.

Jabari spoke up, “Because of the deadline for opening the new facility in Cairo, the director felt we needed some additional help.”

She gave Jabari a grateful look.

Haddad looked more closely at the director’s letter. “I can’t question this decision, but I’m not happy with it.”

Amr spoke in his peculiar high voice, “It’s our understanding we’ll have separate areas to manage. Can you show us where those are?”

Haddad did a double-take at the odd sound of Amr’s voice, almost as if momentarily uncertain if Amr was a man or a woman.

“Let me show you on this schematic.”

Haddad stood and walked to a blueprint pinned on the wall. His cane tapped a counter-cadence to his steps. “We close the exhibit today. You begin at five o’clock. You’ll catalog and pack each piece. You will also supervise the exhibition company as they transfer completed cases to a secure holding cage. I want you to keep a log for verification when the crates reach Cairo.”

Hannah and her associates stood around Haddad. Understanding their assignments, they took their leave. At the door Hannah stopped and turned. “May we see the exhibition before we begin tonight?”

“If you must,” said Haddad.

She knew he was suspicious and wondered why he was so anxious about her presence.
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At five o’clock the team began breaking down the exhibition. Haddad was there as well. The work was scheduled for completion in four days. During the entire time it seemed Haddad wasn’t content to supervise the Cairo team’s packing duties. He went from area to area commenting on the “proper” way to handle the priceless pieces, which annoyed the curators.

Hannah felt he was looking over their shoulders, almost spying. It sent a message that he didn’t trust the men to do the work they knew so well.

At one point, she heard Haddad let out a shout, “Idiot! You can’t handle these precious treasures like that!”

Jabari, jarred by the loud exclamation and rebuke, dropped a wooden bowl. Haddad lunged to catch it, but hindered by his cane, he missed. The bowl clattered on the floor. Haddad issued a string of curses.

She remembered the director’s comment, ‘My chief of security would never let anything happen to the artefacts.’ She could understand Haddad’s reason, but his overreaction seemed… odd.


CHAPTER 8



Hannah looked around the exhibit and shook her head in disbelief, wondering about al-Mousa’s contract. It must be to destroy the Tut treasures, but it made no sense. After all, Tut wasn’t worshiped as a god—an extremist Muslim’s favorite target.

She walked past cases of ancient grave goods, each a priceless treasure. Standing before the funerary mask, her suspicions gelled.

Can this be about money? Maybe the answer’s right in front of me.

She had no idea how many people might fit the profile that was developing in her mind, but she knew someone who could help her. She had to call Joel.

Checking the time on her mobile, she calculated the nine-hour difference between Los Angeles and Brussels.

No good calling now. I’ll call later tonight.

Putting her phone away, she noticed Haddad. He was standing behind Amr who was preparing the two-headed bull couch for shipment, sheathing the long, straight horns with moving blankets. One set of horns cut through the thick wrap. She thought the horns looked dangerous, even lethal.

Haddad barked at Amr. The startled curator whipped around and knocked into a statuette of Anubis. It teetered and would have fallen if Haddad hadn’t lunged to grab the priceless artefact.

“Idiot! What are you thinking? This is the second time one of you has been clumsy.”

There was a loud crack as Haddad slapped his cane on a tabletop.

Amr, alarmed by Haddad and shaken by the rebuke, stammered, “You—you startled me! You shouldn’t do that. We know how to do our jobs.”

She watched the encounter with interest. Although she had no previous knowledge of Haddad, the others held a generally favorable impression of the man. Until now.

The curators were on edge, agitated by Haddad’s constant hovering and interfering. For her part, she felt Haddad continually staring at her. Each time she turned, Haddad looked away. Perhaps her presence on the team was causing this strange behavior.

Amr placed the Anubis statuette in its shipping container. After locking it, he sent a look as if to say, “There!” And then something peculiar happened.

Amr turned around to continue preparing the funerary couch. Haddad remained close to the Anubis shipping case. He reached inside his suit jacket, took out a pen, marked the shipping label, and then walked away.

She went to the case. There was no evidence of a mark.
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Dinner that evening was relaxed and collegial. It pleased her that Jabari and Amr seemed to have accepted her.

After Jabari was successful in obtaining a side dish of curry and rice accompanied by a small cup of turmeric, she brought up Haddad. “I never met the man before, but he seems anxious. Had either of you noticed?”

Amr responded, “He startled me today. I almost knocked over the Anubis statue. Can you imagine what that would mean?”

Jabari echoed his partner’s alarm.

Amr continued, “And then, after scaring me half to death, he scolded me. It was like I was a child who knew nothing about handling these treasures.”

“How odd,” she said.

“He was respectful to us back in Cairo,” replied Jabari. “I expected the same here.”

“When we arrived, he seemed ready to turn the duties over to us,” Amr said. “But now… It’s confusing.”

Hannah asked, “Why do you suppose he’s acting this way?”

Jabari put his fork down. “Maybe it’s the stress of moving the exhibition.”

“Why should this one be different than the others?” She looked at the curators and could tell neither had an answer. “Have either of you noticed Haddad doing anything odd?”

“What do you mean?” Jabari asked.

“I saw something today, or thought I saw something…” She didn’t complete the thought.

Could one of them be involved in this?

She looked closely at each man. There was no guile in their eyes—unlike Haddad. Her instincts were saying these men weren’t involved. And her training dictated that she observe and assess before deciding.


CHAPTER 9



Joel was surprised to receive Hannah’s call. She sounded stressed. “I’m calling from Los Angeles.”

“I thought you were in Cairo.” He looked at his watch. “My God, it must be what, midnight there?”

“More like one in the morning.”

“I take it this isn’t a social call.”

“I’m afraid not. I need background on something—if you’re not too busy.”

“What do you need?”

“Since you’re an art collector, I’d like your help in that area.”

“I told you in London that I don’t consider myself a collector. It’s my family who are the serious collectors. I also warned you in Sotheby’s that collectors are a brutal lot.”

“So I saw. I need to follow a lead that may involve one of them.”

“I don’t travel much in those circles. I expect my father would be better suited to lead you in the right direction.”

“I’m looking for someone rich enough—and bold enough—to steal the Tut exhibit.”

There was silence before Joel responded, “What have you found?”

“Nothing specific. Just suspicions. But I’ve hit a wall. It seems there are two sets of players, but I’m having trouble with the connections. First, there’s al-Mousa. I told you in London he’s been commissioned to strike on April twenty-fourth. I’ve discovered it’s also the date the Cairo Museum has set for the grand opening of their new Grand Egyptian Museum, the new home of the King Tut exhibit.”

Joel hesitated. “There’ll be lots of international attention, I’m sure.”

“Yes, including dignitaries and celebrities showing up from around the world.”

“The perfect setting for a strike.”

“That’s what I think.”

“April twenty-fourth—that’s only a fortnight away.”

“It brings me to my second player,” Hannah said. “One who is more than involved.”

“You mean a string-puller?”

“I believe he’s the one ordering the museum strike.”

“Any idea who it might be?”

“Not yet. At first, I thought it might be ISIS. Blowing up statues of gods is sort of their thing. Only now, I’m not so sure. I’ve seen some things suggesting an entirely different motive. Something considerably more complex. With your help, I hope we can figure it out.”

“You said you’re looking for someone who could steal the Tut exhibit? That can’t happen without someone on the inside—a third player. Any ideas on that?”

Hannah was silent for a long time, recalling Haddad’s constant staring and his odd conduct around certain shipping cases.
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After hanging up, Joel stared at his mobile thinking about Hannah’s call. The new Grand Egyptian Museum was certainly shaking out to be the target. There was a certain logic in her thinking that it wasn’t a terrorist group, that it must be an obsessed collector. That was a witches’ brew of conflicting motivations—terrorist bombers and collectors. But the notion that a collector would willingly destroy the priceless treasures bordered on unbelievable. Still, there was the commission given to al-Mousa…He couldn’t make sense of it.

The UN Terrorism Prevention Bureau regularly updated al-Mousa sightings. He had once personally gone looking for the man, coming back empty-handed. He wasn’t sure how Hannah managed first to find, and then escape, al-Mousa. She hadn’t shared the details. He was grateful she was able to avoid capture and certain death at the terrorist’s hand.

He dialed his father in England. As the phone rang, Joel pictured their ancestral home in the southwest of England. The family had been founding members of a Lloyds of London syndicate created in 1870. His father remained a peer but was now retired and somewhat physically limited. It meant he was a less frequent visitor to the London auction houses and galleries he loved.

His father always hoped he would be more involved at home and take a greater interest in art acquisitions, like his sister. But the desire to make the world a safer place led him to the SAS. Later, he was recruited into a new antiterrorism division of the United Nations. It was exciting, cutting-edge, and his choice.

After many rings, his father picked up the line.

“It’s so good to hear from you, Jo-jo. It’s been too long.” He truly disliked the childish name. No matter how many times he corrected his father, he still used it.

“I’m sorry, Dad. You know how work gets in the way.”

“You really don’t have to work…”

“We’ve been through this before, dad. I’m happy and I’m doing important work.”

William Braithwaite sighed and changed the subject. “How’s Jenny? You know we all miss her.”

“She’s fine. She sends her love.”

“Why not come home for a little holiday? I’m sure Jenny could use some time off. Your sister would love to see her, too.”

“I’ll try and make it home soon. I’m calling for another reason.” Joel paused. “I’m looking for someone. A collector with an interest in Egyptian artefacts. Specifically, 18th Dynasty.”

It was his father’s turn to pause. “Sounds interesting. Why do you want to know?”

“I can’t tell you exactly. Let’s just say it’s important.”

It was an evasive answer but the elder Braithwaite was intrigued by his son’s request.

“Let me put something together. Most individual collectors are into the Masters—Renaissance and later. Only a few cross over into ancient art, and most of those focus on Roman or Greek.” William went quiet on the line a moment. “There are the big ones of course—major museums, the Getty, and others, that fit your profile. But I imagine you’re looking for individuals.”

“I am.”

“Give me a day to look into this.”
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Joel called his father back the next day. They began with pleasantries and further promises to visit soon, but he couldn’t contain himself. “Have you found anything?”

“I’ve compiled a list of individuals who’ve shown an interest in ancient art. It’s a small group. I know all of them. There are only a half dozen names on my list, but one does stand out.”

“Who?”

“Raymond Chalcroft.”

Joel’s heart dropped. He couldn’t help but wonder if his father’s findings were motivated by personal reasons.

“He beat us out on the Matisse,” his father said. “I think he paid far too much.”

“Yes, that was unfortunate,” Joel responded.

“But it was instructive as to his nature, wouldn’t you say? Now, to your present inquiry. You should know Chalcroft’s accumulated a number of significant pieces of ancient art, including Egyptian. Most interestingly, his acquisitions seem focused on the 18th Dynasty.”

“That is fascinating.”

“Since appearing on the international art scene some years ago, he’s gained a reputation as something of a bully. You should take care if you’re going to pursue him. His ruthless reputation causes most competitors to fold when he’s in the game.”

“Does he live in London?”

“He’s not actually British. He’s American. How he came by an English-sounding name, I can’t imagine.”

“Do you have any idea where he lives?”

“Somewhere in the American west. Arizona, I’ve been told.”

After another round of pleasantries, Joel hung up with his father and called Hannah. “I have a name for you. A collector with a sketchy reputation—and an obsessive interest in 18th Dynasty Egypt.”

He heard her hold her breath, waiting for the name.

“Raymond Chalcroft.”

“I certainly remember him. Although…” She paused a moment. “This isn’t some personal vendetta, is it?”

“Not on my part. I’m well over that but we have to find Chalcroft. This is beginning to sound suspicious.”

“Where do we begin?” Hannah asked.

“Let me work on that.”


CHAPTER 10



Joel met with his managing director who agreed to let him assist the British in their investigation. But he had to keep it a solo effort—no other UN assets.

He was already doing more than observing and he needed some help. He chose to contact Milton Davies, a freelance British IT specialist, who happened to live and work in Brussels.

He won’t mind getting involved in an off-the-books project.

Making a quick call, he arranged an off-site meeting.

Joel chose a small café that was slightly off the main avenues of commerce. There were no outdoor tables, only a weathered door and a battered sign overhead. What the shop lacked in appearance, it more than made up for in its product. Their coffee was superb. Stepping inside, the aroma of fresh coffee beans filled the café. It was why he liked the shop.

The café door opened, revealing Davies. His clothes were slightly rumpled and his long dark hair was in need of a comb. Joel waved and he shuffled over.

“Davies, it’s good to see you again.”

“Likewise. It seems like only yesterday I was pulling your fat out of the fire in that London thing.” Davies pulled out a chair while simultaneously ordering some crazy coffee confection from the barista.

“So… what’s up?”

“I need to locate someone—an American. I don’t know much more than he’s rich, a conspicuous art collector, and he lives somewhere in the western United States. Probably Arizona.”

Davies rubbed his stubble-covered chin. “I don’t suppose you know his name?”

“Chalcroft. Raymond Chalcroft.”

“Do you want a full workup on this guy?”

“Eventually, yes. But for now, a summary report will suffice.”

The barista delivered Davies’ coffee and retreated to the service bar.

“You haven’t given me much to work with.” Davies took a sip and then looked up. “But I’ve worked with less.” He took another noisy sip. “When do you need the report? No, don’t tell me—you want it yesterday.”

Joel’s eyes smiled.

“I’ll get something preliminary to you by end-of-day.”

“Brilliant. And if you can follow up with a deep-dive in say, twenty-four hours…?”

“I’ll shoot for a one-day delivery but don’t hold me to it.” He took another slurp from the cup. “Now, may I finish this drink before dropping everything for you?”
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It was almost six o’clock in the evening. Joel was still waiting for Davies’ report. He refreshed his email inbox for the hundredth time, not content to wait for the normal ten-minute automatic send/receive interval. Finally, the long-awaited ding chimed—music to his ears.

The report wasn’t long. In fact, it wasn’t much more than a few lines. Davies apologized for the paucity of information, promising to get more.

The report gave Chalcroft’s name, but no date or place of birth. There was an indication he did business in or from Arizona. Chalcroft’s business interests were unclear. There was no telephone number or email address available.

That was all.

No information on Chalcroft’s wealth, how he made it, or how he spent it.

You do keep to yourself, don’t you, Mr. Chalcroft?

Joel was a little surprised that Davies, who could dig up dirt on anyone, produced so little on Chalcroft.

He forwarded the email to Hannah.


CHAPTER 11



Craig Tyrell moved through the hallways of the estate house checking doors and windows. He didn’t have to check, but it was an old habit. He stopped and looked at his reflection. His African-American features were stony. He also looked twenty years older than his actual age. A hard life and his upbringing contributed to that.

Jeez, I was just a stupid punk on the streets of Pittsburgh. A stoner. How’d all this happen?

It was the boss, of course. They both came from the streets of Pittsburgh. Maybe that’s why they connected. Back then, he was a dirty and hungry kid.

Chalcroft, then known as Ray Jones, found him wandering the streets. He was stealing, begging, anything to support his habit. The man was rich—at least to his way of thinking. He tried to pick Jones’ pocket and got caught.

Jones made an offer. “Break a few windows for me. When you’ve done it, I’ll give you money.” He did that first job and soon the rich man became a steady source of income.

The more jobs he did for his new boss, the higher the intensity of his service escalated. His tough, street-fighter style was an asset. Within a year he was given a bigger tasks. The boss wanted to persuade a man to sell his business. He was ordered to break the man’s legs. He did it without hesitation—or remorse. The man sold his business. The boss’ influence grew.

Then the boss began collecting art. “It’s what the rich do,” Tyrell told himself. He didn’t understand it, but that’s what Ray wanted. Piece after piece, the collection grew.

And when the boss changed his name to Raymond Chalcroft, Tyrell was surprised.

“More stately, more upper class,” the boss said.

Then Ray bought land in Arizona. He’d thought they were going to California when Chalcroft started construction on this house at the foot of Camelback Mountain. When he asked about the crew digging a tunnel beneath the house, he was told it was part of a greater plan. He could only shrug and let his benefactor dig away.

In time, he came to understand it wasn’t just a tunnel. There was a cavern in the heart of the mountain. When he asked about it, the boss said, “One day it will hold a great treasure.”

He thought the boss was talking about money, like a bank vault. In the end, it wasn’t that at all.

Breaking out of his reverie, he smoothed down his red Polo shirt and flicked a piece of lint from his dark chino pants. He was proud to be Mr. Chalcroft’s security chief. He would do anything for the man who’d lifted him out of the gutter and brought purpose to his life.

He concluded his security rounds, naturally stopping in the boss’ office. It was the first and last place he always checked.

“Good morning, boss.”

His entry interrupted Chalcroft. He wasn’t concerned. They had too much history together. He’d taken care of too many problems, too many rivals. There were even some he “disappeared” on the boss’ orders.

“What is it, Tyrell? I’m busy at the moment.”

He looked around. It didn’t seem like the boss was doing much.

Then he noticed photos scattered across the desk. He couldn’t help but wonder what that was all about. “What are you workin’ on?” He gestured to the photos. “You plannin’ to fill that hole in the mountain with that pretty stuff?”

Chalcroft gave a scornful look. “Hole in the mountain? It’s much more than that. You shouldn’t comment on things you know nothing about.” Chalcroft looked up sharply. “Was there something you needed?”

“Uh, no. I just wanted to remind you we leave in a couple of hours.”
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Hannah hoped Joel would come up with more information, needlessly reading his email again. She’d have to find a better way to watch the shipment.

Too wired to sleep, she paced around her hotel room. Then an idea began to take shape. She gathered her things, made sure her credentials were handy for security, and left for LACMA. She needed to take a closer look at those crates without anyone around.

In contrast with her earlier ride to the SLS Hotel, there was almost no traffic at two in the morning. Her taxi ride to the museum took only minutes.

She rang at the rear shipping gate. It took longer for someone to respond to her call than it took for the ride from the hotel.

A disembodied voice came from a wall-mounted speaker asking her name. After giving it, she was told to hold her identification up to a camera also mounted on the wall. She waited for what seemed a long time before a click at the gate indicated she could enter.

Farther in, a guard opened a steel door and ushered her inside the museum. The guard was young. He checked her credentials again, looking first at her, then to the badge. “It’s kinda late, miss. Why’re you here?”

“Our exhibit ships in thirty-six hours. I couldn’t sleep. I think I mis-labeled one or two cases. I wanted to correct the mistake.”

The young accepted her story, leading her toward the exhibit area without argument.

“No need to escort me, officer. I know the way.”

He shrugged. “I’ll check on you in a little while.”

The halls were dark. Only occasional pools of light gave any sense of where she was going. The King Tut exhibit had been transformed from ordered displays to a maze of crates, boxes, and packing materials. She picked her way around, heading for the storage area where the security cage held cases ready for shipping.

Cases were stacked six-high. Standing in front of the locked fencing, she looked them over. She felt a sense of disquiet.

Something’s wrong here.

She rechecked the crates through the fencing.

I can’t put my finger on it—everything appears to be in order.

She looked for barcode labels or unique markings, but saw nothing. Digging into her shoulder bag she extracted a small flashlight and switched it to the UV setting. She shined the light on the crates and shipping labels. Nothing.

Maybe it was just my imagination.

Her disquiet didn’t let up. If anything, it intensified. She walked back and forth like a caged tiger, peering at the crates, trying to understand the source of her unease. Then she noticed a stack of cases separated from the others. She shined the light on those labels. They all had Haddad’s mark.

I’m not so crazy after all. But what does it mean?

Hannah left the secure storage area and went to the shipping manager’s office, aware that time was growing short. The trailer was locked. Fortunately she’d been trained to pick locks. Unfortunately, she left her lock pick set at home. She stood momentarily trying to decide how to gain entry.

I could break the door down.

She dismissed that option. That would be quickly discovered and, as the only person here, she’d be arrested.

Looking back down the dark passageway, she remembered there were tools in the exhibit area. She clicked her light into the regular mode and went searching.

It was difficult to find things when the only light was from her small Maglite. Before, everything had been ordered and in place. Now it was a maze. With every step her frustration grew. She began to worry the guard would come back at any moment. She finally found suitable tools on Jabari’s worktable. She selected a slender pick and another tool with a hooked end resembling a dental scraper. She made her way back to the trailer.

It wasn’t easy to hold a torch in one’s mouth while wielding tools not made for the job. It only heightened her anxiety. She kept glancing over her shoulder expecting to see the guard at any moment. It took several tries but she finally gained entry to the trailer.

Once inside she widened the beam of her light.

There must be a master list of artefacts and barcodes here.

She started with a desk at one end of the trailer. It was a mess.

Almost hidden under the litter on the desk, she spotted what she was looking for—a computer monitor. Taking a seat, she poked around for a keyboard, locating it under a jumble of file folders, papers, old napkins and candy wrappers.

Here goes.

She pressed the spacebar. The screen lit up. She prayed there was no password. A box came to life onscreen. It asked for a password.

Good Lord—I don’t have time for this!

She calmed herself with the thought that most people have trouble keeping track of ever-changing passwords and tend to write them down. She rifled through drawers looking for a log book of some sort. She found one. It was a faux leather booklet with a black, stippled cover, the sort found in stationery stores everywhere. The half-page size made it easy to put the booklet in a pocket. There was a small, empty hoop on one edge to hold a pen.

Opening the booklet, she was pleased to find that, among other things, there was a password log. Plodding through many scratched-out passwords she found one that wasn’t crossed out. It unlocked the computer.

[image: ]


The shipping manager’s computer was as disorganized as his desk. Hannah ignored her instinct to change anything, like rearranging by file type instead of by name as she found it.

At least I’m in. Now, how do I find the contents of those crates?

The digital folders on the computer were scattered among individual files. It was a jumble of names and digits. Hannah would have to inspect each one, and there were a great number of them. She started with the folders. Working down the list, she opened and closed dozens before it registered that the folders were previous tour stops. She finally understood. Each stop on the tour had a different folder identified by a number.

She leaned in, picking out specific folder names.

001.1219.atl

002.0120.bos

003.0320.wdc

The list went on but she was only interested in the American tour. She figured the set of digits indicated the number of times the exhibit had been in a location, and the second was the date of exhibition. The last part designated the city.

She scanned down until she found one she hoped was correct.

004.0221.lax

After inspecting a few documents within the folder, she knew it was the current LACMA stop of the King Tut tour.

She went through invoices, work orders, requests for proposals, shipping details, placement plans, and more. She was about to give up and try another folder when she found it—a spreadsheet titled, Inventory.

Opening the file showed barcode numbers in the first column, an item description in the next, the date packed in the third, and the scheduled delivery date in the fourth. The opening page was a straightforward listing of all the King Tut funeral items. But there was another tab. It was called, Selects. This one was a shortened version of the inventory list. She clicked back-and-forth between the tabs and understood.

It’s a shopping list! Who’s doing the ordering?

Hannah searched for a printer, spotting one against a wall. She sent the spreadsheet to it, listening as the machine wound up to print.

Keys were hung on the wall next to the desk. She grabbed the spreadsheet and the keyring, intent on matching crates and barcode numbers.

With keys in hand, she returned to the cage and opened the door, working her way to the stack of crates she’d spotted earlier. Stooping down in the narrow confines of the stacks, she was able to verify barcode numbers. She selected one.

Tut’s death mask.

She checked another.

The crook and flail.

A third crate held the Uraeus. That was enough for her. Someone had set aside the best and most valuable pieces of King Tut’s funerary treasure. She had a pretty good idea who that might be.

She left the storage area, replaced the keys, and tucked the printout in her shoulder bag. Walking down the dark passageway, she was startled by the guard. He’d come looking for her.

“I was worried about you, Miss Kamal.”

“Oh my goodness, what time is it?” She gave a surprised look and checked the display on her mobile. “I’m so sorry. Time just got away from me.”

“You’ve been back there more than an hour, miss. And you said you were just stopping by to verify a couple of labels.” The guard’s subtle accusation wasn’t lost on her.

“It’s just, once I found my mistake, I decided to double-check everything. I’m sorry for the trouble, officer.” She gave the young security man her best doe-eyed look. He wilted almost immediately.

“No trouble, miss. I was just concerned. May I escort you out?”

“I would appreciate that.” She gave him a pleading look. “And would you mind calling a taxi for me? I don’t want to be standing outside at this hour.”


CHAPTER 12



Craig Tyrell watched the restoration artists load the last cases onto a truck. Curiosity getting the better of them, they asked where the truck was taking the replicas. He gave a vague answer about a special gallery Mr. Chalcroft had set up. In fact, the truck was transporting the substitute artefacts to Los Angeles.

When Tyrell originally recruited the three men from the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, he thought it was the boss’ way to get copies of ancient items that he could never buy. In time, it became clear the boss had an entirely different plan. One that amazed him.

As soon as the truck drove away, Tyrell left the artisans. He didn’t even offer a thanks to the three men who’d toiled for almost two years making duplicates of the King Tut treasures. By their wilted expressions, they’d expected some acknowledgement of their work. Clearly, there would be none. They’d have to be satisfied with the generous pay that was promised at the completion of the project.

The restoration team went back to their now-idle studio littered with the remains of their work. Gem-cutting tools, polishing machines, scraps of metal, tiny awls and hammers. There was a lingering smell from the remaining quart of special gold-infused paint.

The men collected a few personal possessions and went looking for Tyrell. In the main house they found a note taped to the security office door. They were instructed to go to a building on the edge of the estate.

Pleased the job was over, they talked animatedly as they strolled across the property to their destination, a windowless building they thought was for storing garden tools.

The tiny building had but one room. Polished cement floor. White walls. No windows. Cold, flat fluorescent light. It looked like an operating room. The only furniture, three folding chairs.

Tyrell stood next to the chairs. “Take a seat,” he ordered.

The three craftsmen, still jubilant, happily sat down.

“Now, if you don’t mind, I have other duties. Mr. Chalcroft will be here in a moment to thank you personally.”

One spoke up. “Will he be paying us?”

“He will. In fact, I think he wants to give each of you a bonus.” That pronouncement further lightened the hearts of the men, and they congratulated one another.

“It’s a little stuffy in here,” said Tyrell. “Let me turn up the air conditioning.” He pulled a small control fob from his pocket. “It should be better in a minute.” He left the windowless building, closing the door behind him.

After some speculation about how big of a bonus Mr. Chalcroft would bestow and the many things they would buy, it occurred to the group they’d been waiting for more than twenty minutes. Where could Mr. Chalcroft could be? They fell quiet, looking around. For the first time, they really registered how empty, almost antiseptic, the room was.

One of the artists went to the door. It was locked. “What the…”

Another called out, “Hey, do you even feel any cool air?”

They looked up at a vent in the ceiling. There was a strong air flow coming in, but it wasn’t cool.

The man at the door managed only three steps before he grabbed his throat, gasped, and slumped to the floor.

The other two men watched, wide-eyed in confusion. Fear gripped their hearts.

In a panic, they looked around for a way out. There was only the door they’d entered. They attacked it. But it wouldn’t open. Then it dawned on them that they were being gassed.

“Why?” one cried out before collapsing.

Banging on the door, the remaining artist screamed again and again before he, too, lost consciousness and fell to the floor, dead.


CHAPTER 13



Ufa Haddad paced across LACMA’s receiving area, tapping his cane nervously on the cement floor. Checking his Rolex, he made an anxious exclamation in his native Egyptian, “Ya dahwety?” (Where’s that truck?) He’d already released Damon, the exhibit company’s freight manager. The night security shift was coming on.

The LACMA security team sensed it would be an easy night. Everything in the Tut exhibit was packed, tagged, and ready to ship. They moved to other areas of the museum.

As the guards left the loading area, Haddad heard a honk from outside. “Finally.” He went to the control panel, pressed a large button, and the door rumbled open. It was the transport truck.

After a short conversation with the driver, the truck pulled inside.

Using his duplicate key, Haddad opened the padlocked rear door. The driver came around and asked where he wanted the crates.

“Take them to the holding cage.” Haddad pointed his cane to his left.

“Are we gonna hafta’ load the others tonight?”

“Of course. Now, let’s get to it.”

Haddad reflected on his deal with the mysterious—and wealthy—Mr. Chalcroft. We agreed on ten million dollars—ten million!—and all I had to do was arrange a swap. All my hopes and dreams suddenly possible. He did the hardest part, crafting duplicates and finishing them in such a way that they wouldn’t be discovered… at least, not in time. He even showed me the bank deposit—all mine, once the pieces arrive in Cairo.

The driver and his two assistants worked quickly. The cases were stacked three and four high on dollies and rolled into the caged area. Mr. Chalcroft’s crates were already set aside for the delivery crew. Haddad verified that the barcodes on the substitute cases matched the original barcode numbers.

Once the crew made the switch, he asked them to return to the storage cage. “We need to straighten up a little.” Grumbling as they worked, the adjustments were made. The cases containing the counterfeit artefacts were mixed in with the others.

The men returned to their truck and he locked the rear loading door. “Take this load directly back. No stopping along the way.”

As the truck drove off, Haddad was washed with relief. The switch had been made—even down to the matching barcode stickers. He was confident he was home free. Home, he thought, knowing his new life would soon begin in Dubai.

A young security guard wandered onto the loading dock. Haddad couldn’t remember the man’s name. Being in a benevolent mood, he found himself greeting the guard with unusual warmth. The young officer, taken aback by Haddad’s cordiality, asked, “Is everything ready for tomorrow’s load-out, sir?”

“Indeed, it is. This is the end of the King Tut tour.”

“Why is that, sir?”

“All of the King Tut artefacts are to be united in Cairo and displayed in a new museum facility.” A beat passed, clicking his cane as if announcing a proclamation. “Also, I’m retiring.”

“Congratulations, sir. I’m sure it’s well deserved.”

“Yes, it is.” He got a faraway look.

“I guess the woman who came in last night helped make sure things went smoothly.”

Haddad snapped his full attention back to the guard. He leaned heavily on his cane. “A woman? Who?”

The young guard stammered, “Uh, well, let me see…”

“When did she arrive? When did she leave?”

The guard flipped clumsily through pages on his clipboard. “She arrived just after two in the morning. It was well after three when she left.”

“Who was she?”

The guard checked the clipboard again. “Her name’s Kamal. Nefret Kamal.” He gave a sheepish look. “I hope that’s okay. She’s a member of your team and everything.”

His mind went through every possible reason the Kamal woman might have to be in the warehouse at two in the morning. He didn’t like any of them.

“Everything’s fine. Thank you for mentioning it.”
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Haddad returned to the cage. The fingers of his right hand grabbed the chain link fence. His left held the cane. He stared at the stacked cases.

What was she doing here in the middle of the night?

From the beginning he’d been suspicious of the woman’s presence on the team. He’d never heard of her before, but she’d been assigned by the director himself. There could be no argument.

He moved down the fence, cane tapping along with his steps. There was nothing different in the cage. The counterfeit cases blended in perfectly with the rest of the shipment. He looked back across the floor to the tiny trailer. He got a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach.

Was she snooping around Damon’s office? How would she get inside?

He presumed Damon kept the office locked, but he had to be sure.

He went to the trailer, and sure enough, it was locked. A good sign. He used the duplicate key to enter.

Inside was as messy as ever.

How can I tell if someone’s been in here?

Using his cane, he shoved papers out of the way. There was nothing unusual. The only area that seemed clear of the general clutter of papers was around the computer monitor.

If she found the computer, what would she do? He looked around. There must be a printer.

There was no wire to follow and reasoned it must be a WiFi connected machine. It could be anywhere in the office. He began to search and found the inkjet on a small table masked by a tall file cabinet.

The printer was just like a million others in offices and homes everywhere, and so, it was familiar. He touched the tiny screen and scrolled through menu items until he found “reprint last job.” He touched the command. The printer came to life, whining through its startup cycle, followed by a scanning arm moving back and forth beneath the glass. Finally, the machine began to print.

He inspected the freshly printed spreadsheet. It was his list of Mr. Chalcroft’s Selects. The tiny print across the top of the page told him when the last print job was completed. His chest tightened. Two-fifty last night.

He found it hard to believe an art historian would have the means to break into Damon’s office, find this file, and print it—let alone have any reason to. The coincidence was too much.

A cold spot grew in his stomach.

Maybe she’s not an art historian at all.

He held the paper at his side.

I’ll have to tell Mr. Chalcroft we may have a breach.

The thought sounded like a plea for mercy.


CHAPTER 14



Joel once again waited for Davies in the café. It was quieter here. Away from prying eyes. He looked up as Davies entered and sat down.

“I have that expanded Chalcroft report for you,” Davies said as he sat down.

“Brill, Davies.”

“Don’t get too excited. To begin with, there’s no record of a Raymond Chalcroft. At least not prior to fifteen years ago. From what you’ve told me, he’s at least in his fifties. There’s nothing before that. No schools, no social security, nothing. His businesses are privately held, so there aren’t any public records or annual reports.” He shuffled through the papers on his lap. “But I do have records of his art purchases.” He handed a few pages to Joel.

He looked at them with amazement. “This is a lot of art. How long did you say Chalcroft has been at this?”

“Maybe ten years.”

“It’s hard to believe an individual could afford to amass such a collection in so short a time. It seems he’s buying respectability. Purchasing his way into ‘polite’ society.”

Davies continued, “Chalcroft’s location does appear to be in Arizona like you said. I searched for properties purchased by Raymond Chalcroft but came up blank. It occurred to me that Chalcroft may have set up a trust to make any real estate purchases. That’s when I found ‘The Raymond Jones Enterprises Trust’.”

“Who are the trustees?”

“Other than the organizing lawyer, there’s only one trustee listed—R. Chalcroft.”

Joel broke into a smile. “You are a computer superhero, Davies.”

The IT expert gave a modest nod. “There’s one final thing. Chalcroft built a big, and I do mean huge, home shortly after setting up the trust. The property is adjacent to Camelback Mountain. You’ll find the address on the bottom of the printout.”

As Davies stood to leave, he turned. “Oh, also, Chalcroft’s just filed a flight plan for Cairo. Thought you’d like to know.”

[image: ]


After Davies left, Joel took a picture of the report with his mobile and sent it to Hannah. Her response was almost immediate.

“Joel, I have your document. How’d you come up with this?”

“It was Milton Davies, actually.”

“Does Davies know if this property in Arizona is a permanent residence or just a getaway?”

“There’s no way to tell. But based on the size of the property and the number of buildings, I’d say it’s Chalcroft’s main residence.”

“I’d like to ask you for another favor.”

“Certainly, what is it?”

“I’m returning to Cairo today. Since we last spoke, I’ve found something solid. It involves the security chief, Ufa Haddad. Probably the shipping manager as well.” She explained her discovery in Damon’s office and Haddad’s apparent involvement.

Joel thought it over. “I’d advise caution. You know this intersects with al-Mousa. If he discovers you’re nosing around this King Tut business, he’ll certainly try to kill you.”

“Point taken. I’ll be careful.” Hannah pivoted back. “I think Haddad’s planning to steal the Tut treasures, or at least facilitate the theft. I’ll follow him and see where that leads.”

Joel agreed. “I’ll continue digging on Chalcroft and pursue the money angle. Also, Davies has been watching Chalcroft’s activities. He tells me that his private jet has just filed a flight plan for Cairo, though to be honest, I’m not certain what that means.”


CHAPTER 15



While the Tut exhibition was in Los Angeles, al-Mousa was laying out his plans for the museum bombing. An hour before he’d a brief exchange with the exhibit’s security man. Among other things, Haddad mentioned there’d been a last-minute addition to the museum’s curating team. A woman. Nefret Kamal.

Haddad said he mentioned it because the woman had been poking around the shipping cases in the middle of the night, and he personally inspected the cases. Everything seemed to be in order and claimed it was just a coincidence.

In al-Mousa’s world there were no coincidences.

The museum team was scheduled to return to Cairo the next day. He assigned one of his younger followers, Yousef, to pose as a taxi driver. He told Yousef how to find the private hangar where the aircraft would park.

“They’ll unload the exhibit materials there. Wait nearby. Be certain your taxi can be seen. Look for a woman—she’s the only one on the team. Make sure she takes your taxi.”

“Where should I take her?”

“Take her to this address.” He handed Yousef a piece of paper. “Deliver her to Malek.”

“What do I do after I deliver her? Should I wait?”

“Go to the bus station on Nahia Street. Wait there for Malek.”
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The twenty-hour flight back to Cairo seemed longer than the outbound trip. Hannah supposed it was because of her concern for the shipment in the hold. Her thoughts were focused on al-Mousa, Haddad, and now, Raymond Chalcroft. She still couldn’t prove anything. Her instincts screamed that these players were all connected. She just couldn’t put the pieces together.

The tension in her body was persistent. Everything was tightening. She felt like she was going to explode.

What’s wrong with me? Breathe!

She obviously knew she couldn’t do anything while on the airplane.

There was a sense of relief among her colleagues when they landed. She was still jumpy.

The Tut exhibit cases were off-loaded, and the team began verifying each cargo case for release. Hannah was looking for something else. She wished she had the small UV light, but due to security measures, she had to pack it in her luggage. Nevertheless, she began her own search. She had to know if the cases had been switched.

There were no signs of damage or tampering, and everything was accounted for. After an hour of scrutiny and barcode label cross-checking, the shipment was released and trucked off. Her search was fruitless. She could detect no markings.

She listened while Haddad complimented the team on their work. Jabari and Amr acknowledged the thanks and bowed. She stood still.

Haddad finished and the small group watched his car disappear into the heavy Cairo traffic.

Jabari and Amr wanted to celebrate the project’s success. They invited Hannah to join them. She demurred, claiming jet lag, and saw them off.

She needed another look at those crates—with the UV light.

Noticing a lone taxi nearby, she hailed it over.

Somebody up there must be looking out for me.

She idly noted how the driver looked younger than was usual for Egyptian taxi drivers as she got in.
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Hannah was truly tired. She hadn’t slept much on the flight back to Cairo. She was ready for a hot bath and a good night’s sleep. She gave the driver her hotel and fell into the back seat. The taxi moved into the dense Cairo traffic. The stop-start motion of the vehicle coaxed her into a drowsy state.

Something startled her. Perhaps a car horn or an alarm. She sat up, shook off the grogginess, and looked through the dust-spattered window. She couldn’t tell where they were.

Leaning forward, she addressed the driver through the Plexiglas partition, “I don’t know this part of the city. Where are you taking me?”

The driver’s lack of response meant trouble. Her danger alarm clanged wildly inside her.

With no familiar landmarks, she couldn’t fix her position. She was surrounded by a confusion of old, run-down buildings and narrow streets. There was nothing familiar.

This certainly isn’t the Giza plateau.

She reached for the door handle. It was missing. The door only opened from the outside.

Her heart was racing. She took inventory. Most of her standard equipment, including the new Beretta and mobile, were in her luggage, sent on ahead to the hotel. A security measure she was told. One she had to comply with or risk giving away her identity.

What a fool I was!

It was a decision that might now prove to be deadly.

The taxi pulled into a narrow alley and stopped behind a building. The structure looked like all the others in this section of the city—run-down, nondescript, and probably unoccupied.

A rough-looking man stepped from the rear doorway. He wore a patch over one eye. Four parallel scars on the opposite cheek amplified his fearsome look. She inferred her fate was to be torture at least, but probably death.

The one-eyed man pulled open the taxi’s rear door.

“Nizil.”

She decided to play the timid Muslim woman. She got out. The taxi took off, blue exhaust fumes blowing from its tailpipe. The one-eyed man grabbed her arm with unnecessary force and pushed her through the door.

Entering from bright sunlight, it was difficult to adjust her eyes to the interior gloom. It took a minute to adapt. Other than rubbish piled in corners, there was no furniture. Only a plain bent-cane chair in the center of the room. There were smaller rooms surrounding the space. All the doors were missing, probably stolen by thieves.

The man with the patch pushed her into the chair. Patch didn’t bother binding her hands or feet, clearly confident of his power over her. She sat in meek submission.

His Arabic was a rough dialect. It confirmed her suspicion that he wasn’t native to Egypt. “Why have you taken me?” The man only sneered at her.

Patch asked, “What’s your name?”

She remained silent, head down and hands clasped in her lap. She was rewarded with a backhand slap across the face. Sharp pain radiated outward across the entire side of her face. It made her angry.

“Who are you?” Several more blows. Her face began to swell.

She looked at the man. “You work for al-Mousa, don’t you?”

“Good for you. And I know your name is Nefret Kamal. Now tell me, what’s your interest in the King Tut exhibit?”

She was surprised this thug knew her alias.

It must have come from the museum—or more likely, from Haddad.

“Nothing,” she replied. “I was only assisting the packing…”

A sharp slap. “You lie.”

He drew a long, straight knife from the folds of his robe. He waived it in front of her face.

“I can cut many parts of your body with this.” Patch looked her over. “Should I start with that pretty face? Or maybe your tongue, since you seem to have little use for it.” He gave a humorless laugh.

It brought up memories of other men like him, men who dismissed her, who resorted to bullying, hitting, injuring…

Then, a lightning-quick move. She leaped from the chair and landed behind her captor. The man was totally surprised. He swung around.

“So, you have some fight in you.”

“You have no idea.”

The man made a stabbing lunge. She turned deftly to avoid the thrust. The knife arm passed by harmlessly. She used her elbow to strike the back of Patch’s neck. The blow caused Patch to stumble and fall to the floor.

While her attacker was down, she circled back to the chair. It was the only object in the room that could even remotely be considered for defense.

Patch, now more cautious, moved forward in a crouch. The knife was held forward at the ready, eyes trained on her.

She grabbed the back of the chair and held it up, legs facing forward.

The approach continued. One step, then another.

Now only inches from the chair legs, Patch looked into her eyes. They showed no fear.

Hannah struck first. She flung the chair at his feet, causing him to stumble and lose his balance. She retreated to a corner where there was a pile of rubbish—papers, cans, and bottles.

She grabbed a bottle by the neck and cracked it against a wall. The remaining piece in her hand was a jagged, dangerous weapon.

Now we’re more evenly matched.

Patch stopped to consider this new development.

Hannah stepped toward him. The broken bottle was extended in a way that suggested she knew how to use it.

“Drop the knife.” The order was spoken with an authority that surprised Patch.

“No.”

She responded with an aggressive step forward.

In a wild move, Patch jumped over the fallen chair to attack her. One foot caught on the curved back. Patch sprawled facedown. For a long moment there was no movement. She approached slowly, expecting a new attack. None came. The man just lay there.

Keeping a safe distance, she walked around the prone figure. There was a growing pool of blood coming from under his torso. Rolling the body over confirmed that Patch had fallen in such a way that the knife had pierced his chest, penetrating the heart. She dropped the bottle on the attacker’s stomach.

No more torturing women for you.

She searched for a way out. The dark doorways surrounding her looked like monstrous eyes, staring, taunting. Finally, she found a door in a small alcove. Relieved, she opened it and stopped. She was looking at a street of run-down buildings. No people around. No shops. In fact, everything looked abandoned.

She stepped out onto the narrow, dusty street. She chose to go left—the direction the taxi had taken.
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Hannah walked until she reached a populated area, relieved to find active shops, cafés, and people. She checked the inner pockets of her robe for the zipper bag holding her credit cards and some cash.

At least that didn’t get lost.

She noticed people giving her strange looks.

Why are they looking at me like that?

She happened to pass a café and glanced in the window. Her reflection caused her to stop and gasp.

My God, I look terrible!

In all the excitement, she’d forgotten about her bruised and swollen face.

I can’t go back to the hotel looking like this.

There was a clothing shop across the street. She purchased a long scarf and wrapped it over her lower face, tossing the ends over her shoulders. She looked in a small mirror on the counter.

Not great, but it should keep the staring down to a minimum.

She asked the sales lady where she might find a taxi. The woman gave her a sympathetic look and told her there was a stand one street over.


CHAPTER 16



The Guardian Guest House was simple. It catered to Egyptians and other Middle-Easterners rather than Western tourists. Hannah had no trouble retrieving her luggage that had been delivered to the hotel.

She was thankful for the scarf covering her head and face. There were no looks or questions about her appearance. She dropped the bags the second she was in her room. Exhaustion swept over her. The ordeal of the kidnapping and fighting off the one-eyed man was too much. She felt empty.

Fully clothed, she sprawled across the bed, and went immediately to sleep.
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Hannah opened the window shutters the next morning, and, from her location atop the Giza plateau, looked over Cairo. The sunrise cast a gentle amber glow over the city, making everything look magical.

She ached everywhere from the previous day’s ordeal, the travel, abduction, and attack…

Rummaging through her bags she took three aspirin tablets. In her exhaustion there’d been no time to consider her kidnapping. Her mind clearer now, she thought about the abduction.

It must have been planned before we arrived.

That meant someone in LA talked to another person here in Cairo. Her brows furrowed. Haddad—it had to be him—alerted al-Mousa that she was coming. Al-Mousa sent his henchman to kill her.

The marked cases she found at LACMA put Haddad squarely in the middle of this plot. After her abduction there was no more doubt. This was a three-sided conspiracy: Al-Mousa, Haddad, and it seemed, Raymond Chalcroft.

She recalled there was someone else who knew where she was staying. The young taxi driver. She’d given him the name of her hotel.

The taxi driver must also be one of al-Mousa’s foot soldiers.

That one small connection could get her killed. In fact, she was surprised to have made it through the night. It was time to go.

She looked at herself in the mirror. The swelling had gone down but the bruises still hurt, and they discolored her cheeks. A little coverup would fix that. She dug around for her concealer and flinched slightly when applying it to the bruises.

She went to the front desk, paid her bill, and took a taxi a short distance to the Great Pyramid Inn. She was still stiff and it hurt to get in and out of the taxi.

After checking in to the hotel, she set out for the Grand Egyptian Museum. She needed to re-examine the shipping cases and confirm a switch had taken place. She clicked the tiny UV light on and off. It was in working order.
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The warehouse area below the exhibit floor was huge. It was designed to contain not only the King Tut objects, but also those of virtually all the dynasties of Egypt.

She entered and stopped, transfixed by the enormity of the space. There were large pieces of sandstone—replicas for the display, of course. The slabs were covered in beautiful paintings of the Pharaoh engaged in various activities. Riding in his war chariot. Reclining in a garden. Sitting on a golden throne.

A good deal of authentic statuary filled the warehouse. Crates were stacked everywhere. It created a maze across the entire floor.

Most of what was stored here was being transferred upstairs for public viewing. It pleased her to know that so much history would be available to all.

She came to a group of neatly stacked shipping cases, spotting a nearby clipboard. It held a list of the shipping labels and a description of the contents. It was the shipment from Los Angeles. She scanned the cases with her UV light. There were no markings like she’d seen in LA.

She thought through her late-night visit to the LACMA warehouse.

I wonder… could the exchange have been made before shipping? Or, was the plan to make the swap here in Cairo, in which case, it seems it’s already happened.

She looked up along the walls and noticed a dozen security cameras. If they made the switch here, it would be hard to do unnoticed.

Something else was bothering her. An uneasiness, a sensation that only happened when she felt danger approaching. Looking around she saw no particular threat. Then, a familiar tap—tap sound. She stiffened. The sound stopped. She had to leave the warehouse. It wouldn’t do to run into Haddad now.

She rounded a stack of crates and literally bumped into Ufa Haddad.

“I’m so sorry. I wasn’t paying attention…”

Confusion flashed over Haddad’s face. It quickly turned to recognition. And then, oddly, fear. It was all the confirmation she needed. Jabari and Amr weren’t in on this. Haddad never expected to see her again.

“Wha—what’re you doing here?” Haddad sputtered. Confusion had returned to his face.

“The director asked me to verify the shipment from Los Angeles.”

Her smooth answer put Haddad off. Noticing the clipboard in her hand, he relented.

“You shouldn’t be here without authorization. In the future, contact my office for access to the warehouse.”

Haddad turned and made a quick exit, his cane tapping a counterpoint to his retreating steps.

Who do you suppose he’s going to call? Hannah wondered.


CHAPTER 17



Al-Mousa listened as Yousef reported, “I left the woman with Malek, just as you ordered. Then I went to the bus station to wait for him.” Yousef looked nervous. Al-Mousa lifted his index and middle finger and rotated them, indicating Yousef should continue.

“Hours went by. No Malek. I began to wonder what was keeping him. I figured something must be wrong and went back.” Yousef gulped and continued. “I went inside the building and found Malek. He was dead. I didn’t know what to do, so I dragged his body to the taxi.”

“Malek’s dead?” It seemed unthinkable. Malek had been a trusted man through many operations.

“Yes, sir, dead. Stabbed in the chest. You can see for yourself—he’s in the taxi.”

“What of the woman?”

“She wasn’t there.” That news did not please him at all.

Al-Mousa called for Dawoud, perhaps his most trusted man.

“Dawoud, go with Yousef. Confirm that Malek is dead. Then arrange for proper disposal of the remains.”

“As you wish.” It was as if Dawoud was being asked to go to the corner shop for bread.
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Al-Mousa heard Dawoud return. He was ordering several men to take care of Malek’s body.

“So, it’s true?” Al-Mousa asked as Dawoud re-entered the office. Dawoud nodded.

Al-Mousa shook his head. “If he was to die, it should have been a glorious death, taking many with him.”

Dawoud remained silent.

Al-Mousa stood and walked to a sitting area. Dawoud followed him.

“This is most troubling. A woman seemingly overpowered Malek.”

“Yes, most unusual,” said Dawoud. “Does it affect our schedule?”

“It’s not a schedule of our making. There can be no changing it. The bombing must take place on the first day of Ramadan.”

“That’s only a few days away, Kahairi.”

“I need high explosives. I want you to steal them for me.”

“Can’t we buy explosives?”

Al-Mousa clicked his tongue. “For the results we need, there’s not enough time to go through channels.”

“Where will I find these special explosives?”

Al-Mousa handed him a map. “At this military compound, the Mohamed Naguib Military base, west of Alexandria in Al-Hammam.”

He looked for an expression of surprise on Dawood’s face. He found none, so he continued.

“Why so far away?” Dawoud asked.

He wondered why people didn’t have his sense of vision. “There are no explosives like the ones I want in Cairo. The base is the biggest in the entire region and should have a large quantity of explosives. Go to the ammunition depot. Bring back about twenty blocks of RDX.”

“What if there’s no RDX?”

“Then C-4 will do. RDX is its primary component, but you’ll have to bring back more C-4 to equal the explosive yield I want—and don’t forget igniter fuses.” Al-Mousa went to a desk and returned with a handful of papers. “These are your credentials for getting onto the base. You will wear the uniform of a military officer. He motioned to an attendant standing by. The man stepped out of the room for a moment, returning with uniform.

“You have the rank of Muqaddam—a lieutenant colonel. Your cover story will be that you’re meeting with an Aqid, a full colonel, for an emergency meeting. You will arrive at night, go to the munitions depot, and retrieve our explosives. After you’ve done that, I want you to locate the woman. Real or imagined, she’s a threat that must be neutralized.”

“When I find her, what should I do?” Dawoud asked.

“I’ll give you instructions when you return. Send Yousef back in.”

Dawoud went to the door and ordered Yousef inside.

“You’ll be Dawoud’s driver. Take him to the military base near Alexandria. You’ll do as Dawoud instructs you.”

Yousef looked at the man standing beside him. He knew Dawoud’s reputation. He feared him. “As you wish, sir.”

“Very good. Now, go wait in the taxi. And be sure it’s fully fueled.”

Yousef left without another word.

There’s still much to do. Al-Mousa called for Shafiq, a new local operative. The man was older than his usual recruit but that was an asset for the assignment he had in mind.

Shafiq entered with head bowed. “You wished to see me?”

“Do you still have that delivery van?” The man confirmed with a tight nod.

“Good. I want you to take the van to the Grand Egyptian Museum—do you know it?”

“Yes, I know it. The new building on the Giza plateau, near the pyramids.”

“Very good. You’re to deliver an envelope for me. Nothing important, just some documents. You’ll hand-deliver them to the museum’s chief of security, Ufa Haddad.”

“Ufa Haddad,” repeated Shafiq.

“Haddad will take you into the new warehouse. You must pay close attention to the instructions he will give you.”

Al-Mousa watched Shafiq as he left. He knew the sacrifice the man was going to make.


CHAPTER 18



Haddad stood just inside the open loading door, talking with two men. The men wore yellow-striped vests and white hardhats. Haddad wore no vest or hardhat. He was dressed in a finely tailored suit and leaned on his silver-handled cane.

He felt a presence and ignored it, keeping a straight face through the discussion of artefact placement with the workers.

After the workers left, he heard a quiet voice, “Mr. Haddad?”

He turned and looked the older man up and down. “Yes?”

“I was ordered to deliver this to you.” Shafiq held out the envelope.

He looked around to be sure nobody was within earshot. “From al-Mousa?”

The man nodded.

He grabbed the man’s arm and moved to a place out of sight behind some shipping cases. Opening the envelope, he inspected the documents.

“I have instructions for you.”

Shafiq nodded again, dutifully awaiting his orders.

“You will return here at eleven-thirty on Friday morning. You’ll be carrying a shipment for me. Drive up to the loading door. Wait for it to open. Then park your van in this spot.” Haddad struck his cane on the ground. The sharp report startled Shafiq. “Do not leave your vehicle. Wait for me.”

Shafiq was confused. “What if someone asks what I’m doing here?”

“Tell them you’re waiting for me before offloading.”

“And if they ask my cargo?”

“Say it’s the last of the shipment from Los Angeles.”


CHAPTER 19



The aged taxi lumbered across the umber desert sands on a seemingly unending ribbon of black highway. Dawoud sat in silence letting the air from the open window cool him. Next to him, Yousef chattered on in an endless stream-of-consciousness that, thankfully, didn’t require a response.

They took the desert route to Alexandria because it was almost an hour shorter than either the Agricultural Road or the modified desert route through Banha. The ride was dull and hot.

“Not long now, sir,” Yousef announced. “See? The green ahead means we’re getting close to Alexandria.”

Dawoud grunted.

Forty minutes later they were on the outskirts of Alexandria.

“Pull over,” Dawoud said.

He inspected a folded map and then gave a new order.

“The base is west of Alexandria.” He looked out the window and then back at the map. “Up ahead there’s a left turn onto El Alamein Road. You’ll turn right. It will take us to the base complex.”

Yousef set out once again, and within five kilometers they turned from Highway 75 onto El Alamein Road. The road skirted the agricultural lands to their right and went straight across the desert sands.

There was a surprising volume of traffic, and Yousef mentioned it to Dawoud. There was only a grunt in response.

As night fell, a sign appeared along the side of the road indicated the Mohamed Naguib Military base was ahead. Yousef made the turn. The road followed the fenced perimeter of the base. Yousef wondered if the base continued all the way to Alexandria.

“Turn ahead at the gate,” Dawood said.

The gatehouse, flooded with light, stood like a beacon in a sea of darkness. Two soldiers manned the small structure. One stepped out to the taxi. “Your credentials?”

Dawoud, straightening his military tunic, handed the documents given to him by al-Mousa, passed them up to Yousef, who in turn, gave them to the guard. The guard shuffled through them, looking first at Dawoud, then to Yousef. “What is your destination, sir?” the guard asked.

“The general staff building. We’ve been ordered to a meeting with Aquid Hassan.”

The guard handed back the documents. “I’ll call ahead and let the colonel know to expect you.” The officer waived them on and they entered the base.

“Hand me the map,” said Dawoud. Looking at the layout of the base, he instructed Yousef to turn left at the next intersection. It was easy to find. There was a large building blocking the way, creating a T-junction. Going left they passed a variety of buildings, including a sports complex—complete with a stadium.

The road eventually came to a sharp right turn. There was another road going straight ahead, but it had restricted signs and notices saying special passes were required.

Dawoud smiled for the first time.

This is good.
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They passed into the base but had no intention of going to the general staff building. They passed a small building serving falafel, koshari, shawarma, and other Egyptian street-food favorites.

“I’m hungry,” Dawoud said, “pull in there.” Yousef hadn’t eaten since breakfast and eagerly turned around. They lingered over their food, leaving only when the facility closed at ten o’clock.

As they pulled away from the food stand, Dawoud saw a security truck pass by.

I hope this taxi doesn’t arouse suspicions.

The security truck continued on.

They mustn’t have noticed.

Yousef drove until Dawoud told him to park in an out-of-the-way place. “There—turn in there.” It looked like a barracks building. “We go at two in the morning.”

Dawoud dropped his seat down, set an alarm on his watch, and went to sleep.
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A two-man patrol checked in to the security office at precisely twelve midnight. The duty sergeant handed them MP armbands, walkie-talkie radios, and keys to a Jeep-style vehicle parked behind the guard shack. As they walked out the desk sergeant said, “Don’t forget—call in every thirty minutes.”

The men got into the open vehicle and began their rounds.

The duty was routine and both men were bored. They patrolled up and down the quiet base streets, seeing nothing out of the ordinary.

They talked about the up-coming holiday, Ramadan, a month-long festival throughout the Muslim world. “I hear we’re getting passes to leave the base,” said the driver. They went on for more than an hour discussing what they would do with the extra time off.

They made a turn into a barracks lot. “Wait a moment,” said the soldier in the passenger seat. “Did we just pass a taxi? What’s that doing back here—especially at this time of night.”

“We’d better call this in,” said the driver. The soldier picked up the radio and reported the taxi. He told the duty sergeant they were going to inspect.

Both men got out of the vehicle, armed only with police batons. They approached the vehicle at separate angles. When they were three meters from the taxi, the headlights suddenly snapped on. Both men were momentarily blinded.

The passenger door opened. A dark figure stood and fired, the noise no more than a muffled pff-pff.

Both soldiers went down.
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Dawoud jumped back into the taxi and hissed at Yousef, “Get going! Right now!” The young man, adrenaline pumping, sat up and turned the key. The taxi’s engine roared to life, and he accelerated, spraying gravel as they went. Yousef asked Dawoud where they should go. “To the restricted turn off. Head down that road but turn off your lights.”

In less than ten minutes they were driving down the restricted access road. Yousef wondered how in the world they would get out of this mess. With no streetlights, the road was dark. Adding to that, there was no moon. It meant he had to drive by starlight.

Then, in the distance, a large shape loomed up.

“That’s it,” said Dawoud.

As they approached the shape it became clear it was the munitions bunker. It was very large—a great ugly square box constructed entirely of reinforced concrete.

“Pull in here,” Dawoud ordered.

They were passing a group of much smaller buildings. He turned, careful to park in the back.

“We walk from here,” said Dawoud, and grabbed a duffel bag from the back seat. Dawoud stuffed the silenced pistol into his waistband.

Handing Yousef a small, zippered bag, he said, “Carry that for me.”

Yousef wasn’t sure what the bag contained but he couldn’t refuse.

The two men walked around the corner of the small building and headed toward the bunker at the end of the road.


CHAPTER 20



The munitions bunker was indeed large, yet the building looked squat. There were few exterior lights, no doors, and no windows. As Dawoud and Yousef approached, they heard voices. Dawoud looked around for cover but there was none. “Drop,” he whispered, and both men fell to the ground.

A guard detail came around the corner of the building, rifles casually slung on their shoulders, telling one another stories. The detail didn’t notice the two figures a short distance away, crowded in the shadows.

Dawoud stood as the guards rounded the next corner. Yousef was a little slower, caution urging him to keep down. Dawoud noticed the hesitation and whispered, “Come on, get up and let’s get moving.”

Yousef looked at the great gray wall before them and wondered how exactly they were going to break in to such a structure.

Dawoud led the way.

Passing around the building’s corner they discovered the building was twice as long as it was wide. At the center of the long wall was a pair of large steel doors. Dawoud ran the palm of his hand over the smooth surface of the doors. “There’s no way in. It can only be opened from the inside.”

Moving to the end of the wall, Dawoud held up his hand, signaling Yousef to stop. He looked around the corner. After a moment he motioned Yousef forward. The rear wall was the same as the front, but there was a slight difference. About ten meters from the building was a small structure. “What’s that?” Yousef whispered.

Dawoud looked at his young companion. “That’s the front door.”

Stealing their way across the open ground, they found the little structure had a set of stairs leading underground to a small landing. At the bottom was another iron door. It looked impenetrable to Yousef.

“This is how the soldiers come and go,” said Dawoud. “Al-Mousa told me about it.”

“How do we get in?”

Dawoud went down to the landing and opened a small metal box adjacent to the door. Inside the box was a keypad. Reaching into the duffel bag, Dawoud extracted a small electronic box. “Hand me the tool kit, Yousef.” In all the excitement, he’d forgotten about the zippered case.

Without a word, Dawoud unzipped the case and pulled out an odd-looking tool. He selected a special screwdriver tip and knelt down. Soon, the keypad cover plate was unscrewed to reveal a tangle of wires.

Yousef watched in fascination as Dawoud unraveled several wires from the small electrical box. Using alligator clips, he attached wires to the keypad. He flipped a switch and several rows of LED lights came to life.

Seeing the confused look on Yousef’s face, he explained, “It rotates through all the possible combinations of numbers. On this nine-digit keypad that adds up to 362,880.”

“Won’t that take days?”

“If we were doing it manually, yes. But this device runs through two hundred thousand calculations a minute.”

In no time at all, there was a discernible click and the door was released. Dawoud pulled it open and noticed the crash bar on the inside. “That’s good. It’ll make returning easier.” He turned to Yousef. “Put your foot in here to keep the door open while I clean up.”

Dawoud unclipped the wires and returned the lock unscrambler back to his bag. Once the keypad was reassembled, he was ready to move on.

Stepping through the door, he turned to Yousef. “You stand guard up there.” He pointed back up the entry steps. “Keep out of sight, we wouldn’t want the patrol to spot you.”

With that he turned and jogged down the tunnel as Yousef let the entry door close.
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The duty officer waited impatiently for his team’s report. Fifteen minutes went by, then twenty. He became concerned. Keying his radio, he called another team on patrol and instructed them to find the first team. He waited another ten minutes before the radio crackled.

“Team Zulu reporting.”

“Go ahead, Zulu,” the sergeant replied.

“Sergeant, we’re behind barracks twenty-one, and there’s something terribly wrong here. Two of our men are on the ground, shot dead.”

The sergeant looked at the radio in disbelief. “Dead, you say?”

“Yes, Sergeant. They were both shot in the chest.”

“Secure the area and stay close. I’ll send help.” The desk sergeant called the duty officer and informed him of the killings. Next, he contacted the medical center and asked for a paramedic team.

In minutes, the entire barracks parking area was filled with flashing lights and emergency vehicles. The sergeant was there, along with the duty officer. The officer had a grim look on his face that radiated his displeasure at this happening on his watch.

Emergency medical teams were attending to the fallen men but it was clear they were dead. The military police declared it a crime scene and were busy placing yellow tape around the area. Other officers stretched measuring tapes and were inspecting the ground for footprints and other evidence.

One of the MPs came over to the duty officer and said, “Nobody heard gunshots, and we found no footprints.”

The duty sergeant, standing with the duty officer, added, “My team reported a taxi was seen earlier.”

The duty officer cocked his head and said, “Then we’d better be on the lookout for a taxi.”
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Dawoud came to a door at the end of the entry tunnel. Thankfully, it had no keypad, just a crash bar. Hesitating a moment, he wondered what—or who—might be on the other side.

I can’t stand here all night thinking about it.

He pushed the bar and opened the door. With a sigh of relief, he found the area deserted.

He thought the bunker would be a large open space. He was surprised to find it a virtual labyrinth of hallways, rooms, and floors. There were printed signs on the walls with arrows pointing in one direction or another. Studying the directional signs, he decided the area labeled “Chemical Explosives” was the most promising.

He was grateful the facility seemed deserted—until he heard voices echo from somewhere inside. He flattened himself against one of the many doorways along the hall and stood very still, flattening himself against the door.

Trying the doorknob behind his back, he found the room was open, and he slid inside.

The room was an armory of sorts with racks of rifles. In the dark they looked very much like ranks of soldiers standing at attention.

Turning back to the door, he listened to the approach of two men. The door muffled the conversation, so it was difficult to make out what they were saying. Only one word came through, e’larm.

He had a good idea what might have put them on alert. Since he’d used a silenced pistol, he hadn’t expected the two bodies to be discovered so soon.

The voices outside faded and it was once again quiet. He stepped out and continued on until reaching a cross hallway. Signs pointed toward deflagrating explosives on the left, and high explosives on the right. He knew deflagrating charges were black powder-based and wouldn’t suit al-Mousa’s needs.

Going right, he came to a door at the end of the hallway. A sign indicated this was one of six storage lockers for high explosives. The door had a keypad lock. Taking out his electronic descrambler, he went to work. In a few minutes, the door clicked open.

He couldn’t have known that all the keypad locks within the building were connected to a central control station. Each time a lock in the building was opened or closed, it generated a report.

The room was relatively small inside. Unlike the rifle room, this one was stacked with TNT and other high explosives. He found a small stack of crates with RDX stenciled across the top. Prying one open, it was filled with small blocks of RDX. He scooped out as many as would fit into his duffel.

After closing the crate, he looked around for fuses and detonators. He found them stacked across the room. Most were designed to insert into TNT.

That won’t work for RDX.

He continued searching and found a case containing several different timing devices.

This looks promising.

He inspected each, evaluating their usefulness. Most were intended to receive a radio signal to detonate, but one was an old-fashioned timer with a small clock face. It worked by winding the clock and setting a time for the explosion. He dropped the clock-style timer into his bag.

The sound of voices approaching caused him to stop and listen. It was a guard patrol testing door handles as they moved through the hall. He pressed his ear to the door. There were two voices. He could only hope the keypad lock would prevent them from entering.

The guards reached his door. He heard them talking about the report of an intruder. One complained about the extra duty he was pulling. The other ignored his partner.

Dawoud shoved the duffel full of RDX against the wall behind him and pulled his silenced weapon. There was no sound now from the men outside, only the quiet beep of keypad buttons being depressed.

Get ready…

He held out his silenced pistol.

The door lock clicked and swung inward, shielding Dawoud from view. The guards stepped into the room, their backs to the door and Dawoud.

Holding the door for cover, he fired two shots into the soldiers’ backs. They fell where they stood, blood pooling beneath them.

He paid no attention to the fallen soldiers as he grabbed the duffel and slipped out of the room, allowing the door to close and lock.

I’m safe, but it won’t last long. And I only have five shots left.

He set out for the entry.


CHAPTER 21



Yousef stood at the top of the steps, staring down at the entry door. What am I supposed to do? Dawoud said to stay out of sight.

He looked around the low entry building for a hiding place. The ground was completely flat. There weren’t even bushes.

Voices started coming his way and he panicked. He looked from side to side for somewhere to hide, but other than going back down the steps and standing at the steel door, there were no other options.

He made a dash back toward the main bunker and reached the corner just as a patrol came around the opposite corner. Yousef dropped to the ground.

Peeking around the wall he saw the pair go to the entry structure and disappear down the stairs. He pulled back in relief and took a moment to gather himself.

I can’t stay where I am—they’ll come back.

He stood, dusted himself off, and continued down the wall.

When he reached the large steel shipping doors he stopped to inspect them for himself. The seam between the doors was covered by another piece of steel.

No way to pry the door open.

He searched on either side of the doors for a keypad but found none.

Dawoud was right, the doors only open from the inside.

Giving up on the doors, he continued to the end of the wall and stopped. Peering cautiously around the corner, he saw the way was clear.

Yousef looked across the open ground where earlier he and Dawoud had dropped to avoid discovery. He feared with this general alarm he wouldn’t be so lucky a second time. At that moment, he saw headlights on the road. They were coming his way.

His only option was the taxi.

In a full-out run, he made it to the small building hiding his car from view. Just then, a vehicle pulled up to the main munitions bunker and disgorged its occupants. A dozen soldiers fanned out.

Another vehicle turned off the access road and began inspecting the small buildings on the right and left.

He reached the taxi and knew it was only a matter of time before it was discovered. His only hope was the other army vehicle. It was searching buildings on the opposite side of the road. That might give him an opportunity to escape—if Allah was with him.

Putting the taxi in gear and keeping his headlights off, he drove to the edge of the building, waiting for his chance.

The army vehicle drove slowly around the building across the road. A mounted spotlight flooded the structure while individual flashlights waived through the air like so many lasers.

Then the army vehicle turned a corner and the lights disappeared.

He pulled onto the main road, heading away from the danger. The other truck never saw the taxi, and he congratulated himself for being so clever.

Until lights appeared ahead.

Yousef turned off the main road, but this turn gave him no buildings to hide behind. He could only hope that since he was driving with no headlights, he hadn’t been seen. His turn kicked up a small cloud of dust. Seeing it, he came to a rapid halt to let it settle. Looking out the back window, he hoped the oncoming lights would pass by.

The army vehicle approached his turn.

It was much larger than the others. A half-track with a dozen men and a .50 caliber machine gun mounted over the cab.

The gunner spotted the remains of his dust cloud and pounded on the roof, signaling the driver to stop. The heavy vehicle groaned to a halt as the gunner gestured down the dark road to their right. The vehicle lumbered in reverse and then started down the dirt road.

Yousef was out of options. In complete terror, he set out. He could only hope to outrun the half-track.

The truck’s headlights illuminated the escaping taxi. Their commander’s order had been clear: locate and stop the taxi by any means necessary.

The gunner pulled back the lever on the machine gun and opened fire. Every fifth round was a tracer, helping the gunner to zero in on his target. He did so with deadly effect. The distance between the two vehicles was about one hundred meters, and while the little taxi was gaining distance, it was no match for the fusillade unleashed by the .50 caliber gun.

The taxi’s rear lifted up as if it had struck a large rock. The barrage of bullets continued, striking the exposed fuel tank. The result was a fiery explosion.

The half-track pulled up behind the burning taxi and the squad jumped out to inspect the damage. The soldiers found Yousef’s charred body, hands still clutching the steering wheel. There was no evidence anyone else was in the taxi.

The half-track driver called in the incident. Within minutes, fire and other emergency vehicles arrived in a bright glare of spinning lights, blaring sirens, and confused reports.

After inspecting the charred vehicle more thoroughly, the duty captain decided there were no explosives or other weapons in the car. Calling his superior, the captain reported that the mystery car had been found. The driver was dead.


CHAPTER 22



Dawoud reached the munitions building entry and looked at signs pointing left and right. His luck had held thus far, but now he had to make it out of the building.

As he placed his hand on the crash bar, there were sounds coming from the other side. It was heavy feet approaching. The thought of being trapped brought an unexpected wave of fear. He looked back the way he had come.

No chance in that direction.

Looking down the hall where the black powder explosives were kept, he saw a small branch hallway. He ran and turned the corner just as six men burst through the tunnel door. With his back flat against the wall, he could only hope they would choose the other direction.

The troops stopped. One, evidently the leader, made a decision. “To the high explosives side. That’s where the men were last heard from.” The sound of boots setting off at double-time faded and he breathed a sigh of relief.

Allah must be watching over me.

He took off the army tunic, discarding it on the floor, and ran through the tunnel to the reinforced steel door—and his freedom. He climbed the steps keeping an eye out for more troops, but no one was around, only an empty truck that most likely delivered the men he’d just encountered.

He searched for Yousef.

Where is that boy?

He knew standing there was dangerous.

I must get back to the taxi.

He ran across the open ground to the bunker, unknowingly following Yousef’s escape route. Reaching the front of the building, he saw security trucks with spinning multi-colored lights some distance away.

I wonder what that’s about?

He held the duffel bag filled with explosives to his chest and crouched as low as possible to prevent detection and dashed to the building where they’d parked the taxi.

Yousef better be there.

He came to a sudden stop.

Where the hell is the taxi?

Cursing Yousef and all his generations, he slammed the bag on the ground and stood there, hot with anger.
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Dawoud didn’t know how long he stood staring at the rear of the small building, but finally his anger cooled and clarity of thought returned. He looked in the direction of what now appeared to be a fire.

His stomach dropped. Yousef… He guessed what must have happened.

Time to rethink my escape plan.

With no transportation, he was now on foot.

The base was large, but from the drive in he remembered the entire perimeter had hurricane fencing with razor wire on top. He didn’t know if the fence was electrified, but he would face that challenge when, and if, he got there.

He set out toward the perimeter road. Before getting there, he had to cross the bunker access road without being seen—no small achievement with all the troops crawling around the munitions building.

He looked again in the direction of the fire. It was no longer visible.

I hope Yousef was able to get away.

At the main road, there were no vehicles in sight. Then the quiet was shattered by the sound of a klaxon. He froze mid-step, confused by what the sound meant. Looking up and down the road, he dashed across to the relative safety of the dark beyond. He stopped long enough to catch his breath. Then he understood the alarm meant they’d found the two dead soldiers in the bunker.

Now the entire base will be looking for me.

He looked into the dark beyond—the chase was on.

I have to stay ahead of them.

Torch beams moved through the dark, pushing him off the line he was trying to maintain. It couldn’t be helped—he needed to keep his distance from the beams.

As he trotted toward the fence line, another group of beams appeared, these on his other side. Once again, he adjusted his line. With two groups now in play it was going to be tight.

Judging the search groups were somewhat behind him, he made a last dash for freedom. He ran straight into the fence but managed to put his hands up to protect himself.

I guess that settles the electrified question—I’m still alive.

He unzipped the duffel and searched for his tool pouch. He pulled out a flat fence-cutting tool and began snipping links.

The process was taking too long. The search parties were closing in and the flat metal clippers weren’t easy to use, especially when a person was rushed.

He looked over his shoulder, checking the progress of the search parties. So far, it seemed they were moving toward one another. They were still some distance from his position. Turning back to the fence, he cut more links.

Suddenly, a beam of light washed over him.

“Hold it right there!”

The shape of a man silhouetted behind the beam barked the order.

He couldn’t see if the soldier was armed, but he had to assume so. He stood still and made surrendering motions. In reality, he was reaching behind his back to grab his weapon.

The light came closer. He could make out vague features. The soldier seemed young, about Yousef’s age.

He made two moves in rapid succession. First, he dropped and rolled out of the light. Then, he raised his weapon and aimed for his target’s center mass. The silenced gun made almost no noise, but the muzzle flash was quite visible.

The soldier wavered and fell, dropping his torch.

He had to be certain the soldier was dead. He approached the form laying in the dust. The man was severely wounded and groaning. He offered a silent prayer to Allah for the soldier and delivered the coup de grâce—a single shot to the head.

He was now down to three rounds, and that worried him. If he had to engage more troops, he’d soon be empty.

There were only a few links left in the fence. He pulled against one side then the other, creating an opening large enough to squeeze through. He didn’t bother to re-bend the fence as he passed through and ran toward the main road.

Having seen the muzzle flash, the search teams were already hurrying to the spot where the soldier lay. Several men huddled around their fallen comrade. There was a shout from another soldier. “Here! There’s a breach in the fence!”

Two dozen men rushed over and flashed their torch beams into the dark but saw nothing. One soldier spoke into a walkie-talkie and requested helicopter support.

The sergeant leading the group said, “Don’t worry, we’ll have him before you know it.”

Ordering most of his men through the fence, he left a small detail in case the intruder doubled back.
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Dawoud could almost feel the soldiers in pursuit. He ran all the harder, hoping that someone on the highway would stop and pick him up. There was a steady flow of cars ahead.

Thanks be to Allah.

His thanksgiving was a little too hasty. He heard the thump-thump-thump of a helicopter and saw its blazing spotlight searching the ground.

Standing at the edge of the road, he waved down a car that was heading toward Alexandria. The driver must have been sent by Allah because he stopped. Pulling off the road, the driver called out, “Do you need help? It’s awfully late to be out here.”

Dawoud resisted the urge to look around at the pursuit that was hot on his heels. “I could use a ride.”

The elderly driver nodded, waiving him in. He tossed his duffel bag onto the back seat, and got in the front. “Thanks so much. It seems like I’ve been walking forever.”

The old man paid no attention to the search going on and drove off.

He had escaped, but barely. It could easily have been a firing squad for him, and he was thankful. He thought about Yousef.

His act of panic probably gave me the time I needed to escape.


CHAPTER 23



It appeared the explosives theft was more difficult than al-Mousa expected. He could tell Dawoud was exhausted—and covered in desert dust.

“You look terrible, Dawoud. Come, sit down.”

Dawoud sat heavily on the couch and opened the duffel. It was filled with blocks of RDX. A fuse device sat on top.

“You’ve done well.” Al-Mousa picked up a block of the explosive. He glanced toward his office door. “Where’s Yousef?”

“Dead.”

“Clearly, there’s a story here.”

Dawoud nodded. “We got onto the base—no problem. I found a big a rec building where we could wait for dark without raising suspicions. We found the munitions depot. I left Yousef outside to keep watch while I went inside. When I got back, Yousef was gone. He must’ve panicked when the alarms started going off.

“I was on my own—and on foot. Troops were swarming to the munitions building. I managed to make it to the perimeter fence and escaped.”

Al-Mousa took a moment to digest the tale. “I’m sorry to hear about Yousef. The young man had promise. But I’m pleased you made it back—and with the RDX.” He lifted the bag of explosives. “I’ll take care of this. By the way, do you recall the woman we spoke about?”

“Yes, I remember. Do you still want me to kill her?”

“The sooner the better. She’ll no doubt go to the Grand Egyptian Museum. Look for her there.”
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As Dawoud closed the office door, al-Mousa smiled looked at the duffel bag.

You’re going to bring me two million dollars.

He summoned another of his followers. “Bring me a case about so big—” he spread his hands to indicate a size. “I also want you to get six liquid containers. About three liters each.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Fill them with kerosene. Then store them downstairs. Bring the case to me.”

“I will, sir.” The young follower left.

Later, placing the empty case on the floor, the young man reported that all tasks were complete.

Alone in the office, he began preparing HMTD.

Hexamethylene triperoxide diamine is made by using hydrogen peroxide and hexamine along with an acid catalyst. It requires a steady hand and careful attention to the proportions. He planned to combine HMTD with the kerosene. It would dramatically increase the destructive yield when exploded. The mixture would also burn at almost eight-hundred degrees Celsius and turn the warehouse into a crematorium.

It took two hours of careful preparation before the HMTD was ready. He sat back and let out a sigh of relief. This was the most dangerous step of the bomb-making process, one where inexperienced people failed—and died.

After making and storing the HMTD, he set to work preparing the blocks of RDX.

Packing the shipping case required more skill than one might imagine. Patience as well. Hands had to be steady. The blocks had to fit just so. He’d learned long ago that in order to maximize the blast, blocks had to fit snugly on all sides.

With the case packing complete, he inserted the timer. The placement was also important. He selected a central block of RDX.

He would wait until Friday morning to set the timer. Likewise, the HMTD accelerant would have to wait until then.

He looked over his handiwork. This would be a conflagration like no other. His work would be famous.

This Ramadan will be remembered forever.


CHAPTER 24



“Hannah, where’ve you been?” She heard worry in Joel’s voice. “I tried your mobile but there was no answer. Then I called your hotel—they said you were gone. You can’t imagine the sinister scenarios I worked up in my mind.” She was touched by Joel’s concern.

“I was hijacked. It was touch-and-go for a while but everything’s fine now.” She paused. “I thought it best to change hotels. I’m sorry not to have told you.”

“Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

She recounted her adventure while Joel listened without interruption.

“I initially suspected my two co-workers were part of the conspiracy. But you were right about Haddad. He was jumpy as hell in LA. Always looking over our shoulders. I think someone bought him—convinced him to steal the Tut treasures.”

“And you seem to have gotten very much in their way.”

“My abduction proves that. Haddad must have found out about my suspicions. I think he coordinated with al-Mousa to have me kidnapped and killed. It’s all beginning to fit together. I’ve got to get back to those shipping cases.”
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Wednesday night—two days to Ramadan.

Hannah entered the Grand Egyptian Museum warehouse through a rear staff door. It was late. The facility was deserted. According to the schedule, everything would be ready for the grand opening on Friday. Looking around, she could see a great deal had already been moved upstairs. It left hundreds of empty crates, cases, and boxes stacked and scattered across the floor.

The museum staff wouldn’t begin arriving until nine o’clock the next morning. That gave her the remainder of the night to search through this maze. She’d brought the spreadsheet to help identify the cases sent from Los Angeles. It was difficult to know where to begin. She chose a group of cases to her right. Using the UV light, she began her search with a group of cases to her right.

By nine o’clock the next morning the staff began arriving. She’d been using a quartering search pattern but still hadn’t located the shipment from Los Angeles.

The staff resumed their chores of sorting crates and boxes, checking and re-checking lists, and sending articles upstairs for exhibition. Hannah went unnoticed as she moved cases around, but her presence wouldn’t be overlooked for long. She had to find the LA shipment.

By ten o’clock she found it. The first case held the death mask. She took the case to a nearby workbench and opened it. She drew a sharp breath. It was stunning.

With cotton-gloved hands she lifted the mask from its form-fitting cushion. Holding it up at different angles, she inspected it with a critical eye. The mask was truly a work of art. But something was wrong.

She happened to rub her thumb across the golden “hip” connecting the collar to the mask proper. Her eyes went wide. There was a small gold stain on her white cotton glove. She rubbed some more. The surface glint gave way to a base of dull metal.

This is some type of paint.

There was no doubt the surface was gold, but it seemed to be mixed with epoxy. She was aware of this process. A preferred trick used by unscrupulous merchants to deceive unsuspecting tourists.

This mask is a counterfeit!

She could think of only one person who could have engineered the switch.

Before she could look into more cases, a loud call came from the entry area. It was Haddad’s voice. He was summoning the workers together. From her position behind a stack of crates, she could hear shuffling and murmuring as the staff assembled. She closed the death mask case and listened. She couldn’t hear too well but she was able to make out one instruction. Haddad was ordering the workers to take the next day off in observance of Ramadan.

There was a murmur of general confusion among the staff. Someone spoke up, reminding the security chief there was still much to do.

Haddad swept the objection aside. “Then get it done today.”

The assembly at the loading door was the distraction Hannah needed to cover her departure. She picked her way around stacks of crates and moved unseen to the side door. She stopped to check on Haddad’s briefing. He was still talking.

They were out of time. Tomorrow was the date set for the bombing.


CHAPTER 25



Al-Mousa looked at his work with satisfaction. All elements for the bomb were in place. One more day to go. He sent an encrypted message to Craig Tyrell, his contact for the job.

Mr. Tyrell,

Museum arrangements are made.

He didn’t reveal Dawoud’s narrow escape from the military base, or the general alarm that was now spreading throughout Egypt. Instead, he imagined the many operations he’d be able to carry out with two million dollars.

He called in Dawoud.

“I have news of the woman,” al-Mousa said.

Dawoud stood calmly, listening.

“Since escaping from Malek, she’s found lodgings near the museum.” He gave Dawoud the hostel’s name. “One more thing. Haddad says you may need this…” He handed Dawoud a slip of paper.
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Friday—Ramadan

The day dawned bright and clear. Cairo was normally hazy, even at this early hour. That made the clear sky all the more unusual. Dawoud paid no attention. He was focused on finding the woman. He knew where she would go.

He parked his car in an open lot behind the new museum building. A taxi pulled up and let a woman out. She went through a door labeled in Arabic, Employees Only.

Dawoud got out and went around to the front of the building. He found the museum closed. His first inclination was to go back and break into the employee entrance. Then thought better of it. There would be guards. Al-Mousa wanted a quiet operation, so killing security guards was out of the question.

He went back to his car to watch the staff entrance.
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With the museum staff having an unexpected day off, Hannah was able to search without interruption. After considering her earlier failure to find any marked barcodes, she concluded a switch must have been made in Los Angeles. There was no other time Haddad could have made it happen.

It could only mean that the exhibit crates returned from Los Angeles held counterfeits. She knew al-Mousa had been contracted by an unknown person to blow up the museum warehouse. Now she also knew that the most valuable objects, those from the touring exhibition, were all fakes.

The bombing was never about a terrorist strike—it was a scheme to coverup a heist.

And what a heist it is!

She came to an inescapable conclusion: the real Tut objects were already safe—somewhere.

The bombing’s today. The police are no help and Joel’s far away in Brussels.

She decided to contact headquarters.

C listened without interruption as she delivered a verbal brief of her activities. She told him her suspicions, how she’d found markings on certain crates waiting for return to Cairo, about the counterfeit death mask, and how the Cairo police gaslighted her.

When she got to the abduction, C interrupted, “They know that you’re onto them. You were fortunate to escape that attempt, but don’t think for a moment that it’s over. Al-Mousa and those behind him will try again.”

“You’re the second person to give me that warning.”

“See that you heed it.” C changed the subject, “Let me see about getting Egypt’s State Security to support you.”

“Thank you, sir, but there’s no time. The strike could happen at any minute. I’m at the museum now. I have to find that bomb.”
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It was dark inside the warehouse. Only a few work lights. They created occasional pools of light but also cast strange shadows along the walls. She imagined the shadows were moving. It put her on edge. The clutter on the floor and the darkness added to her unsettled feeling.

It would be very easy to get turned around in this maze.

She let her eyes adjust to the dim light before beginning her search.

It appeared the staff had worked at a frenzied pace the day before. Their objective was to get as much up to the display floor as possible. Clean-up down here wasn’t a priority.

They’d scattered empty cargo pallets and protective stuffing everywhere. Many of the stacks were now in disarray, having been moved, emptied, or rearranged.

She headed for the area where she’d found the death mask. At least that was untouched. She began checking around the stacked cases for the bomb. There was no bomb or anything that could be made into one that she could tell.

Then, a creaking noise echoed through the warehouse. She froze and looked up. It was a door opening. Then she heard a familiar tapping sound.

It was Haddad.

She chanced a peek, thankful for the darkness.

Haddad was heading to an area across from her position, disappearing into the maze of cases.
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Haddad went early to the Grand Egyptian Museum. He carried a document case in his right hand. In the left, as usual, the silver-handled cane.

After letting his eyes adjust to the deep gloom, he weaved through stacks of crates. He could see evidence of the previous day’s frantic work. Boxes, crates, stuffing, and general rubbish were everywhere. The LA shipment remained untouched, as he’d ordered.

Normally he would’ve been furious at the mess. Now he didn’t care. It was about to get a lot worse.

He picked his way through the clutter and came to tables set along the middle of the floor. They were in disarray. Most of the items had been moved to display cases in the exhibit hall above, but a few were still scattered about. Mostly, the tables were covered with papers and boxes. He searched through the jumble of paper for the item he’d set aside the day before. It was a small figurine—a silver jaguar. The jaguar was sitting on its haunches, front paws up in the air.

Lifting the piece, he held it next to the cane handle, thinking it was a fair match. He took the figurine and his document case to an area near the LA shipment. It was a spot that was sure to be consumed in the coming conflagration.


CHAPTER 26



By ten o’clock, Dawoud began to worry. The woman hadn’t emerged from the museum’s staff entrance. He wondered if she’d left some other way.

He returned to the main entrance where he’d seen a small stack of hardhats. He put one on, inspected his reflection in a window, and decided he looked like a worker. He went to the glass doors, peered inside and rapped. A form moved around inside, another workman. When the man opened the door, he was chastised for using the front entrance. He pleaded ignorance—this was just his first day.

The workman let him in and went about his own duties.

Dawoud looked around the huge glass and concrete space. The museum was designed as a complete archeological experience of Egypt. Displays were mostly in place and divided by dynastic periods. He soon found one entire side of the building was devoted to King Tut-Ankh-Amun.

There was a free-standing sign at the entry announcing in multiple languages, Special Event Tonight. Looking behind, he couldn’t see any other workers. He entered the Tut exhibit.

The exhibit was designed to resemble an ancient tomb and was arranged in such a way that it would take guests on a journey similar to Howard Carter’s in 1922.

Dawoud was impressed. It looked like most of the Tut objects were already in place. He made it a point to lose himself in the tangle of exhibits while he searched.

He couldn’t find the woman anywhere. There was only one other place she could be—the warehouse below. He’d passed a lift earlier and went to find it.

The lift doors were artfully decorated to look like part of the exhibition. A covered control panel on the wall held a call box which required a security code to activate the lift. Apparently, all doors in the exhibit required a code to open. Al-Mousa had mentioned this security measure.

He searched through pockets for the slip of paper he’d been given. He hadn’t paid attention at the time, but now it was important. There was a moment of panic when he couldn’t find it. With relief, he discovered the paper crumpled at the bottom of a pocket.

Entering the code, the lift doors opened. Inside were two buttons. He pushed the lower one.

The lift moved slowly, testing his patience, when finally the doors opened. He could tell by the feel of the air that the space was vast. However, it was dark and he was unable to see very far.

He stepped out, looking back at the brightly lit lift interior. He hoped he hadn’t given himself away. He shrugged. There was no changing it now. He’d just have to make the best of it.

The doors closed, casting him in darkness, and he waited for his eyes to adjust.

He went to his right, into the confusion of stacked cases. He wondered how, in this bewildering labyrinth of crates, idle forklifts, open boxes, and bubble-wrapped statuary, he would find the woman. Either way, he had to find her. She had to be here.

He kept moving.
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Hannah was alerted by the sound of the lift. She froze in place and looked across the warehouse. She watched the doors open. Light spilled out from the car, causing her to squeeze her eyes and turn her head. After a moment, she was able to look at the light. A silhouette stood in the open doorway. The strong backlighting made identification impossible, only that it was a man. She pulled back into the shadows to watch. The doors closed and the man disappeared into the deep gloom.

Her intuition told her this man was a hunter. She knew instinctively that she was his prey.

She didn’t know how al-Mousa planned to carry out the bombing, but clearly it wasn’t by hiding a device among the LA shipping cases. She’d found no explosive device.

Maybe the bombing was called off.

That was just a false hope. Then she looked around, wondering about Haddad.

Could he have planted the bomb?

It didn’t seem likely. Haddad came in earlier with only his cane and document case.

She had a good idea where the hunter was. His move from the lift would take him toward the front of the warehouse. That blocked her planned exit. If she tried to reach the rear door, it would bring her too close to the hunter. She was blocked again. Then, she recalled seeing a stairway door on the wall opposite the elevator. That would be her new objective. All she had to do was find it.

She listened for sounds of movement. Absolute quiet. She passed through the dark warehouse, taking care not to step on or disturb any discarded rubbish.

She came to a place where her way was blocked by stacked cases. She stopped to listen. Still no sound.

This guy’s good.

Changing direction, she came to another group of stacked crates. These were set perpendicular to the ones she’d been following, forcing her to move in that direction. It reminded her of a cattle chute—only one way to go.

It was especially dark in the hallway of stacked cases. The formation of the wall of crates created a tight notch. She reached out and touched the cases on either wall. It helped keep her centered in the dark chute. She came to the end, and stepped out into the dim light. It was still a tangled maze of crates and boxes.

She stood still, getting her bearings. She also listened for the hunter.

There was only silence.

After several wrong turns and dead ends, she reached the wall.

Relieved, she continued her hunt for the stairs.
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Dawoud moved slowly through the tomb-like quiet. He couldn’t see very far in the gloom. He only hoped a human shape would stand out in this rectangular world.

He caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of his eye. It had to be the woman. Rather than go straight toward her, he worked his way around to cut her off.

He was taking no chances. After all, she’d killed Malek, and that was no small feat.

This one must be approached like a wild animal. I’ll lure her into a seemingly safe place and then spring a trap.

Dawoud moved to the center of the warehouse and spotted a huge granite sarcophagus. It lay among the untidy debris on the floor. There was a derrick, similar to a crane, over it holding an obviously weighty stone cover.

A plan began forming in his mind.

He kept moving toward the opposite wall—the area he’d seen the woman—and entered a new maze. He had to be especially careful. He couldn’t let her know he was near.

He came to a large wooden crate sitting on the floor. The crate was covered with a thick cloth tarp. Pieces of 2”x 4” board were on top, holding the tarp in place.

Very carefully, he removed the tarp and grabbed one of the shorter pieces of board.

Rounding a corner, he saw a door. He reasoned this was where the woman was heading. The door was flanked by stacked cases forming a narrow hallway. He judged it to be perfect. He climbed to the top, carrying the tarp and board with him.

Like a big game hunter, he lay in his hide and waited for the prey to come to him.

His trap worked perfectly. The woman appeared at the entry to the box hallway. She looked back and then stepped into the trap.

He swung the tarp. It covered the width of the narrow passage. Too late the woman saw the swirl of blue fabric. It dropped on her, covering her completely. He jumped down and struck with his board. The woman collapsed under the blow. He pulled the tarp off.

Unconscious. That was unfortunate. Then he heard a noise from the loading door area.

He checked his watch. Eleven-thirty.

The van must be here. Time’s up.

He told himself it wouldn’t make any difference now. He carried her to the empty sarcophagus and dropped her inside. He lowered the stone lid with the derrick, sealing the woman inside.

He allowed himself a brief sardonic grin.

Sleep well with the pharaohs.


CHAPTER 27



Ufa Haddad was organized, if nothing else. His years of military service had instilled in him an almost fanatic adherence to schedules. At precisely eleven-thirty he stood outside the warehouse shipping door. Shafiq drove up a minute later. He stepped to the driver’s side window.

“Is everything in order?”

“Yes, sir. They loaded a crate and several plastic containers. Look for yourself.”

He went to the rear and opened the doors. As Shafiq had said, there were several round containers strapped tightly to a cargo case. He closed the rear doors.

“I’ll open the overhead door. Drive the van to the place that I showed you.”

After a short wait the door went up. Shafiq drove in.

Many of the stacks had been moved since Shaffiq’s last visit but the place he was told to park was unobstructed.

After he’d positioned the van, Haddad stepped to his window. “Do you remember your instructions?”

“I’m to remain here. If someone asks why I’m here, I refer them to you.”

“Very good. Now sit back and relax. A team will be here soon. They’ll offload this shipment. Then you can leave.”

He returned to the main door, leaving the unsuspecting Shafiq to his fate.
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Haddad hailed a taxi and instructed the driver to take him to the private aviation terminal at Cairo airport. He had no luggage, but that was of no concern. He would have plenty of money in Dubai to buy anything he wanted. He didn’t think about Shafiq or even look back as the taxi pulled onto the Ring Road. He was too busy imagining his new life of luxury.

As the taxi traveled the fourteen miles from Giza to the airport, he used his mobile to confirm the aircraft Chalcroft had sent was on time. It was.

Out of habit, he lifted his left arm to check the time. The watch was no longer on his wrist. He’d left the Rolex with the document case and the silver jaguar figurine.

I’ll buy myself another watch—more than one if I want to. One for each day of the week.

He sat back and let the busy Cairo streets flow by.

The airport was crowded. Tourists were confused by signs in Arabic. Others from the region wheeled carts loaded with goods that were unavailable in their home countries. He bypassed it all as the taxi swung onto a small access road.

The terminal for the private aviation facility was small but comfortable. A female attendant cheerfully told him that he was the only passenger on the charter flight to Dubai. He was pleased. It was just as Chalcroft promised.

He checked the time again. Again, the watch wasn’t there. He reminded himself the Rolex had been left behind in the warehouse and then spotted a clock on the wall. It was eleven-fifty. He’d be on the airplane and ready to take off when the explosion hit.

The attendant called to him. His flight was ready. Checking the wall clock again—almost noon. He closed his eyes and imagined the explosion… the museum warehouse utterly destroyed… the flames… the noise… the confusion.

I’ve done my job. Now I’m ready to begin my new life.


CHAPTER 28



Dawoud returned to al-Mousa’s command center in Cairo and found it a beehive of activity. People were packing equipment into boxes. Others wheeled cases to trucks waiting outside. There was a feeling of urgency in the air. He climbed the stairs, stepping aside to avoid several men coming down carrying goods. He reached al-Mousa’s door. He knocked and waited for his leader to summon him inside.

“Enter,” came a muffled voice.

Al-Mousa was busy packing. Dawoud noticed his laptop was open on the desk.

“You’re back,” said al-Mousa. “The task is complete?”

“Yes…”

Al-Mousa picked up on his evasive tone.

“What is it you’re not saying?”

“There was some trouble at the museum.”

Dawoud told his leader about the difficulty finding the woman and how he finally captured her. “That’s when I heard sounds from the front of the warehouse. I knew I was out of time, so I put her into a great stone coffin. I figured she’d either be burned alive or suffocate. Either way, she’s dead.”

Al-Mousa thought for a moment. He gave a wry smile. “Yes, that seems most appropriate. In fact, it’s fitting. She can be buried like a Pharaoh and go up in smoke with everything else.”

He checked the time—eleven-fifty.

“In ten minutes, our task will be complete.”


CHAPTER 29



Hannah slowly regained consciousness. It was dark. She had a splitting headache. A galaxy of spots swirled around her head. She touched a lump on the back of her neck. The sharp pain caused her to pull her hand away. She didn’t remember the blow, only being enveloped by a large sheet. After that, nothing.

Where am I?

Her senses were still scrambled. She extended her hands to either side.

Stone.

Stroking her palm up and down, she could feel no cracks or seams. Just cool, smooth stone.

Stretching out to her full five-foot, nine-inch length she found no obstruction.

Whatever this is, it’s long and narrow.

Reaching upward she felt a stone ceiling.

This isn’t good.

She rummaged in her clothing and found her mobile. She tapped the screen and gave a silent prayer of thanks that it hadn’t been damaged in the attack.

The time read eleven-fifty, but she had no signal.

She activated the flashlight and swung the mobile around.

I’m in a sarcophagus!

The revelation sent a shudder through her body. Multiple memories shot through her mind, memories of other times when she’d found herself in dark, locked places. But none like this. A sense of terror grew.

She cast around wildly for openings. There were none. The ancient masons had done their job well. She was totally encased in stone.

My God—I’ve been buried alive!

She pounded her fists on the stone ceiling, shouting. No one heard her cry for help.

Driven by desperation and panic, she continued pounding and shouting. After some time she stopped, sobbing silently. She knew nobody would hear. There would be no rescue. Her mind, still affected by the blow to her head, went dark.

She had no sense of how long she’d been out. Oddly, as she came to, she thought of her father.

As a young girl, her father was the one person able to coax her out of her “mental shell,” as he called it.

You’re like an old tortoise, she could still hear his voice telling her.

It’s a defensive mechanism.

Her father was right. It was her way to cope with the isolation she felt around her schoolmates. Then her father would remind her that she had so much to give to the world.

And now this. I’ve let you down, Papa.

It registered that she would soon run out of air.

I’ll be entombed forever—like King Tut-Ankh-Amun.

She began gulping great breaths as tears streamed down her cheeks. Her heart was pounding. There was no possible way she could lift the one-ton stone cover. There was no hope. The confined space brought an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia. She screamed, long and loud.

Out of breath and gasping for air, she whispered, “I don’t want to die.”

Breathable air inside the sarcophagus was greatly diminished by her panic attack. Deprived of oxygen, she began to lose consciousness. She pleaded again with a weak voice, “I don’t want to die.”

The darkness within the sarcophagus felt like a weight on her chest. The quiet was absolute. Her fate was sealed.

She slipped into unconsciousness.
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As Hannah’s world was fading into darkness, Shafiq was thrumming his fingers on the van’s steering wheel. He was anxious for Haddad’s men to show up and offload the shipment. The warehouse was dark and empty. In a way, that was good. Nobody would question his van parked among the cases.

The clock on the van’s dashboard read eleven fifty-nine. Shafiq looked around anxiously.

The clock display changed to noon.

In that instant the van ceased to exist.
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The clock on al-Mousa’s computer read noon. He looked up as if he might hear the explosion. Of course, he couldn’t. He knew the conflagration in the museum’s lower level would do little more than shake the new, modern GEM building. He was confident, however, the warehouse contents would be obliterated.

He sent an encrypted message to Tyrell telling him the bombing had taken place. He also asked that the funds be released. He received an immediate reply.

The first installment is cleared.

When confirmation of total destruction is received,

the second payment will be released.

With his business complete, al-Mousa closed his laptop. He called Dawoud back in. They watched from the windows as the staff departed in the trucks, headed to safety at his headquarters in Syria.

“Aren’t we going with them?” Dawoud asked.

“We have to stay to collect the rest of the money.”


CHAPTER 30



The force of the explosion lifted the four-ton sarcophagus off the warehouse floor. The jolt roused Hannah. As the stone coffin slammed down, the cover shifted. It left a small opening along one edge. Her first clear thought was one of disbelief. “I’m alive.”

Heat poured in through the tiny opening. She gave silent thanks to the ancient stonemasons for doing their job so well. The thick granite was protecting her from what she imagined was a tremendous firestorm outside—al-Mousa’s bomb. Everything in the warehouse was surely being incinerated.

She closed her eyes tightly, picturing the inferno consuming the Tut treasures. The destruction outside her stone world was surely total. The loss to history was incalculable.

With the tiniest flow of air from the opening, though thick with heat, she began to recover somewhat. The heaviness on her chest from the lack of oxygen lessened by the smallest amount. She could breathe again. Along one side of the lid she saw orange-red light pulsing angrily.

She lifted a hand to touch the cover above. She immediately recoiled from the heat radiating from the stone. Even slightly open, she’d never be able to move the lid by herself. Her mind was still fuzzy from lack of oxygen and the blow to her head.

It was like she was standing in a whirlwind and was having a hard time focusing. Thoughts and images swirled around her.

Joel, where are you? Mamma, I’m coming!

She saw Haddad’s face, huge and distorted, laughing at her. It confused her all the more. She was losing her grip on reality. She tried to stop thoughts of death from consuming her mind. Hannah attempted to relax using a meditation technique. It didn’t work.

Images continued racing through her mind… the explosion that killed her mother, her father laying peacefully in a coffin, the one-eyed man who attacked her… they wouldn’t stop.

Anxiety returned with a vengeance. She rolled around in the sarcophagus, scraping her arms and legs, pushing, shouting, weeping.

In the thin oxygen of her stone tomb she again collapsed.


PART II



CHAPTER 31



News of the explosion was worldwide news. The reports were especially troubling for C, and he paced his London office endlessly. His conscience couldn’t let go of the fact that he hadn’t believed Hannah, not like he might have with one of her male counterparts. He only gave his approval to get her out of his hair. Now he questioned his dismissal of her instincts.

I should never have let her go back to Cairo alone.

He looked at the flash message he’d received from the British Embassy just minutes before.

Massive bombing in Cairo.

Twelve noon local time.

Target—the Grand Egyptian Museum.

Damage is massive.

No word on casualties.

He sat back in his chair.

She warned me about al-Mousa’s bombing plan…and I only gave it lip service. Damn!

There’d been no communication from her for days.

Not unusual for a field agent. They operate alone.

Even so, he had a bad feeling about this situation. He had to know where Hannah was. He prayed she wasn’t in the museum when the bomb went off.

He looked at the time. Ten minutes after eleven—ten after twelve in Cairo. Not enough time for search crews to get in. He paced some more.

What are the chances she’s alive?

He didn’t want to admit that the odds were slim.

Then he remembered Hannah’s request for Joel Braithwaite.

He’s someone who might know if she was in the museum when that bomb went off.

He punched the intercom on his phone, “Emily! Set up a secure video conference with Joel Braithwaite at the UN office in Brussels.”

In less than five minutes the Emily Fallon opened his office door. “The call is ready for you, sir,” pointing to the computer on his desk.
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Joel was more than a little surprised to receive a video call from the Chief of SIS. Most unusual, actually.

“Braithwaite, we need your help.”

“Of course, sir.”

“I’ll clear it with your managing director, but right now, there’s no time to waste.” C cleared his throat. “You’ve been assisting Agent Ahmed in her Cairo bombing inquiry.”

“Yes, sir. And I’m very concerned…”

“Do you know if she was in the museum when that bomb went off?”

“She told me she was going back there. If I had to guess, I’d say she’d have been right in the thick of it. That’s who she is.”

“Damn! Where were you on the investigation?”

“We were following separate lines of inquiry. She was looking into the security man, Haddad. She had evidence that he was connected to al-Mousa. She also thought Haddad had facilitated a switch.”

“A switch? You mean the Tut treasures?”

“She thought so. That’s why she was following Haddad. I was following a lead to the man we think is the money behind the bombing.”

“Braithwaite, I can’t order your actions, but right now you’re the closest of anyone to this situation. I ask that you get to Cairo. Find out what’s happened to Hannah.”

“You don’t have to ask, sir. I’m already on my way.”


CHAPTER 32



The four and a half hour flight to Cairo seemed endless to Joel. He checked his mobile continually for news updates. So far, all he knew was the target—the new Grand Egyptian Museum. Reports varied on the extent of destruction to the GEM, but all agreed it was massive. There were no estimates on the loss of life. Rescue crews were still unable to enter the building. That did little to lessen his anxiety.

Once on the ground, he went straight to the museum. The best way to get real information was from those on the front lines.

He found chaos at the scene. Fire crews, police units, rescue teams, hundreds of flashing red lights, and onlookers all swarmed around the building. He reconsidered his plan. Finding the person in charge, much less talking with him, would be impossible—at least without some help. He went back down to Cairo to the Cairo Museum. At the front entrance he presented his UN credentials to an attendant.

“I’d like to see the director, if you please.”

The woman behind the desk was clearly shocked and mumbled something unintelligible. She dialed her telephone, spoke for a moment, and then hung up.

“Through there, sir.” She pointed to a doorway to her right. “It’s the office at the end of the hall.”

Joel passed numerous office doors as he made his way to the end of the hall. He stepped into a nicely appointed reception area attended by a pleasant older woman. She looked even more upset than the receptionist out front.

He showed her his identification and entered the inner office.

The director looked terrible. His beautiful new museum had been attacked and the grand event planned for that evening was obviously cancelled. Joel could easily wager it was the director’s worst nightmare.

The director’s tie was askew, and it looked like he was smoking two cigarettes simultaneously.

“I’m sorry to intrude, Mr. Director, but I must know if you’ve had word of my partner, Hannah Ahmed.”

“Partner you say? Then you must know about her involvement with the curating team sent to Los Angeles.” He snuffed out his cigarette in a large crystal ashtray, only to find another one sitting there, lit. He slumped into his chair.

“She told me of her suspicions. A museum bombing, she said. I notified my onsite security man, Haddad. I asked him to be alert and increase his security measures.”

The director picked up the cigarette from the ashtray, took a deep drag, and returned it.

“And now this…” The director’s dark, sunken eyes looked at him. There was a deep sadness in them. “We’ve had no word of survivors. In fact, they don’t think anyone was in the warehouse at the time of the explosion.”

“Perhaps you could connect me with the people in charge…?”

The director picked up his telephone and made a call.

“You’re cleared with emergency services. I’d appreciate your letting me know if there’s any fresher news.”
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Three fire companies were engaged in the warehouse blaze. Search and rescue teams were forced to wait to enter the building. Over four hours passed before the flames and heat subsided enough to allow the S&R teams entry.

They stepped into a scene of unbelievable destruction. Smoke was still thick in the confined space. It required the use of oxygen tanks and full face masks. Small pockets of fire were seen smoldering throughout.

The far reaches of the warehouse were blackened but looked largely intact. Everything close to the entry area was obliterated. The area nearest the loading door was clearly the center of the explosion, as evidenced by the circular blast pattern that spread outward.

The S&R teams sifted through the rubble searching for survivors. It soon became obvious that anyone who had been in this space was surely dead. Even if they found bodies, the intensity of the inferno ensured there would be nothing left but ash.

The mission changed from rescue to recovery.

The teams found glints of soot-covered gold that had been melted by the intense heat of the inferno. As the teams found items, small flags were placed to note the location.

Team Alpha reached a huge granite sarcophagus. It was flanked by smaller coffins designed to fit inside, like Russian nesting dolls. Two team members walked around the sarcophagus, searching for damage. Miraculously, other than a layer of dark charring, the sarcophagus appeared unscathed. The same couldn’t be said of the smaller coffins. They were burned and blasted to pieces around the floor.

They found the sarcophagus lid slightly ajar. After some discussion, they decided to open it.
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Joel returned to the Giza plateau and headed for emergency services. It was a temporary tent erected in a parking area near the GEM building. He heard shouts and stopped to listen.

Cheering!

He ran around the building toward the warehouse entry. A wave of excitement was washing through the crowd.

He overheard a reporter, standing on a scaffold, telling her audience that it seemed someone had been found inside. That was all he needed. He knew there was only one person clever enough—and tough enough—to survive.

An ambulance picked its way through the many emergency vehicles scattered around the warehouse entry. A stretcher was wheeled inside. Sometime later, it came out. No body bag. Instead, there was a covered form with an oxygen mask on the gurney.

He ran back to his car.


CHAPTER 33



Hannah awoke in a hospital bed. She had a splitting headache. Trying to focus, she saw a blurry form leaning over her. It was a nurse applying a cool compress to her forehead.

“You’re very lucky.”

She realized the nurse was speaking in Arabic.

I’m in Egypt…

Then a memory of terror came crashing over her. It took a moment for the nurse to calm her.

“Relax, Miss Ahmed. You’re safe now.”

“Can you tell me where I am? How long have I been unconscious?”

“The doctor will be here in a moment. He’ll tell you everything.” With that, the nurse left her bedside.

She tried to sit up. Bad move. Her head began to spin and bile arose in her throat.

As she lay back down, a white-coated man stepped into her diminished field of vision.

“You had quite an experience, miss. You must have struck your head getting into that sarcophagus. At the very least you have a concussion. We need to conduct more tests.”

A sarcophagus…yes, that’s it.

The pain and dizziness began to fade.

“In a way, you were fortunate to have knocked yourself out.”

“I didn’t hit my head.” The doctor gave her a questioning look. “I was struck. I don’t remember with what.”

Concern crossed the doctor’s face. “There wasn’t anyone else found in the warehouse. Just you.” He made a note. “The blow to your head’s left you confused. Hopefully it’ll clear up in a day or two. Meanwhile, I’m ordering some Tylenol with codeine. You’re to take two tabs every four hours.”

Hannah thanked the doctor and watched him leave. She closed her eyes and immediately fell asleep.

When she awoke, a man was standing at the foot of her bed. It wasn’t the doctor.

“Who are you?” she asked the question in Arabic.

A look that somehow combined confusion and concern came over the man’s face. In English the man said, “I’m Joel, don’t you remember?”

She shook her head. It hurt when she moved. It registered that she understood English.

“It’s okay, Hannah. The doctor says it’ll take time to heal.”

“Do I know you?”

“We worked together in London, remember? Then a week ago you called me, asking for help with an investigation here in Cairo.”

Cairo. Yes, Cairo. King Tut…

Images and impressions passed through her mind, but there was no order or thread to connect them.

“Do you recall the bombing investigation?”

That just confused her more. “Am I some kind of cop?”

“Something like that. You’re an agent with the British SIS.” He could see this news was a revelation to her. “How about Haddad? Do you remember him?”

The image of a huge grinning face filled her mind. “Haddad,” she said softly.

“So you do remember.”

“Yes. The memory scares me. I just don’t know why I recognize the name.”

A nurse walked past the room and stepped inside.

“Mr. Braithwaite, it’s been ten minutes. You’ll have to leave now. She needs rest.”

“I’ll come back tomorrow, Hannah.” The promise was comforting and somehow encouraged her.

Once Joel was gone the nurse began fussing with her bed coverings. “He’s been at your side since you arrived. He’s the one who gave us your name.”
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She had no idea how long she’d slept. She did feel better when she opened her eyes. She reached for a small paper cup of water and two pills on the table next to her bed, but had to do so carefully, so not to aggravate her head. After taking the pills, she lay back trying to remember what happened to her.

It was mostly a blur. She remembered waking up in a dark place.

The sarcophagus.

There were flashes of images and feelings. Fear…extreme heat…the glow along the edge of the lid…Her next full memory was waking in this hospital. She called out to a passing nurse, “What day is this?”

“It’s Monday, miss.”

Monday. Has it been that long?

The man calling himself Joel poked his head into the doorway. “Hi, there. I see they’ve moved you from ICU. How are you feeling today?”

She suddenly remembered his name. “Joel. Your name is Joel Braithwaite.”

“Very good! You must be getting your memory back.” Joel walked into the room and sat in the chair next to her bed. He took her hand in his. It surprised her that his touch felt familiar and comforting.

“You don’t know how glad I am you remember me. Do you recall anything about our investigation—or your discoveries?”

“I—I think so. You were in Brussels, investigating a lead. I was following Haddad.” She had a fuzzy memory of searching through cases, a UV light glowing on shipping labels. She sat up, biting back the sting of her head. The memories were flooding in. “I found a group of shipping cases… where was that?”

“You were in Los Angeles.”

“California?” Then she remembered Jabari and Amr. They were preparing the Tut exhibit for shipment. “Yes, it was California…I went back to LACMA before the exhibit shipped. That’s when I found the markings on the shipping cases.” She looked at Joel. “They were only visible under UV light.”

“Go on,” Joel said.

“That’s when I knew Haddad was definitely up to his neck in a conspiracy to steal the Tut treasures.” She was becoming animated. “I couldn’t put it all together—the bombing and stealing. Not until we landed in Cairo, where I was abducted and attacked. But I got away.”

“I know, you told me all about it.” She made a small ‘O’ with her mouth and then continued.

“I remember now. I went to the new Grand Egyptian Museum to double-check the cases. This time there were no markings. A switch had been made. The greater plan was coming into focus.

“I knew al-Mousa’s deadline for setting off a bomb was Ramadan. I had to find that bomb. I searched all night but found nothing. I was going to give up and leave when someone came down the lift. I guessed it was another of al-Mousa’s henchmen.

“I tried to elude him, but he found me. I don’t remember much after that. The man struck me with a club or something.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “The next thing I remember is waking up in a sarcophagus. I freaked out.” She took a deep breath, those feelings of extreme fear and despair returning. “Then I woke up here.” She gave Joel a serious look. “We have to find the true treasures.”

“Hold on, Hannah. You’re in no condition to go running off. You’ve got to give yourself some time.” He let go of her hand and stood. “You should know that I’ve talked with C. He was much relieved to know you survived. He asked me to keep an eye on you.”

“If we don’t get right on their trail, we may lose them!”

“I don’t think so. Remember, I was following the money. We’ll know where to begin, once you’re on your feet.”
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Hannah took a taxi to the Great Pyramid Inn. She’d finally been released after seven days and was pleased her memory had returned. Or maybe not so pleased, recalling an experience that was so full of terror. She dropped her shoulder bag. Her mobile rang.

“Did you get there okay?”

It was Joel. She sighed.

He’s treating me like a china doll.

“I’m in my hotel room. Right now, I need to take a shower and wash my hair. Then I’m going to the museum.”

“Do you think it’s wise to go back there?”

“You mean, do I think I’ll be attacked again? My guess is the players in this little drama have all scattered.”

“Just go easy. This is your first day out of hospital. You’ll tire easily. I know I can’t talk you out of it, so just watch your back. My sense is this isn’t over.”


CHAPTER 34



Hannah was in a hurry as she passed the colossal figures of Amenhotep III and his royal wife Tiye, guardians of the entrance to the Cairo Museum. There was too much on her mind to stop and admire them. This meeting would be difficult for the museum director.

The director looked exhausted. Nevertheless, he welcomed her warmly and showed her to a sitting area adjacent to his desk.

“You must tell me how you are, Agent Ahmed. I was most disturbed by your partner’s report that you were caught in the explosion.”

“Thank you, but I’m fine now.”

“I understand they found you inside the sarcophagus. It surely saved your life.”

“That’s what the doctor said. I’m just thankful.” She changed the subject. “Has anyone claimed responsibility for the bombing?”

“No, and that’s odd. The authorities say something this big should be claimed by someone. So far, no group has come forward, but it’s widely believed to be the work of al-Mousa, as you predicted.”

“Interesting…What about the GEMs main floor? Was it damaged?”

“Surprisingly, no. The destruction was confined to the warehouse below. That has the authorities puzzled. After all, what’s the point of a terrorist act that doesn’t destroy everything?”

She came to the point of their meeting, “I’d like your permission to go back to the GEM warehouse.”

The director squirmed uncomfortably. “I don’t know…a forensic team is already going through the facility. I’m not sure they’d welcome your presence.”

“Mr. Director, before I was knocked unconscious and left for dead, I inspected the death mask. It was a counterfeit.” The director took a sharp breath and put his hand to his mouth. She continued, “I think many, if not all, of the pieces returned from the tour were counterfeit. The treasures may still be intact.”

Hope returned to the director’s face. “This is wonderful! Perhaps all is not lost.”

“Mr. Director, I need your absolute confidentiality in this matter.”

“Yes, of course.” He paused. “Can you return them to us?”

“I hope so. But there’s a long way to go and a complicated investigation ahead.”

“I’ll notify security that you have my permission to inspect the premises.”

“One more thing, sir. May I interview Ufa Haddad?”

The question caused the director’s expression to change from elation to dismay.

“I’m afraid he’s not available.”

“Do you mean he’s here but unavailable, or he’s not to be found?”

“The latter, I’m afraid. I expected him to brief me on the day of the bombing. In the frantic state of things, I forgot. When I sought him out later, he wasn’t here. I was concerned he might have been caught in the blast.” The director shifted uncomfortably in his seat again. “You can’t believe Haddad had anything to do with this…?”

“Allow me to begin my investigation.”

“As you wish, and may Allah guide you.”
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The warehouse was unrecognizable. Where there had been stacks of boxes, rows of crates, and standing statuary, there was now a black, soot-covered mess. Even now, a week later, there was still the lingering aroma of smoke. What remained of the touring collection was all but destroyed.

Hannah found a team of men sifting through what appeared to be the remains of a van or small truck.

So that’s how al-Mousa delivered the bomb.

She came to a pile of charred debris that was yet to be tagged by the forensic teams. Curious, she went closer and toed the rubble, spreading it around. With her mind sorting through the events of the last few days, she didn’t notice the displacement of the debris.

There was a call from behind her. “Miss, would you mind coming back here? We’ve haven’t reached that area yet.”

The voice brought her back to the present. She looked down at her soot-covered shoe. Something caught her eye. A glint of metal.

She bent down to brush off more soot. Standing, she turned and called back to the man. “I’ve found something here.”

The forensic technician came over. The tech carefully swept away the soot with a whisk broom. It was an aluminum document case. The case was dented and charred, but intact. “Not exactly an ancient artefact,” the technician said.

“I think it may be significant.”

With the wave of an arm, the rest of the forensic team was summoned. Hannah stood back and watched.

It didn’t take long to find another object. One of the forensic techs rubbed the soot-covered item. “This looks like it was a watch.”

The team leader filled in something on his clipboard. He looked over to Hannah. “By the way, who are you?”

“My name is Hannah Ahmed. I was sent by the director.”

“You’re the woman in the sarcophagus!” The man was impressed. She was already a celebrity among the ranks of his colleagues. “Yes, we got the message. You want to take a look at the artefacts?”

She pointed to the aluminum case. “Do you recognize this—and the watch?”

“No.”

“Well, I do.”

Another technician sifting through the same area shouted out. He held up a deformed lump of silver. Hannah inspected the item. “This could be the silver handle of a cane.” She looked at the tech. “Did you find a wooden shaft with this?”

“No, miss. In that firestorm, nothing made of wood would’ve survived.”

She went back to the lead tech who was holding the aluminum document case. He was using a multi-tool to pry it open.

Papers were inside. He looked up to Hannah. “Singed, but still intact.”

“May I?” She handed him the deformed lump of silver and took the documents.

She inspected the pages. “This belonged to Ufa Haddad. As a matter of fact, I believe all three items belonged to him.”

The lead tech gave her a sad look. “He must have been here when the bomb went off.”

She remembered Haddad’s odd conduct before the bombing—and the absent document case when he left.

Did he want us to think he was here?

“Did anyone find…pieces of him?”

“No, it was a true firestorm. Like a crematorium. Everything’s been reduced to ash and twisted metal. If someone was here, especially this close to ground zero, no remains will be found.”

She was unconvinced. Conveniently finding items that were easily traceable to Haddad reignited her suspicions.

“That’s a shame. I’ll tell the director. Meanwhile, have you found many of the artefacts?”

“We haven’t gotten too far, as you can see. It seems to be mostly empty cases and packing materials. Even so, we still have to conduct a careful survey. It’s a tedious, painstaking job.”

“I can only imagine. I’m interested in the objects from the tour, if you’ve uncovered anything from that.”

The man looked around. “We’ve gotten through most of ground zero. Anything found we’ve moved to a temporary laboratory for inspection.”

“Where is this laboratory?”

“Upstairs. Off the atrium.”

She picked her way across the floor. She didn’t have any trouble spotting the doorway now. All the cases that had lined the way were blown to pieces.

Reaching the door, she turned and looked over the devastation. The great stone sarcophagus sat alone on the floor. The cover was half open. She once again gave thanks for being in the one place able to withstand the blast and all-consuming inferno.

She was certain her survival hadn’t been part of the plan.

[image: ]


The laboratory was hardly more than a large storage room hastily filled with folding tables, a few chairs, and a good deal of forensic equipment. Hannah recognized her Los Angeles teammates, Jabari and Amr. They were working shoulder-to-shoulder with forensic technicians. They spotted her.

“Hello, Nefret!” Jabari seemed genuinely pleased to see her.

Not to be outdone, Amr reached out and took her hands. In his high-pitched voice, he greeted her as well, “You don’t know how glad we were to hear you’d survived.” She noticed his uncharacteristic intimacy and she saw him blush as he quickly dropped her hands.

She patiently answered their flurry of questions and then got down to business.

“I need your help. First, you should know that I’m not an archeologist. I work for the British government. I was sent to investigate some troubling rumors we’d been hearing.”

“You’re a spy?”

She gave no answer. Amr looked impressed.

“I guess that’s why Haddad was so suspicious of you,” said Jabari.

She didn’t want to get into the subject of the missing security chief. Instead, she dug into her shoulder bag and took out a crumpled printout. “I was making a list of the most valuable pieces in the collection before… let’s just say, I had suspicions. I believe the death mask, at the very least, is a counterfeit.”

“How can you say that?” Jabari was shocked.

“You can’t be serious,” said Amr. “We packed that piece together.”

Hannah tried calming them down. “I know, I know…you did pack the real mask. What I saw on Friday was something else.” She looked around. “Is it here?”

“What’s left of it.” Amr pointed to a deformed lump on a far table.

The spectacular treasure was hardly identifiable. It was reduced to a mass of intertwined swirls of gold, blue, turquoise, and black. She picked it up and used a magnifying glass to inspect the ruined artefact.

“First, there’s not enough gold here to have fashioned the death mask. Here’s the proof.”

She held her finger on the spot and passed the glass to her colleagues. They inspected it for themselves.

Jabari asked, “What is it?”

“Well, it’s not gold. You can see where I rubbed it off before the explosion. Look at the dark underside.” She looked at both men. “I can tell you with certainty, this is not the original death mask. Can you scrape this piece?”

“You want us to destroy the mask, not restore it?” Jabari’s tone was one of shock.

“As I said, there isn’t enough gold here to make the full mask. You’ll find this is a fake. The outer layer is a thin layer of gold dust mixed with epoxy. Use this list and check each piece for evidence of the same counterfeit technique.”

“Does this mean we’re spies, too?” Amr asked.

“Sssh… It’s very important that nobody knows what we’ve discovered—not yet anyway. I have to find the original pieces. It wouldn’t do to have the whole world knowing I’m out looking.”


CHAPTER 35



Raymond Chalcroft’s hands would never be described as gentle. In fact, they were thick and rough. Yet he stroked the shipping case with a delicate caress, as if it were the soft skin of a lover. His fingers trembled slightly. His breathing came in deep gulps. It had taken the utmost self-control to leave the cases sealed until knowing the GEM warehouse had been destroyed. The report of success came from al-Mousa and was confirmed by the news station.

With the treasures safely stored in his mountain cavern, he dispatched Craig Tyrell to Los Angeles. He ordered Tyrell to clean up the loose ends at LACMA. He gave the remaining staff strict instructions not to disturb him for any reason.

Now they’re mine!

In his moment of triumph, he wanted to tear open the crates and hold the treasures in his arms. He had to check himself. He would take it slowly and place only one item each day. It would prolong his enjoyment and allow his ecstasy to build. Finally, he would leave the best and most valuable for the last—the death mask of King Tut-Ankh-Amun.

He opened one case. He took a sharp breath. It was the royal dagger. His heart rate increased just looking at the object nestled in its protective foam.

This dagger was unique. The blade was forged from an alloy unknown on Earth and beyond the skills of Bronze Age Egypt. Its nickel and iron fusion was found only in meteorites. A gift from the gods.

He stroked the dagger lightly in its foam cushion. He wanted to feel the blade. After basking in the aura of the dagger, he put on a pair of cotton lab gloves. Chalcroft carried the dagger with reverence to its new resting place—a purple velvet pillow set atop a carved stone pedestal.

Placing it down, he held it lovingly in both hands and lifted the dagger so that the gold and jewel-encrusted handle glistened in the light. He drew the ancient artefact to his chest in an embrace. He closed his eyes and imagined himself in Tut-Ankh-Amun’s world…

It was a world of pleasure and privilege, where the Pharaoh was revered as a god… A host of servants looking after his every need… The Pharaoh racing across the desert in an open chariot, drawn by matching horses… The wind whipping the Pharaoh’s long hair, streaming it back like the manes of the horses running before him…

He felt an erection swell. Squeezing his eyes more tightly, he experienced exquisite release. Opening his eyes, he took no notice of the sticky moistness spreading across his lower belly. He laid down the knife and fussed with the exact angle and amount of depression in the lush fabric. A pin-spot high above created a small pool of light that pulled rich tones from the material that perfectly augmented the dagger’s glistening gold and jewels.

Time passed. He was surprised to find it was late in the day. He had neither eaten nor rested. He’d concentrated all his energy and attention on the dagger.

He would experience this again and again as each new piece was placed.


CHAPTER 36



Hannah lit up when Joel walked into the Grand Egyptian Museum. It surprised her that she should feel a sense of security when Joel was around.

“Hannah, I would have been here sooner, but you know how it is. Had to meet with the Minister of the Interior first before I could officially take part in any investigation. I’m good to go, what have you got?”

She introduced Joel to her Los Angeles colleagues, Jabari and Amr. They greeted him warmly.

“Glad to have you here, Joel. It turns out almost everything returned from Los Angeles was counterfeit.”

She looked toward the atrium. “May we go outside for a minute? I need to talk to you in private.”

Outside, standing at the feet of Ramses II, she told him that Haddad had been missing since the bombing.

“Did he die in the bombing?”

“No way. He left evidence, and it was far too conveniently placed to convince me. There’s also no proof of his death.”

“Which confirms your suspicions he was in league with al-Mousa.”

She gave a nod.

“We need to find Haddad.”
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They had difficulty finding Haddad’s residence in a city of close to twenty million people. Especially because house numbers were rarely displayed. They tracked it down to a multi-level apartment building in the downtown Cairo area, not far from the Cairo Museum.

They rang the building supervisor, who was shocked that international authorities were asking for Haddad’s key. “Why do you want to go into Mr. Haddad’s apartment?”

Her confrontational tone irritated Joel. The woman looked between the two of them.

“It’s not allowed. Not without some kind of written order.” Crossing her arms across her chest, she looked at Joel with resolve. “I’ve got my other tenants to think of.”

Joel made a call, much to the woman’s chagrin. They waited in tense silence. Ten minutes later, a Cairo police cruiser pulled up.

The policeman asked Hannah and Joel if he might speak privately with the building super. They moved to the sidewalk.

With many gestures between the officer and the woman, and conspicuous finger-pointing in their direction, they heard her exclaim, “How am I supposed to know they’re really police? They could just as easily be terrorists, or murders!”

In the end, with the police officer’s assurances of legitimacy, the super relented.

[image: ]



The apartment was bigger than they expected. The living room was large and nicely appointed. To the left was a well-outfitted kitchen and dining area. To the right, a hallway leading to bedrooms. They split up. Joel took the living room and kitchen, Hannah the bedrooms.

Hannah wanted to know more about Haddad, who he really was. What were his habits, his secret motivations? A large window provided abundant light in the bedroom. It seemed a very comfortable room, like everything else in the apartment.

She began with the closet. It was filled with clothes. No empty hangers. She could smell his cologne lingering in the fabric as she moved clothing aside looking for suitcases. She found three.

There were some signs Haddad had made a hurried exit. The rug on the floor was askew. A fresh-looking stain marred one corner. She looked around for a coffee cup or other source of the stain, finding nothing. She decided it wasn’t recent.

There were crumpled papers in the small trash can. She looked through them, but they were indecipherable notes and some doodling.

She moved to the bed. It hadn’t been slept in recently.

The nightstands on either side were barren except for small lamps. She checked the drawer on the right. A flashlight, a pocket compass, and some pens. The other nightstand’s drawer was similarly populated with knick-knacks. However, on top of everything in that drawer was a small notepad.

She lifted the notepad and held it up to the light. There were faint indentations.

He wrote something here.

Hannah tried to read what had been written on the now-missing top page but couldn’t make it out.

She called for Joel, “I think I’ve found something.”

He stuck his head inside the door, and she held up the notepad. “It looks like there’s an imprint from a missing page. Do you have a pencil? I could try bringing up an image.”

“No, but I did bring an evidence bag.” Joel pulled a clear plastic bag from his pocket.

“That’s even better. We’ll let the techs tell us what he wrote.” She placed the notepad in the bag.

“Anything else in this bedroom?” Joel asked.

“The notepad was it. Interestingly, no clothes are missing and his luggage is still here. What do you make of that?”

“I think he wants us to believe he was killed in the explosion.”

“Or, that he’s still in Cairo.” She looked around, shaking her head. “I’ll check the other room, but I don’t expect to find anything.”

Finishing her search of the other bedroom, she returned to the living room with the bagged notepad in hand.

“It looks like Haddad’s long gone,” she said.
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Hannah and Joel returned to the GEM and went directly to the temporary forensic area. While they’d been gone the volume of equipment practically doubled. Tools for conducting trace evidence analysis, fingerprint and DNA identification, as well as analysis stations for body fluids, drugs, and hazardous chemicals. There were also many more people, most representing various international investigative agencies.

Jabari introduced them to an FBI forensic examiner. The Egyptian government had designated him as the lead investigator. Hannah handed him the plastic bag.

“Are you looking for fingerprints?”

“Yes, but mostly we need an image of the writing imprinted on the top page.” She pointed out the indentations.

“Not a problem. We’ll get on it right away.” The forensic examiner inspected the plastic evidence bag. “I don’t think this’ll take long. Do you want to wait for the results?”

“Yes,” Hannah and Joel answered in unison.

The technician walked off with the bag. They went to find a coffee shop in the museum. Thankfully, they found one open.

One hour and two cups of cardamon-laced coffee later, her mobile dinged with a message. They left the museum café and hurried back to the lab area.

The forensic examiner handed her a printed report. “There weren’t any full fingerprints. We checked all the pages of the notepad but found nothing. There were some partials on the back. An index and middle finger.”

She handed the report to Joel.

“Were you able to run a comparison?”

“Yes. They match someone who works for the museum. Ufa Haddad.”

“No surprise there,” Joel said. “We found it in his home.

“Now, the imprint. The spectrometer was able to pick up definitive writing from the missing page.”

They both looked at the image.

“This is interesting,” Hannah said. “The top number, 1205, looks like a time. Like for a flight? Maybe it’s referring to twelve noon, considering the time of the bombing.”

“That makes sense,” Joel said. “And DBX?” He pointed to the other notation. “Sounds like some kind of electronics thing.”

“That’s the abbreviation for Dubai,” she said. “I believe this is a flight to Dubai departing at 12:05 PM. This has to be related to the day Haddad disappeared. The timing is too perfect.”

Joel bunched his brow. “Very likely. It doesn’t give us an airline, though.”

Jabari, who had been listening to the exchange, broke into the conversation, “There are only four airlines with service between Cairo and Dubai—Emirates, Qantas, Singapore Airlines, and EgyptAir.”

Hannah smiled at her former colleague. “Thank you, Jabari. That’s most helpful.” Turning to Joel she said, “That narrows down our search. We just have to see which airline had a 12:05 departure to Dubai on Ramadan.” There was another string of numbers on the revealed notepad page. “It shows the letter E followed by twelve numbers.”

“Maybe the E stands for Emirates Airlines, or EgyptAir” Joel offered.

“No, that doesn’t quite make sense with the string of numbers. What has twelve numbers?”

They discussed it for a minute, then Joel perked up, taking a credit card from his wallet then deflated a little. “Sixteen numbers on a credit card.” He replaced it and checked his debit card. “Same on the debit card.”

“So, it’s not a card number… What about an account number? How many numbers in one of those?”

“Twelve,” offered the FBI forensic examiner. “A bank account has twelve numbers.”

The pair thanked the forensic specialist, leaving Jabari to return to his duties identifying the warped and melted remains of Tut’s treasure.

“I guess the airport’s our next stop,” she said.

“But there’s another, more pressing matter.”

“What’s that?”

“Al-Mousa.” Joel looked determined. “He can’t be far away. This time, I’m going to catch him.”

“Why bother with him? His part in this is done.”

“You can’t be serious! The man who kidnapped you, who left you to die in the bombing…you don’t want to catch him? Bring him to justice?”

Her face turned red. Joel had touched on a core principle of her being.

“You can’t know how much I want justice for that killer. But we’ve started on this road with Haddad. Let’s finish it. We should at least follow this airport lead.”

Joel relented. “Fine. We’ll go to the airport, but no more. After that, we look for al-Mousa.”


CHAPTER 37



Hannah was filled with pride as they drove up to the sleek silver exterior of the Cairo International Airport. Like the modern GEM building, the futuristic structure was a tangible expression of modern Egypt, a country in-step with the twenty-first-century. Inside, vaulted ceilings and rows of tall palm trees brought a feeling of lightness to the cavernous terminal, while wide corridors allowed passengers to flow through with relative ease.

Hannah and Joel visited each of the four airlines serving Dubai. None had 12:05 flights on the first day of Ramadan. Hannah was disheartened. “Perhaps he flew to some other destination. Someone in security may remember Haddad.”

They stopped at each security station and showed a photograph of Haddad. Each screener was asked if they remembered him passing through on April twenty-fourth. None remembered. They were coming up empty.

The last screener in the line seemed nervous, shifting his attention between the X-ray screen and Hannah’s scrutiny of him. She touched Joel’s arm and motioned with her chin. He became suspicious as well. They approached and showed their credentials.

“You’ve heard about the museum bombing?” Hannah asked.

The screening agent dropped his head—then bolted.

They watched him plow into the crowd, moving in opposition to the main flow of travelers. She thought the man looked like a salmon trying to make its way upriver.

Joel responded immediately, giving chase. It wasn’t unusual to see passengers running, but typically it was toward the gates, not away from them.

Hannah was hampered by her shoes. Two-inch heels weren’t very high, but they certainly weren’t designed for a footrace. She followed as best she could.

She caught up with Joel. He had the screener in a headlock. She grabbed one arm and helped hustle the man to a vacant seat.

“Why’d you run?” she demanded.

The screener looked fearfully between them.

“Talk.”

He was frozen in place, eyes as big as saucers.

“What are you afraid of?” she asked again, and when the man didn’t answer, she held up the photograph of Haddad. “Do you recognize this man?”

The screening agent looked at the photo but didn’t reply.

More forcefully this time, she repeated the question, “Do. You. Know. This. Man.”

The man shook his head.

“You mean you don’t recognize him?”

“No!”

Joel was growing impatient and injected himself into the questioning. “Then why did you run?”

The man swung his head back and forth between them. Then he hung his head. “Afraid.”

“Afraid of what?” Hannah asked.

“That you’d found out.”

Joel squeezed his upper arm. “Found out what?”

“We don’t hurt anyone! It’s just a small thing…”

Hannah and Joel traded a confused look. Then she had a thought. “We’ve been on to your scam for a while. Tell us about it.”

The man was truly afraid, perspiration forming on his forehead.

“It’s just me and my cousin. He’s a security officer. I pick out wealthy tourists and pull them out of the screening line. Send them to my cousin for a private interview.”

“Go on,” Hannah said.

“There’s no harm to anyone… they can afford it!”

Joel gave him a withering look. The screening agent continued, “All these people have something to hide. Drugs, money, relics…something. Even if they don’t, my cousin tells them an investigation will keep them here, maybe for days. They’ll miss their flight. They usually understand what’s happening and ask what it will take to ignore the situation.”

“You’re shaking them down,” Hannah said. This wasn’t going to lead them to Haddad, but in a twist of fate, they could clean up another mess along the way. “How much?”

“Not too much, only a hundred…”

Joel asked in a harsh tone, “How many of these shake-downs do you do?”

“On a good day, maybe twenty.”

After turning the screener over to the airport police, they left.
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Back in the car and moving slowly through the airport traffic, neither spoke. They were both wrapped up in their own disappointment about Haddad’s apparent escape. They finally made it to the access highway when Joel suddenly pulled over.

“Why’d you stop?” Hannah asked.

“Did you see that sign?”

“What sign?”

“The one that said private aviation terminal.”

Hannah’s hope was renewed. “Of course! Let’s check it out.”

Joel backed up and turned down the access road. A terminal building was ahead.

Inside was much more serene than the main terminal. A small number of people sat in comfortable leather chairs. Pleasant music played. It was a relaxing atmosphere. A single counter was attended by an attractive Egyptian lady. Seeing Hannah, she addressed them in Arabic.

“How may I help you today?” The attendant’s tone was sunny, her face open and welcoming.

Hannah answered in Arabic, “We’d like to check on a recent flight to Dubai.”

The attendant’s welcoming smile turned serious. “We don’t normally give out information like that. Client confidentiality, you know.”

Hannah produced her government identification. Joel didn’t understand what was being said but followed his partner’s lead. He produced his credentials as well.

“We’re looking into a matter of concern to the Egyptian government.”

The attendant gave her a confused look.

“The museum bombing.”

The attendant nodded understanding. “What is it you need?”

“Was there a flight from here to Dubai on the twenty-fourth?”

There was hurried tapping on a computer keyboard. “There was only one.”

She let out a relieved breath. “One is good.”

“It departed at 12:05.” The attendant scanned across the flight manifest. “Only one passenger.”

Joel became excited when he saw Hannah’s animation. “What’s she saying?”

She ignored Joel and continued, “Is there a name?”

The attendant frowned. “No, I’m sorry.”

Hannah was deflated. “Did he walk with a fancy, silver-headed cane?”

“Why, yes. He did.”


CHAPTER 38



Hannah was itching to follow Haddad to Dubai, but the SIS priority was al-Mousa. She traded a string of messages back and forth with C on the subject. She argued for pursuit of Haddad. C disagreed. This time she didn’t get her way. She was angry and Joel could see it.

“C reminded me that al-Mousa is my primary assignment. ‘Take care of that,’ he said, ‘and then we can talk about Haddad.’”

“I just hope al-Mousa’s still in Cairo,” Joel said.

They went to Joel’s hotel to begin mapping out a strategy. Joel began, “We’ve been hunting al-Mousa for a long time. From Iraq to Syria, Afghanistan, Turkey, Libya, Sudan and Saudi Arabia. He’s been linked to bombings everywhere, including Europe.”

“That’s where my case began—the London bombing.”

“That’s also what makes him unusual. He doesn’t work for just one cause or in one region. He’s like a gun-for-hire. Makes the strike and gets out quick.” Joel leaned across their small lobby table. “Tell me more about how al-Mousa was hired.”

“He was contacted by someone he called, ‘the client.’ He was promised a million dollars.”

“How was he to receive payment—cash?”

“Al-Mousa’s smart,” she replied. “He wouldn’t want to be burdened carrying cash around.”

Joel thought for a moment. “He’d still want it accessible. He’d use a bank—a friendly one.”

“Do you think he’s still here in Cairo?”

“I’ve been tracking al-Mousa for two years and he always works in two payments—the first is a deposit and the second the balance, paid sometime after the action. No reason to think this job would be any different. He’s probably received the first payment. Presumably a wire transfer. There’ve always been conditions attached to the second payment before releasing it through.”

“How soon would that happen? It’s already been a week.”

“Hard to say,” Joel said. “Al-Mousa will want to know the money’s in place before leaving Cairo.”

“I hope we’re still in time,” she said.
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Joel called Milton Davies. After answering a few of Davies’ many questions about the bombing, he got to the reason for his call, “Davies, I need your help.”

“Sure. What is it this time—a phone number, an address?”

“I need to find a million dollars.”

Davies was quiet for a long moment. “Did you say find a million?”

“That’s right. It’s the fee promised to al-Mousa for bombing the Grand Egyptian Museum.”

“Does this have anything to do with that Chalcroft character you had me looking into?”

“He may be the money behind this whole thing, yeah.”

“At least that gives me somewhere to begin. How soon do you need this?”

“The clock is ticking. Al-Mousa may already be gone.”

“You want me to move fast…”

“Like your hair was on fire.”
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While Joel was talking with Davies, Hannah began a computer search of banks in Cairo. When Joel finished his call, he went to the hotel front desk and asked for a city map. He brought it back to Hannah.

She lit up when he sat down. “I’ve got addresses of the major banks in Cairo.” Joel looked at her notebook screen. “All of the banks are headquartered in the downtown area.”

After looking over his map and marking each bank location, Joel checked the time. He sat back.

Hannah was ready to get back out there. “Well, what are we waiting for?”

“It’s just about time for Davies to call back. He’ll save us a lot of needless searching.”

They waited ten minutes before Joel’s mobile rang. He put the call on speaker so Hannah could listen.

“What’d you find?”

“I knew from my earlier research that Chalcroft likes to do his banking in countries that shield clients from taxes. Like the Cayman Islands. It’s a tax-free haven. It makes sense that Chalcroft, an American, would keep his money there. It’s close, but out of the reach of American taxing authorities.”

“I agree, good a place as any to start. Did you find his transactions?”

“Slow down…you’re looking at this backwards. Starting from the assumption that Chalcroft has interests in the Caymans, I went to the major banks in Cairo. Of all the banks there, Qatar National Bank makes the most sense. They heavily promote wire transfers and don’t require citizenship to open accounts.”

“This sounds promising,” Hannah said.

Joel circled QNB on his map as Davies continued, “I wrote a little program to hack QNB. I used their swift bank code as the point of entry.”

“Okay…I don’t know what that is.” He wanted Davies to move it along.

“I won’t bore you with the intricacies of the hack, but I was able to view all accounts with a balance of one million dollars.”

“And you found…?”

“You’d be surprised how many there are. I had to set new parameters for accounts with a single deposit and no activity within the last year.” Davies paused for dramatic effect. It made Joel grind his teeth. “There were only two, opened and funded on the same day. The source was the Trident Trust Company, a Category B-licensed Cayman bank.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means the bank provides corporate, trust, and funding services worldwide.”

“Davies, you are a marvel. Is the money still at QNB?”

“One account was closed right after the bombing.”

“What about the other account?”

“It’s still open.”


CHAPTER 39



Ufa Haddad wasted no time going to the Emirates NBD Bank when he arrived in Dubai. He needed to be certain his payment was there—and available. After verifying the funds, he went to his contact in the Dubai government. After a brief discussion, he had a new identity—Amaan el-Hussein. He left with government identification, a credit card, and a new SD chip for his mobile.

He walked to the nearby HSBC Bank, his silver-handled cane tapping a counterpoint to his peculiar stride. Armed with this new identity, he leased four large safe deposit boxes. In one box he placed his Egyptian passport, other identifying papers, and his 9mm pistol. He looked at the gun and was grateful his Egyptian diplomatic passport had a special weapons provision. The money would come next.

He considered getting a bank draft, but that would leave a paper trail. He had to face the reality that physically moving ten million dollars in cash was his only option, and it wasn’t an easy task.

It took three days and several trips with a roller bag suitcase to move his cash. He could’ve done it in one trip, but that would have necessitated an armored truck—a sure attention-grabber. Attention was the last thing he wanted.

With his HSBC security boxes full of cash, he gazed lustfully at his money.

Ten million dollars!

He placed both palms on the money, like a holy man making a blessing.

He’d need some walking around cash. He took one wrapped stack of one-hundred-dollar bills—ten thousand dollars. He felt like a king.

The next stop was Jumeriah Road. He took a real estate listing from his pocket. It was something he’d found weeks earlier. The listing showed a picture of a spectacular high-rise condominium overlooking the Persian Gulf.

After a short taxi ride, he entered the building. It was modern, as most were in Dubai. The lobby was glass-fronted and soared upward twenty stories. The lobby floors were polished marble with a large central fountain, live palm trees, and several seating areas.

The sales office, located off the main lobby, was equally impressive. It was wide open and offered a spectacular view of the glittering Gulf. After the usual kind of greetings with the sales director, he showed the advert.

“We only have one unit left. It’s the model. The asking price is $1.5 million US dollars.”

It was only a small percentage of his ten-million-dollar hoard.

“Is the furniture included?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is cash acceptable?”

“Cash will be satisfactory, sir.”
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The condo was like nothing he’d ever imagined, much less owned. Every luxury was included. It was like living in the most exclusive hotel in the world. Finely crafted furniture, elegant window treatments, wood floors with rich rugs…everywhere he looked was luxury. Even the kitchen was fully equipped with high-end appliances, cookware, silverware, and fine glassware. To top it off, the condo also offered regular maid service. It was well worth the homeowner’s fee of fifteen-hundred per month.

Standing at the ten-foot-tall windows in his new living room, he looked at the sparkling Gulf from a height of fifteen floors. He congratulated himself on a flawless, well executed plan. Now he was ready to go out and buy things. Lots of things. Expensive things. He wanted a different woman every night. He wanted to dive deeply into the good life.

He thought about the devastation left behind in Cairo. Then he told himself the trade was worth it. After all, the true Tut treasures were safe—if unattainable.

It was a victimless crime, he convinced himself.
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The next morning, Haddad took a walk. Dubai was a remarkable city of great wealth funded by its vast oil reserves. Glistening, modern buildings lined the streets and soared upward to the heavens. Well-dressed men and women moved to-and-fro, filling the sidewalks with excitement, color, and bustle. In Dubai, even the poorest citizen received a healthy stipend and worked for only short periods as the Emirate may need.

He stopped at a café for a cup of dark, sweet coffee. He watched the well-to-do pass by. Some stopped in shops and boutiques, while others pressed on to whatever important business they might have.

He wanted to soak in the environment and get a feel for the tempo of life in Dubai. As he stood and grabbed his silver-handled cane, he noticed his reflection in the glass door. He realized changing his identity on paper wasn’t enough. He’d have to abandon the clean-shaven look. He would adopt a more traditional full beard.

Walking back to his condominium, he noticed a Rolls-Royce dealership. It seemed every other vehicle in Dubai was a Rolls, and he needed transportation. He went inside to look around.

One model in particular caught his eye. A dark green convertible Rolls-Royce Dawn. It was at once stylish and subtly impressive. He’d been thinking about cars before coming to Dubai, and imagined himself in an Aston-Martin or some equally flashy car. When it came down to it, the timeless styling of a Rolls would convey the message that he was a man of wealth and good taste.

A well-tailored salesman approached him.

“How much is this car?” He pointed the cane toward the convertible.

The salesman looked him over, as if assessing him. “An excellent choice, sir. This is an exceptional vehicle.”

“And the price?” He was annoyed the salesman didn’t immediately offer the asking price.

After hesitating, the salesman said, “Tree-hundred fifty-thousand US dollars.”

“I’ll take it.” He placed a stack of money on the car’s fender. “Down payment.”

The salesman’s demeanor changed instantly and the money was swooped up. “I’ll get you a receipt.”

“I’ll return with the rest of the money within the hour. Please have it gassed up and ready.”
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Haddad drove his new Rolls Dawn all over the city—top down, of course. He especially liked driving at night. The brightly lit boulevards and colorful storefronts were endlessly entertaining. Colors swirled past him in a gossamer shimmer, almost like he could touch the feathery hues flowing by.

On his third night out, he avoided the brightly lit city center. Instead, he cruised the outer neighborhoods. The reason was simple. He needed a license plate for his new Rolls. One that wouldn’t leave a paper trail. One he could steal.

The Rolls salesman had placed a temporary certificate and gave instructions for registering the vehicle. He promised to take care of it very soon. Tonight was “very soon.” He was hunting for a car that was older, perhaps even abandoned.

It was well after midnight when he passed a gated yard filled with derelict cars. Accidents were common in Dubai. Crashed vehicles had to be stored somewhere. This was their graveyard.

He parked the Dawn some distance from the junkyard. The dry air smelled of desert sand, an ever-present aroma in Dubai. He heard street traffic in the distance as he walked back to the yard, but in this more remote industrial area, it was almost unnoticeable. There weren’t even any streetlights.

A sudden bang startled him. A surge of fear bolted through him. He looked around. It was only a door slamming. He relaxed and continued to the junkyard.

Slipping through the loosely chained entry gate, he stopped to orient himself in this weird, confusing world. Stacks of cars were piled ten high creating dark and threatening corridors. He stopped short. These weren’t just any cars. Many of them were exotic cars, expensive cars. He went from one flattened vehicle to another, thinking of the wealth represented in these stacks. Now just scrap metal.

He looked for license plates. There were none. Every car had been stripped of its registration plate. He began to lose hope.

This may not have been such a good idea after all.

He continued searching, row after row, until he reached the last stack of cars. He spotted one that wasn’t flattened yet—must have been dropped too late to still be whole. It was a Maserati MC20, an Italian sports car with a six hundred twenty-one horse power engine. The entire front end was crushed in. It didn’t look like anyone could have walked away from that accident. To his delight, the registration plate was still attached. He removed the plate with a screwdriver he’d brought and left the yard with his prize.

Driving back to the city center his mood was light.

No more obstacles.

He passed along the coastal road, enjoying the smell of the night air and the tang of the salt breeze on his tongue. He was in such a light-hearted mood, he drove for an hour just soaking in the sights and sounds of Dubai at night. Hotels with their elegant façades…brightly lit heroic statues glittering in the night…luxurious restaurants overflowing with customers...cozy outdoor cafés with white-coated staff carrying silver trays and tiny cups of coffee…

So different from the crowded, noisy streets of Cairo. Here, everything is clean and polished, like some fantastic theme park.


CHAPTER 40



Hannah and Joel went to the Qatar National Bank on Champollion Street. The lobby was spacious. Large windows dominated the front wall. The bank offered its customers comfortable seating areas scattered throughout the moderately crowded lobby.

The bank manager was surprised the UN was calling on him. He invited them into his large, well-appointed office. As Hannah took her seat, she touched the polished Zebrawood surface of the manager’s massive desk. The exotic wood’s alternating light cream and blackish-brown streaks made a unique and striking statement.

The manager offered them cigarettes. Both declined. He lit up. “I can’t imagine why the UN is interested in my bank.”

“I belong to a special terrorism prevention division.”

“And you, madam? I didn’t catch your affiliation.”

“I’m Mr. Braithwaite’s colleague.”

The manager took a long drag on his cigarette while considering her vague response. “I assume you’re here looking into the museum bombing.”

“Yes,” Joel said.

“How does QNB fit into your investigation?” He took another drag on the cigarette. Hannah could see he was nervous.

“We believe your bank may have provided payment for the job. Not intentionally, of course, but we’d like to know more about a transaction we’ve found.”

The manager made no overt reaction, other than a slight raising of an eyebrow. He slowly extinguished the cigarette in a large crystal ashtray, giving himself time to consider a response.

“I understand your inquiry, and I sympathize. But you must understand, without authorization, I can’t confirm an account.”

“Would you like to be known as the bank that wouldn’t assist the Egyptian government in the capture of a criminal who blew up the Grand Egyptian Museum? A criminal who destroyed the most famous ancient artefacts in the world?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Braithwaite. In this matter, my hands are tied.”

“Perhaps I should call my friend, Ali Hassan, Minister of the Interior. I met with him just yesterday.”

The mention of the powerful government official got an almost stuttered response out of the bank manager, though he tried not to show it. They could see him formulating some response—perhaps grasping for a way out of this clearly difficult situation. He lit another cigarette before capitulating, “What account are you interested in?”

Joel produced the two account numbers Davies had uncovered. The bank manager inspected them, then made an inside telephone call. Everyone sat in silence, waiting.

A long minute later, a slender, bespeckled man entered the manager’s office. He carried a notebook computer. The man took a standing position next to his manager’s desk.

“This is our internal auditor.” The manager offered no name.

The man-with-no-name nodded to the visitors.

“You may ask him your questions.”

Joel began, “I’d like to know about these accounts…” He handed the auditor the account numbers.

After scanning through several screens on his notebook, the auditor looked up. “These are trust accounts. Assets to be distributed upon notification by the originating trustee.”

“Who is that trustee?” Joel asked.

“We don’t have a name. Only an identification number.”

Joel passed his hand across his face in frustration. “Can you tell me the status of those accounts?”

“One was closed.”

“How was the money paid to those accounts?”

“A man came in. After verifying his credentials we transferred the money to other banks of his designation.”

“How many banks?”

The bespeckled man checked his notebook. “Three.” He gave Joel the bank names.

“None are located in Egypt, are they?” The man didn’t answer.

“What did he look like?” Hannah asked.

“He was heavily built. He looked angry.”

“What about the other account?” Joel asked.

He looked again at the notebook. “That account remains open.”

“Have you received an order to release those funds?”

“An order came in just twenty minutes ago. As of yet, there’s been no withdrawal.”

Joel and Hannah stood abruptly, leaving the manager and his internal auditor with stunned looks on their faces.
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“Al-Mousa’s still in Cairo,” Joel said. He looked back to Hannah who was trying to keep up. “Thank God. If the release order had been any earlier, al-Mousa would be gone.”

Hannah caught up and said, “We’re looking for a heavily built, mean-looking guy. After seeing al-Mousa up close—and his suspicious nature—he wouldn’t trust this banking task to just anyone.”

“But he wouldn’t come himself, would he?”

“No, he wouldn’t. Too public.”

The pair now stood outside the QNB building. Joel looked up and down the busy street and came to a decision. “I’m going to get the car and park up the street. Do you see that outdoor café?”

She lifted her hand to shade her eyes. “Yes.” She understood Joel’s stake-out strategy.

“I’ll park there and watch. You stay around here.”

“I’ll walk up and down slowly, like I’m shopping.”

“Don’t be too obvious.”

“A woman shopping is never obvious—or noticed. Besides, there’s a department store window where I can loiter. Send me a text message if you see him.”

“Will do.”

It didn’t take long before her mobile dinged with a message.

Suspect walking your way.

She turned casually and looked up the street. At first, she couldn’t see anyone fitting the description they were after. Too many people. Then, from the crowd a muscled, rough-looking man stepped to the bank doors.

Gotcha!

The target entered the bank. She sent a return text to Joel, alerting him.

It took thirty minutes for the man to finish al-Mousa’s banking business. Hannah was careful not to be seen as he left the bank, and she followed from a distance. She didn’t know how skilled he might be in detecting a tail.

The man reached his car and stopped to look around before getting in. She didn’t react or even look at him. Just continued walking, hidden by the crowd.

The man must have been satisfied he wasn’t being followed. The car pulled into the traffic on Champollion Street. She had to restrain herself and not to look as the car passed by.

She reached their car and got in. It was running. Joel pulled into traffic.
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They followed the car out of central Cairo and traveled around the traffic circle in El-Tahrir Square. They passed the statue of Umar Makram, celebrated for resisting the invasion of Egypt by Napoleon I.

Finally, they came to an area of ordinary buildings. Joel looked around. The district was somewhat run-down, but the streets were generally clean. “This is al-Mousa’s kind of neighborhood—unremarkable.”

They pulled around to the rear of a seven-story building that had its own parking garage that occupied the building’s first level. Hannah pointed to an open space in the alley beside the building. “Park over there.”

After parking, Joel turned to Hannah. “Are you armed?”

“Yes. I have my Beretta. And you?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“You can’t go in there and confront that killer unarmed.”

“Don’t give it another thought.”

Hannah considered what she knew of Joel. “I seem to recall you’re rated in hand-to-hand combat. You’re also described as excellent in field fighting.”

“You’ve done your homework—that’s correct. It’s been my experience that terrorists are great with bombs, but face-to-face they lack training, experience, and determination.” He gave a sincere look. “Don’t worry. We’ll catch al-Mousa.”

Unbeknownst to them, someone was watching from an upper window as they exited their car.
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Dawoud entered al-Mousa’s temporary offices. He handed over the transfer documents. “All complete.”

Al-Mousa nodded. “Any trouble? Were you seen or followed?”

“It went just like before. No questions. No hang-ups.”

Dawoud stepped over to the window and looked over the city. Then he gave a start. “That woman—she’s supposed to be dead!”

Al-Mousa, alarmed by Dawoud’s outburst, came to his side.

“Look.” Dawoud pointed out the window to the alley below. A man and a woman stood beside a parked car.

Dawoud went to the desk and brought back binoculars. “That’s definitely her. I don’t recognize the man.” He handed al-Mousa the binoculars. Al-Mousa looked for a moment before lowering them slowly.

“They followed you here.” The accusing tone wasn’t lost on Dawoud. “Go down and finish the job. This time, do it right.”

Hanging his head, he went to the door. He stopped. “What about the man?”

“Kill them both.”


CHAPTER 42



Hannah and Joel split up as they crossed the alley. Hannah headed for the front of the building while Joel went into the garage.

She stopped and looked up at the seven-story edifice.

It doesn’t look like the owners pay much attention to the outside.

The building was streaked with dirt. The windows, at least those on the ground floor, were opaque with grime. She went inside and found a small lobby that was in much better shape than the outside. It was clean and offered several chairs for visitors. They were all vacant.

She walked up to a glass-enclosed cabinet mounted on the wall. Inside was an index listing the companies occupying each suite.

How would al-Mousa identify himself?

Running her finger down the glass, she considered the name of each tenant company. She was trying to interpret what each might mean. She wasn’t having much luck.

I’ll have to search each floor.

Hannah began climbing the stairs.

She hadn’t gone too far when she heard the sound of rushing feet. They were coming down the stairs at a rapid pace. She made a quick exit on the third floor, leaving the door open a crack, which faced down the stairwell. A man passed. She could only see his back, but it was definitely the man they’d been following. He was in a hurry, taking two and three steps at a time. He kept one hand on the wall for balance.

There was a gun in his other hand.

This created a dilemma. Should she follow the man and give Joel backup, or go forward to find al-Mousa? It took only a moment to decide. Joel could take care of himself. She texted him a warning and returned to the staircase.

He’d likely come from the sixth or seventh floor, if his noisy descent was any indication. That would save her time.

Joel found the car they’d followed. It was parked near a stairway. Seeing nothing unusual in the garage, he was about to go upstairs to meet Hannah. He stopped when his mobile dinged. He read Hannah’s message, then heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Fast.

Ducking behind a small pickup truck, he watched. A man emerged—the one they’d followed here. There was a gun in his hand. The man stopped in the doorway and screwed on a suppressor.

We must have been seen.

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He went into a trancelike state, his “combat zone.” Adrenaline surged through his body. Time slowed down to fractions of a heartbeat. It was part of his Special Forces Krav Maga training. Emotional control begins in the mind.

Krav Maga trained him how to eliminate a threat—not win a fight. A street fight is far more dangerous than a ring or tournament. There aren’t any mats or referees or ceremonial clothing. It’s bare-fisted brawling, like a barroom fight. The trick was keeping your head and defeating your opponent even before the fight begins.

The bed of the pickup was almost empty. Almost. A small pile of rags were tucked into a corner. Keeping the pickup between himself and the would-be killer, he found a short towel. Twirling the towel tight, he made knots at either end. Then he wrapped each knotted end around his palms and pulled the towel tight. His plan was simple: reach the killer from behind and strangle him. Or at least render him unconscious.

The man wasn’t being too cautious about his movements.

Joel went around the pickup in a crouch, coming up from behind. He was easily a head taller than the other man.

Three long strides to reach him. Maybe two seconds.

He moved quietly but on his second step, he hit a small stone. The scraping sound alerted the terrorist. The man whipped around and looked wide-eyed at Joel.

In his altered perception of time, Joel became entirely focused on the weapon.

He thinks he’s got the advantage with the weapon. I wonder if he’s aware the suppressor changes the balance of the gun?

The threat was in the terrorist’s right hand. That was his first objective—eliminate the weapon, then deal with the man.

The man held the gun steady, but Joel saw indecision in his eyes.

Time for a new plan.

He calculated how many heartbeats it would take to get to his target and disarm him.

Two beats. One-half second. One step.

He rushed his adversary, twisting his torso to the left.

The man still didn’t react.

He lifted the tightly twirled towel to distract the killer. His shoulder impacted the man’s chest. In one swift move he wrapped the towel around the gun. It was an easy target with the suppressor attached. With a sharp jerk, he sent the weapon skittering across the floor. He continued the spin to his left and took a small step back, ready to press the attack.

Surprise came over his opponent’s face. The attacker knew he was no longer in control. The terrorist’s face showed confusion for being disarmed so easily—and with only a piece of cloth.

Now we’re a little more even. You’re gonna have to fight hand-to-hand.

He dropped the cloth and stepped into the terrorist who began raining blows on Joel.

Unfocused, wild. A talented amateur. Still an amateur.

Joel easily deflected the assault and delivered a series of sharp hits, mostly to the head and face. An ugly gash appeared across the man’s forehead. The left eye began to swell. Combined with dripping blood, it was beginning to affect the man’s vision. He watched fury come over his opponent’s face.

No emotional control.

The man retreated. Joel advanced but knew an animal was most dangerous when cornered.

The terrorist broke off suddenly and ran to the garage wall and picked up a piece of discarded one-inch pipe. Emboldened by his new weapon, the attack was renewed.

Joel was on him. He grabbed for the pipe.

The man delivered an overhead swing. It would have crushed Joel’s skull had it connected. But he was close enough to get an outstretched left hand on the attacker’s wrist. He simultaneously twisted hard and delivered an explosive blow to the solar plexus.

The attacker let out a loud expulsion of air and doubled over. The terrorist took a step back, the pipe still in hand. But the pain of the blow and the severely twisted wrist slowed the attacker down. The terrorist shifted the pipe to his other hand, intent not to make the same mistake again.

The attacker must have thought Joel would retreat. Instead, he stepped in closer and delivered another dizzying flurry of punches.

The terrorist tried to defend himself with the pipe, but his blows didn’t have much force behind them. While they did leave bruises on Joel’s arms, his attack wasn’t blunted.

The man stepped back and spun around, extending his leg in a karate-style move.

No mats. No referee. Remember?

The kick glanced off Joel’s forearm.

Re-engaging, he delivered more blows to the man’s mid-section. The ferocity of his counter-attack caused the man to drop the pipe.

Huffing for breath, the terrorist took another step back, almost to the wall.

[image: ]


Joel found the car they’d followed. It was parked near a stairway. Seeing nothing unusual in the garage, he was about to go upstairs to meet Hannah. He stopped when his mobile dinged. He read Hannah’s message, then heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Fast.

Ducking behind a small pickup truck, he watched. A man emerged—the one they’d followed here. There was a gun in his hand. The man stopped in the doorway and screwed on a suppressor.

We must have been seen.

He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He went into a trancelike state, his “combat zone.” Adrenaline surged through his body. Time slowed down to fractions of a heartbeat. It was part of his Special Forces Krav Maga training. Emotional control begins in the mind.

Krav Maga trained him how to eliminate a threat—not win a fight. A street fight is far more dangerous than a ring or tournament. There aren’t any mats or referees or ceremonial clothing. It’s bare-fisted brawling, like a barroom fight. The trick was keeping your head and defeating your opponent even before the fight begins.

The bed of the pickup was almost empty. Almost. A small pile of rags were tucked into a corner. Keeping the pickup between himself and the would-be killer, he found a short towel. Twirling the towel tight, he made knots at either end. Then he wrapped each knotted end around his palms and pulled the towel tight. His plan was simple: reach the killer from behind and strangle him. Or at least render him unconscious.

The man wasn’t being too cautious about his movements.

Joel went around the pickup in a crouch, coming up from behind. He was easily a head taller than the other man.

Three long strides to reach him. Maybe two seconds.

He moved quietly but on his second step, he hit a small stone. The scraping sound alerted the terrorist. The man whipped around and looked wide-eyed at Joel.

In his altered perception of time, Joel became entirely focused on the weapon.

He thinks he’s got the advantage with the weapon. I wonder if he’s aware the suppressor changes the balance of the gun?

The threat was in the terrorist’s right hand. That was his first objective—eliminate the weapon, then deal with the man.

The man held the gun steady, but Joel saw indecision in his eyes.

Time for a new plan.

He calculated how many heartbeats it would take to get to his target and disarm him.

Two beats. One-half second. One step.

He rushed his adversary, twisting his torso to the left.

The man still didn’t react.

He lifted the tightly twirled towel to distract the killer. His shoulder impacted the man’s chest. In one swift move he wrapped the towel around the gun. It was an easy target with the suppressor attached. With a sharp jerk, he sent the weapon skittering across the floor. He continued the spin to his left and took a small step back, ready to press the attack.

Surprise came over his opponent’s face. The attacker knew he was no longer in control. The terrorist’s face showed confusion for being disarmed so easily—and with only a piece of cloth.

Now we’re a little more even. You’re gonna have to fight hand-to-hand.

He dropped the cloth and stepped into the terrorist who began raining blows on Joel.

Unfocused, wild. A talented amateur. Still an amateur.

Joel easily deflected the assault and delivered a series of sharp hits, mostly to the head and face. An ugly gash appeared across the man’s forehead. The left eye began to swell. Combined with dripping blood, it was beginning to affect the man’s vision. He watched fury come over his opponent’s face.

No emotional control.

The man retreated. Joel advanced but knew an animal was most dangerous when cornered.

The terrorist broke off suddenly and ran to the garage wall and picked up a piece of discarded one-inch pipe. Emboldened by his new weapon, the attack was renewed.

Joel was on him. He grabbed for the pipe.

The man delivered an overhead swing. It would have crushed Joel’s skull had it connected. But he was close enough to get an outstretched left hand on the attacker’s wrist. He simultaneously twisted hard and delivered an explosive blow to the solar plexus.

The attacker let out a loud expulsion of air and doubled over. The terrorist took a step back, the pipe still in hand. But the pain of the blow and the severely twisted wrist slowed the attacker down. The terrorist shifted the pipe to his other hand, intent not to make the same mistake again.

The attacker must have thought Joel would retreat. Instead, he stepped in closer and delivered another dizzying flurry of punches.

The terrorist tried to defend himself with the pipe, but his blows didn’t have much force behind them. While they did leave bruises on Joel’s arms, his attack wasn’t blunted.

The man stepped back and spun around, extending his leg in a karate-style move.

No mats. No referee. Remember?

The kick glanced off Joel’s forearm.
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Joel visualized his next moves.

A blow to the heart followed by a disorienting slap to the head, bursting an eardrum. A focused punch to break his nose. A sharp blow to the back of his neck to put him on the floor.

Joel didn’t hesitate. He moved in, delivering the series of blows as he’d pictured them.

The attacker, now on the floor, was bloody but undaunted. The terrorist got up and delivered his own blows. Joel was beginning to rethink his earlier evaluation.

He grabbed the man’s shirt in both hands, dropped, and sent the attacker flying over his now prone body. The man landed heavily, striking his head on the concrete floor. The attacker shook his head to clear his vision and then spotted his pistol laying on the floor.

Joel was too far away to prevent him from reaching the weapon.

But it’s still not an advantage. He has to pick it up by the suppressor before he can turn it on me. How long to scrabble over, grab the weapon, turn it around and fire? Two, three seconds?

He could see the attacker going through the same calculations.

He knows it’s a risk, but it’s the only move he has left.

The injured terrorist moved faster than he expected. Joel rushed him.

The attacker was forced to drop the ineffective weapon as they crashed together in a tangle of arms and legs. Blows were exchanged—some hit their mark, others didn’t. Joel now had cuts and bruises, but he just kept punching, blocking, and maneuvering for advantage.

The terrorist managed to push Joel over the hood of a car, disappearing on the opposite side.

The attacker stepped to the weapon lying on the floor. The advantage had swung back.

On the other side of the car, Joel had only a fraction of a second.

He’s good. But now I’ve got cover—and a moment to plan my next move.

He knew the attacker couldn’t anticipate what he’d do next.

I have to make a choice and hope for the advantage.

Doing his best to suppress the sound of his movement, Joel went to the rear of the car. He chanced a look around. He let out a breath. It was the right choice.

He’s heard me but he’s not able to pin it down.

The terrorist was standing with his weapon pointed across the hood, not looking anywhere else.

That’s a mistake.

He came at the terrorist from the side in a crouching run. The man turned at the last moment. He saw surprise on the man’s face. The attacker tried to pivot to his left but couldn’t swing the gun around in time. Joel seized him, or more accurately, the gun. He was able to grasp the suppressor with both hands. The two men were now face-to-face in a deadly embrace, each knowing the weapon between them held the outcome of this match.

His opponent was strong. They struggled. Joel had the advantage of height and weight. His longer arms made it possible to keep the terrorist’s finger from the trigger. Sweat streamed down both men’s faces. They grimaced with the strain of the contest.

The man dipped slightly, creating space between them. He tried to raise the pistol but Joel violently twisted his wrist and turned the gun upward. The terrorist let out a yelp of pain.

Then suddenly, a shot.

It made a poof sound. The silencer suppressed any loud report.

There was sudden silence between them.

He looked into the man’s eyes. They were fierce, angry. Then they changed, glazing over. The eyes went blank.

Joel let go. The terrorist, his would-be killer, slumped to the ground, shot upward through the head.

It took a moment to catch his breath and return to “normal” time.

It seemed like an eternity had passed. He looked at his watch. The entire fight had lasted less than two minutes.

After lifting the body into the bed of the pickup truck he headed for the stairway.
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Hannah resumed her search on the sixth floor. After checking all the office suites, she found the floor was empty. She moved up to the seventh floor. Standing at the closed stairway door, she looked at the time on her mobile. Not even five minutes had passed since she’d seen the man running down the stairs. She began to open the door and as she did, she heard footsteps coming up the stairway. She froze.

What if it’s him?

With relief, Joel came into view.

“What happened to you?” She was shocked by Joel’s appearance. “You’re bleeding!”

“A little disagreement with our friend from the bank.”

“Is he dead?”

“Yes.” Joel looked at the open doorway. “Is this where we’ll find al-Mousa?”

“I think so.”

As they entered the seventh floor, the last door on the left opened. Al-Mousa stepped out. He carried a cloth-wrapped package under his left arm.

Even from that distance, Hannah could see concern on al-Mousa’s face. The expression turned to shock when he recognized the pair standing in the doorway at the end of the hall.

“You!” Al-Mousa lifted a pistol and fired wildly, forcing Hannah and Joel to drop to the floor. Al-Mousa went swiftly to a door at his end of the hall.

They ran to intercept him, but al-Mousa was already through the door.

Hannah reached for the doorknob. Joel held her arm. “Hold it.” He pointed to a sign in Arabic above the door. “Translate.”

“It says, ‘Roof Access Only.’”

“He has no options. He’ll be waiting for us to blunder through the door.”

She pulled her hand away. “You’re right. How do you want to play this?”

Joel looked back down the hall. “The door we came through is the main roof access.”

“Right, then we’ll separate and come at him from opposite sides.”

“Agreed,” Joel said, then waited for her to reach the other door before slowly opening the door before him.
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Al-Mousa’s mind was in a state of turmoil. Why hadn’t Dawoud returned?

His orders were simple enough—kill the pair. Then, practically right outside his door, stood those same people. He couldn’t believe they’d eluded Dawoud.

His first instinct was to run.

It’ll give Dawoud time to catch up.

He paced across the roof, shifting his package. He went to the ledge and looked anxiously at the alley below. The car was still there. He couldn’t help but wonder how they got past Dawoud. There was no answer to that question. It only served to increase a sense of dread growing inside.

He knew the woman. Dawoud told him she died in the museum explosion.

Incompetent! An unforgivable failure!

He tried to place the man, searching his memory. Then it came to him. He knew a special unit of the UN had been hunting for him. He’d caught a glimpse of one of their men in Damascus a couple of years before.

This is the UN agent who’s been dogging my steps for the last two years.

A terrifying thought came to him.

What if they hadn’t simply eluded Dawoud? What if they engaged with him—and won?

It was hard to believe. Dawoud was fierce and ruthless. Easily the most experienced fighter in his group. Dawoud had been in many confrontations over the years—and was always victorious.

An unfamiliar sense of fear blossomed in the pit of his stomach.
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Joel approached the rooftop access with care. He didn’t want to alert al-Mousa. When he reached the top, he stopped to consider the best way to get onto the roof. Should he just push through the door and hope he could evade the inevitable gunfire, or should he crouch down and present a smaller profile?

He didn’t know the roof’s terrain. Would there would be cover nearby? Knowing al-Mousa was armed, the first option seemed an unhealthy move. The second option would give him an opportunity to check out the roof before committing. He only hoped Hannah would exercise the same caution.

He pushed the door open enough to see the rooftop. Almost immediately, a shot was fired. It shattered the doorframe. Had he been standing the round would have hit his center mass.

Right choice.

He moved before al-Mousa could re-orient. He rolled out to cover behind a nearby air vent. Three rapid shots struck the thick aluminum cover.

“Al-Mousa—I’m unarmed,” he announced.

“Then you’re a fool!”

“I want to talk with you.”

The response was another pair of shots.

“You can’t get away. If you think your man will come to save you, you’re mistaken.”

He let al-Mousa chew on that bit of news before chancing a look around the air vent. Al-Mousa stood near the parapet, holding the cloth-wrapped package and pointing the gun in his direction. He saw an odd expression on al-Mousa’s face. It was a look of indecision that was turning to panic.

Behind al-Mousa, the other roof door opened. Hannah crept out, her Beretta held forward ready to fire.

Al-Mousa’s full attention was on the air vent. Joel had to keep it that way.

“Give it up, al-Mousa,” he shouted.

He moved slightly around the air vent so al-Mousa could see him. It would keep him looking in his direction, not Hannah’s.

“I promise, you’ll get a fair hearing from the World Court.”

He watched Hannah move to a flanking position while remaining out of al-Mousa’s line-of-sight.

Al-Mousa seemed to consider his offer, weighing the options. Then al-Mousa’s eyes turned hard—he would never willingly surrender.
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There was a shot. The Glock in al-Mousa’s hand went flying. Hannah had read the timing of the situation perfectly. Al-Mousa whipped his head around, clearly confused by his wounded hand and loss of his weapon.

You underestimated me.

She stood rock-steady, blocking the only other exit, her weapon aimed directly at al-Mousa. “You’re bombing days are over.”

Al-Mousa swung his head back and forth between his captors. She saw hatred in his eyes.

“Never!” Al-Mousa fumbled with his wounded hand to unwrap the package he’d clung to. He looked around frantically. There was no escape. He was trapped.

Al-Mousa ripped open the package. Hannah and Joel both noticed the suicide vest then. There was a momentary tableaux as all froze, each wondering what would happen next.

Holding the suicide vest against his chest, al-Mousa moved. A crazed look in his eyes told Hannah he intended to kill her as well as himself.

“Hannah, watch out!” Joel shouted. Since he was unarmed, he could do nothing to stop the bomber. Hannah didn’t hesitate. Her pistol was already aimed at al-Mousa’s center mass. She began firing. Over and over.

The impact of multiple bullets lifted al-Mousa off his feet, flinging him backward. His heel caught the parapet just as he thumbed the detonation switch. The force of the explosion went upward, harmlessly. His mangled body was propelled downward. Seven stories below, they heard a thump and a sharp crack—the skull splitting open. It was a horrible sound.

Hannah and Joel looked at one another across the roof, both stunned by al-Mousa’s suicide attack. The smell of the explosive, at once acrid and sweet, lingered over the roof. They approached the parapet with caution. Much of the area had been blown to pieces and the side of the building was covered in black soot and gore.

They saw al-Mousa, or what was left of him, laying facedown in the alley below. Most of the torso was gone—sprayed over the side of the building. The skull was split open. Viscous brain matter was splashed around it like some gruesome halo.

“Semper ignavus,” she whispered.

Joel gave her a questioning look.

“The coward’s solution.” Hannah looked across the Cairo rooftops for a long moment. “Justice has been served.”

“I’ll notify the Cairo police,” Joel said. “Then I guess you’ll be wanting to go after Mr. Haddad.”

“I’ll need clearance. With al-Mousa dead, my assignment’s technically complete.”

“You know we’re not nearly done with this.”

“That’s what I’m going to tell C.”

“He’s not going to pull you off this case, is he?”

“He told me, ‘Take care of al-Mousa, then we’ll talk about Haddad.’ I’ll ask to complete what we’ve started.”
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Hannah and Joel took a taxi to the Dubai police headquarters. The car must have been sitting in the sun all day. Despite the air conditioning, Joel continually wiped his brow with the back of his hand while Hannah fanned herself with a pocketbook. Arriving at police headquarters, they were relieved to find inside was a more comfortable environment.

Colonel Umar el-Syed, Chief of Police, stood as they entered his office. Looking around, Hannah saw one wall filled with commendations. The opposite wall was covered in photos of the smiling colonel and various foreign dignitaries. There were even a few celebrities.

Joel gave the colonel the UN letter of introduction.

The colonel was more surprised by Hannah’s presence. Continually glancing her way, a dismissive look on his face. Joel saw it as well and came to Hannah’s aid.

“Agent Ahmed has been the prime mover in this investigation.” He looked to her. “It’s her work that led us to the museum bomber and then here.”

The colonel mumbled something that might have been an apology. Hannah was satisfied that at least his expression was no longer dismissive.

“You’ll want to conduct your investigation uninterrupted,” said the colonel. “To that end, you may work from the small conference room.” He pointed to a doorway across the busy squad room. “We will, of course, give you support as we can spare it.”

Joel said, “Colonel, I wonder if you could assign some people to canvass the hotels in Dubai. See if Haddad has checked in anywhere.”

“That would require more officers than we can afford. Perhaps a different approach may be as fruitful.”

Joel didn’t seem pleased by the lackluster support. “What might that be, Colonel?”

“Do you have a photograph of Haddad?”

Joel handed the photo to Colonel el-Syed.

“I suggest we send this photo to all the newspapers along with a story asking anyone who has seen this man to contact us.”

Hannah and Joel looked at one another, doubting this approach would work.

The colonel handed the photo to one of his staff. As they were about to leave his office, Hannah said, “Colonel, there’s one more thing.” El-Syed lifted one eyebrow. She handed him a piece of paper with the letter E followed by a series of numbers. “We think this could be a bank account number, but we don’t know which bank. Would you mind having someone look into this?”

“Of course.”

They went to their new office. “That went well, don’t you think?” Joel asked.

Hannah grumbled her displeasure.

[image: ]


They began reviewing the facts they knew about Haddad. First, they agreed that Haddad had been co-opted. Next, what had happened to the original treasure, only Haddad could answer. That was a question Hannah was anxious to ask. She turned back to the task at hand.

“Two weeks ago, he arrives in Dubai. What does he do first?”

“He takes a taxi to a hotel,” Joel replied.

She shook her head. “He’s just allowed al-Mousa to destroy priceless treasures.” A beat. “He’s gotten out of town as quickly as possible… No… his priority is the money. I think he first goes to a bank. He wants to know his money’s there.”

“Okay, then what?”

“The money’s there. His anxiety is relieved. Now he can figure out his sleeping arrangements.”

“The man isn’t stupid,” Joel said. “He has to know that sooner or later someone will discover he wasn’t killed in the bombing. He’ll take steps to hide his escape.”

“He gets a new identity.” She stood and pushed the chair back under the desk. “You know he’s got connections. Arranging a new identity wouldn’t be that difficult.” She went for the door. “Let’s see if the colonel will give us some manpower. We’re gonna need it.”


CHAPTER 45



All the newspapers carried Haddad’s photograph and the bombing story. Would it actually yield results? Hannah and Joel were skeptical but were ready to accept that the colonel knew his people better than they. All they could do was wait for el-Syed’s promised results.

The next day, the colonel delivered some good news. He’d identified the bank numbers.

“It’s the Emirates NBD Bank. I’ve taken the liberty to set an appointment with the managing director.”

“At least we can start following the money,” Hannah said.

The colonel’s driver took them to the largest bank in the Emirates. She looked up at the ultra-modern building. Its central tower gleamed like a great silver blade in the bright sunlight. It reached upward some twenty stories. The lower ten-story structure’s tinted windows glistened aquamarine—the color of the Dubai Creek directly beyond.

She noticed the Sheraton Dubai Hotel nearby. “If I were Haddad and this was my bank, that’s where I’d go.”

They were ushered into the managing director’s office. It was large and located on the top floor. Hannah reminded Joel of the importance of accepting hospitality. He made a face that said, of course, but took the advice.

A male assistant escorted them to a sitting area and offered coffee, which they accepted.

“The managing director will be with you shortly.”

They took in the artwork on the walls and the rich carpets on the hardwood floor. They both noticed the entire back wall offered a spectacular view of Dubai Creek, the natural waterway that formed a port that was used for trade and transport. Several traditional wooden abras ferried passengers to-and-fro across the bright blue water. It struck Hannah as an odd juxtaposition of two worlds, yet they managed to coexist.

After a short wait, a man entered through a side door. He was tall and slim, dressed in a perfectly tailored Saville Row bespoke suit with a crisp white shirt and a school tie. He was clean-shaven. His dark hair was combed straight back, giving him an urbane appearance. They stood as he approached.

The director held out his hand and greeted them in perfect English, “Welcome to Dubai. Please be seated.”

The three sat down. In the spirit of Hannah’s earlier advice, Joel expressed admiration for the artwork lining the walls. After a few minutes discussing art and the city, the director got to the point of their meeting. “I understand you want information about a certain account.”

“That’s correct,” Joel said. “Colonel el-Syed tells us it belongs to Emirates NBD.”

“Yes, the account number el-Syed inquired about is from our bank. I’ve looked into it personally. Unfortunately, I can’t give you any more information about it.”

Joel furled his brows.

The director continued, “It’s not that we don’t want to give you information. It’s simply there’s none to give.”

“What do you mean?”

“Some months ago, the account was opened and a deposit made. We were instructed to await confirmation before releasing the funds. The day the release order was received, all funds were withdrawn.” The director shrugged. “There’s no more to tell. If you’d like to know any more, I suggest you speak with my bank manager.”

“Is he available?”

“Yes, of course.” The director went to his desk and spoke quietly into his telephone. “It’s set. Mr. Ingraham, a countryman of yours, will see you. His office is on the main floor. Now, if there’s nothing else?”
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The assistant escorted them back to the ground floor and showed them to Mr. Ingraham’s office. They settled in comfortable chairs set before his desk. After introductions, Joel produced the photo of Haddad. “Do you recognize this man?”

“Yes, he’s a customer who recently made a withdrawal.”

“How large a withdrawal?” Joel leaned forward in anticipation.

“Ten million dollars, as I recall. Less our modest transaction fee, of course.”

Hannah asked, “Does this happen often, withdrawing such large sums in cash?”

“It’s not uncommon, although it’s usually by electronic transfer.”

“Did you know this customer?” Joel asked.

“I’d never met him before. The account was established, let’s see…” He ran through some files on his computer. “It was opened four months ago. The beneficiary was Ufa Haddad.”

“You just handed him ten million dollars?” Hannah asked.

“He did have the correct credentials and passwords. Is there something wrong?”

“I’d say so.” Joel was becoming annoyed. “Do you know where he went with the money?”

“I’m sorry. He withdrew the money in cash over the course of three days. Where he went, I can’t say.”

Hannah felt a growing emptiness creep in. She pictured Haddad strolling out of the bank unchallenged with bundles of cash. Her skin prickled at the thought.

They stopped in the bank lobby to discuss next steps.

Joel said, “Unless we can find a corresponding deposit in another bank here in Dubai, we’re at a dead-end.” He let out a long breath. She could see his frustration—and shared it.

She wondered aloud, “How many ten-million-dollar deposits can there be in this town?”

Joel pushed open the glass entry doors more forcefully than necessary. “Maybe he spread it around. Smaller deposits in several banks. Remember, he took it out over three days.”

“Maybe he took it home… or maybe just buried it in the desert,” Hannah offered, following him out.
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Their search was progressing much too slowly. In two days they’d found no suspicious depositors. Joel was discouraged. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.” Hannah was equally disheartened and nodded in agreement.

Colonel el-Syed entered the conference room and walked up to Hannah. “I have a development for you.” He took a seat. “It seems the newspaper article has yielded results.”

She looked at the colonel in astonishment. Joel got up and came over.

“A man called this morning. He claims to know our suspect.”

“Brilliant!” Joel said.

“Who is he?” Hannah asked.

The colonel puffed up with self-importance. “A Rolls-Royce salesman. He says your man purchased a car from him a couple of weeks ago.”

“May we interview him?”

“Yes, of course. Arrangements have been made.” The colonel left, almost swaggering on his way out.

They arrived at the dealership with two policemen as escorts. The salesman appeared from a back room, clearly confused by the presence of two foreigners with the police.

Hannah conversed with the salesman in Arabic to confirm his story. Joel felt left out. The salesman nodded vigorously as he replied to her questions. She turned to Joel. “Will you show him the photograph?” Joel handed the photo to the salesman.

“Ask if the man carried a fancy silver-handled cane,” Joel said.

More back-and-forth between the salesman and Hannah with much head-nodding and arm waiving.

“Does he remember the man?”

“Yes, he remembers.”

Joel asked, “When did Haddad purchase the car?”

“He says, the man’s name wasn’t Haddad. It was el-Hussein.”

Joel took note of the new name. “How’d he pay?”

There was another short exchange. “He says, the man paid in cash. He left a deposit, went away, came back later and paid in full.”

“Was there a registration? I’ve seen license plates on the cars here. How would this el-Hussein go about doing that?”

More discussion between Hannah and the salesman. “The dealership gives a thirty-day temporary registration to all buyers. Filing the actual paperwork is the customer’s responsibility.” She looked around the showroom and asked the salesman, “Can you show me which car he bought?”

The salesman pointed out a black convertible. More commentary. She turned to Joel. “He says, this one. A Rolls-Royce Dawn, except the one he sold was dark green.”

As they left the dealership the salesman called to her.

“What did he say?” Joel asked. It bothered him that he had to rely on Hannah to translate. He was used to being the one in the driver’s seat.

“He said the man commented on the beauty of Dubai. He especially loved the view of the marina.”


CHAPTER 46



Haddad discovered a private club where alcohol was served. After purchasing a membership, he found another club amenity—the company of women to provide for his “needs.” This was a service he enthusiastically embraced. He also bought himself a new Rolex—even more expensive than the one sacrificed to the bombing.

One night, after many hours of drinking and enjoying the ministrations of two women, he returned to his condo. Walking with his odd gait through the lobby, he spotted a local newspaper, Emarat Al Youm. It was turned over revealing the lower half of the front page. He wasn’t sure why the local Arabic language newspaper caught his eye but he stopped and picked it up. He’d avoided newspapers and television up to this point, so he was unaware that the investigation into the museum bombing had grown beyond Cairo.

His blood ran cold.

The newspaper had a photograph. It was his face gazing peacefully at the reader. Retreating to his condo with the newspaper, he flung himself into a chair and read the headline.

Egyptian National Wanted in Conjunction with Grand Egyptian Museum Bombing.

Dubai police working with international law enforcement agencies.

The accompanying story confirmed his fears.

They’re on to me!

He needed to calm himself. Folding the paper, he tried dispassionately to consider the article’s implications. He wasn’t having much success. Somehow, they’d discovered he’d fled to Dubai. He stewed on this for a long time, thinking through the events of that Friday…

After the van with the explosives was placed, I took a taxi to the private aviation terminal. Chalcroft had arranged a charter. I was the only passenger. I talked to no one after leaving the museum. Except…

He remembered the terminal attendant. He couldn’t recall saying anything unusual. She’d made light conversation, nothing specific, nothing that would identify him, although she did know his destination. The police must have found out and talked to the attendant.

Clearly, they know of my escape and where I was headed, he thought.

There wasn’t much comfort in this reasoning. There was a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. He stroked his chin and felt the growth of ten days. He wondered if it was enough.

Nobody who’s seen me in Dubai can connect me with the name Haddad. I’m el-Hussein.

After more thinking, he recalled there was someone else who might remember him, not by name but by sight. The Rolls-Royce salesman. He hadn’t yet grown a beard when he bought the Rolls. And the salesman had inspected him closely before offering the price of the Dawn.

He could only hope the car salesman wouldn’t see the article.
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The more Haddad stewed on the newspaper article the greater his anxiety grew. He was unsure how long it would take before foreign police agencies came to Dubai. He was certain the local police would soon tire of the search, but international agencies? They wouldn’t give up so easily.

He hadn’t rested since reading the newspaper article. The day had been hell as he wrestled with the anxiety over the investigation. What should he do next? He tried to anticipate how the police would proceed, but mostly, he wondered how he’d get out of this situation.

The sun was setting. He was completely exhausted.

I tried my best not to draw attention when I left Cairo…dressed in Western-style clothes…had a private charter flight. Still they found me—well, only my destination.

It was a small comfort as he delayed making the only decision that made sense. He walked to the full-length windows. His haggard, bloodshot eyes reflected the orange-red sun setting over the Gulf.

His panic seemed to crescendo.

I have to change my identity—again! Get rid of the Rolls. Give up this condo. Then I’ll head to…

He hadn’t decided where to go. He was certain a plan would come to him but step one was getting safely out of Dubai.
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The next morning, Haddad returned to his contact in the Dubai government. The man who’d turned him into el-Hussein. Walking down the corridor, he noticed the floor. It was an expanse of industrial linoleum flanked by nondescript walls devoid of decoration. A succession of office doors seemed to stretch on endlessly. He wondered how someone could spend his life in this drab, sterile environment.

His contact was the fifth door on the left. As was his custom, he entered without knocking. He found the clerk sitting behind his plain desk, busily shuffling papers from one pile to another. The startled clerk looked up. Haddad saw a coolness in the man’s eyes.

“Hello, my friend,” Haddad said, assuming a nonchalant air. Waiving the silver-tipped cane, he again greeted the clerk, “A lovely day, is it not?”

The clerk just looked at him. He saw fear in the man’s eyes.

“You’ve grown a beard,” the clerk said.

“I needed to make a change. I think it suits me.” Still standing before the desk, he asked, “May I sit?” The clerk nodded.

Haddad hooked the cane’s silver handle on the desk. “I’ll get right to the point. I need another identity. El-Hussein has been compromised.”

“I see.”

“I need it right away.”

“Of course.” The man moved some papers around his desk and looked up through his thick glasses. “The price will be ten thousand.”

“Ten? Last time it was five.”

“Last time you weren’t being hunted by the police.” He pulled a newspaper from his drawer and dropped it in front of Haddad.

He was trapped. He needed the new identity, and this was the only man who could do it. He brushed an imaginary piece of lint from his coat sleeve. “Fine. Ten thousand. I suppose you’d like it now?”

“Yes.”

He counted out five-thousand and placed it on the desk.

“You’ll get the rest when I have the documents.”

“Come back in one hour.”
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He left the office and drove the Dawn to a section of town where there were several used car dealers. He picked one and drove in.

A small building served as an office. There was nobody around. He parked and honked. After a moment the door opened and a man emerged.

The salesman walked up to his car, eying it appreciatively.

“I want to trade this car for another.”

The salesman looked over the Rolls. “Why do you want to get rid of this beautiful car?”

“I find it much too hot with the top down. What’s the point of a convertible if you can’t put the top down?”

“What’d you have in mind?”

Supported by his cane, he got out and walked around the small lot looking at the inventory. He wasn’t impressed. They were all ordinary—until he spotted a Range Rover. That was a vehicle well-suited to the plan developing in his mind.

“I’ll take that Range Rover.”

“Just like that? You don’t want to test drive it?”

“No. I wish to make a swap for the Rolls.”

The salesman stared at his customer, then to the Range Rover, and then back to the Rolls. “Your Rolls is worth quite a bit more than the Range Rover…”

“I still want to make a trade.”

The salesman couldn’t believe his luck. A Rolls-Royce on his lot would bring distinction and new prospects to his business. “I think I can do that for you. Let’s go to the office.”

He did have to give the salesman a name and an address for the sales contract. It didn’t matter. El-Hussein would shortly cease to exist. The only address he knew was his own. Even that would soon be a dead-end.

Ten minutes later they emerged. He gave a last, longing look at the Rolls. It was a shame to leave such a beautiful vehicle behind. Still, the deal was done. The exchange was immediate.

He asked the salesman to remove his registration plate and put it on the Rover. The salesman was eager to comply.

As he drove away, Haddad felt he now had the upper hand on the police. Especially with the new identity waiting for him.


CHAPTER 47



Haddad received his new identity documents and handed over the remaining five-thousand dollars. Thanking the clerk, he inspected his new name. “Bakir Khouri.” He looked at the clerk. “I like it. Thank you.” He turned to leave.

“Don’t come back. Ever.”

Haddad looked at the clerk, a little surprised.

“Sooner or later the police will come to me. I don’t want any record of dealing with you.”

“I understand.”

“I’ll destroy every file relating to you. It’ll be as if we’d never met.”

When things blow over, I’ll have to find another contact.

He returned to the HSBC Bank. He needed funds for his sojourn outside Dubai. He placed the el-Hussein identity papers alongside his Haddad documents in the safe deposit box. He wondered how many identities he was going to need. He shrugged off the thought. He tucked the pistol into, a large, zippered tote bag atop one-half million in cash.
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Bakir Khouri, a.k.a. el-Hussein, a.k.a. Ufa Haddad, wasted no time planning his departure from Dubai. He assumed that sooner or later the authorities would find his condo. He sighed as he looked around.

I’ll miss this place, but the inquiry must stop here.

He pondered for a moment and then struck on an idea.

I’ll make them believe I’ve been kidnapped, even killed.

He began overturning and ripping up furniture, breaking dishes, displacing rugs, and leaving other evidence suggesting a violent kidnapping. He took one of his suits, hesitated momentarily as he again mourned the loss of things he loved. In a sudden fit of rage, he slashed the suit with a butcher knife, shredding it to ribbons. It was like he was attacking a man—the one responsible for disrupting his new life. In the process he cut his left palm, looked at it, then dripped blood on the slashed suit.

He went to his laptop and composed a note demanding money. He was especially proud of the part threatening death if he didn’t cooperate. He crumpled the printed note and placed a few drops of his blood on it for good measure. He took the note to the kitchen and left it on the floor.

He was emotionally spent and physically exhausted when the destruction of his condo was complete. It had taken much longer than he imagined, and it was more distressing than he expected. Looking around at his handiwork, he pronounced the staging perfect. “The police will believe exactly what I’ve laid out for them.”

With the scene now set, he left the condo. Before closing the door he looked back, sorry he was forced to leave it, sorry for this turn of events, sorry for having to destroy such luxury.


CHAPTER 48



The colonel listened to their report and was especially interested in the comment about the marina view. He tapped a finger on his desk. “I’m becoming more interested in your case. These developments need to be investigated as quickly as possible.”

The colonel lifted his telephone and spoke a few words in Arabic. Ending the call, he said, “I’ll send a team of officers to the government license bureau along with a photo of this Haddad/el-Hussein.” Hannah and Joel both expressed their appreciation. “There are only two marinas in Dubai. The Palm Jebel Ali and the Palm Jumeirah. I think we’ll only have to canvass the buildings in one location.”

“We?” they said in unison.

“Yes, I will accompany you. I believe we’ll have our man very soon.”

They both knew what that meant. The colonel wanted to be in on the arrest of a high-profile international criminal. It would be good for his career. A commendation no doubt. Another photo on his wall.

The two officers who’d accompanied Hannah and Joel to the Rolls-Royce dealership were dispatched to the government licensing bureau. Joel felt sorry for the men. He knew the assignment would entail a great deal of wasted time before finding anything—or nothing.

The colonel stepped to a framed satellite map of Dubai on his wall. “Here are the marinas.”

“I see why they’re both called ‘Palm,’” Hannah said. “The shape of the docks resemble palm trees.”

“Just so,” said the colonel. “Palm Jebel Ali is the main shipping terminal for Dubai. As such, it has almost no buildings overlooking it.” He moved his hand to the second marina. “Palm Jumeirah is a different story. There are many high-rise buildings along the Walk, as it is known.”

Joel stroked his chin. “Canvassing all those buildings will be quite a project.”

Colonel el-Syed nodded but seemed undeterred.

“There are more than twenty properties on the causeway alone,” Hannah said.

The colonel looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. I suggest we begin first thing in the morning.”
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Canvassing began early. Hannah and Joel soon discovered that several salespeople represented each condominium building, and not all were in the office on the same days. It was dull, repetitive questioning with the same answer: no one recognized Haddad. On top of that, the officers assigned to research the registration for a dark green Rolls Dawn reported that they’d come up empty-handed. There was no new registration for such a vehicle.

The colonel wasn’t happy, and ordered a city-wide alert for the Rolls-Royce convertible.

The condominium search continued.

After a full day of searching, they’d covered only a dozen properties. There were many more to go. The colonel, becoming weary of the investigation, reminded them, “Don’t forget to go back and catch up with the salespeople we didn’t interview.”

“Thanks for that unhappy thought,” Hannah muttered.

With that, the colonel announced he would no longer accompany them. His regular duties precluded such direct hands-on investigation. “Tomorrow I’ll assign four new officers to assist in your search.”

As he left, Joel said, “He actually lasted longer than I expected.”
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On the fourth day of their search, Hannah’s team got a hit. A sales representative recognized the photo. A quick call to Joel brought the teams together.

“Tell us again about this man.” Hannah lifted the photo for the sales representative to see.

“His name is el-Hussein, Amaan el-Hussein.” The salesman searched through files for a minute before finding what he was looking for. “Here’s the sales contract for his unit.” He handed papers to her. After inspecting them, she handed them to Joel.

“What does this say?” Joel asked, pointing to a stamp in Arabic across the top.

She leaned over and inspected the stamp. “It says ‘paid in full.’”

Looking more closely, Joel’s eyebrows raised. “A million and a half dollars?”

She stood. “May we see his unit?” Hannah asked.

“We don’t normally intrude on our owners.”

One of the accompanying Dubai officers offered a sharp rebuke. The salesman backed down and escorted the group to the fifteenth floor. “You have a key, I hope?” Hannah asked.

Again there was hesitation, but this time a stern look from the Dubai officer was all it took.

“I don’t feel comfortable doing this.” The sales representative looked at the group as he pulled a key card from his pocket. “We maintain a master pass—for emergencies only.” He held the card to the small reader pad next to the door. There was a soft click, and the lock was released.

“Thank you for your help,” Hannah said. “There’s no reason for you to remain here.” The sales representative looked grateful and beat a hasty retreat.

She was unsure what to expect. Would Haddad be in the unit—cornered, afraid, armed, dangerous? Joel could see the concern on her face. He nodded confidently.

The Dubai police were first through the door, announcing their presence as they entered. They found total chaos. Furniture was overturned and slashed, as if someone was searching for something. Curtains were pulled down, dishes tossed and broken on the floor. One of the police officers found a crumpled note. The other uncovered a suit coat, lifting it for the others to see.

Hannah fingered the long gashes and noted the blood. Looking around she saw more traces of blood.

“Can your department conduct a blood analysis?”

The officer made a call to his department, spoke a few words, and then told her the forensic team was on the way.

“It looks like someone knew about Haddad’s sudden wealth.” Hannah said.

“We should check the bedrooms,” Joel said.

They left the officers to secure what was now a crime scene.

The destruction continued in the first bedroom. Bed overturned, pillows slashed, drawers pulled out, clothing scattered.

“A pretty thorough job of tossing,” Hannah said.

They sifted through the wreckage, careful not to disturb any evidence.

The second bedroom was set up as an office. It was in a similar state of disarray. They found suitcases open and scattered on the floor. Along with the clothing tossed on the floor in the first bedroom, it seemed clear someone thought Haddad had hidden something.

“How would someone find out about Haddad’s money?” Joel asked.

“Maybe they saw him carrying it in.”

“That’s a thought…but ten million’s an awful lot of money to be hiding under your mattress. After all, it took him three days to transport it out of the bank.”

“I don’t think it’s here.”

Joel looked around the room. “Do you notice anything missing in here?”

She looked around and stopped at the small desk set before a window. “There’s a printer but no computer.”

Joel clicked his tongue, scanning over the mess with a discerning eye. “For all this destruction, it just seems... staged, wouldn’t you say?”


CHAPTER 49



After leaving the blood in the condo was Haddad’s, their case stalled with no new leads. And then, an air of excitement filled the squad room. An officer was talking on his telephone while furiously scribbling notes. The officer abruptly ended the call and almost ran to Colonel el-Syed’s office. She wondered what was happening. Very soon, the colonel himself came striding out like a conquering hero. He headed straight for their workspace.

“We’ve just received a report,” the colonel announced, waving a sheet of paper. “A green convertible Rolls-Royce has been found.”

She stood. Joel came to her desk.

“It’s in a used car lot. I suggest you go and verify it’s the vehicle we’re looking for.” The colonel handed her the sheet of paper. “Give this to the driver. He’ll take you there.” The colonel turned and walked back to his office.

Hannah and Joel grabbed the driver and headed for the used car dealership. As soon as they pulled in they spotted the Rolls. It was positioned front-and-center on the lot.

“What a beauty,” Joel said.

“It’s a whole lot more car than anything else here.” She looked over the inventory. “I’ll bet the dealership couldn’t believe their luck getting that vehicle.”

They pulled up to a small sales building. A man emerged and motioned them inside. The man’s body language suggested tension, even fear. She wondered what he was afraid of.

Maybe he thinks he’s done something illegal.

Inside the office, the salesman launched into an uninterrupted flow of explanations and excuses. Joel understood none of it. She listened carefully before stopping the salesman. She asked Joel for the photo of Haddad and handed it to the salesman.

The salesman went into another soliloquy. Joel could tell the man knew Haddad. The one-sided talking continued. Finally, he interrupted, “What’s he been saying?”

She held up her hand to stop the salesman. “He says he had no idea the man was wanted by the police. He’s repeated that over and over. Said the man claimed the convertible burned his scalp—it was too hot with the top down. That was the reason he wanted to trade it.”

“Go on,” said Joel.

“Then, after looking around the lot, the man found a car he liked and made a trade.”

Joel looked out the small office window. “There’s no car out there even remotely as valuable as the Rolls.”

“That’s what he told the customer. Haddad didn’t care, he only wanted to make the trade.”

“A straight swap?” asked Joel.

“Yes.”

“For what?”

She stopped to ask the salesman. “He says it was for a Range Rover. Dark gray.”

“They’ll make a killing selling the Rolls,” Joel said.

Turning back to the salesman she asked, “May we see the paperwork?”

The salesman went to a file cabinet and returned with some papers.

She looked them over. “Here’s the sales contract. It’s made to a man named Amaan el-Hussein.”

“His alias,” said Joel. “What was the date of the transfer?”

“Almost two weeks, Haddad has a ten day jump on us,” Hannah said.

After getting back into their car, Joel turned to Hannah. “Do you think Haddad’s still in Dubai?”

“He went to a lot of trouble to convince the police and everyone else he’s been kidnapped and probably killed…”

“But you’re not buying that, are you?”

“Not for a minute.”

“We know he changed his name, so there’s no reason to think he needed to leave Dubai,” Joel said. “Besides, there’s the money.” She gave him a questioning look. “He’s not going to leave ten million behind.”

“You’re right about the money, but what if he just wants to get out of town until the search dies down? He wouldn’t need all that money, just enough to get by until the police tire of the hunt.” She looked out the windscreen. “The question is, where would he go?”

Joel considered the question. “All the cities in the UAE are along the coast. Which way should we go? Up toward Qatar and Kuwait, or down toward Oman?”

“He’s a wealthy man now. He wouldn’t go to Oman, he’d head the other direction.”

“Abu Dhabi is the last big city in the UAE. After that it’s all desert.”

“We go to Abu Dhabi.”
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Hannah presented her case to Colonel el-Syed. “I know you believe Haddad was kidnapped and probably killed, but I’m not so sure.”

“You think the man is alive?”

“Yes. I also believe he’s fled Dubai.”

“That may be so, but we must continue to look for this new vehicle…” He gave a questioning look.

She responded for him, “A Range Rover.”

The colonel nodded and continued. “We must, in due diligence, continue to look for the Range Rover here in Dubai. I imagine you’ll want to pursue your inquiries elsewhere.”

“Yes. We need to follow our investigation—wherever that leads.”

“The UAE is a sovereign monarchy of seven autonomous Emirates, Dubai being one. When you leave Dubai, we can no longer support your search.”

She was speechless.

The colonel, seeing her distress, offered an option, “I suggest you visit the capital, Abu Dhabi. Meet with the prime minister. He can coordinate with the seven Emirates to assist in your search.”

“That’s good. Abu Dhabi is where we’re heading.”

The colonel stood, signaling the meeting was at an end. As Hannah and Joel stood, he added, “I’ll send a message ahead introducing you both.”

“May we continue to use our car and driver?”

“That’s the least I can do since my hands are tied elsewhere. Consider the driver yours for as long as you’re in the UAE.”


CHAPTER 50



The capital of the United Arab Emirates, Abu Dhabi, is on an island in the Persian Gulf. The city’s prosperous oil export business was reflected in tall, modern buildings, and luxurious mega shopping centers which appealed to Haddad’s newly-rich image. While staging the kidnapping scene, he decided this would be his destination. It was an easy one-hundred-twenty kilometer drive up the peninsula.

Ufa Haddad needed a few days to collect his thoughts and develop a long-range plan. He selected the Hilton Capital Grand in the new commercial district. The hotel, close to the National Exhibition Center, catered to foreign visitors—a group which would provide the anonymity he needed.

He purchased as many newspapers as possible and scoured them for information about the search in Dubai. Al Fraj, a local Arabic language newspaper, ran an article from Al Bayan in Dubai. Haddad read the article closely. He smiled.

Ufa Haddad, an Egyptian national wanted in connection with the recent

Grand Egyptian Museum bombing, is missing and presumed dead.

Evidence suggests Haddad was the object of a kidnapping/extortion scheme.

There was apparently a struggle in a condominium he purchased under

an assumed name. It isn’t known if the disappearance and the bombing

are related. The police are investigating.

He re-read the article and its accompanying photo. They’re still using my old photo. They don’t know about the Range Rover—or my new name.

He stroked the full beard on his face and looked out his hotel room window.

Besides, I’m dead.
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Haddad spent the early days of his escape from Dubai driving around Abu Dhabi. He found the Sheikh Zay Grand Mosque. It was a place he’d long heard about. The mosque was a vast structure, able to accommodate more than forty-thousand worshipers, all on an immense Persian carpet. It was an impressive sight.

He had avoided police stations, just in case they’d been alerted to watch for him. Newspapers, however, were another matter. He purchased both Arabic and foreign language papers everywhere he went, scouring them for any mention of the investigation. Finding no more articles or reports, he began to relax. He told himself his disquiet was nothing but nerves. He wasn’t being chased.

Emboldened by the lack of pursuit, he broadened his exploration of Abu Dhabi. When he was a boy, his father told him stories of a magnificent palace in Abu Dhabi. His father promised to take him one day. He never did. Now he would take himself to the Presidential Palace.

He parked at the Etihad Towers, a spectacular structure of five oddly shaped, multi-story buildings housing hotels, upscale shopping, and fine dining. Walking a short distance with his cane tapping, he reached a covered structure extending three hundred meters to the palace building.

He came out to a beautiful white, brown, and green terrazzo courtyard set before the enormous, white-domed building. After passing through a security checkpoint, he entered the palace. It was as impressive inside as it was outside.

He admired the mosaic flooring. It had a large circular pattern in the center, an image that was echoed in the huge dome above. The walls were decorated with geometric shapes, complimenting the floor design. He picked up a brochure detailing the history of the structure and surrounding grounds.

As he wandered, admiring the beauty of the rotunda, he noticed a pair of foreigners—a man and a woman. They stood out because they were walking purposefully across the center of the rotunda. At one point the woman stopped. She looked around as if listening for something. He stood still. His gut tightened. His left hand squeezed the cane’s silver handle. He knew that woman.

Nefret Kamal. How can she be here? She’s supposed to be dead!

Whatever the answer might be, his instincts literally shouted at him to get out.

He watched the woman turn back and join the man at the reception station. The woman turned once again, searching the crowd in the rotunda. He had to move—right now.

The woman grabbed her partner’s arm, gesturing toward the crowd. By that time he was through the entry doors, heading back to Etihad Towers. He knew instinctively these people were in Abu Dhabi to find him.

The panic he’d suppressed came roaring back.


CHAPTER 51



With directions to the office of the president, Hannah and Joel walked swiftly across the central rotunda. They were impressed with the palace building but there was no time to sightsee. They were many days behind Haddad.

Hannah stopped at the center of the rotunda. The acoustic properties of the room allowed her to hear a tap-tap-tap cutting through the general clamor of the crowd. She took two more steps, listening. She looked around wondering, Could it be Haddad? She couldn’t pinpoint the source, and was unsure if she really heard the all-too familiar sound.

During her short delay, Joel had moved on to the reception station and was pleased to find the receptionist’s name tag was in English. Hannah walked up behind him.

Couldn’t he wait for me?

She turned again and looked across the crowd. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was of what she’d heard. The crowd lessened for a moment. She could see the entry door. A man with a cane was retreating through it, a glint of silver catching the sunlight. That was enough. She bolted after him.

She was several steps away before Joel noticed. “Hey, where are you going?”

Still making her way through the crowd, she shouted over her shoulder, “Haddad is here!”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

He left the counter and followed Hannah. The crowd was heavy. It made progress difficult.

Joel finally reached her. They moved as quickly as they could, excusing themselves as they bumped and pushed against the flow of the crowd.

Together they rushed through the doors onto the wide plaza. There were still people everywhere, but not the man she’d seen.

Joel said, “Maybe you were imagining Haddad. You know, wishful thinking?”

She gave Joel a hard look. “He was here. I heard the sound of his cane. It’s something I’ll never forget.”

“Let’s say you’re right. Why would Haddad be here, out in public?”

“Remember, he was reported dead.”

“Okay, so back to my question. Why show himself here?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he’s sightseeing, or he believes the search is off—that he got away with his kidnap deception.” She had a hard look in her eyes. “I tell you, Haddad was here. I just don’t know how to prove it to you.”

Joel turned. “Come on, let’s go back inside. The federal prime minster is expecting us.”

[image: ]


They entered a large office. One wall was covered in rich wood paneling, arranged in a chevron pattern. Tall windows provided ample light. The other walls were decorated much like the rotunda with inline geometric patterns creating a striking yet warm environment. A desk made of polished wood sat at one end of a large Persian rug.

The prime minister stood to greet his visitors. After introductions were made they were invited to sit.

“Thank you, Mister Prime Minister,” said Joel. “We’re tracking a man believed to have participated in the recent museum bombing in Cairo.”

“An unimaginable loss to the world. We will, of course, assist you—if you can tell me what you need.”

Joel gave the prime minister a briefing on Haddad and how the Dubai police had assisted in their search.

“It was only after an article was published with Haddad’s picture that things began to move,” said Joel. He handed the prime minister a copy of the newspaper article.

“You think he’s come to Abu Dhabi? Would he have another identity?”

“Almost certainly,” Hannah said. “He fled Cairo for Dubai. The next logical stop is here.” She leaned forward. “He’s already changed his name once, so there’s no reason to think he wouldn’t do it again. I believe he’d also try something to mask his identity—grow a beard or wear eyeglasses.”

The PM considered her conclusions. “The palace uses the latest technologies to screen visitors. Most are discrete and non-invasive. If this Egyptian has visited, we can identify him by his eyes and facial structure—beards and glasses notwithstanding.”

“This is good news, sir, because I believe he was here today,” Hannah said.

The PM lifted his telephone and spoke briefly in Arabic.

“I’ve notified Amal, our head of security. He’ll see you right away.” The PM stood. “Good luck, and may Allah speed you to a satisfactory conclusion.”
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An assistant showed them to Amal’s office. It was a relatively small room, sparsely furnished but highly pragmatic. A plain steel desk. Two visitors’ chairs. Several black file cabinets. No windows—other than the one filling half the door. A fluorescent fixture in the ceiling cast a harsh, cold light throughout the room.

Amal stood as they entered. He greeted them in serviceable English. After introductions were made, Amal suggested they follow him to the control center.

It was much more than Hannah or Joel imagined. Several dozen flat screen monitors covered one wall monitored by two security officers. Several manned computer stations were located in work pods. One position had what appeared to be a large audio mixing console, attended by a man wearing headphones. Another cubicle was dedicated to heat scanning. Next to it, a biometric analysis station.

“This is just fantastic,” Hannah said.

“The prime minister says you’re looking for a suspect in the Cairo bombing who was here today. Do you have a photo?”

Joel produced the picture of Haddad. “This is the best we’ve got. I’m sure the Egyptian government can provide a better one if needed.”

Amal looked at the photograph and placed it on a copy stand. He adjusted the camera lens suspended above the white staging platform. An image appeared on an adjacent wall-mounted monitor.

“This isn’t bad. I think we can use it to establish a baseline.”

He took the photo to the eye-scanning area and handed it to a technician sitting at a complicated control panel.

“My technician will work on this. If you don’t mind, we should give him some space.”

“Of course,” they replied.

Amal walked away briskly. They had to step quickly to keep up.

They reached a door. “You may wait in here. You’ll find comfortable seating and a refrigerator with cold drinks. I’ll return when the image search is finished.”

They entered the lounge. As promised, there were two comfortable couches, several leather chairs, two small coffee tables, and a full-size refrigerator. They were pleased to see the wall facing the data center had a large window so they could watch the progress.

“This is nice,” Joel said, throwing himself onto one couch. He had to adjust his trouser leg and squirm a bit to get comfortable.

Hannah noticed his socks. They were argyles. Not muted, but colorful, with overlapping shapes of lavender, burgundy, white, yellow, and black.

“Aren’t those socks a little rebellious for the UN?”

He looked at his ankle, now set on his knee. He just shrugged and smiled.

“Since we’re likely to be here a while, why don’t you get comfortable, too?”

She smirked. “Certainly not like you have, Mister Braithwaite.” She made a more lady-like move to one of the leather chairs.
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An hour later, Amal returned to the waiting room. “I have good news. The biometric team was able to use your photo to run an analysis. The face was already on an international database. We know the man’s name.”

“Ufa Haddad,” Hannah said.

Amal gave a surprised look. “That’s correct. And we confirmed that he came through the palace today.”

She leaned over and whispered, “I told you so.” Joel looked chagrined.

Amal handed them two photo prints. “The first is Haddad’s official Egyptian portrait—like the one you gave to me. The second is a rendering of the same man with two-week’s growth of beard.”

They looked over both photographs.

Amal handed them a third photograph. “This is your Mr. Haddad when he went through our scanning station earlier today.”

They held the photos side-by-side.

“I’ll be damned,” said Joel. “Can we get this put into a bulletin and distribute it to all police stations?”


CHAPTER 52



Haddad hastily checked out of the Hilton Hotel. He had to get out of Abu Dhabi. Immediately. He started up the Range Rover and checked his bag. Money and pistol were safely stowed. He referred to the GPS map in the dashboard display and drove out of the parking garage.

He headed west on the Ghweifat International Highway toward Tarif. Once he was clear of Abu Dhabi, he began to relax. “It’ll take a couple of days for anyone to figure out I’ve left the city. By then I’ll be safely out of the Emirates, past Qatar, and in Kuwait.”

After driving about eighty kilometers, he saw signs for the ADNOC Service Station. “I’d better stop and top off the fuel. There’s a lot of desert ahead of me.”

He pulled into one of the covered fueling stalls. As he was filling the tank, he noticed a low building across the way. Like most buildings in the UAE, it was white stucco. The roof was flat and covered with red-clay tiles. Large letters across the front identified the establishment as a convenience store and café.

“I left in such a rush there wasn’t time to eat, and I’m famished.”
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A Ferrari is not what people expect to see in a police car, but in the UAE there were so many high-performance vehicles on the road, the police couldn’t keep up. There were normal patrol cars, of course, but on the open road of Highway 11 the police were easily outrun by faster, more powerful vehicles. The solution was to equip the police with similar vehicles—Fast Patrols, as they were called. They returned immediate results. The rate of arrests for fleeing police pursuit increased significantly.

One such police Ferrari was returning to Abu Dhabi from patrol but they needed fuel. “ADNOC isn’t far ahead,” said the driver. “Let’s stop and refuel.”

The Ferrari pulled into a covered fueling stall. The driver looked casually across the open lot to the café building. A dark gray Range Rover caught his attention. He asked his partner, “Wasn’t there a bulletin about a Range Rover?”

“I’ll check.” The officer tapped on the computer mounted on the dash. “Here’s a notice that came in last night. Take a look while I fuel us up.”

The driver looked over the bulletin addressed to all units. They were to be on the lookout for a dark gray Range Rover with a Dubai registration. He leaned forward to get a better look, but couldn’t quite make out the license plate.

He continued reading the bulletin. It had a photograph of a bearded man, indicating he was about fifty years of age. The man was identified as Ufa Haddad, wanted in connection with the Grand Egyptian Museum bombing.

His partner finished fueling and got back into the Ferrari.

“The bulletin says this guy’s wanted for that museum bombing in Cairo. Here’s a picture of him.”

The officers left the fueling stall and drove slowly past the parked Range Rover. “Dubai registration,” said the officer who’d fueled the Ferrari.

They turned at the corner of the building and parked. “We need to call this in,” the driver said. “There’s no telling what a fugitive like this might do.”
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Haddad sat alone at a table in the open dining room. Sunlight from windows across the back wall gave a lighter feel to what could have been a dreary room. He began to relax.

I escaped Abu Dhabi.

There were many tables, however most were unoccupied at this hour of the afternoon. He scrutinized each group of people in the room. Of all the occupied tables, his was the only one with a single person. All the others had two or more people.

This is a mistake. I’m too obvious. I need to get out of here.

As he pushed his chair back, he noticed a police Ferrari cruise slowly past his car. Too slowly. His stomach dropped.

Do they know about my Range Rover?

The Ferrari disappeared around the corner of the building.

He swiftly left.

He looked into his rearview mirror as he sped away from ADNOC. No police vehicle followed. He let out a long breath and told himself the cops were probably just stopping to get something to eat. They weren’t looking for him.


CHAPTER 53



Once again on Highway 11, Haddad opened the car up. He needed to put as much distance between himself and trouble as possible. He’d traveled only a short distance when he saw four police cruisers speeding in the opposite direction. Toward the service station.

Paranoia began to set in. He imagined alerts being sent out. Every policeman in the Emirates looking for him. Holding the steering wheel tighter, he gritted his teeth and drove on.

He began searching the GPS for an alternative to the main highway. Keeping one eye on the road and the other on the GPS, he found an answer. He was just passing Tarif, heading to Al Marfa. There, in Al Marfa, a secondary road led straight into the desert.

He didn’t slow down as he turned onto the new road. He raced into the vast, featureless desert. The GPS indicated he was heading toward Habshan, a small village.

Looking in the rearview mirror, he saw no pursuit. Maybe he’d given them the slip?

Pressing on, he flew through Habshan but was forced to a stop at a crossroads. He had a decision to make. Left and right the road was surfaced. Ahead was only a narrow dirt path.

Then, in the distance behind him, he heard sirens.

He made his decision, not for speed but for the off-road capability of the Range Rover. He put the car in gear and drove into the desert.
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The police convoy reached the ADNOC service plaza and were immediately sent back toward Tarif. Their dispatcher told them the suspect had fled and a fast patrol was in pursuit.

With sirens blaring, the four-car convoy passed the Tarif exit. There was no sign of the fast patrol Ferrari or the gray Range Rover. Suddenly, the radio squawked. The lead car had spotted the fast patrol. Soon, they were all following the Ferrari, traveling at a very high rate of speed.

The Ferrari began to slow. The officers following behind breathed a sigh of relief as the Ferrari turned onto a secondary road. The others followed. The Ferrari had to maintain a more modest pace on this road, making it easier for the four cruisers to keep up.

The police convoy passed through Habshan. The sound of blaring sirens bringing out curious locals.

The Ferrari slowed significantly, finally stopping at a crossroads. The cars pulled up behind the Ferrari and they got out to confer. The Ferrari driver looked up and down the paved road, his hand shading his eyes. “I lost him back there at the turn. I don’t see him in either direction.”

An officer from the Tarif squad shouted and pointed into the desert, “There he is! See the dust?”

The Ferrari officer put his hands on his hips in frustration. “There’s no way this car can navigate that road, if you want to call it a road. It’s more like a camel path.”

The Tarif officers looked among themselves. “Our cruisers can probably make it,” one officer said. “But how fast is another question.”

“Options?” asked the Ferrari driver.

Another Tarif policeman spoke up, “We can call in a helicopter.”

The Ferrari driver rubbed his chin. “The closest one is in Abu Dhabi. I’m not sure how long it’ll take to get here.”

“Then we shouldn’t wait,” said the Tarif officer. He turned to his fellow officers. “Let’s follow at our best pace.”

The Tarif officer turned back to the fast patrol team. “You call for a helicopter and direct it when it arrives.” The four Tarif cruisers pulled out, heading into the desert.
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Hannah and Joel were waiting for the Abu Dhabi police to call. It was frustrating and boring. Hannah was restless. Joel seemed calmly resigned.

“I can’t believe there’s no word yet on Haddad.” Hannah was annoyed. She saw Joel’s sympathetic look. She didn’t want sympathy. She wanted action. ”I need to stretch my legs.”

She stood too quickly and stumbled. Joel reached out and grabbed her forearm, steadying her. His touch was like an electric shock, except it was warm, comforting. She could feel their bond—surviving life-and-death situations, deadly perils, and unexpected deliverance. It felt good. Solid. She placed her hand over his, looking into his eyes.

I don’t want him to let go.

Then her mobile rang.

“Maybe that’s word,” said Joel.

She answered the call, listened, and thanked the caller.

“We’ve got a hit on the car—and a helicopter to catch.”

“A helicopter?”

“Let’s go. Wheels up in ten.”
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Eight minutes later they were climbing into the rear of a police Jet Ranger helicopter. The pilot made sure they were strapped in with headphones on.

They flew out of the city and followed the main highway toward Tarif. Ten minutes later, the chopper banked left, leaving the blue of the Gulf behind. The aircraft flew over endless umber sand hills. They were following a small road that came to a dead-end and a crossroad. They leaned over to look out the window. Joel said, “Will you look at that?”

“It’s a Ferrari,” said Hannah.

Two uniformed officers were standing next to the exotic car. They were motioning the helicopter to fly straight onward. The pilot made a quick circle over the officers, to acknowledge their direction, and set out to follow the faint desert track.

The helicopter soon overtook the four police cars. There was a plume of dust in the distance ahead.

“That must be your man,” the pilot said. He looked over to Hannah. “How do you want to play this?”

“Buzz him first. If he doesn’t stop, get ahead of him and hover at ground level. We’ll jump out.”


CHAPTER 54



Haddad was certain he could outrun the police cars. Already they were falling farther behind. It was a good sign, one he took as an omen that he would escape. Then, out of nowhere, a great thumping buffeted his car. “A helicopter!” It flashed past no more than ten meters above him. “Where’d that come from?”

The helicopter turned and flew over him again. “I’m not stopping!” Shouting at the great pounding beast steeled his nerves. He drove even faster, kicking up a great cloud of dust. If he allowed himself to be captured it was all over. He’d be returned to Egypt. Put on trial as a criminal. A conspirator. A traitor.

Haddad knew Egypt’s punishment for traitors—death by hanging. He didn’t want to think about it.

Just keep driving. That helicopter can’t do me any real harm, and eventually, he’ll run out of fuel.

The helicopter returned and buzzed from back to front. This time the chopper continued some distance and turned. It hovered at ground level.

What the hell?

He slowed and came to a stop about one hundred meters from the helicopter. Two people jumped out. It was the man and woman he’d seen at the Presidential Palace. Nefret Kamal. And she was carrying a weapon like she knew how to use it.

[image: ]


Hannah placed a foot on the helicopter runners and leaped to the ground, keeping her head down. The down-draft almost knocked her off her feet. Joel followed behind her. They could see the Range Rover through the blowing dust as the helicopter lifted back into the sky. They began to approach the car.

They separated as they drew near. Hannah held her weapon at the ready. Joel, who’d borrowed a weapon from Colonel el-Syed, matched her. They were unsure how Haddad would respond to this situation. They had to assume he was armed.

The police cars arrived, sirens blaring, and pulled up behind the Range Rover, blocking his escape.

Hannah and Joel slowed their pace. They were ready for anything.
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Haddad watched four police cruisers pull up behind his Range Rover. That all but eliminated any hope of escape. Police officers poured out of the vehicles. They crouched behind open doors and shielded themselves with their cars while aiming weapons in his direction. Looking forward, he saw Nefret and the man. They were coming toward him with weapons extended.

His attention shifted from the police behind to the pair ahead. He was trapped. He laughed out loud at the injustice of it all. Tears ran down his cheeks.

He grieved for all the money left behind…

He mourned the life of luxury he would never get to enjoy…

Most of all, he regretted getting involved in this awful, terrible, insane scheme.

I will not face a humiliating death. I’m a soldier. I’ll die like one.

He held the pistol to his head.
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Hannah and Joel closed on the Range Rover. They could see Haddad’s silhouette through the windshield. He was looking back and forth. “He knows he’s trapped,” Hannah said. They began to breathe a little easier.

Joel called out, “Come out, Mr. Haddad. We can help you.”

Haddad lowered the pistol and shouted a response, “What do you mean, help me?”

“We’ll take your case to The Hague, to the World Court.”

There was a long moment before Haddad answered. “What can they do? Egypt will see me as a traitor and a terrorist.”

“That may be so, but shouldn’t you get the chance to tell your side of the story? There may be room for a compromise.”

“Egypt will demand extradition. There’s no hope.” Haddad raised the pistol to his head. He let out a laugh—not of humor, but of despair.

Hannah cried out, “Oh, my God—no!”

There was the sharp report of a gunshot. Blood exploded inside the car, obscuring Haddad.

Hannah motioned Joel to approach from one side while she covered the other. Officers from the cars behind stood still, surprised by the gunshot.

She looked in the passenger side window. The destruction was horrifying. Half of Haddad’s skull was missing. Blood was everywhere. She nodded in sadness, thinking of the terrible things Haddad had done… facilitating the theft of the King Tut trove… colluding with the bomber, al-Mousa… and condemning her to death in the sarcophagus.

With a firm tightening of her lips, she was satisfied justice had been served. She didn’t think Haddad would rest in peace.


PART III



CHAPTER 55



The sun was setting in Los Angeles, washing the high clouds with a vivid orange glow. It was all lost on Tyrell, who sat in his car watching the LACMA employees parking lot. He’d been there an hour. Finally, Damon, the shipping manager, came out. He was just standing there, admiring his pride and joy, a vintage bright red Ferrari. Tyrell wondered if Damon thought the car helped him get women. He doubted it.

The boss’ order was clear enough—plug the LACMA hole. He chose to drive from Scottsdale to Los Angeles. Driving wouldn’t leave an airline ticket trail. Or reveal his business in Los Angeles.

That business was Damon.

He pulled away from the curb as soon as the Ferrari drove off. Damon didn’t drive down Wilshire Boulevard as he expected. Instead, he took Burton Way, bypassing the heaviest traffic. He didn’t have to follow very far, less than three miles. The Ferrari pulled up to Spago Restaurant on Cañon Drive.

He pulled into a nearby garage and walked back to the restaurant.

The crush of beautiful people in Spago’s bar looked like a Hollywood awards ceremony. The clientele was fashionably dressed. Tyrell wasn’t. His stocky physique, plain clothes, and rough-looking features made him stand out. Looking around, he selected a small corner table where he could watch but remain out of sight.

Damon also stood out in this crowd. He looked like a tired, middle-aged man trying to re-capture his youth. He noticed Damon’s martini glass.

It must hold a pint of vodka. It won’t take too many of those before he’s blind drunk.

Sitting undisturbed in his corner, he sipped his own very expensive drink, waiting for Damon to leave.

Damon didn’t throw in the towel until well after midnight. As Tyrell expected, he walked with an unsteady gait. He heard Damon’s slurred speech when he asked for his car.

He retrieved his own vehicle and pulled onto Cañon Drive just as the Ferrari swerved into traffic. The erratic move caused angry drivers to hit their brakes and honk their horns.

Damon led him across Beverly Hills to a mid-city neighborhood on Curson Way. Narrow streets of neat bungalows made it seem like a different world from the pretentious mansions of Beverly Hills. There was even a cottage with a rounded roof, oddly shaped windows, rustic stone walls, and a rough-cut cupola. It looked like something out of a storybook.

The Ferrari pulled into the driveway of a small bungalow. The tiny front yard was untidy, just like its owner. Damon stumbled while extracting himself from the low-slung vehicle. He cursed and slammed the car door.

There were no lights on inside the house, confirming that Damon lived alone.

Tyrell sat in the car and waited. There was cursing from inside the bungalow but soon the lights went out and quiet was restored to the neighborhood.

After waiting another fifteen minutes he got out. Tucking his weapon in the waistband of his jeans, he headed to the rear of the house. The back door was locked. The window next to the door wasn’t. In fact, the window was half open, presumably for air flow.

Climbing inside, he stepped into a tiny kitchen. Dishes were piled in the sink. A little Formica-topped table was littered with old newspapers.

He went into the living room. It was small and plain. A worn carpet of indistinguishable color was laid over a wood floor that needed refinishing. A coffee table covered with cigarette burns sat in front of a frayed couch. He heard snoring coming down the hallway.

Pulling the weapon from his waistband, he moved silently to an open bedroom door. A fan set into the window thrummed noisily. It masked any sound of his entry. Not that it would’ve made any difference. Damon was spread out atop his bed, fully clothed, facedown, passed out.

He lifted the pistol and shot Damon in the back of the head.

There was no emotion. He shot again, the professional’s way to be certain. To him, it was no different than squashing a bug.

The silenced pistol made almost no sound. Nobody would know who’d killed Damon. It would be just one more LAPD cold case.

He drove away from the bungalow and took the I-10 heading east. He would be in Palm Springs before anyone discovered the body.


CHAPTER 56



There was some confusion about Chalcroft’s address. Joel’s father had told him that Chalcroft lived somewhere near Phoenix, Arizona. He had Davies research the Arizona State records, and it turned out there was a land purchase in Scottsdale—the Beverly Hills of the desert. What had been done with that land was unclear.

As Hannah and Joel drove from Sky Harbor Airport up toward Scottsdale, they were struck by the desert setting. It was a very different desert from Dubai or Cairo. Here, the ground was hilly with bushes and trees separated by patches of beige earth. Saguaro cactus was everywhere, standing like sentinels in the wilderness. It was the very picture of the American west.

After driving up and down streets, Joel finally pulled over. “I knew this fellow was slippery…”

Hannah was annoyed as well but chose to take a different approach to the problem. “We don’t know much, except that a decade ago he purchased property in this area. I think we’re going about this all wrong. Why don’t we try some local businesses? If Chalcroft is here, he must shop for groceries or fuel. Let’s ask around.”

Joel pulled into a nearby gas station. It turned out the station manager knew Chalcroft—or at least, knew of him.

“He’s got an account here. Another guy comes to fuel up the limo. Bills are paid on time and in full. Mr. Chalcroft’s a good customer.”

“Do you know where he lives?”

“Up on Copeland Hill.”

Joel returned to the car. “That was productive. Let’s put Copeland Hill into the GPS.”

The road gave them a panoramic view of the Valley of the Sun, as it is known, all the way down to Phoenix.

When the GPS announced they’d arrived at their destination, they both looked around. There were only a few homes in the area. They could see homes in the distance, but certainly no nearby estates.

“Should we go on or double back?” Joel asked.

“We’re relying too much on the GPS. Let’s go back and try again.”

Joel slowly retraced their route. They came to a turnoff they’d overlooked earlier. It was a small road, not even shown on the GPS. He gave Hannah a look. She nodded her approval.

The road was little more than one lane. There was no paving, just gravel. “This road must be privately owned,” she said.

They drove about a quarter mile before encountering a sturdy gate across the road. There was a sign that read: PRIVATE ROAD—NO ADMITTANCE

“That seems final,” Joel said.

“The gate’s rather imposing,” Hannah observed.

The iron gate was mounted on tall adobe walls running left to right as far as they could see. There was no number indicating the address, but she thought it must be the Chalcroft estate.

“I guess he likes his privacy,” she said.
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They had rooms reserved at the Mountain Shadows Resort. It turned out the Scottsdale hotel was close to where they found Chalcroft’s estate.

Hannah was up early, sipping a cup of tea in Rusty’s, an outdoor patio restaurant. As she was reading a local newspaper, something caught her eye. It was an advert for the Phoenix Art Museum. The well-designed piece claimed it was the largest art museum in the southwest, boasting a considerable collection of exhibits from around the world.

What caught her attention was the headline: an announcement for an annual fund-raising event. She wondered if Joel knew about this museum. More to the point, was his father a contributing patron? It would be a convenient coincidence if Chalcroft was also a patron.

Joel strolled into the outdoor restaurant and greeted Hannah. She was happy to see him. As he sat down, she showed him the newspaper.

“I see where you’re going with this. Getting onto Chalcroft’s estate won’t be easy—especially without help.” He took the paper from Hannah. “This may be a lucky break. My father happens to be a patron of this museum.”

“I wonder if we could get tickets.”

Joel gave her a knowing look. “You’re hoping we might ‘bump into’ Chalcroft?”

“Given the way he latched on to me at the Sotheby’s auction, it seems I’m best suited to be the bait. I intend to get invited to his home.”


CHAPTER 57



Craig Tyrell knew there was no way he could be connected to the death of the LACMA shipping manager. But today there was something less positive, something that troubled him.

Being responsible for security on the estate, he naturally spent a good deal of time in the monitor-filled control center. That afternoon he’d watched a vehicle drive up to the gate, sit there for some minutes, and then drive away. He was aware that the boss didn’t want to be disturbed but this was a worrisome incident. Especially considering his own recent business in LA.

He knocked. There was no answer.

He had a good idea where to find him. He gave a sigh and walked through the gallery. He was certain when he reached the cavern that he would find the boss playing with his new toys.

He marched through the familiar exhibits to a discrete door, then down through the tunnel. He came to the great bronze doors his boss had purchased from a Persian expat—a source he’d found for him in Los Angeles. They were polished to a golden sheen.

Climbing the stairs beyond the doors, he entered the Great Hall. It was absolutely silent. The air was cool but very dry. It made him feel like he was suffocating. It felt like a tomb.

The hall looked to him like some exaggerated ancient Egyptian tomb. Columns, sandstone walls with engraved friezes, and pedestals displaying old stuff. At the very back of the cavern was the prize of the boss’ collection—a death mask, the boss had said.

Walking up to the mask, he was startled when Chalcroft stepped into the light.

“I’ve been standing over here admiring it,” said Chalcroft.

Tyrell couldn’t understand his boss’s obsession. He supposed he never would figure out what made the very rich tick. He shrugged it off.

“I’m concerned, boss. There was a car at the main gate a little while ago. It sat there for several minutes, then left.”

“Probably nothing more than a lost tourist who found himself facing a closed gate. It’s happened before.”

That was true, but not recently. As the security chief, it was his job to be suspicious of everything. It was also his job to keep the boss safe.

You may want to write it off, boss, but not me.

“I’ll keep an eye out just in case.”
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Chalcroft thought more about the incident after Tyrell left. The appearance of a vehicle, especially now, didn’t sit well with him. He chided himself for being so out of touch. Then, looking at the death mask, the thought began to slip away.

No, I couldn’t leave you.

He reviewed each part of his years-long plan. He’d accounted for everything, thought through every possibility. There were no missteps. No unexpected occurrences. Except the serving woman who escaped al-Mousa and somehow showed up in the Grand Egyptian Museum.

Al-Mousa assured him the woman was taken care of. She’d died in the blast. “Nobody could’ve survived the inferno,” al-Mousa told him.

It bothered him having to rely on second-hand information. Still, the destruction of the warehouse was complete.

After reviewing the entire operation, he pronounced it perfect. There’s nothing that could even remotely lead to him. He looked up sharply.

Except Haddad.

He had chosen to let the security chief live. Haddad was, after all, his fall-guy. The authorities would dig until they discovered who was behind the bombing. He didn’t care about al-Mousa, and Haddad’s involvement would be found out. It was as good as a death sentence. They would have their villain. They would look no further.

What had brought on this thought? It must be Tyrell’s report of the mysterious car that sat outside his gate. It was probably nothing…

In the end, he decided to review Tyrell’s security footage himself and he headed back to his office.


CHAPTER 58



Hannah sat in a comfortable cabaña in the pool area of the hotel’s Citizens Club. She paid no attention to the spectacular view of the mountain. She was staring instead into the middle distance. Joel sat across from her.

“Do you remember my father’s background on Chalcroft?” Joel asked.

“He advised caution.”

“More than that. My father reminded me there’s no experience Chalcroft can’t buy. No indulgence, legal or otherwise, that he can’t afford. He’s ruthless. Believes himself to be above everyone, entitled to anything he wants. As you saw yourself, he doesn’t take defeat well.”

“And the Tut treasures are his latest obsession,” Hannah said.

“Maybe not so recent. I think he’s been planning this for a very long time. It comes to this: are you prepared to cross swords with Chalcroft?”

She went to the pool, thinking over the attempts on her life, especially being buried alive in the sarcophagus. It still gave her chills. She had to wonder, am I ready to poke a stick in the eye of a bear that, even from afar, almost killed me? How much more deadly will this man be on his own ground?

She went back into the cabaña and sat close to Joel. “It doesn’t matter. Someone needs to take this monster down.” She looked up sharply. “We should give our information to the FBI.”

“I don’t think we have enough to open an FBI case. It’s all circumstantial.”

“Then we need to confirm the Tut treasures are in Chalcroft’s possession.” She paused a beat. “If that’s what it takes to stop him and restore these artefacts to the world, I’m willing to do it.”

She stood to go, then stopped with a new thought. “I’ll need two dresses. One for the gala and another for my private evening with Chalcroft.”

“You sound awfully confident he’ll invite you to his house.”

She smiled at his expression of concern. “You let me worry about that.”


CHAPTER 59



The Phoenix Art Museum was a marvel of contemporary design, with southwest influences in its architecture. Rounded corners. Desert-colored stucco. Heavy, hacienda-style entry doors.

Since Hannah and Joel had no appointment, they began at the front desk. Reception was staffed by three women docents. They chose the one in the middle. Joel introduced himself. “I wonder if we might be able to see the person in charge of the charity event.”

“You’ll find Mrs. Matthews through that door. End office, past a line of cubicles.”

They had no trouble finding the office. A large, colorful poster promoting the event was taped to the door.

“Looks promising,” Hannah said.

Joel knocked. A muffled come in was heard.

A well-dressed woman of indeterminate age stood as they entered.

“Mrs. Matthews, my name is Joel Braithwaite.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Braithwaite.” She paused. “Your name sounds familiar…please sit down.”

“My family are patron donors, and we’ve only just arrived in town. I wondered, may we still obtain gala tickets?”

“Certainly.” She tapped on her computer.

“Thank you, Mrs. Matthews. You have no idea how much this means to me. By the way, is Mr. Chalcroft a benefactor as well?”

“Oh yes, he is one of the museum’s largest donors.”

“Will he be attending?”

Mrs. Matthews checked her guest list. “Yes, he’s responded. At your contribution level, you’re eligible for complimentary tickets and VIP seating. Would you like to be at Mr. Chalcroft’s table?”

“That would be marvelous. Thank you.”
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With gala tickets in hand, they drove back to Scottsdale. Hannah had him stop often, looking for boutiques. She found one she liked, Carolina’s Couture. As she they shopped, Joel became less keen about his participation in her quest. Hannah saw his waning enthusiasm.

“There’s a men’s shop across the street. Why don’t you go and see about renting a tuxedo?”

Joel agreed and left her browsing.

A saleslady was doing a good deal of running back-and-forth to various racks to grab dresses that caught Hannah’s attention. This ballet continued for almost two hours before Hannah emerged with her selection. She stepped into a mirrored alcove and spun around.

As she spun, she noticed Joel had returned. He was sitting in a chair, looking at her wide-eyed.

“My God—you look fabulous.”

“It’s Italian. A design by Les Bourdelles des GarZon.”

“You don’t say.”

“And it’s only eight-hundred forty-nine dollars.”

“Is that an appropriate dress for the museum event? Maybe you should look for something less…revealing?”

She sighed. “This isn’t for the museum event. It’s for my private dinner with Chalcroft, remember?” She pirouetted again. “He won’t stand a chance.” She admired herself in the mirror. The black dress was full below the waist. As she spun, she presented a shapely leg from the long slit in the front. “Am I drop-dead gorgeous, or what?”

Joel sucked in a breath. “God help Chalcroft.”

She used both hands to smooth the tightly fitted upper bodice that tied around her neck, the neckline plunging below her breasts. She judged that her décolletage gave no quarter. Any man—or woman for that matter—had to stare. Joel certainly was.

“Give me a moment. I’ll show you what I’ll wear to the event.”

Emerging from the dressing rooms, she pirouetted once again. This dress was much more modest but still quite beautiful.

“Do you like it?”

“Do that spin thing again.”

“You’re making fun of me. You don’t like the dress, do you?”

“No! In fact, quite the opposite. I think it’s beautiful. Perfect for the gala.”

She twirled again, allowing the full dress to flair out as if she were in a fashion commercial. She saw approval in Joel’s eyes. That pleased her in a way she didn’t expect. It felt good.
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That evening, Hannah explained her strategy. “It’s all quite simple. I’ll find out where he’s storing the Tut treasures and then signal with a text or something. You’ll step in and it will all be over.”

Joel wasn’t as confident. Chalcroft was a slippery character.

“The man engineered a bombing half a world away,” Joel said. “He arranged to substitute the world’s most famous treasure and get it out of a guarded museum. And most importantly, he’d almost killed you.”

She couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something more happening. Something they weren’t seeing. There was danger lurking ahead and it sent a shiver down her spine. She’d been in many tight situations before and managed to prevail, but somehow this felt different.

She looked at Joel for clues as to what was going on in his mind. She couldn’t tell. He had a hard, serious look. Joel was clearly prepared to give her his full support.

He’s a great partner. I’ve got to remember that’s all we can be—partners.

“Hannah, we simply don’t have jurisdiction here.”

“We’re close to proving Chalcroft stole the Tut treasures. My date should cement that.” She saw concern on Joel’s face. “Do you know anybody in the FBI that would be willing to assist?”

“Not in the Phoenix Field Office. Maybe we should tell them an international investigation that led us here, after all. We’ll need to walk them through the high points of the case and get them to see that the trail leads to Chalcroft.”

“I guess we’ll need an appointment with the top man,” she said.

“I’ll have my office prepare a letter of introduction.”


CHAPTER 60



Hannah watched limousines lining up in front of the art museum. Spotlights shot great crisscrossing beams into the clear desert sky. A red carpet was laid out at the entrance. She felt confident. Attendants opened the car doors. Hannah was noticed, as she always was when stepping into a crowd. As she passed toward the red carpet, several women leaned and whispered to their escorts.

Inside, a string quartet played a piece by Brahms, while liveried waiters passed drinks and hors d’oeuvres from silver platters. She didn’t know anyone, but Joel did. She noticed Chalcroft wasn’t in the crowd.

She was impressed how easily Joel fell into the patter of an art collector. His references and observations impressed others listening to him. It was a surprising side of his personality. She liked it.

When the dining room opened, people moved into to a beautifully transformed ballroom. Unique centerpieces of exotic flowers, crystal sticks, and colored butterflies gave each table a light and colorful look. The visual effect of hundreds of sparkling lights above was like a glittering blanket of stars. It was magical.

Finding their table, Joel gallantly pulled out her chair. As they sat down, she noticed one empty chair. She told Joel she was worried Chalcroft might skip the event and all her planning would have been for nothing.

“Don’t worry, fellows like Chalcroft like to make a big entrance.”

As if on cue, Raymond Chalcroft appeared at the ballroom doorway. He stood, surveying the crowd. A short, stocky man was behind him. She recognized the man from the Sotheby’s auction. She thought he still looked like a street thug, even dressed in a tuxedo.

Chalcroft made certain everyone saw him before moving into the room. He stopped several times as individuals called out his name and shook his hand. To Hannah, it looked like a politician’s self-promoting promenade.

Moving slowly through the room, Chalcroft finally reached table eight. He knew the others seated there, as he should. They were all Gold Circle Donors.

He gave a start when he saw Joel. A scowl came across his face that was quickly replaced with a smile signaling neither warmth nor welcome. “Mr. Braithwaite, if I’m not mistaken?”

“You are not, sir.” Joel stood and offered his hand. Chalcroft took it. His grip was strong. Joel’s was stronger. After the handshake duel, they sat down. Hannah watched Chalcroft discretely rub his hand under the table.

Chalcroft’s eyes fell on her. “Miss Hannah.” She bowed her head. “It’s hard to forget such a beautiful woman.”

Hannah gave him an insincere smile.

I remember that cologne.

As the first course was served, Chalcroft leaned over to her. “Are you interested in art, or is this just a holiday for you?”

“As it happens, I studied art at Oxford.”

“Then you know something of the Masters?”

“Yes, I do. I was impressed by your purchase of the Matisse in London.” Chalcroft nodded, acknowledging what he perceived to be a compliment. “However, my specialty was ancient art.”

“What era?”

“Ancient Egypt.”

Chalcroft sat back. “I too am a student of Egyptian art. Do you know the 18th Dynasty period?”

“I do. It’s a particular favorite.”

“I take it then that you’re familiar with Howard Carter’s discovery?”

“The tomb of Tut-Ankh-Amun.” She paused a beat. “The destruction of the burial horde is an unforgivable crime.”

Avoiding a reply, Chalcroft turned to Joel. “Why are you here, Braithwaite?”

Joel gave his best, who, me? look.

“I mean why are you at this table? It’s reserved for Gold Circle Donors.”

“My family supports this and other art museums around the world. As my father is ill, he asked me to stand in for him and, given our level of contribution, we were offered a VIP table. This one had two vacancies.”

Hannah could tell Chalcroft was suspicious. He wasn’t buying Joel’s story of coincidence.

“I support many museums as well. Perhaps we’ll run into one another again.” Chalcroft looked at Hannah. “I do hope you’ll be accompanied by this lovely lady.”
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Hannah caught Chalcroft looking at her throughout the meal. During the third course, she decided to ratchet up the heat. She began positioning herself in subtle yet seductive poses—he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She turned at the waist and leaned over to speak with Joel. The move allowed one spaghetti strap to slip from her shoulder. She made no move to correct it.

Chalcroft’s eyes opened wide. He stared at her naked shoulder with something approaching lust. Feigning surprise, she laughed and pulled the thin strap back into place.

Plates were cleared, speeches delivered, and coffee poured. The emcee took the podium, introduced the orchestra, and invited guests to the dance floor.

She wasn’t surprised when Chalcroft invited her to dance.
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Raymond Chalcroft was a better dancer than Hannah expected, although the cloying aroma of his cologne remained a distraction. He swung her around the dance floor with unexpected agility and flair. It seemed Chalcroft was showing off his latest acquisition—her.

He danced her all around. She was certain it was to be sure everyone noticed them. He even bowed at the end of the first number.

They’d danced through three songs when she heard a buzzing from his jacket. Apologizing, he took out his phone. Tapping the screen, he inspected it.

“My apologies, it’s my security system.”

“Your security system calls you?”

“Most certainly. Let me show you.” From among the applications, he selected an icon that looked like a stylized safe.

“This controls all my security. Cameras, door locks, infrared scanners, and direct action repellers.”

“That doesn’t sound like a typical security set up.” Hannah feigned being impressed, it worked, lowering Chalcroft’s guard to pounce at an opportunity to show off.

“It’s not. I had it designed specifically for my home. It has to handle the complexities of covering not only a large house, but a gallery of valuable artwork as well.”

“That sounds most impressive, Raymond. I take it the app isn’t ‘off the shelf’?”

“It’s entirely custom. One-of-a-kind. Developed by a small company in Boston.”

Hannah spotted a logo on the now-open app.

“One day I must show you how it works.”

“You mentioned an art collection. Is it large?” The gleam in his eye was enough to tell her she’d accomplished her goal.

“Would you like to see it?”

“Oh, very much.”

He placed the phone back in his suit coat. “Wonderful news, indeed. Though I’m afraid I must go. The security alert needs my attention. Perhaps we could have dinner together. How long will you be here?”

“A week or so. Is there a day you had in mind?”

“I was thinking next Saturday. Say about seven?”

“Saturday…oh, I’m afraid Joel will be away at a meeting in Tucson.”

She noted Chalcroft’s delight at this news.

“What a shame. But that doesn’t mean you can’t come. I’ll send a car for you.”
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Hannah watched Chalcroft leave. He looked like a sea swell searching for a beach to break on. She went back to the table and saw Joel’s questioning face. “Well?”

“Let me see, where to begin? The man is a wanton rake. He held me close, as if I were his lover. He made sure I could feel his arousal—it was disgusting.”

“Did he invite you to his estate?” He posed the question with a harshness she was unaccustomed to hearing in his voice, and observed Joel holding himself rigid, as if he were jealous.

“Oh, yes. Saturday evening. I told him you had a meeting in Tucson and wouldn’t be able to come.”

“I guess he had no problem with that.”

“He almost licked his lips at that news. But there’s more. We stopped dancing because he received a security alert on his mobile. He showed me a custom security app and said it controlled all his security systems—cameras, door and window locks, infrared scanners—all the usual stuff. But it also controlled something he called ‘direct action repellers.’”

“I was expecting security, but that sounds like the kind of system you’d find in a nuclear missile silo.” Joel stood to leave. “How in the world are we going to get past security like that?”

“We’ve got a place to start. I saw a company logo on the app.”

“Who are they?”

“DigitSecurity. He told me it’s a small company somewhere in Boston.”

“I’ll get right on that. Meanwhile, it looks like you really can confirm the Tut artefacts are on the estate.”
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Tyrell followed his boss out of the banquet room. There was no talk between them until they reached the waiting limousine.

“We got an alert,” said Tyrell.

“Yes, I saw.”

Tyrell could see his boss was distracted.

“Tyrell, I want you to give me a workup on Joel Braithwaite.”

“Yes, boss.”

“He was at the auction in London and now he’s here in Phoenix. I’m sure it wasn’t by chance he was sitting at my table. I want you to find out why he’s here. I also want you to bring on additional security. Not rent-a-cops.”

Tyrell couldn’t understand why the boss wanted more security. With all the automated systems in place, the estate was impenetrable—certainly more than enough to discourage an art collector. Then he thought about the cavern in the mountain and the treasure within. He changed his mind.

“I know just the men. Former Special Forces. Tough hombres.”

“Good…be certain they’re fully equipped.”

“When do you want them here?”

“Tomorrow would be none too soon. Next day latest at the latest. We need to set up patrols. If Braithwaite is planning to sneak onto the estate, I’d expect an incursion from an unusual point on the perimeter.”

“I’ll have them here. Where should they bunk?”

“Use the building where the art renovation people worked. Just add beds.”

“I’ll get the team here as quick as I can. I’ll also find out about your British friend.”


CHAPTER 61



Joel wasted no time looking into DigitSecurity. He needed to contact the company owner. Fast. Since he was short on local resources in America, he called on Milton Davies for help. There was nobody better at digging for information than Davies. He sent a message.

Davies,

I’m in need of your services once again—and yes, it concerns our Mr. Chalcroft. Will you look up a company called DigitSecurity? They designed the security system for the Chalcroft estate. They do business from somewhere in the Boston, Massachusetts area.

The program and the system it controls are quite sophisticated. I need to get on the estate. I need a solution PDQ.

Davies must have been at his computer. A response came back almost immediately. It was short and sweet.

Give me a couple of hours.

It was the middle of the night in Phoenix. Still, Joel couldn’t sleep. He worried that if his tech guru couldn’t get the information he needed, the plan forming in his mind would never work. It took three hours for Davies’ response to come through.

Here’s what I’ve found so far. You’re not going to like it.

DigitSecurity was a small security software company. Emphasis on ‘was.’

They closed up shop five years ago. I found an address in Cambridge.

Since they’re out of business, my guess is it won’t do you much good.

Anticipating your next question, I’ve looked into the owners, Terry Michaels

and Jack Walters. I accessed the business database in Massachusetts.

No listing under those names. Not to be scuppered, I assumed the first names

weren’t their given names.

I did a search for Terrance Michaels and John Walters. Sure enough, DigitSecurity came up. The information only confirmed the business had been closed.

I can hear you asking, Where’d these fellows go? I looked for them in US Homeland Security logs going from Boston to anywhere. They took a flight to Costa Rica with a reservation at the Studio Hotel Boutique. There’s no record of their re-entering the United States.

That’s as much as I can get on short notice.

He sent a message back asking Davies if he could get photos of the two programmers. Five minutes later he had a return message with passport photos of both men. He looked at the time. It was four in the morning. Too early to disturb Hannah.

[image: ]


Hannah was concerned. She’d been in Rusty’s for more than an hour, and still no Joel. What’s keeping him?

She got up from her table and went in search of a house phone. By the second ring she heard the phone being grabbed. The clumsy, fumbling noises continued for a moment longer.

“What?” Joel was none too happy being roused.

“It’s me. What are you doing in bed? It’s ten o’clock.”

“Ten… my God. I’m sorry. Give me a half hour.” The phone clicked off without so much as a goodbye. She stared for a moment, then replaced the handset.

Thirty minutes and another cup of coffee later, Joel entered the outdoor restaurant. He offered multiple apologies as he took a seat. He poured himself coffee from the carafe that was sitting on the table. “I need this.” He took a gulp. “Up late.” Another big sip. She waited patiently. “I’ve got news.”

Joel told her about Davies’ investigation into DigitSecurity—and its owners.

“Costa Rica?” She was surprised.

Joel continued, “It’s been five years, but as far as Davies could tell, they’ve never returned.”

She thought for a moment. “If we’re going to get around that security system, we need to find them.”

“My thought exactly. There’s something else we may need. I asked Davies for photographs of the two.” He opened his mobile. “Let me share these with you.”

Before closing his mobile, Joel asked, “When’s your ‘date’ with Chalcroft?”

“Saturday.”

“One week…” Joel opened a browser on his mobile. “We can get a flight to Costa Rica first thing tomorrow morning. That gives us this afternoon to introduce ourselves to the local FBI and get them onboard.”
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Joel called the FBI Field Office. After going through two people he finally reached the SAC.

“Tennant here.” The voice was that of a man who knew his position and understood his authority.

“This is Joel Braithwaite. I’m part of a UN investigation looking into Cairo’s Great Egyptian Museum bombing.”

“It’s all anyone’s talking about. Terrible. Just terrible.”

“I’d like to meet with you.”

“Very well. What’s the subject?”

“Apprehending an international criminal.” Joel thought that was a good motivator for an aspiring official. “Here in Phoenix.” Icing on the cake.

“Just a moment.” The line went silent. A moment later, Tennant returned to the telephone. “I can see you at one o’clock this afternoon.”

“One it is.”

Joel told Hannah about the appointment.

“That’s good.” She checked her mobile. “One o’clock only gives us a couple of hours. I don’t know about you, but I need to make myself presentable.”
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At one o’clock, Hannah and Joel presented themselves to the FBIs main reception desk. They were directed to a set of doors where they were escorted by an older woman. She opened a door. “The SAC is waiting for you.”

Tennant’s office was well-appointed, if unimaginative. A large oak desk with a tall leather executive chair. Commendations and awards on one wall. Two guest chairs. A small seating area off to one side.

Tennant was a large man, about six-foot-four. Well-dressed. Tailored suit and shiny shoes. The man exuded a self-confidence that seemed to say, “I’m the boss and everyone should know it.”

After shaking hands, Tennant sat behind his desk. To Hannah, he looked like a judge mounting a dais, ready to hear evidence in a case.

Ignoring her, Tennant addressed Joel, “What you’ve told me causes a good deal of concern.” He gave Joel a serious look. “An international criminal—here in Phoenix.” Tennant paused. “I suppose you’ll tell me more.”

“The central mover in this investigation has been Agent Ahmed.” Joel nodded to her. “I’m something of a late comer. She’s been involved from the beginning.”

Tennant raised one eyebrow in modest surprise.

“You are also with the UN?”

“British Intelligence.”

Tennant’s look changed to one of puzzlement, and again addressed Joel, “I didn’t know you boys teamed up with other agencies.”

She could see the SAC was deliberately avoiding her.

I should have expected this.

She shifted to the front of her chair, her position demanding attention. “Mr. Tennant, this has been, and still is, my case. Mr. Braithwaite has been kind enough to assist. In fact, his help has been invaluable. Still, as he said, this is my investigation.”

Taken aback by Hannah’s firmness, Tennant offered a mild apology.

Accepting the apology but not satisfied, she said, “Very well. Let me brief you on our case.”

She described al-Mousa’s secret meeting and her escape, her later kidnapping, and finally, her close call with death in the museum warehouse.

“You were in the building when the explosives went off?”

“Yes. I’d been knocked unconscious and placed inside a granite sarcophagus.”

“Where you survived, it would seem.”

“I’m sure that wasn’t in al-Mousa’s plan. The bombing was ordered by someone else—someone paying to destroy the Grand Egyptian Museum. I made it my mission to find the mastermind behind the whole affair.” She paused. “I believe it’s a collector, someone obsessed with possessing the rarest things on earth.”

“And you believe this collector lives here in Phoenix?” Tennant asked.

“In Scottsdale, actually. He’s something of a celebrity, at least in art circles—Raymond Chalcroft.”

“Chalcroft? You can’t be serious. He’s a prominent citizen. As I recall, his fortune comes from business dealings, not international art theft.”

“Have you met him?”

Tennant admitted he hadn’t, but she could see he wasn’t buying the Chalcroft connection.

“Well I have. He’s ruthless and will stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

Tennant started straightening items on his desk. She couldn’t tell if he was taking her case seriously.

“Sir, we believe Chalcroft paid al-Mousa to destroy the GEM—or at least, the King Tut treasures that were returned from Los Angeles.”

“And why would Chalcroft want to do that?” There was skepticism in his tone.

“He stole the true Tut treasures and substituted copies to take their place. I saw the fakes myself. He didn’t want the exchange discovered when the exhibit returned to Cairo, so the best way to cover his theft was to create an inferno that would consume everything, making discovery of his theft impossible. That was the reason for the bombing.”

“Let’s say your theory’s correct. What leads you to believe these treasures are here in Phoenix?”

“We attended an art museum gala last night. Chalcroft was present. I won’t bore you with the details, but I was able to get close to him and discovered his estate has a serious security system.”

“That’s not surprising. He’s rich and no doubt wants to protect his property.”

“It’s far more than that. He described to me the many layers of security, including something he called, ‘direct action repellers.’”

“That sounds like something suited to a military compound.”

“Yes, it does. Why does he need such robust security?” She paused. “He’s hiding something. Something so valuable that he’s spared no expense to protect it. That’s why we must get onto the estate and confirm the King Tut treasures are there.”

“Do you have a plan for getting onto the estate?”

“I’m glad you asked. I’m going there for dinner on Saturday night.”

Tennant gave a surprised look. “Just you?”

She leaned forward. “We’re going to need your help to secure the property, arrest Chalcroft, and recover the trove.”

Tennant spun his chair and looked out the windows. Camelback Mountain loomed in the distance. She read the SACs body language. He was excited. She could see he liked the thought of capturing an international criminal. It would be good for his career.


CHAPTER 62



Hannah and Joel were on the morning flight to Costa Rica. The five-hour trip gave them time to talk about both Tennant’s level of commitment and how they would find the software developers, Michaels and Walters.

The drive to the Studio Hotel Boutique was lush and tropical. The pungent, sweet air of Costa Rica smelled like perfume. In contrast, the high humidity brought out an uncomfortable layer of moisture on their skin.

The two-lane road to the resort ran through the rainforest. It was green everywhere and the road was lined with tall coconut palms. Hannah spotted a young man climbing to the top of one without a harness or other safety equipment. She remembered this practice from a previous assignment in St. Lucia. She marveled at the young man’s fearless dexterity.

The climber reached the crown of the palm. He swung a cutlass, sending a bunch of green coconuts crashing to the ground where another man gathered them up. The ground worker trimmed the upper part of the husks. Those coconuts would be sold for their water at a nearby stand.

Driving into the Studio Hotel Boutique, she could see why it was highly rated. The entry area was colorfully tiled. It made a wonderful contrast to the green jungle all around. Numerous white pillars created an elegant look to the front of the building. Wicker chairs in discrete seating groups were positioned beneath latticed porch roofs. Bouquets of colorful flowers spilled from several large terracotta vases. Set between the seating groups were indigenous native sculptures depicting birds in flight.

They passed through hand-carved wooden doors and made their way across the terrazzo-tiled lobby. The center of the lobby was dominated by an enormous floral display set atop a round marble table. The aroma of fresh cut tropical flowers flowing from the presentation was intoxicating.

As they walked through the lobby, she noticed open walls and lush gardens beyond. There was a swimming pool where uniformed waiters passed among lounging guests, taking and delivering orders. An overhead screen shielded guests from the direct tropical sun.

“That looks inviting,” Hannah said. “Too bad I didn’t bring a bathing suit.”

Joel gave her a look. “We’re not here for a halcyon retreat. In and out as quickly as possible, remember?”

“I know. It was just an idle thought.”

After checking in, they went to a concierge desk where a bright young man greeted them, “How may I help you?”

“We’re looking for information. Two friends recommended this hotel. We hoped you’d remember them.” The concierge told them he wasn’t allowed to give out guests’ personal information. “But you’re welcome to speak to the supervisor.”

The concierge escorted them to a door where they entered an open office area with several cubicles. The cubicles hummed with activity. Everyone was engaged on telephones—soliciting bookings.

At the end of the aisle was a larger cubicle, about twice the size of the others. Sitting inside was the reservations supervisor. He was dressed casually in an open tie-dyed shirt. He looked up from his paperwork and was surprised to see two people standing there.

“Yes?”

Joel took the lead, “We asked the concierge about some guests who stayed here a while ago. He sent us back here.” Joel presented his UN credentials. The reservations supervisor gave a look of surprise.

“The Studio Hotel Boutique is always ready to assist international authorities. What do you need?”

Joel gave the names of the men and the date of their arrival in Costa Rica.

“That was a long time ago. I’m not sure our records go back that far.” The supervisor turned to his computer and tapped in search parameters.

“Ah, you’re in luck. We show that Mister Michaels and Mister Walters did arrive from the United States. They stayed in a two-bedroom suite for almost a month. They didn’t leave a forwarding address. I can only assume they returned home.”

“Did they interact with anyone while they were here?” Hannah asked.

“I couldn’t say.”

They left the supervisor’s office with no more to go on than the pair had stayed for a month and then checked out.

“Davies said there’s no record of their return to America.”

“Then they have to still be here. Somewhere.”
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The sun was setting. It bathed the lobby in a warm, orange-yellow glow. Most of the hotel’s exterior walls opened to the rainforest. A delightful breeze circulated through the lobby. Several couples had taken up positions to watch the sunset. Joel pointed to an outdoor seating area and found a comfortable couch where they could sit back and enjoy a tropical drink and the sunset.

As the sun went down, a blanket of stars filled the sky. Torches were lit along pathways. Soon, a full moon came up. The aroma of evening-blooming flowers filled the air and crickets created a distinct warbling sound that crescendoed and softened in an endless refrain. It was almost musical. To Hannah, it was romantic.

They sat in companionable silence and ordered more drinks. They moved ever closer until their arms were touching. She again felt the electric thrill of contact. The soft tropical breeze brought in a brief shower, drenching them both. Neither moved from their position. Instead, Joel put his arm around her and pulled her close. She looked up, parting her lips slightly. Joel leaned down and kissed her. Her own passion swelled, and she returned the kiss with an intensity that surprised her.

They held the embrace for a long moment, a time where she lost herself.

Joel suddenly broke off their embrace, holding her at arm’s length.

“We can’t do this, Hannah. It’s not fair to you.” Joel paused. “It’s not fair to Jenny, either.”

She agreed, but she didn’t like it. Standing, she disappeared into the dark, tears running down her face. They were tears she didn’t want Joel to see.
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Hannah took breakfast in her room. She was still sorting out her feelings from the night before. It was almost ten o’clock. Time to face reality—and Joel. She found him by the floral display in the lobby. She remembered the night before, the swing of emotions from affection to disappointment. It still hurt, but she couldn’t let it interfere with their mission.

“Good morning, Joel.” She saw he was having difficulty meeting her eyes.

“About last night,” he began. “I, uh…”

“It’s okay. We were just swept up in the romance of this place.” She stood close and he looked up. “You were right. Now…let’s get on with our mission.” She could see relief on his face.

Looking over to the registration counter she said, “We should find out if they remember Michaels and Walters.” The attendants were occupied with checking in new guests. “Let’s come back when they’re less busy.”

Joel looked at the busy counter attendants. “I still think it’s highly unlikely someone at the check-in counter would remember two guests from five years ago.”

Hannah looked past the pool area, shading her eyes from the bright sunlight. “There’s a hut out there.”

Joel followed her gaze. “It doesn’t look like it gets many customers.”

“Let’s see if there’s another way to find someone who’ll remember our boys.”

The palm-thatched activities hut stood alone in the bright Caribbean sun. Bicycles, climbing equipment, kayaks, life jackets, helmets—almost anything for an outdoor activity was stacked up along the hut’s outer walls. None were in use.

“What a shame,” Hannah said. “This wonderful luxury hotel, and there’s no one taking advantage of these outdoor activities.”

Inside the hut they found a trim, deeply suntanned man whose uniform was just a baggy bathing suit and a ball cap. He jumped up when he saw the couple, anxious to help find them a suitable activity. “We’ve got all your water sports, not to mention lawn games. And of course, tours into the rainforest.”

From his accent, they could tell he was an American. An expat, no doubt.

“We actually just need some information,” Hannah said. “Do you remember a couple of guests, Terry Michaels and Jack Walters?” She took out her mobile and showed him the photos.

“Sure, I remember them. They’re a fun couple of guys. Americans, like me. They did almost everything we offer. I even accompanied them on a few excursions.”

“Are they still in-country?”

“Sure! I don’t see Walters anymore, but Michaels usually comes by on Mondays or Tuesdays.”

“Who does he come to see?”

“He keeps company with a local girl. She’s a bartender here. You’ll find her in the pool bar.” He stopped for a moment. “As a matter of fact, I think I saw him pass by a little while ago.”
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They didn’t want to spook Michaels. Walking around the pool, they approached the bar from a different angle, one where they could look inside without being seen. There was a lean man sitting at the bar talking to a female bartender. He had longish dark hair and wore a colorful tropical shirt. His back was to them.

“Turn around,” Hannah coaxed. Her mobile was open. The picture of Michaels was on the screen.

“Just wait,” Joel said.

“I know…patience is a virtue.”

Joel smiled at her.

The man and woman were laughing about some joke. She affectionately swiped a bar towel at his head. The man grabbed the towel and pulled back, dropping the cloth as he did so. He got off his stool and moved to retrieve the towel. Hannah saw his face. She compared it to the photograph and whispered to Joel, “He’s got a beard now, but I’m certain it’s Michaels.”

Joel looked at the photo, then the man. “I agree.”

Michaels stood back up and returned to his stool.

“Wait here,” Joel said. “I think we’re going to need transportation.”

Hannah continued watching. Twenty minutes later, Joel returned and asked, “Anything happening?”

“It looks like Michaels is about to leave.” Michaels stood up, leaned over the bar, and kissed the woman. “Definitely making his goodbyes.”

Michaels left the open-walled bar, walking right past Hannah and Joel, but paid no attention to them.

“You played the bored tourist perfectly,” Joel said with a grin.

Michaels exited into the hotel lobby.

“Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 63



They followed Michaels along Route 1. The road was beautiful, but hot. Especially in a rental Jeep. With no top. The sun in these latitudes was unrelenting. Good for sunbathing, Hannah thought, but not for moving around. She was sorry there wasn’t time to buy a big hat.

Perspiration soaked her back. “Couldn’t you have rented a car with air conditioning?”

Joel looked over and smiled. The road finally led under the rainforest canopy.

At least we’re shaded.

“Where do you think he’s going?”

The forest was teeming with noisy, colorful birds and chattering monkeys. “I’ve never been in the Caribbean before. It’s like a picture postcard,” Joel said.

“I had a case that took me to St. Lucia. It was a lot like this. Beautiful rainforest, banana trees, soursop, mangoes, guava, and a whole lot more.” She looked into the thick forest. A white-faced capuchin scurried through the trees. “Except, no monkeys.”

Hannah noticed Joel creeping closer to Michaels’ faded blue Mitsubishi SUV while they talked. Hannah noticed.

“Slow down. You’re getting too close. You don’t want him to see us.”

“Sorry.” He slowed, putting more distance between them.

“We know his car. It’s big and blue.”

When they reached Barranca, Michaels turned. They were careful to stay well back. Michaels turned again, this time onto Route 23, following the coastline.

“Going home I’ll bet,” Hannah said.

After a short while they turned onto a small road that was barely wide enough for one vehicle. It was paved with hard-packed shells. Their wheels crunched as they drove.

The vista of the Pacific before them was stunning. Endless turquoise water with waves lapping softly on the shore. For a moment, Hannah envied the two men. “What a life this must be,” she said.

There were two small homes on either side of the road’s end. The Mitsubishi was parked at the house on the left. Two surfboards leaned against an outside wall. “This looks like the place,” Joel said.

“I wonder if his partner lives over there?” Hannah pointed to the house across the narrow road.

They pulled onto the thick grass behind the SUV.

They climbed three rough-hewn wooden steps onto the porch. There was no response when Joel knocked.

“He’s gotta be here, somewhere.” All they could see were palm trees, empty beach, and ocean.

Joel knocked again. This time the door opened.

“Who’re you?” Michaels asked.

“We represent government interests,” Hannah said. “We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

Michaels gave them a suspicious look. “You have any identification?”

They showed him their credentials.

“The British Government and the UN…” Michaels looked up. “What do you want from me?”

“We’re investigating a matter of some importance,” Hannah said. “May we talk inside?”
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The beach bungalow was just as Hannah imagined. Sparsely furnished, rough wood floors worn smooth, walls and ceiling made of the same unfinished boards. Two small windows occupied one wall, the first being in what must be a living room, the other over a tiny kitchen sink. A small LP gas stove and oven sat next to the sink.

Michaels sat down in a worn, over-stuffed chair. His guests sat across from him on a threadbare loveseat.

“I’ll get to the point,” Hannah said. “You and your partner created a security system for a man named Chalcroft.”

Michaels gave a start. “I can’t talk about that.”

She took another angle. “Did you hear about the museum bombing in Cairo?”

“Yeah, I did. Destroyed a bunch of ancient Egyptian stuff.”

“Your client, Chalcroft, was responsible for that bombing.”

Michaels was quiet, trying to digest the information. “How does our security software figure into that? You can’t think we had anything to do with it?”

“No. You and your partner aren’t suspects. But we need something from you.”

“What’s that?”

“The security app.”

Michaels shook his head. “No can do.”

“You can’t do it, or you won’t do it?”

“Our contract had two stipulations. The first being we turn over all materials and code used in building the app. Second, that we close the business and disappear. Forever. If we didn’t agree, Chalcroft as much as said we’d be eliminated. We met his bodyguard, Tyrell. We were scared—we’re just programming geeks. That’s how we ended up here in Costa Rica. We’ve been left alone for almost five years.”

“We can give you protection,” said Joel. “I’ve handled a number of technology cases. Most of them involved protecting a person just following orders. In all those cases, I don’t think there was a single developer who didn’t keep a copy of his work, even in secret. It’s like a calling card, a declaration of skill.”

“Why do you need the app?” He paced nervously to the front door. Hannah and Joel both knew it was to give some psychological distance. He turned back, arms crossed defensively over his chest.

“We need to get onto Chalcroft’s property,” Joel said. “We can’t do it without your app. We’re asking—the UN is asking—hell, the entire world is asking for your help.”

“That’s a heavy request, man.” He stood at the screen door, looking at the sea beyond. Hannah glanced at Joel, wondering if the appeal was strong enough to convince Michaels to help them.

Michaels turned back. “Let me talk to my partner.”

Five minutes later a man walked in. His brown hair was long and uncombed. He sported a beard, but it was thin and patchy.

Michaels introduced his partner. Walters reluctantly shook their hands.

“These people are under the impression we’ve kept a copy of the Chalcroft app.” Walters looked wide-eyed at his friend.

“Uh, you know we can’t talk about that.”

Michaels turned to the pair. “Would you mind if we talk privately?”

Hannah and Joel went outside to the tiny stoop.

“His partner is going to take some convincing,” Hannah said.

“Yeah, but the argument that the world is asking for their help will turn him. Just wait and see.”
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It took almost thirty minutes before Michaels poked his head out the door. “You can come in now.”

The two programmers had reached an agreement. “We were afraid this day would come,” Michaels said. “The Chalcroft project was too good to be true. Hell, he paid us twenty times our normal fee. Made us rich.”

“We didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth,” Walters added.

“I guess we just ignored it. After a while in this paradise, the fears just fade away. Now you’ve brought them back.”

Hannah understood their dilemma. “I get that the money was a persuasive factor, but you guys made a poor choice. Your greed blinded you to the man you were dealing with.”

Joel added, “Your former client has been the driving force behind a great loss to the world. If you don’t help us, nobody can.”

Michaels looked at Joel with resolve in his eyes. “You were right, we did keep a copy of the app. Just for archival purposes, you understand.”

“Will you share it with us?” Hannah asked.

Michaels looked to his partner. There was an unspoken consensus. “You have to promise us Chalcroft never finds out.”

Joel’s relief was visible. “You have a deal. You two will never be identified.”

Michaels got up and went into the bedroom. They sat, waiting. Walters stood apart. When Michaels returned, he had the files copied from one drive to the next, handing Hannah and Joel the duplicate of the security application.


CHAPTER 64



When they touched down in Phoenix, Joel wasted no time contacting the FBI. Arriving at the FBI Field Office, Joel and Hannah were ushered directly into Tennant’s office. The SAC got right to the point.

“There are some things you should know. The most important is that we can’t just arrest Raymond Chalcroft. Also, he’s rich and influential, two things not easily overcome. We’ll need solid evidence that he’s stolen Tut’s treasure.”

Hannah smiled. “We know how to get the evidence you need.”

Tennant looked puzzled.

She held up a thumb drive. “This is the application that controls his entire security system. Using this, we can enter the property and verify the Tut treasures are in Chalcroft’s possession.”

“How’d you come by that?”

“It doesn’t matter. What’s important is that we’ve got the key to Chalcroft’s house, as it were.”

Tennant changed directions. “After we spoke the other day, I sent out a notice asking for information connected to your case. Something came back from the New York Field Office. A missing persons report. They thought it might intersect.”

Hannah and Joel both leaned forward, their curiosity piqued.

Tennant continued, “Three art restoration specialists from the Met were reported missing a couple of years ago. There wasn’t much to go on. The New York office began an investigation but there were no signs of foul play or ransom demands. The case stalled and was eventually dropped. After receiving my notice, an agent there wondered if the Cairo Museum bombing and the disappearance of the three men might be related.”

“Why’s that?” Hannah asked.

“Their specialty was restoration of ancient artefacts.”

“Who better to create Tut counterfeits?” Hannah offered.

Tennant picked up a telephone and called his administrative assistant, “Dottie, get me the Phoenix chief of police.”


CHAPTER 65



The next morning, Joel bought in a Phoenix area map and spread it out for Hannah. “There’s an awful lot of space around here.”

“That’s why they call it a desert,” Hannah deadpanned. “I can’t believe those Met employees are still alive. You don’t have them make a bunch of fake antiquities and then send them back home.”

“No, you don’t,” Joel said. “Maybe they were sent somewhere else, like the programmers were.”

“We already know Chalcroft is ruthless. They were creating counterfeits for him. The difference is that the programmers only designed his security system. They had no direct connection to the Tut treasures.”

Joel considered her observation. “The Met guys knew what was going on, but maybe not why they were making duplicates. Who knows what story Chalcroft hooked them in with—or what kind of money.”

Hannah’s face became dark. “Chalcroft would never allow those men to be out of his control. Ever.”

Joel took a deep breath. “Assuming they’re dead, how would you dispose of the bodies?”

“Bury them.” Hannah lifted the map. “Here—somewhere in all this desert.” She shook her head. “Searching this wilderness with no clear idea of where to begin doesn’t sound like fun to me.”

“You’re right. Before we go off half-cocked, why don’t we start with the police?”

After a telephone call they were invited to visit the Phoenix chief of police.
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Phoenix police headquarters is a large three-story structure. There was no adornment to the building, only a sign over the main entrance announcing, Phoenix Police. Narrow windows at regular intervals made it look like a castle watchtower. They pulled into a large parking area where police cruisers came and went, each on their own assignment.

Inside was organized chaos. Officers were escorting suspects to booking rooms, others were fielding questions from concerned citizens, and still more were subduing two groups of men determined to beat each other to death.

They went up to a thick plexiglass window where an overworked sergeant was on duty. They asked for the chief. The sergeant looked them up and down. Hannah could see he was trying to decide if they were dangerous—he gave them directions to the chief’s office.

After brief introductions the chief asked, “Now, what can I do for you?”

Joel began, “As you know, SAC Tennant hoped your department might help us search for the missing New York restoration artists.”

Hannah asked, “Has there been any suspicious activity, especially in the desert?”

The chief stroked his chin in thought. “There’s always something going on out there. Murders, beatings, abandoned cars, you name it. The desert’s a place where people hide things they don’t want found.”

He shuffled through some papers. “Now that you mention it, there was something. Let me see…” The chief pulled out a sheet of paper. “I’m not sure if this is what you’re talking about, but it is suspicious. It’s something we’ll eventually get around to investigating.” He handed the report to Hannah. “A couple of our park rangers reported they were in the upper areas of Camelback and came across what looked like an excavation.” The chief paused to clarify. “Development in the upper elevations is forbidden.”

Hannah sat up. “We’d like to interview those park rangers.”

“Suit yourselves. I’ll have someone make the arrangements.”
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The Parks Office was a single story adobe-style structure near Scottsdale. The furnishings were sparse. Unlike police headquarters, there was no Plexiglas-enclosed booth. Only a counter with a female attendant. The room looked more like a tourist information center than a law enforcement facility. A long table along one wall offered a variety of pamphlets and brochures on hiking trails, places of interest, and local history.

While Joel was occupied asking for the park rangers, Hannah went over and picked up a brochure. Camelback Mountain was on the outside. She opened the three-fold piece. There was a good deal of history to the mountain, including plenty of conflict between developers and preservationists over the years. She returned the brochure to the stack and went back to join Joel.

“They’re in the field right now,” said the attendant. “Their circuit today is through the Tonto National Forest. They’re scheduled to report in about three o’clock. Why don’t you come back then?”

Hannah and Joel found a local burger spot with shaded tables outside.

At three o’clock they returned to the Parks Office walking in behind two men in green uniforms. The attendant greeted them and, seeing Hannah and Joel behind, announced they had visitors.

The rangers were surprised. After introducing themselves, they led Hannah and Joel to a tiny conference room. Once seated, Joel explained who they were. The rangers were impressed that two international officials wanted to talk with them.

“We heard that you found something on Camelback Mountain,” Hannah said.

“Is that what this is about? Wow, I never expected this kind of response. The British government and the UN both interested in our report.” The ranger looked at his partner. “Yeah, we were up on Camelback. It’s all protected land up there, so we make it a point to keep an eye on things. Anyway, we came across what looked like an excavation in an arroyo.

“Can you take us there?” Hannah asked.
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The scenery driving up Camelback Mountain was striking. The dun-colored mountain was not as devoid of vegetation as Hannah expected. Most areas were covered in rugged, drought-resistant bushes and flowers. The arroyos they traversed were heavily covered in desert flora, like mesquite bushes, ironwood, and acacia trees. The aroma was invigorating. Unfortunately, the ride in the 4-wheel drive truck was steep and bumpy.

“At least it’s got a roof,” she said to Joel. He rolled his eyes.

Despite the rough ride, Hannah was enjoying herself. The sun was beginning to set, prompting her to ask if they were getting close.

“It’s just ahead,” said one ranger. “Not long now.”

They came to another arroyo at the twenty-five-hundred-foot mark and stopped at a mound of dirt. “This is it. You can see why we thought it looked suspicious. Could be signs of a developer nosing around.”

“Or a prospector,” offered the other ranger.

“Naah,” the ranger said. “This wasn’t done with shovels. It’s too regular. Looks more like a backhoe.”

Hannah and Joel walked around the roughly rectangular mound. The rangers followed along. Hannah bent down and took a handful of the loose dirt. “How recent would you say this digging is?”

“It’s hard to say exactly. I’d guess about a month, maybe less. The dirt’s dry, but still darker than the rest of the arroyo floor.”

“Take us back to town. We need to have this excavated.”


CHAPTER 66



The next day a helicopter flew two teams up the mountain. The first group, including Hannah, Joel, the police detective now leading the case, and one park ranger, were shuttled to a relatively flat landing area at the twenty-seven-hundred-foot level. The second group, with the other park ranger, a technician with a large canvas bag, and two men with picks and shovels, were shuttled up next.

“It’s not too far. Just down Stone Canyon East,” said one ranger. “If it was winter, you’d be up to your waist in snow.” The trail wasn’t as difficult as Hannah imagined. After hiking down the side of the mountain they came to the previous days’ discovery—the patch of ground that had been dug up and re-filled.

The police technician stepped forward and unpacked his canvas bag. “Let me scan this first. It may be nothing more than amateur prospectors digging for native artefacts.” His ground-penetrating radar device looked something like a grass trimmer on wheels.

The technician rolled the apparatus across the mound. He watched a tiny screen while listening for an echo in his headphones. It didn’t take long for the tech to announce he’d found something.

“The depth range on this unit is relatively shallow but since this ground’s been dug up, it’s not as dense. It can scan deeper.” He took off the headphones. “There’s something here, about three feet down.”

The technician surveyed the mound and placed small flags in different spots. When he was done everyone stood back. There were three distinct clusters of flags, all in a row.

“I guess we dig,” said the detective.

The laborers soon had one pit dug. One of the men shouted, “We’ve got something here!”

The detective cautioned, “Go easy there.”

Scraping dirt away with their shovels, the diggers reached what the GPR technician had found through the soil. A desiccated corpse, clothed in tattered rags, but still recognizable.

The smell coming from the open pit was noxious. The men shoveling got the full force of it and gagged. They quickly stepped back, covering their noses and mouths.

The rest of the team were affected as well. The park rangers both stepped away and vomited. The detective, though more accustomed to this sort of thing, still brought a hand up to his face.

Joel, having experienced many such scenes in his career, was unaffected. Hannah, no stranger to death, still had a problem with uncovering a body in this state of decomposition.

Everyone found bandanas, handkerchiefs, and other pieces of cloth. The digging resumed.

The detective lifted a walkie-talkie. This was now a murder scene.

After a time, two more bodies were uncovered.

“Gotta be our missing museum people,” Joel said. “Another piece of the puzzle.”

Hannah looked at Joel. “Do you think this is enough to get a search warrant for Chalcroft’s house?”
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Hannah and Joel were back in Fred Tennant’s office listening to the reasons a judge wouldn’t issue a search warrant.

“The judge is reluctant to move on someone as influential as Raymond Chalcroft. He thinks you have only circumstantial evidence. There’s no direct connection between Chalcroft and the bodies.”

Hannah was frustrated. “The bodies were found on the mountain. Close to his house. Can’t the judge make the connection?”

“I know, but anyone could have buried those bodies. It’s well above the developed areas and there’s no direct evidence connecting the bodies to Chalcroft. Until we positively identify these bodies as the people from New York, our hands are tied.”

Hannah and Joel left. They said nothing until reaching the car. After buckling up, Joel turned to Hannah. “I guess it’s all up to you.”

“We need to get that security app on our phones.”


CHAPTER 67



Craig Tyrell stood before the antique desk waiting for his boss to finish reading his report on the Englishman. “I’m impressed by Braithwaite’s lineage and title. But what does he do? He doesn’t strike me as a lay-about.”

“That’s been difficult to uncover, boss. Short of going to England and asking around, this is as much as I could find. There’s just not much information on him. It’s like he locked himself in a room on the family estate.”

“Not likely. That makes me uneasy. A fair number of these aristocrats go into government service in one fashion or another. I wonder if that’s why Braithwaite’s history is so thin?” Chalcroft switched directions. “Where are we on the extra security people?”

“A team will be arriving this afternoon.”

“These are hard men?”

“Former Special Forces, as promised. The toughest. And they’re not squeamish about dealing with civilians—or the law.”

“That’s good. The more I know, or don’t know, about Braithwaite, the more I suspect he’ll try an assault.”
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The federal judge was persuaded by the confirmation that the bodies found on Camelback were the missing New York art restoration specialists. When a report on the execution-style killing of the LACMA shipping manager was also brought to the judge’s attention, he issued the warrant.

The judge was still reluctant to issue a blanket search warrant. He didn’t want the FBI going on a fishing expedition. Instead, the order only allowed the FBI to surveil. They couldn’t enter the property. There’d be no entry warrant until they were certain the King Tut objects were on the property.

Tennant asked how they were supposed to get confirmation without being able to search the property. The judge remained unmoved.

It wasn’t the decision Fred Tennant wanted, but at least it was a step forward. He called the chief of police to inform him they had a partial go-ahead on the Chalcroft property.

The FBI would take the lead in the investigation. The police would provide manpower and logistics support as necessary.

Tennant’s first job was to set up surveillance of the Chalcroft estate. The warrant didn’t allow the FBI to enter the grounds, but there was no restriction on aerial observation.

[image: ]


Before checking in with the FBI, Hannah asked Joel to stop at Fashion Square in Scottsdale. She’d seen an Apple store on the lower level in the mall’s east wing. “I want to pick up a new mobile for the security app. I don’t know about you, but I’m not allowed to install an unauthorized app on an SIS phone.”

“Let’s make that, two mobiles,” Joel said.

Afterward, they drove to the FBI building and went directly to Tennant’s office.

“Sit please,” said Tennant. “We’re setting up drone observation right now. It should be online by this afternoon.” Tennant looked at Hannah. “Is your dinner with Chalcroft still on?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Then it’s all on you. Until you can confirm the Tut artefacts are onsite, our hands are tied.”

“How do I put the security app on an iPhone? I can’t just download it from the Apple store.”

“Not to worry,” Tennant said. “I’ll get one of our people to set you both up.” Tennant looked serious. “That app gives us a significant advantage. Now, Miss Ahmed, are you sure you can you handle Chalcroft?”

“Don’t worry. I’ll have my sidearm while I’m there.”

Joel gave her a sideways glance but said nothing. He remembered the dress she was going to wear.

Tennant continued, “HRT and a police SWAT squad will be ready to go as soon as you confirm the Tut items are on the property.”


CHAPTER 68



Jim Evans, or “Cap” as his men called him, sat silently in the front seat of the Transit cargo van. His features were hard, and his disposition was humorless. After spending twelve years in Special Forces, he killed an American soldier. The guy just walked into his line of fire. He never liked the guy anyway. The Army showed their gratitude for his service with a court martial, reduction in rank, and a general discharge.

Back in civilian life, he was approached by various individuals and companies who clamored for a man with his skills and experience. He prospered. He was even contracted by the very Army that discharged him. They asked him to take on assignments they couldn’t. That usually meant killing someone, like a terrorist kingpin or a political strongman.

It wasn’t long before Cap assembled a team to support his operations. They were all former Special Forces, like himself. They understood discipline. They followed orders.

The five members of his team were seated in the rear of the van, wrapped in their own thoughts. No one spoke. It was part of the unit’s discipline.

Cap thought about how he’d received this job. Craig Tyrell called, which puzzled him. He’d met Tyrell two years earlier, introduced by one of his clients, but he never saw Tyrell as a potential client. Now, Tyrell was offering a contract—and it was close to home. They were normally sent on jobs in terrorist hot spots. Places like the Middle East or East Africa. Not this time. Tyrell wanted him to provide security for his employer in Arizona.

Tyrell told him that his employer was paranoid about an attack, something he thought was just a fantasy on his boss’ part.

Cap played back the exchange with Tyrell in his mind.

“What’re our duties?”

“Mostly patrolling the perimeter of the property.”

“Sounds like a job for a local security outfit. We work at a different level.”

“I know you do. That’s why I want you. Why my employer wants you. Your team is the best. My employer hires only the best.”

“How long will this mission last?”

“A week. No more than two. The threat should be over by then.”

“What threat?”

“My employer is a very rich man. He’s also a serious art collector. He’s just added items of, well, historic value. He thinks a rival is gonna try to steal ’em.”

Cap Evans weighed what was said against what wasn’t. It was rare in his business that a client revealed everything up front.

“Will you take the job?”

“I’m thinkin’ about it.”

“This should be easy duty for you guys. Like a vacation.”

“When do you want us?”

“Tomorrow, if you can.”

They agreed on a price. When two-thirds had been deposited into Evans’ account, he assembled his team and set out.
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After a six hour drive the van turned down a private road in Scottsdale, and came to a stop at a tall iron gate. Marc Baker, the driver, whistled lightly. “Looks like this guy doesn’t want to be disturbed, Cap.”

Evans leaned out the window. He wondered how they were supposed to let Tyrell know they’d arrived. There was no call box, no doorbell, not even a pull-chain. After a moment he heard the sound of an electric motor being activated. The gate swung open. Cap gave his team a thumbs-up gesture.

The van followed a gently curving track through a thick canopy of trees. Pine trees of one sort or another, Cap observed. Coming out of the dense foliage, they arrived in an open space—and the main house. It wasn’t the ostentatious facade Cap expected. The building was low and long. The adobe structure had softly curved corners and rounded edges. It looked as much a part of the terrain as the rocks, boulders, and beige-colored sand.

Tyrell emerged from the front door as they pulled up to the estate house. “Welcome, gentlemen.” He looked at Cap. “I’m glad you’re here, Evans.” He then addressed the driver, “Just continue along the road. There’s another building that we’ve outfitted for your team. You’ll know it when you see it.”

The van drove on and stopped at a small adobe building. It wasn’t as refined in style as the main house. In fact, it looked like an industrial building.

Inside was a large ocotillo-tiled central room. Cap saw a number of sturdy-looking worktables. Several wooden chairs lined one wall. There were no windows. He thought it odd, but they’d been in worse places. In the back there were sleeping quarters. These rooms had windows.

Tyrell entered and Cap introduced him to the rest of the team.

“We’d like you to fill us in on your security system,” Cap said.

Tyrell went through a list of the usual elements—cameras, door and window locks, and motion detectors. They were surprised when he told them the property also had an electric barrier. “It’s an active security measure. The electric grid is buried under the road and walkways. I can tell you, when it’s active, it’ll stop a man in his tracks.”

“Like a home-grown electric chair,” said one of the other mercenaries. “Very cool.”

“There’s one more security area. It’s for the latest acquisitions—and the reason you’re all here. It’s kind of a storage room. But it also serves as the last line of defense, should it come to that.”

“We’d like to see this storage room,” said Evans.
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Tyrell took the team on a tour of the property. It ended with the group standing inside the front gate.

“Are the electrics always armed?” Evans asked.

“Rarely. We turn ’em on only to verify the system’s still working.”

“You haven’t had to use this measure?”

“I think we may have to use it now. Your team needs to know it’s here.”

“What about that other system? We need to see it.”

“Follow me.”

Cap and his men followed Tyrell up the road, passing behind the house. Cap noticed the well-kept gardens.

A leisure interest of the rich. Who cares?

They entered the exhibition wing of the house. Cap’s team was impressed by the number of pieces they saw as they passed through. “It looks like a museum,” one of the men said.

Cap wasn’t as impressed. It was all yard-sale junk to him.

Tyrell led them to a door. “This is the storage facility.” They walked down a flight of stairs into a small room. There wasn’t much there. Except an iron door set into the rock wall.

Tyrell gestured to the door. “No latches or knobs. Only this.” He held up his phone.

Cap scratched the stubble on his cheek. “What’s behind it?”

“As I told you, it’s a storage area. You could also call it a safe room. It has its own power, air handling, water, and even WiFi.”

It sounded like a bunker to Cap. Another rich man’s folly.


CHAPTER 69



Joel was on hand for the launch of the FBIs surveillance drone. The drone’s camera image was displayed on a large video monitor in the task force command center.

The drone was flying high, following the wall around the Chalcroft estate. As it came to the front gate, he saw a group of seven men. They were huddled in conversation. One man was pointing and waiving his arm around. The technician flying the drone called his supervisor to take a look.

The alert got everyone’s attention. They all gathered around to watch, including Fred Tennant.

“Back the UAV off a bit,” said the supervisor. “We don’t want them to hear or see it.” The technician pushed the main joystick. The drone moved off, increasing its elevation.

“Can you zoom the image in any closer?” Joel asked. The technician looked to his supervisor for approval. The supervisor nodded and the tech pushed another joystick with one finger. The image came in closer, but the UAV’s high angle made faces impossible to make out.

“A shame. Facial recognition would help us identify these guys,” said Tennant.

The group at the gate broke up and walked up the road, disappearing beneath the trees.

“Pull it back,” said the supervisor. “Let’s see where they’re going.”

“Lost them, sir. Too much tree cover.”

“Let’s resume the wall patrol, Rogers,” Tennant said.

With the show over, the others in the room drifted away.

“I feel like a fifth wheel,” said Joel.

Tennant, standing behind him, said, “I want to talk with you about that. Let’s talk.”

“My take on that little scene we just witnessed was that a security team’s been brought. They were getting a briefing,” Joel said. “The only reason for a special squad like that is the expectation of trouble.”

“Agreed,” Tennant said. “They looked like military men, the way they held themselves and how they moved.”

“It looks like Chalcroft’s hired professional muscle to protect his prize. That’s even more proof the Tut treasures are there.”

Tennant nodded. “Right now you can go where we can’t. It also means it’ll be much harder to get onto the property.”

Joel held up his smartphone. “This gives me an edge.”

“Edge or not, once you enter the property, you’ll be on your own. We can’t go in there and save you.”

Joel wasn’t surprised. “I’d like to make a preliminary survey tonight. Scout it out before Hannah’s dinner.”
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Joel found Hannah in the hotel lounge working on her notebook computer. Her face lit up with a smile when she spotted him.

“How’d the drone launch go?”

“Great. We even spotted a group of security people getting a briefing.”

“More security? I thought the high-tech system handled all that.”

“Chalcroft must know something’s up. Or at least suspects it. He’s figured out it was no coincidence we were at the museum event. And it was no mistake he invited you to dinner. He’s planning to get information from you.”

“That’s to be expected. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”

“There’ll be food and drink. Lots of opportunity for a sedative or even scopolamine.”

“I’ll take extra care. Don’t worry so much.” She changed subjects. “Anything new on the FBI helping us?”

“Tennant says their hands are tied. It’s up to us to confirm the Tut treasure is there.”

Hannah closed her notebook. “I know my part. How about yours?”

“Protecting you. I’m going to slip onto the estate tonight and reconnoiter a bit.”

“Tonight? I’m going with you.”

“No, you won’t. It wouldn’t do to have Chalcroft’s latest love caught snooping around before her big date.”

She gave him a disapproving look but knew he was right.

“Tomorrow night I’ll go in after you leave here. I’ll be your backup. Once you confirm the Tut treasure is there, HRT, the FBI, and police SWAT will descend on the place.”

“It sounds awfully dangerous for you.”

“It’s more perilous for you.”

Joel might be being protective, but he was right. Her role in this little adventure was the most dangerous of all.

“At least I’ll have you for backup. And I’ll be armed. What can go wrong?”


CHAPTER 70



Three o’clock in the morning came much too soon for Joel. He got up, splashed water on his face, and dressed in dark clothing.

He parked along Valley Vista Road near the entrance to “Chalcroft Lane,” as he called it. Joel didn’t walk up the road to the gate. Instead, he went to the right, aiming for a point well away from the gate.

The terrain was high desert—short scrub brush, rocks and dun-colored dirt. All fairly easy to traverse. He reached the wall and followed it for a distance. He was hoping to find another opening. Fifteen minutes of looking turned up no doors or gates. He stopped and opened the over-the-shoulder bag he carried.

He took out a telescoping tube, much like a “selfie stick.” This tube didn’t grasp a smartphone. Instead, it held a small camera that sent video to his mobile. Extending the telescoping tube, he surveyed the top of the wall and the area beyond.

The wall top didn’t appear to have any deterrents. No barbed wire. No embedded shards of glass. Beyond was a path for patrols. After that, trees and bushes. Spinning the camera around, he could see it looked quiet. No patrols in sight.

Stowing the telescoping tube, he took out a slender nylon line attached to a grappling hook. He tossed the line and grapple over the wall top. After testing the seating with a tug, he scaled the wall. On top, he reversed the line and dropped it to the ground. Once he’d set foot inside the wall, he shook the grapple loose.

His bag of tricks also included night vision goggles—a gift from the FBI. He put them on and activated the lenses. It turned the world into an alien-green landscape.

Zipping the shoulder bag, he set out for the main gate. It turned out the night vision goggles weren’t necessary. There was a three-quarters moon above. Plenty of light to walk by. He continued up the road toward the main gate. Joel’s plan was to make an accurate map of the buildings on the property. He’d use the GPS function on his mobile to tag each structure, and also take photos to fill in any details that were worth noting. He wondered where security was. He’d encountered no one on the way to the gate.

When he reached the open space before the gate, he looked around. He saw the same trees that had blocked the drone’s view earlier in the day. Then he heard voices.

He moved off the pathway and into the low scrub.

Down on his stomach behind a desert bush, he had a clear view of the gate area. Two men came into view. They were dressed entirely in black. They also carried assault rifles. These were military-trained professionals. He was accustomed to dealing with such men, but this was a surveillance op—not an assault.

The patrol passed and continued to the front gate.

He checked the time. It was three forty-five.

He put on the night vision goggles. Before stepping across the road, he needed to be sure nobody was around. There was no movement, either up the road or along the wall.

Instead of walking in the middle of the roadway, he stayed to one side. This would let him hide quickly among the trees if someone came.

He heard voices again. The patrol was returning. The road ahead curved to the left. He made for that, hoping it would take him out of the patrol’s line-of-sight.

Then more voices. This time, coming from ahead. He looked back and forth. Outflanked, he moved into the trees and underbrush. The trees didn’t provide much cover at ground level. He picked the largest tree and laid down in a prone position. If the patrol was wearing night vision goggles, he’d most certainly be seen.

He heard the new set of guards talking as they passed his position.

No night vision.

They were complaining about their duty.

“This is a come down for us.”

“Yeah, it is. I’m a little itchy for some action. You know, like Somalia.” The pair walked out of earshot.

In a few moments he heard the new team meet up with the original pair. The duty hand-off was quick. With their shift complete, the original team headed up the road to their quarters.

He followed at a distance. The men were talking in low tones, so he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Checking the time he saw it was just after four in the morning. The men reached a place where the road branched. They took the smaller pathway to the left.

Going back to their bunks.

He now understood how the six men were deployed. They were operating in groups of two, patrolling in four-hour shifts.

He had four hours free—assuming the new guard detail stayed along the wall. He didn’t like assuming. It was dangerous and too easy to walk into trouble. He let the two men go on. He was more interested in what was ahead.
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Four hours sounded like a lot of time, but in a surveillance op like this, Joel knew it wasn’t. Having knowledge about the security system, he stayed off the roads and pathways. Guards were one thing, but the security system also had extensive video surveillance, including infrared in certain areas. He moved carefully through the thick foliage and came to a large, stone-paved clearing. There was a house—it was big.

The house was a long, single story building with tasteful lines and muted corners. He stopped for a moment to admire the structure. It was a good thing he did. He noticed a line of tiny red LED lights along the edge of the paved clearing, and there were more scattered along the length of the building.

His began the survey. He logged several points on the building so later the total square footage could be calculated. He also took photos of the windows and doors. It required almost an hour to work his way around the house.

After finishing with the main house, he moved up the road. It led to a cluster of four smaller buildings. These were also adobe, but the styling wasn’t so pleasing as the main house. They looked like out-buildings for storage or groundskeeping.

Going from building to building, he set GPS markers on his phone. He took more photos of doors and windows. As he came around the corner of the fourth building, he made an abrupt stop. There was a small red glow. A cigarette.

The acrid smell of tobacco was in the air. He was thankful he hadn’t walked into a nasty situation. Backing up, he set the final GPS marker and made for the wall.

There were no more encounters with guard patrols. He breathed a sigh of relief as he returned to the wall and disappeared into the night.


CHAPTER 71



Dawn was breaking but Joel was to amped up from the surveillance mission. He went directly to the FBI task force room. He hoped someone would be around, even this early in the morning.

He found several people there going over documents and video footage. One man was drawing a layout of the Chalcroft estate on a large whiteboard. Seeing him enter, they offered greetings. They’d all known he was going to the estate and were happy to see him back safe and sound.

“I’ve got GPS tags and photos. I think they’ll help with your plans.”

It took an hour for him to translate the markers into coordinates the team could use. In the end, they had an accurate layout of the buildings.

With the adrenaline now spent from his system, he told the task force members he needed to get a little sleep.

“I’ll be back about noon.”
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The task force room was humming when Joel returned. The drone monitor showed the UAV flying west along Chalcroft’s wall. The operator was aiming for a place where trees didn’t obstruct the view. The four buildings he’d surveyed the previous night came into view on the monitor. This morning there were vehicles parked around the buildings.

He noticed the whiteboard had considerably more detail than when he’d left. It now included multi-colored line drawings and elevations of all the buildings on the estate.

Walking up to the board, Joel whistled softly. “That’s a big house.”

The agent making notations responded, “You said it. We figure it’s about twenty thousand square feet.”

“It’s not all residence,” Joel said. “When I was surveying, I could see the living space was distinctly separate from the gallery.”

“How much would you say is gallery?”

He looked over the drawing on the whiteboard. “The rotunda entry seems to be the point of separation. And you see here, it’s offset in the building. It looked to me that everything to the right of the rotunda is gallery. To the left, residence.”

The agent agreed. “From your figures, I’d say it’s about seventy percent gallery.”

Joel found Tennant in his office and asked him when the team would meet. “I need to brief my partner so she’s fully prepared.”

“We’re meeting at four this afternoon. That’s in about three hours. Before you leave, I’d like to brief you. Your job tonight won’t be any easier than last night. In fact, it’ll be more dangerous. We’ve gotten glimpses of those new arrivals setting up for an assault.”

Joel didn’t like the sound of that. “They can’t know our plans, can they?”

Tennant thought for a moment. “Not unless they have a pipeline into our operation.”

“Could it be from your office?”

“Not likely.”

“Let’s discuss my part.” Joel laid out his plan for a new point of entry. He also reminded Tennant about the sensors he’d discovered during the last evening’s recon.

“Yeah, I saw that. You probably won’t need to cross that line.”

“Unless my partner’s in trouble.”

“If it comes to that, you can deactivate them with your phone.” Tennant changed the subject. “Are you set up to monitor her movements?”

“Not yet. I need to see a technician to get that function working.”


CHAPTER 72



Hannah was touched by Joel’s concern. She reminded him that she’d been in many tight places before. “I appreciate your unease. I really do understand what I’m walking into.”

Joel tightened his lips. “What I wanted to say is, you don’t have to go tonight.”

“Of course I do. Why are you so anxious?”

“It’s just a feeling. It’s like we’re playing one game and the opposition another. Does that make sense?”

“Usually, it’s me who gets feelings. There’s danger, of course, but I don’t have a sense that anything’s amiss.”

“Forget it. It must be my nerves getting the better of me.”

“I’m not worried. You’ll be there for backup.”

“Yeah, backup. By the way, did you get the GPS tracker working on your phone?”

“Yes, everything’s fine. Now settle down. Let’s go through this again. Tonight, at seven o’clock, a car will pick me up and take me to Chalcroft’s estate. That should take twenty or twenty-five minutes.”

Joel picked up the narrative, “After you leave, I’ll go to the estate and do my Tarzan act. I’ll climb the wall and hide close to the house. I spotted a good place last night.”

Hannah nodded. “My GPS will be on the entire time so you shouldn’t have trouble tracking my movements.”

“As soon as you find anything, signal.”

“Right. Three flashes when I confirm the Tut artefacts are on site.”

“I’ll send a ‘GO’ text to the FBI as soon as I see your confirmation. They’ll come running. And if there’s trouble?”

“One flash for trouble.”

“Then I’ll come and get you the hell out of there.”

“This will all go smoothly, you’ll see. Tut’s treasure will be returned and Chalcroft will be arrested.”

“I’d agree if it weren’t for the extra security. They’re definitely military. Those I saw last night were carrying automatic assault rifles. Who knows what other firepower they have? This thing has the potential to get out of control very quickly.”
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A bath was a luxury Hannah didn’t often get to enjoy. Today, it was a necessity. Joel’s anxiety had triggered something in her. Maybe it was just a sympathetic response, but she needed to let it seep out of her. The best way to do that was in a hot bath.

The bathroom lights were dim and the bubbles full and frothy. She slid down so only her nose was exposed. She let the hot water work its magic. Her mind drifted for many minutes as thoughts and images passed as they may.

Her thoughts went to a time when she was a young girl. She and her parents holidaying at Somerleyton Hall in Suffolk. She loved the estate’s yew hedge maze. She would lose herself in imagination, pretending to be Alice in Wonderland…leaving the real world and dropping into the rabbit hole…falling…and falling—into Costa Rica.

She saw herself sitting with Joel, watching the stars. It rains. They kiss. Then he pulls away…she walks off, crying…

She shifted to Joel’s warning from days earlier.

Chalcroft is unlike any man you’ve encountered before.

Then, to the present.

Joel taking protective steps. She liked the attention…Joel is a great partner…someone she could rely on. It was comforting…she was grateful—more than grateful. But she had to face the brutal truth. They could never have a relationship beyond being professional colleagues. She had to be good with that. She had to move on…

Her thoughts came to this night’s mission. She could see Chalcroft’s face. He was grinning, like a predator eying its prey.

She sat up, wiping soap bubbles from her face. “That bastard thinks he can have me.” She stepped out of the bathtub and dried herself. “Think again,” she said to her reflection in the mirror.

After drying her hair and applying make-up, she went to the closet and took out the Carolina’s Couture dress. Even laying on the bed, the black dress looked incredible. It was a stunner.

Slipping into the gown, she felt beautiful—and powerful. She put on a pair of dangling earrings, but no necklace. Her décolletage needed no adornment.

She slipped a garter high on her left thigh and placed the slender Beretta Nano snugly into the elastic band. The weapon was cold against the warm skin of her inner thigh.

Her normal height was five feet, nine inches—one inch taller than Chalcroft. Slipping into the black stiletto heels her height was elevated by three inches. She would tower over him. It was a subtle psychological advantage, but real.

He’ll have to climb the mountain to conquer it.

The telephone at her bedside rang. The driver was in the lobby waiting for her. She slung a gauzy wrap around her shoulders and crossed it over her chest. She took a small black sequined handbag and checked to confirm that her phone’s GPS locator was active.

Looking in the mirror one last time, she gave a smile. “It’s showtime.”
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The limousine ride to the Chalcroft estate was smooth and comfortable. Hannah made herself right at home in the luxurious automobile. As they drove, she went over how she would act. She also rehearsed what she would—and wouldn’t—say.

As they passed through the front gate, she checked herself to make sure to present the best possible image when she entered the house. The limo pulled through a row of trees and stopped. The estate house was a long, single story adobe structure. It was beautiful, seemingly having sprung from the land it sat on. She admired the dramatic lighting in the entry area. The driver helped her out of the rear seat, rang the bell, and drove away.

Adjusting the wrap to be certain it covered her chest, the door opened. Chalcroft stood in the doorway. That surprised her. She expected a servant to perform that duty.

“Ms. Ahmed, welcome to my home.”

Breezing past him, she said, “Please, call me Hannah.” The cologne was still distracting. She stepped into a rotunda.

This area was taller than the rest of the house. It made quite an impression. The ceiling above was domed and lit to provide soft, even illumination.

The far wall featured a large nicho with a ballerina sculpture. A special pin-spot from above made it seem alive. She walked over to inspect the piece. Touching the pedestal lightly she noted the signature:
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With her back still turned to Chalcroft she asked, “Is this an original Degas?”

“It is.”

“How did you come by this? It’s beautiful.”

“Yes, it is beautiful…”

She pulled off her wrap, showing Chalcroft her naked back. She placed the wrap at the ballerina’s feet and turned. The lighting made her alabaster skin glow. She extended one long leg through the high slit in the dress. She was fully aware of the show she was putting on. Chalcroft almost choked when she turned.

“…Just like you.”

She gave a demure drop of her eyes. “Why, thank you, Raymond.”

They stood silent for a long moment. She noticed a bulge in his trousers.

Oh, yeah—he’s mine.

She broke the spell. “Raymond, will you show me around?”

“My manners! Yes, of course. Let’s go through here. We’ll begin with a cocktail. Dinner will be at eight.”

They walked through a side door and entered a room filled with furniture and paintings—Masters, all. She noted the style of the room was distinctly different from the southwest motif she’d expected.

He walked over to a polished mahogany bar. “Your preference?”

“A Cosmo, please.”

Chalcroft made a show of making cocktails, rocking the silver shaker of cranberry juice and Cointreau for a full minute. He poured the mixture into her glass and topped it with a wedge of lime.

For himself, he filled his glass with vodka and garnished it with three olives.

She took her glass and gave him a dazzling smile. “Thank you, Raymond.”

They sat on a large couch facing a picture window that looked over a landscaped patio and the mountain beyond.

“This is a most impressive view. It looks like you’re literally in the mountain.”

“Just about. It’s only fifty yards away.”

“This isn’t at all what I expected from the outside. This room feels more like an English manor house.”

“I’m happy to hear you say that. It’s the effect I hoped for.”

“Have you always lived like this?”

“No, I didn’t. As a matter of fact, I grew up poor.”

“And yet you managed to achieve all this.” She noted how Chalcroft was pleased with her compliment.

“It wasn’t easy. I suppose my early childhood set me on this course. I was bullied and ridiculed. But it motivated me to achieve. I vowed not to remain poor. And those sniveling kids would one day grovel at my feet.”

“You are truly a self-made man.”

He finished the last of his drink and extended his hand. “Let me show you a little of what I’ve achieved.”


CHAPTER 73



Joel gave Hannah an hour’s lead. He figured it was enough time for her to reach the estate and get things moving. He dressed once again in black and checked his shoulder bag to be certain he had everything he needed. He looked at the mobile. The GPS tracking function was working perfectly. Hannah’s signal showed her on the estate. He lifted his Glock 9mm pistol.

I hope this won’t be necessary, but I’m not going back there unarmed.

His new incursion point was different from the night before. This time, he went west down the wall, to a spot nearer the cluster of buildings. He didn’t bother to inspect the wall top. He scaled it and dropped to the ground.

This area of the property was lightly wooded. He stopped for a moment to check the security app on his mobile. He needed to be certain he hadn’t set off an alarm. He moved under the cover of the trees.

The piñon pines gave off a unique aroma. It was at once bitter and sweet. He inhaled the scent as he moved through the trees. Each branch he happened to brush against erupted with fragrance. Were it not for the serious reason he was here, he’d have enjoyed being in these pleasant-smelling woods.

He reached the perimeter of the piñons. The ground ahead was cleared, just as he remembered. Most of the cars he’d seen earlier from the drone were gone. Only one remained—a large Transit van. It was parked on the opposite side of what he called “Building Four.” He knew from the previous night’s recon that this was the security team’s quarters.

Lights were on inside the building. There was a curtained window in what he’d labeled a sleeping room.

The previous recon revealed that security patrolled in pairs. That meant four men should be inside. He needed to confirm that. He snuck to the end of the building just below a window. He thought it odd that there were no windows in what must be the main part of the building.

He moved toward the front. The door opened. Light spilled out. He was completely exposed. He could only hope that he wouldn’t be noticed. A man stepped from the door and lit a cigarette.

Someone inside called out. The man grunted and turned to toss his cigarette—right in his direction. The man paused mid-toss, leaned in, and then stood straight.

“Hey! Who’re you?”

Joel jumped up and retreated as fast as he could to the line of piñons.
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Joel ran as quietly as possible, but feared he was making a tremendous racket. He could only hope to put as much distance as possible between himself and the house. He was certain they’d all join in the chase.

Entering an especially dense stand of junipers, he stopped. There was no sound of pursuit.

These boys are professional. Don’t assume anything.

He stopped to catch his breath and dug through the shoulder bag. He drew out his Glock. He inspected the weapon, checked the chamber, and waited.

A sound of movement came from a point he judged to be north of his position. He heard occasional whistling, like bird calls. He thought it ridiculous since it was well after dark and most birds, other than owls, weren’t active.

The bird sounds moved away and soon disappeared altogether. Relieved he’d managed to elude the mercenaries, he made his way through the woods toward the main house. The tracking signal showed Hannah moving slowly inside the house.

It looks like she’s okay.

He reached the rear of the house and the Xeriscaped area he’d surveyed the previous evening. He went to a cluster of large boulders he’d spotted during his recon mission and took a position behind them. He wouldn’t be seen unless someone approached from the mountain. He judged that to be unlikely.

Checking the tracker again, he saw Hannah had stopped moving. He wondered how she was doing with dinner—and Chalcroft.


CHAPTER 74



The entire opposite wing, the majority of the house, was an art gallery. Hannah found it hard to believe that so many beautiful pieces were in this place. She noticed one sculpture in particular.

“You have a Michelangelo? How amazing.”

“And I’m sure you remember the Matisse.” He indicated his newest possession. “I’ve acquired only the best and greatest of the Masters.” He took her arm in his left hand, stroking her soft skin with his thumb. She squeezed her handbag a little harder.

“Would you like to see more?”

Leading her around a partition, she came face-to-face with another exquisite sculpture.

“A Rodin,” she whispered.

“Auguste Rodin, yes. This is titled, Eternal Springtime. It’s a piece I’m quite proud to possess.”

She noted his use of the word “possess” rather than “own.”

“How in the world did you come to acquire this? I didn’t know the Musée Rodin sold any of their works.”

He laughed softly. It wasn’t humorous. “They made an exception in my case.”

Farther on she came to a sudden stop in front of a large sandstone frieze. It was filled with hieroglyphics. She turned to Chalcroft.

“Egyptian!”

“New Kingdom. Eighteenth Dynasty.”

“Surely this is a replica…”

Chalcroft made no response but led her on. As they turned to go to dinner, she noticed a door. “Where does that lead?”

“It goes down to a safe room I had built with the house. Today it’s more of a storage locker.”

As they began to leave, a man entered the gallery. He was walking toward them in haste. She recognized him. It was the same man who’d been Chalcroft’s companion at the London auction and the art museum event.

He still looks like a thug.

Reaching them, he looked at Hannah with suspicion and then back to Chalcroft. She could see it was a sign he wanted to speak privately.

“Would you mind terribly?”

She disengaged from the stranglehold Chalcroft had on her arm and wandered toward the doorway of the purported storeroom. The two men turned their backs to her. She drifted in and around paintings mounted on easels while trying to keep within earshot. There was an especially large Goya, perhaps six feet tall. It was actually set on the floor. It was also close to Chalcroft and his man. She stood behind the painting so she wouldn’t be noticed. From her position, she could overhear their conversation.

“Why is that woman here?” the man asked. “She was with Braithwaite at the museum. Now she’s here. I don’t trust her.”

“Easy, Tyrell. Haven’t you heard the saying, ‘keep your friends close, but your enemies closer?’ I’m suspicious as well. Having her here is a sure way to lure Braithwaite.”

“That’s why I interrupted. The men reported someone’s on the property.”

Chalcroft gave Tyrell a stern look. “It must be Braithwaite. Can’t your people find him?”

“It’s dark, boss. Almost impossible to track someone at night.”

“Don’t they have those goggle things?”

“Night vision. Yeah, they do. They ran out at the first intruder alert. They didn’t take goggles with them.”

“Then don’t you think you should send them back, get the goggles, and try again?” Admonished, Tyrell turned to leave. Chalcroft called after him, “You’d better set all the security systems.” Only after Tyrell was good and gone did Chalcroft say, “Hannah, where are you?”

After hearing the conversation ending, she moved a distance away. She was bending over a piece, making a show of inspecting the art.

Chalcroft came around the Goya and saw her. “Why didn’t you answer me?”

“Sorry. I guess I didn’t hear you. I was so caught up in all this magnificent artwork.”

Chalcroft gave a grunt. “I’m sorry about the interruption. Just a bit of business that needed taking care of. Now, where were we?”

“Heading to dinner, I believe.”
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The dining room was elegantly furnished. More artwork lined the walls. A long table in the center of the room was positioned under a massive crystal chandelier that sent sparkling light across the table and around the room. The table could seat a dozen, but tonight it was set for two. A sideboard held silver-covered chafing dishes. Small flames danced below two of them while a third floated on a bed of ice. A bottle of wine had been opened to breathe. Chalcroft escorted Hannah to her seat. He took his customary chair at the head of the table.

“My chef came from the North End Grill in New York. They went out of business after I stole him away.”

Another conquest.

“And now he cooks only for you?”

“I like rustic, wood-fired cooking. His is the best. I only have the best—of everything.”

Hannah was spared the discomfort of her host’s implication when the chef entered carrying two plates. He set them on the sideboard and opened the chafing dishes. He spooned fried brussels sprouts from one. The other held some sort of fried potato. The chef carried the plates to the table, presenting them with a flourish.

“For the lady, duck breast A La Fox with a side of brussels sprouts garnished with Thai chili, lemon, and pecorino.” The chef placed the dish before her.

“And for Mr. Chalcroft, the prime steak with duck fat fries and brussels sprouts.”

The chef poured rich red wine for both. He advised his employer that dessert was in the covered dish sitting on ice.

“Will there be anything else, Mr. Chalcroft?”

“No, Chef. You may leave for the evening.”

After the chef left the room, Chalcroft confided, “I’ve given the entire staff the night off. Tonight, it’s only you and me.”

“Except for the man we saw earlier.”

“Yes, well, except Tyrell. He handles security. He won’t interrupt us.”

The meal was exceptional. “You’re fortunate to have such a talented chef in your employ.”

There was a bit of uncomfortable silence between them as topics of conversation started to run dry. Chalcroft broke the mood.

“How do you know Braithwaite?” She noted he didn’t use “mister” before his name. She took a sip of wine. Her story would have to be convincing. It would have to include things he already knew about her—and Joel—a story she’d rehearsed in the limo.

“It was more than a year ago. At the Saatchi Gallery in Chelsea. They were holding an event to announce the final tour of Tut-Ankh-Amun’s treasures.” She looked into Chalcroft’s eyes. “As you know, I have an interest in King Tut.”

“Yes, but you still haven’t told me how you met Braithwaite.”

“Oh, of course. He’d been invited as well. His family are noted collectors, you know.”

“Yes, I know.” His sarcasm wasn’t lost on her.

“Joel was representing the family. We bumped into one another. Afterwards we kept in touch.” She sipped her wine. “The next time I saw him was when he asked me to accompany him to the Sotheby’s auction.” She gave Chalcroft a doe-eyed look. “Where I met you.”

Chalcroft seemed to accept the story with a nod.

With dinner completed, she leaned over to give Chalcroft a good look at her breasts. Extending her hand to his, she said, “Raymond, you have such beautiful things here. Will you show me more?”

Lifting his gaze from her ample breasts, he murmured, “Of course.”

She grabbed her evening bag and stood to leave. They walked slowly to the gallery wing. Chalcroft placed his arm possessively around her waist. She deftly removed his arm. He got the message but was undaunted in his efforts. She knew he’d stop at nothing to impress her. His next comment confirmed it.

“There’s one special area I’d like you to see.”

She gave a quizzical look, as if she didn’t understand.

“Just wait. You’ll be impressed.”

They came to the door she’d inquired about earlier. “Isn’t this just a storage room?”

“It’s more than that. Much more.” He opened the door, and she descended the stairs.

At the bottom she looked around. It seemed almost sterile to her. A few empty industrial racks, a bucket and mop, a stack of cleaning rags. The walls were painted white, making the lighting from a fluorescent fixture all the more harsh. On the wall opposite the stairway, was an iron door. It seemed to her to be out of place, like it belonged in a bank vault. There were no wheels or latches or other obvious means of opening such an imposing barrier.

Chalcroft stepped to the iron door and took out his cell phone. He tapped it. There was a loud click and the door opened slightly. She noted that mobile phones seemed to work down in this pit.

Pulling the heavy door open, he said, “If you please.” He gestured to the tunnel beyond.

He flipped a switch inside the tunnel and the entire length was filled with light. She looked back at him questioningly. The passageway looked like a dungeon.

“Don’t be afraid, this is just an access way.”

Despite the wood paneling, there was a distinctly claustrophobic feeling to the tunnel. The walls were close—hardly wide enough for one person to pass. The roof was low, only six feet in height. There was no way out. It felt like a trap. The tunnel activated the PTSD from her ordeal in the sarcophagus. She was taking quick, short breaths—a panic attack.

Be calm…. deep breaths… Joel is outside.


CHAPTER 75



Joel crouched motionlessly behind the boulders. He was listening for sounds of a search party while watching Hannah’s tracking signal. It had moved again. She was now in the east wing, the gallery portion of Chalcroft’s home, now stationary.

The security icon on his mobile suddenly came to life. Before, only the proximity sensors and door lock buttons on the app were active. Now every button was lit.

Someone just armed the entire system.

Hannah’s signal began moving again. Looking over the top of a boulder, he figured Tyrell must have told Chalcroft that he was on the property. That was no surprise. The guards had raised the alarm twenty minutes ago.

He concentrated again, listening for sounds of a search party. He needed to be ready to move at a moment’s notice. There were only the ordinary night sounds of the high desert—the singing of crickets, the soft shuffling of small animals moving through the desert sand, and the distant howl of a coyote.

Time passed. Still no sound of searching but he remained alert. Hannah’s signal indicated she’d returned to the residence side. Looking at the time, he guessed they were at dinner. That thought inspired him to grab a nutrition bar from his shoulder bag. It didn’t escape him that they were eating a gourmet meal while he was out in the cold nibbling on a snack bar.

He knew Hannah was doing her job. So far, it seemed there was nothing to report. He would just have to wait.
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The GPS signal moved. Joel watched it go back to the gallery. And then something unexpected happened. The signal began moving toward him. He looked around, thinking Hannah and Chalcroft were outside. There was no one. He even put on the night vision goggles. After puzzling for a moment, he remembered that the tracking signal only registered in two dimensions—left and right, back and forth. It dawned on him that she must be underground. He watched the signal pass right by him. He spun. It was headed toward the mountain.

Chalcroft has a tunnel!

Joel considered the planning and expense such a project must have taken. Not to mention the years spent excavating.

How could he keep such a massive project secret?

He knew the answer—money.

Could Chalcroft have built a Pharaohs’ tomb in the heart of the mountain? After all, it had taken the ancient Egyptians decades to accomplish such a task.

He was still reading Hannah’s signal. He reasoned there must be an underground WiFi system.

Joel moved up the mountain, following the signal. He climbed until it stopped and then looked around. The steep slopes of Camelback Mountain loomed over him. He looked at the ground beneath his feet.

Hannah is literally inside this mountain. Why would she follow Chalcroft into such a dangerous place?

It could only have been the lure of Tut’s burial hoard.

Several minutes went by. He couldn’t leave Hannah, but he also couldn’t get to where she was buried in the mountain. He watched his mobile. After many minutes it happened. The signal stopped and started—three times.

With great relief, he sent a text to the FBI—GO.

He trusted that in a few minutes they’d have Hannah—and the treasure—safe and sound.


CHAPTER 76



The intricately etched bronze doors at the end of the tunnel opened onto a gently rising staircase that ascended for many steps. Hannah finally reached a broad landing and her anxiety attack dissipated. She looked around in amazement. Carved pillars reaching upward to the ceiling marked the entrance to a miraculous world.

Moving to her side, Chalcroft whispered, “This is my Great Hall, fit for a king.”

Chalcroft began a tour through his cavern. “When I had a survey done over a decade ago, a void was discovered deep in the heart of the mountain. That’s when inspiration hit. I only needed to dig a tunnel to access the cavern. Then I could develop it.” He lifted his arms. “This is the result.”

“Raymond, I’m speechless. I can’t believe this is here. How did you do this?” She stood transfixed. The walls were decorated with authentic-looking Egyptian frescoes depicting a variety of gods, verses from the Book of the Dead, and the young Pharaoh in various activities and settings. She saw a cavern filled with statuary and expertly displayed artefacts.

This is the Tut trove from Los Angeles!

Reaching into the handbag for her phone, she asked, “Raymond, may I take pictures?”

“No—absolutely not!” His retort was sharp and stern. It didn’t surprise her. She only wanted an excuse to have the mobile in her hand. She held it at her side and discretely toggled the GPS three times.
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She passed glass-enclosed displays of jewelry, bending over and inspecting each piece, stalling for time. I sent the ‘go’ signal. How long will he take? She looked discretely back to the cavern entrance.

They moved on, past free-standing sandstone slabs that defined different display areas. She saw golden statuary, caressing the figures with the lightest of touches as she passed. She could feel Chalcroft watching. She heard him breathing. It was like he was gulping air. She wondered if it was the presence of all this history or her proximity? She had no illusions. Chalcroft was a man possessed. She could see it in his eyes, in his posture.

They came to a life-sized statue of the young king. He was striding, dressed in a golden kilt. The ever-vigilant statue held a long sword. She’d seen this statue in Los Angeles. It was one of a pair. The other was located in the Cairo Museum, now moved to the GEM. She stood before the statue. It represented the king as guardian. She reached out to touch the arm. She heard Chalcroft taking deep breaths.

Without turning, she spoke quietly, “This is so beautiful. It seems almost alive. The animation, the lifelike expression…”

“He stands guard here, forever.”

She turned, stunned by the arrogance of Chalcroft’s comment. There was a sheen of sweat on his forehead.

He’s totally gone.

She discretely keyed the GPS one time. Her danger signal.

Moving on, she stopped at another spectacular treasure. A golden ark—the Canopic Shrine. Each side of the Shrine held a jar with one of the four organs necessary in the afterlife—stomach, intestines, lungs, and liver. The Shrine was protected on all four sides by gilded figures with outstretched arms. They seemed to say, “None Shall Disturb the Pharaoh.”

She couldn’t help herself. She walked up to the incredible piece and laid a hand on one of the protectors. She was getting caught up in the experience, losing control of the situation, and felt vulnerable.

They passed displays of intricately carved chests, golden slippers, and god figurines. Chalcroft came up close to her. He put his arm around her waist. This time she didn’t remove it. She needed to play for time. His hand moved onto her naked back, sliding forward beneath the fabric of the dress. She closed her eyes, revolted by his touch. She again keyed the GPS.

She felt Chalcroft’s breath on her neck. “Are you impressed?” She nodded. Chalcroft drew her closer, his hand now moved around her waist and onto her stomach, brushing the bottom of her breast. The intimacy was uncomfortable on many levels, but she had to allow it. She had to give Joel time to find this cavern.
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She managed to disengage Chalcroft’s hold, and they moved on. They came to the back wall of the cavern, to the final display. She caught her breath looking at the crown jewel of the hoard—the death mask of Tut-Ankh-Amun. Many emotions ran through her, but mostly anger. Chalcroft had stolen a great treasure from Egypt.

It’s beyond evil. It’s blasphemy.

The death mask was also a reminder of her own heritage. It filled her heart with pride. She said nothing while staring at the death mask.

“It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever possessed.” She looked at Chalcroft, not believing his conceit.

Once again, your greed and ego come to the front.

“How can this be? Surely these are copies.”

“They’re not duplicates,” Chalcroft said.

“But the treasures—they were destroyed in the Grand Egyptian Museum bombing.”

“And yet, here they are.” Chalcroft moved to a table near the death mask. On it, a golden cobra head with an open hood and fangs was attached to a band of lapis and gold.

“The royal Uraeus,” she whispered.

Beyond the Uraeus, was the funerary couch depicting two carved bulls—horns and all.

She was becoming worried about Joel.

Where is he? The cavalry he promised should be here.

If she had to do this alone, she’d need a new plan. Glancing around reminded her there was no escape, except the way they’d come, through the tunnel. Her mind began weighing escape scenarios. None seemed viable. Considering she was in three-inch heels, her options dwindled.

Chalcroft lifted the priceless Uraeus from the velvet pillow. “It’s the symbol of the goddess Wadjet.”

“The serpent goddess,” she added. “One of the earliest Egyptian deities. She later became the representation of the sun god, Ra.”

“You know Egyptian history.”

“The history of the Pharaohs is my history. My heritage comes from and through them.”

“Then you must wear this.” Chalcroft stood on his toes and placed the Uraeus on her head. He stood back admiringly. “Yes, I see it now. You truly are a princess of Ancient Egypt.”

Chalcroft stepped up close. She thought he was going to kiss her. Instead, he reached around her neck and untied her dress. She was startled by this arrogant move. He pulled the bodice down, revealing her full breasts, overcome with desire.

“I want to take you right here.” Chalcroft’s voice was thick with lust. He stepped back and dropped his jacket to the floor and began unbuttoning his shirt. His eyes never left her naked chest.

He moved closer, lifting his hands toward her breasts.

She had to stop this.

“No!” Her right leg shot up into Chalcroft’s groin. She was slightly off-center, and the full skirt of her lower dress restricted her movement. The strike wasn’t as hard as she wanted, but it got the job done. He doubled over and howled in pain.

Hannah took a step away from him, retying the top of her dress.

Catching his breath, Chalcroft stood more or less erect. His face was flushed. She saw fury in his eyes. He looked around. She had no idea what he was looking for. It looked like he would strike her or do something violent.

A chirping sound interrupted. It came from the coat on the floor. Chalcroft stooped down and pulled out his phone. He looked at the screen in alarm. “What the…” He uttered a curse. “A breach at the front gate?”

He gave her a hard look. “Is this your doing? Is Braithwaite out there?”

She feigned ignorance, “I told you, he’s in Tucson.” She gave Chalcroft her best innocent look.

Chalcroft grabbed her arms, digging his nails into her skin. “Who are you?” He shook her so violently the Uraeus fell from her head, further infuriating him. He slapped her hard across the face, driving her to her knees.

Chalcroft began tapping on the phone. Hannah saw fear in his eyes.


CHAPTER 77



Tennant received Joel’s text and put his combined forces into motion. Signaling the police SWAT leader to stand by, he went to the front gate. A motion-activated light went on. Tennant stood where he was sure to be seen. He shouted, “Mr. Chalcroft, this is the FBI. I have a warrant to search your premises.” He held up a paper. “Open this gate immediately or we’ll break it down.”

After waiting a full minute, he gave a signal to the SWAT leader. The Special Weapons and Tactics team went into action. A ballistic armored tactical transport truck lumbered up the road and stopped in full view of the gate camera. A heavily armed team was in attack formation behind the armored truck.

“Mr. Chalcroft, this is your last chance. If you don’t open this gate, we will.”

The gate remained closed. Knowing Chalcroft had a mercenary squad on the property, caution was in order. He gave a signal. The armored truck jumped into action, striking the gate and bursting it off its mounts.

The truck lumbered onto the property. After a short distance, sparks began flying from beneath the truck’s heavy rubber tires, generating acrid-smelling smoke It looked like fireworks. “An electrified barrier,” said the SWAT sergeant. “Looks like the truck’s shorted it out.”

Tennant ordered them forward.

The truck continued, reaching the curve before coming to a stop. The SWAT squad mustered behind it. Tennant was behind them.

Automatic rifle fire blazed out of the darkness and pinged on the truck’s armor to no effect. The firing ceased as quickly as it began.

Then, out of the trees, a vapor trail appeared. It was heading straight for the truck’s cockpit.

“RPG! RPG!” The shouts from the ground team weren’t quick enough to save the truck. The shoulder-fired missile penetrated the windshield and exploded, blowing the cockpit to pieces. None of the ground team was injured but inside the armored truck was another story. The vehicle was a smoking ruin.

The three men inside are surely dead, Tennant thought.

Tennant regrouped the SWAT team and looked for signs of the mercenaries. They seemed to have vanished into the night. With a raised hand and a twirling action, he motioned the team forward, past the smoking remains of the BATT.

HRT moved up to support their comrades. The police squad maintained their position inside the shattered gate, waiting until the area was secured.

The SWAT team moved up the road with caution, one man ahead in the point position. The scout signaled and the entire team stopped and dropped.

The scout had gone around a wide turn in the road and spotted two men sitting at a multi-barreled mini-gun, waiting for the team to walk into a lethal trap. The forward scout used hand signals to tell the team to stand fast.

He reported back to Tennant, “There’s a mini-gun ahead.”

He made a soft exclamation. “A mini-gun?” He wondered how they got that piece of equipment. “Who are these guys?”
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Joel was moving toward the estate house when he heard a tremendous metallic ripping sound.

That has to be the SWAT truck breaking through the front gate.

That meant Tennant received his “Go” text and the assault had begun. He breathed a little easier. Soon they’d storm the residence, find the underground hideout, seize the treasure, and rescue Hannah.

His confidence was short lived when the sound of automatic rifle fire bit through the night. Then an explosion.

That was military ordinance.

His first instinct was to run toward the trouble and help his American comrades. He stopped. There was a new signal from Hannah. A single flash. She was in trouble. There was no question of his duty. His first obligation was to her. He ran to the house. He had to find her.


CHAPTER 78



Tyrell was waiting for Cap Evans and his men to return from the gate. When they appeared from the dark, he could tell something was wrong. “What the hell was that?”

Evans gave Tyrell a hard look. “We’re under attack.”

“I told you to expect this, didn’t I? Why’re you here instead of out there, dealing with Braithwaite’s hired guns?”

“Those are no hired guns. An armored truck crashed down your gate. It was followed by at least one but probably two teams of armed men.”

“An armored truck? You’re sure?”

“Yeah. It was SWAT. We took it out. Now we have to deal with the consequences.”

He stopped for a moment trying to grasp why SWAT would be breaking down the gate.

“Your team’s faced greater odds than this,” he rationalized. His great defensive plan was beginning to spiral out of control.

“Yeah, we have. And that’s what we’ll do—face this enemy.”

Two mercenaries jumped into action, carrying off the mini-gun. Cap stepped up to Tyrell, poking his index finger into his chest for emphasis.

“We’re doin’ our job. We’re goin’ back to stop this assault.”
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Defending the Chalcroft property included an assumption that any incursion would originate at the gate. Tyrell’s strategy focused on that point of entry. The possibility of an assault from the walls seemed remote for anything less than a full company of men. An English art collector was unlikely to assemble such a force.

Now the situation was getting out of control. He hated that he wasn’t sure what to do. This was much bigger than he expected. It was serious. He had to trust the mercenaries, but somehow SWAT was involved, and none of it was adding up. He needed to rethink his strategy.

He hadn’t expected the mini-gun to be deployed so soon—if at all. An armored truck crashing through the gates changed the game. The only way to counter this development was to meet the assault with overwhelming firepower. Cap’s team would have to deal with it fast and hard, he had to trust them. The mini-gun was a good call.

It wouldn’t be long before there’d be helicopters and more armored vehicles. He looked around. He was alone. He had to get to the boss. Mr. Chalcroft would know how to handle this.

Then he considered the mercenaries. They had no loyalty to himself or the boss. As he watched them disappear into the darkness, he feared they’d abandon their position and bug out.

It was now a matter of survival and escape—for the boss and himself.
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Tennant watched as two men were dispatched to engage the mini-gun. They disappeared up the road. The remaining squad continued to move through the trees toward the estate house.

The SWAT squad spotted the other mercenaries and immediately opened fire. The mercenaries dropped back and retreated toward the main house. As they pursued, Tennant heard an odd sound, like a chain saw but not a chain saw.

It was the sound of a mini-gun.

The chatter of the mini-gun stopped. Tennant and his squad stopped to listen. Then he understood. The men sent ahead had outflanked the mini-gun. The success of their maneuver echoed in the silence of the night.

Tennant and the SWAT team came abreast of the mini-gun position.

The two scouts stood over the bodies of the gunners.

“Good work, men,” Tennant said.

The team was about to leave when a large Transit van came screaming around the corner. The squad responded quickly. They fired at the speeding van, but with no effect.

“Armored,” the SWAT leader said.

“Yeah, so I see.”

Fishtailing on the rocky surface of the road, the van headed for the gate.

The Phoenix police were deployed across the gate area. Their orders were to stand fast and hold the gate. The speeding van appeared. It veered around the burnt-out armored truck, forcing the police to scatter as the van rushed past them.

All the police saw were tail lights as the van disappeared down the road. “You can run but you can’t hide,” shouted the police sergeant at the escaping van.

Tennant heard an order to pursue the van. That was good. One less thing to worry about. Soon, a dozen Phoenix police cruisers gave chase.


CHAPTER 79



Joel moved swiftly to the rear of the estate house. He remembered there was a large patio and French doors. That would be the easiest access to the house. He paused at the doors to deactivate the alarm. As he was about to open the security app, the system was shut off. He offered a silent prayer of thanks. Had he deactivated it, Chalcroft would know that someone else had the app.

No time for subtleties.

He picked up a nearby rock and broke a pane of glass. He entered an empty dining room. There were two places set. The remains of a meal still on the table.

He ran to the rotunda and through to the gallery.
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Craig Tyrell literally ran back to the main house. He no longer cared about finding Braithwaite. His only thought was protecting his boss. Using the phone app, he disarmed the security system. He rushed through the rear door into the kitchen—the boss wouldn’t be able to help himself. Chalcroft would inevitably take the woman to the Great Hall beneath the mountain.

He passed through the kitchen into the dining room. Something caught his eye. Broken glass on the floor. Patio door partially open.

Braithwaite! It could only be him. Maybe I can kill two birds…

He moved quickly into the rotunda but stopped short. He picked up a black wrap left at the foot of the ballerina statue.

Stupid woman. Do you have any idea what you’re in for? He’s gonna have you, then kill you.

He went through the door and into the gallery.
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Tennant and the SWAT team pressed on to the estate house. He judged the mercenaries had left the house undefended.

Despite his belief that the building was unprotected, he wasn’t as sure that it was unoccupied. The squad approached the house with caution. “Look out for booby traps,” Tennant warned. The team ran across the road and up to the front door.

Brute force burst open the door. The team entered in groups of two. The first man on his knee, aiming his assault rifle inside. The second quickly moved around his partner to establish another inside firing position. This process continued until the full squad was in the rotunda. One of the men announced, “Secure!”

Tennant walked up to the Degas sculpture in the nicho. He lifted a gauzy wrap and dropped it.

“I guess Agent Ahmed’s here, somewhere.”
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Joel knew roughly where Hannah’s signal had turned toward the mountain. He moved as fast as he could to find a passageway.

He came to the gallery mid-point. There was a door. It opened onto a stairway. Descending the stairs, he came to a halt at an iron door set into the rock wall.

This looks familiar…

Taking out his mobile, he found the vault icon in the security app. It was the one thing the developers were unsure about. He touched the grayed-out button on the screen. It switched to green and the door clicked open. He gave a small whistle as he looked into a subterranean passage. His phone received another single flash from Hannah. Without hesitation he set off at a run down the tunnel, leaving the heavy iron door ajar.

At the end of the passageway there was another set of doors—intricately decorated bronze marvels—and pushed them open. A set of stairs led upward. He set out, taking two stairs at a time.

He figured the climb had taken him at least three hundred meters upward. He was deep in the heart of the mountain.
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Tyrell weaved his way through the gallery displays. He was making for the door leading to the tunnel and beyond, to the Great Hall.

As he rounded a partition, he saw a man’s back going through the door.

Braithwaite doesn’t know he’s been seen.

The advantage was his.

I’ll get you now, Braithwaite.

Pulling a Glock 9mm from a shoulder holster, he moved to the stairway.

He descended quietly, his weapon at the ready. If Braithwaite discovered he was being followed, his advantage would evaporate. He needed to minimize that possibility.

The room at the bottom of the stairs was empty. The tunnel door was slightly ajar, spilling light from inside the passageway. He went to the door and listened for sounds of movement. It was quiet. He squeezed through the partially open door.

At the far end he saw a figure. It was Braithwaite. He was standing at the bronze doors.

Tyrell lifted his weapon, taking aim. His target was some fifty yards away. A long shot for a pistol. He held the weapon in a two-hand grip.

I’ll drop him anyway—right there.

As he was about to fire, Braithwaite stepped through the doors.

Dammit!

Denied an easy kill, he ran down the tunnel.


CHAPTER 80



Hannah lay partially on the floor. She watched as Chalcroft worked himself into a terrible rage. He stomped around, cursing her, cursing Braithwaite, cursing Haddad, and cursing all the gods.

She still hoped to take Chalcroft alive. After all, she did have the Beretta.

Chalcroft suddenly grabbed the golden flail from its resting place. She cringed when she saw the demonic look on his face. He raised the ancient symbol of power resembling a cat-o-nine-tails. His intent was clear. He would beat her to a bloody and painful death.

Chalcroft was too close for her to move out of the arc of his blow and retrieve her weapon. But she was also too far away to do anything other than protect herself from the coming attack.

Chalcroft swung the flail with all the hatred his twisted heart could muster. She managed to get her arms up in time to protect her face, the blow raising red welts across her forearms. They began weeping blood.

“You ungrateful, deceitful bitch! I’ll make you pay with your life!” Chalcroft paused to catch his breath. “But not too quickly.” He gave an evil laugh. “Oh, no. Not too quickly. Let’s begin with forty lashes.”

Chalcroft looked around, eyes lingering on a silk rope attached to a ceremonial sword. He pulled it off—his intention was to bind and then whip her. While his back was to her, she reached beneath her full skirt and extracted the Beretta.

Chalcroft turned back around with the rope and flail. She pointed the gun at Chalcroft. “Stop!”

Her harsh order, and the raised weapon, caused Chalcroft to hesitate.

The flail was no match for her Beretta, but it didn’t seem to matter to Chalcroft. He launched an attack with a fury she could only describe as manic.

She fired.

In that moment, time slowed. She could almost see the bullet leave the muzzle of her Beretta. She watched with detached interest as the round struck, shattering Chalcroft’s hand in a bloody slow-motion explosion. The flail clattered to the floor.

In this manic state, Chalcroft appeared not to react to the pain of his shattered hand. The rage on his face told Hannah that nothing less than her bloody corpse laying at his feet would stop him.

Ignoring his destroyed hand, he dropped the rope and picked up the flail with his left. Hannah couldn’t believe Chalcroft was prepared to continue the attack.
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Tyrell came to a sudden halt. About twenty feet ahead stood Braithwaite. He was hiding behind a sandstone partition.

I’ve got you now!

Just then, he heard the sound of a gunshot. In the confines of the cavern the noise was deafening. He was frozen in momentary confusion, trying to understand who was shooting—and who was the target? It didn’t matter. The boss was in trouble. But there was still Braithwaite to deal with.

“Drop the gun, Braithwaite.”

The man stiffened. Tyrell quite enjoyed how Braithwaite began bending slowly to place his pistol on the floor.

“I’m coming, boss!” His shout reverberated through the cavern.

[image: ]


Chalcroft’s evil grin never wavered, his wound not even registering. He lifted the flail, ready to rip her skin to tatters.

Hannah fired again.

In her slow-motion reality, she watched the second bullet strike. The left shoulder exploded with blood and bone. The force of the impact knocked Chalcroft backwards. The flail fell from his hand.

Off-balance from the impact of the bullet and unable to use either arm, she watched Chalcroft teetered, screaming obscenities.

Unable to regain his footing, Chalcroft fell backward toward the long, menacing horns behind him.

“No-o-o!” Chalcroft cried out as he fell heavily onto the horns of the funerary couch. He screamed in agony as his back was pierced.

The scream reduced to a gurgle. The sucking, wet sound of the horns penetrating Chalcroft’s body merged with his agonizing cry.

She watched in horror as the horns thrust through Chalcroft’s chest, the tips dripping with blood and gore. Amazingly, despite the grievous wound, Chalcroft remained alive. He looked confused by what had happened. He glanced down at the gory horns, then lifted his head and let out a long, torturous scream. It was a cry of pain, frustration, and loss.

Hannah watched Chalcroft’s eyes glaze over in death. She wasn’t sorry for the man. Justice had been served.

She got up and moved toward the sound of Tyrell’s voice. She had to assume Joel was being held at gunpoint.
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Tyrell heard his boss’ terrible scream. “Boss!” Tyrell shouted with his weapon still trained on Braithwaite’s back. He hesitated, unable to move immediately to the rescue. First, he had to deal with Braithwaite.

He held when the woman came around the partition. His eyes went wide with surprise. Confused by her appearance and the weapon aimed at him, his attention was momentarily dragged from Joel. That was a mistake. Joel dropped to his knees and spun.

Hannah fired.

Joel fired at the same moment.

The shots hit simultaneously with devastating effect. Tyrell was flung several feet back. Blood splattered the walls and nearby displays. He was dead before he hit the floor.

There was a long moment of silence in the mountain cavern. A cloud of acrid gunpowder smoke rose to the ceiling.

Hannah maintained her firing posture, scanning the cavern for more threats.

Joel went to Tyrell’s body, toed it, and decided he was quite dead. He turned and saw Hannah. She looked like a warrior goddess ready for battle.

Joel went to her. “Easy, Hannah. It’s over.”
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Hannah lowered the pistol. Her eyes softened. Time began moving at normal speed once again. She stared to her left, toward the funerary couch.

Joel walked around the partition and followed her gaze. “My God!”

Blood and gore still dripped from the protruding horns. The dead man’s mouth was agape in a silent, eternal shriek of agony.

“Talk about King Tut’s curse,” he said.

Joel placed his arm around Hannah to comfort her. She looked into his eyes. There was a definite closeness between them.

You don’t go through something like this without developing strong feelings.

“Thank you for being my partner,” she said.

“Think nothing of it.”

She got a faraway look. “Maybe in another life…”

Joel understood. “I think in this life we can be more than colleagues. How about good friends?”

“Friends it is.”

Joel removed his arm and noticed she was still holding the Beretta. “Where in the world did you have that?”

She gave an innocent look. “A lady has to keep some secrets.”

For the first time Joel looked around the cavern and saw all the treasures on display. He whistled softly.

“It’s all here,” she said. “The burial treasure of King Tut-Ankh-Amun.”


EPILOGUE



The debriefing with the FBI and Phoenix police took two days. In that time, Hannah and Joel learned that the remaining mercenaries had been captured at the Arizona border, heading back to California. Jim “Cap” Evans, their leader, tried to play innocent. The significant amount of ordinance in their transport told a different story.

The four remaining mercenaries were arraigned on a variety of weapons charges. They were also charged with the murder of three officers in the armored truck. The district attorney was throwing the book at them. Joel and Hannah were pleased. In a state that still had the death penalty, this troupe would become poster children for the gas chamber.

Raymond Chalcroft’s death wasn’t mourned. He had no family and the estate staff had mysteriously vanished.

Tyrell’s death wasn’t even acknowledged.

The Egyptian government sent a message through the FBI asking that the Pharaoh’s treasures be returned as soon as possible. They requested that Hannah oversee the packing and shipping.

“What about all the art in the house?” Hannah wondered.

“I think the entire collection’s to be sold at auction,” Joel said.

As Joel predicted, the sale of Chalcroft’s collection was handled by Christies.

Too soon, Joel had to return to Belgium and resume his regular duties. It was a bittersweet parting. Hannah was sorry to see him go.

Hannah spent her days in the cavern, consumed with her task of packing the Tut treasures and directing their removal by local art curators. Touching items crafted so long ago gave her an unexpected sense of connection. Several items brought vivid memories to mind.

The Uraeus evoked an evil memory, one she was happy to forget.

She lifted the royal flail.

Never again will this be used as a weapon.

Taking a last look at the now-empty Great Hall, a sad hollowness came over her. It felt like a tomb.
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It was good to be back in London. Hannah almost appreciated the dreary, rainy weather that greeted her. The paperwork waiting was more than a little daunting, but it had to be done.

Time passed. She was going through her mail and came across an envelope that looked distinctly out of place. It was square. And hand-addressed.

Inside the envelope was a piece of linen paper. An invitation, printed in raised gold lettering.

The Honorable Binra Alawa

Wishes the Honor of Your Presence

at the

Dedication of the Grand Egyptian Museum

and the Unveiling of

The King Tut-Ankh-Amun Experience

There was an additional note inviting her to a private pre-opening event at the museum. She laid down the invitation and looked out her office window. “Wow.”

She wondered what to wear. This was going to be a big international affair, one she wouldn’t miss. She’d need to be prepared.

Arriving home, she opened her closet. She brought out the Carolina’s Couture dress. She held it up.

It really is a stunner.

She decided it was inappropriate for the GEM event. Instead, she selected the dress she’d worn to the Phoenix Museum gala.

This will do nicely.
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The day came for the opening of the new Grand Egyptian Museum, the largest archeological museum in the world. The ceremony was staged before the main entrance of the towering glass atrium, its peaked shape echoing the pyramids in the background. A large assembly of dignitaries, celebrities, and government representatives sat outside while the colossal statue of Ramses II stood imposingly, looking out the atrium.

Hannah felt excitement in the air. The GEM building had been completely restored. She looked over the crowd of distinguished persons and smiled. She marveled how leaders from so many countries would assemble to honor the boy king of Egypt. Once again, all was right with the world.

Speeches were made. The president delivered a sanitized recounting of the dramatic bombing and subsequent retrieval of the Tut treasures. Credit was given to the FBI for tracking down the international terrorist-cum-art collector, Raymond Chalcroft.

There was no mention of the British SIS or the UN Terrorism Prevention Bureau.

At the pre-opening event the night before, there had only been a few guests. Among them was Fred Tennant, now promoted to the FBIs criminal investigation division in Washington, DC.

Joel was there representing the UN. He was accompanied by his wife, Guinevere.

Hannah finally met Jenny the day before. She expected her to be stand-offish. To her surprise, Jenny was warm and overjoyed to meet her. They hugged. She found she had a genuine fondness for Jenny. They became instant friends.

During the day they took in the sights of Cairo and talked about inconsequential things.

The next evening at the private event, Hannah walked with Joel and Jenny up the Grand Staircase. It was an exhibition in itself, lined with eighty-seven statues of kings and gods. From there, they entered the magnificent glass atrium.

After admiring the huge statue of Ramses II, they were ready to explore the King Tut exhibit. There were hardly words to describe it. The exhibit was designed to take them on a journey similar to Howard Carter’s when he discovered the tomb more than a century before. They strolled slowly in awe and wonder.

They stopped at displays, and she told them a little of each piece’s history. It was just as her father had done with her years ago.

At last they stood before the death mask of King Tut-Ankh-Amun.

Hannah was silent.

Joel and Jenny stepped back, recognizing this as an almost religious moment for her.

After a long time she turned and invited them to stand at her side.

“Please say hello to King Tut-Ankh-Amun. He’s an ancestor of mine.”
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/5RccXhNgGb)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING SHADOW AGENDA



We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Shadow Agenda to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website
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Looking for more great thrillers?
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In a daring act of piracy, Yemeni terrorists have not only seized a special oil tanker but they’ve also captured a high-value asset. With President Lewis desperate to save his biggest donor's assets and protect his deepest secret, he orders Director of National Intelligence Camille Banks to deploy her secret team to recover the asset. Garrett Knox, along with his hand-picked team members of elite operatives, must attempt the impossible: infiltrate the treacherous Yemeni mountains and bring the asset home alive. Battling hostile terrain and relentless attacks, Knox and company close in on their target only to have the tables flipped on them as a far deadlier plot emerges. The terrorists offer a chilling ultimatum—the asset in exchange for a notorious bombmaker in U.S. custody. With time running out and the world watching, Knox and his team embark on a pulse-pounding mission to retrieve the bombmaker. But when a shocking betrayal threatens everything, Knox must make an unthinkable choice to save Rico and save the president. From the Oval Office to the explosive climax, Terminal Threat is a non-stop thrill ride packed with jaw-dropping twists. As a sinister conspiracy tightens its grip, will Knox's team prevail, or will the President's dark secrets destroy them all? The clock is ticking in this electrifying novel by R.J. Patterson.


Get Terminal Threat Now!
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Book 2 of a debut political conspiracy thriller series by author Brad Pierce. Pre-Order Now!


Get Echoes of Deception Now!
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DISAVOWED. HUNTED. RUNNING OUT OF TIME. Ty Draker is a marked man with no idea why. Chased by ruthless operatives, Draker’s sole ally is Beau—just a mysterious voice on the phone. In exchange for Beau’s help clearing his name, Draker agrees to work as a fixer, crisscrossing the country to right wrongs. Draker plunges into a race against time after unearthing a terrorist plot with global implications. As he digs deeper, an unsettling realization dawns—shadowy threads seem to connect the terrorists, his pursuers, and the obscure events of his earlier life as a CIA operator. With the hunters closing in and catastrophe looming, Draker must solve the puzzle fast. Millions of lives depend on a man who can’t trust his own history. If you like action heroes with the steely resolve of Lee Child’s Jack Reacher, the calculating will of Gregg Hurwitz’s Orphan X, and the raw power of Mark Greaney’s Gray Man, then you’ll love Ty Draker, a new thriller series by Erik Carter, bestselling author of the Silence Jones Series.


Get Burn It Down Now!
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For all our Thriller books, visit our website.
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