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Prologue: The End Of The World

The  children  crouched  in  terror.  Out  of  the  west,  a  great  wall  of  blackness  was 

approaching. They could see it coming: the darkness racing towards them at a speed far 

greater than any man could run.

Sepha snivelled and huddled down,  seeking protection from the harbour wall. 

“We’re all going to die.”

Beside him, his little sister, Zeza stared up with eyes open wide. Fat tears welled 

up and began chasing each other down her round cheeks.

“Shut up!” Anx punched six-year-old Sepha in the arm. “Stop acting like a baby. 

We are not going to die.”

But although Anx had her jaw set firm, the others could hear the little tremor of 

doubt in her voice.

Overhead, the sea birds wheeled in uncertain circles. They had taken off from 

the rocks and the water. The gulls called to each other then turned and began flying 

towards their  roosting places.  The birds were confused.  Seconds ago it  had been a 

bright summer’s morning but suddenly the night was returning.

Anx stiffened and pushed herself away from the stone wall. As she did so, the 

ground seemed to lurch and Anx gasped nervously. But the moment passed and she 

told herself it was only nerves. Placing her feet firmly, she looked up at the sky. They 

had been told this was coming. That night would blot out day. But they had also been 

promised that the sun would win. That it would return and no harm would come to them.

High above, the sun still  shone like normal in a cloudless sky. But the wall  of 

darkness was getting nearer. It was like a curtain closing on the day. Night was coming 

back even though the day was barely five hours old.

Then, the three children gasped as one. The sun was still  there but it was no 

longer whole. A black circle was starting to edge across the sun, cutting out its light. 

They watched in horror as, with every second, the shadow grew stronger and the 

sun paler. At the same time, the temperature around them suddenly plummeted and Anx 

shivered. Beside her, Zeza began to wail.

“Anx! Make it stop. Make it go away.”

The older girl scowled up at the sky, willing their ordeal to be over. “It will stop, 

Zeza, it will  go away,” she said, repeating the words so they became both order and 

prayer.
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To the children it  felt  like hours but within a few minutes the eclipse was over. They 

began to breathe more normally as the sun returned, the temperature rose and the gulls 

rose squawking back into the sky.

Anx smiled. The priests had told the truth: the sun had won. They were all safe.

Then Zeza pointed at the sea. “Look, fish.”

Anx glanced down into the harbour to see what Zeza was talking about and then 

stared in disbelief. While they had been watching the sky, someone had stolen the water 

from the harbour.

Below them, all they could see were puddles in the sand and the shoal of trapped 

fish that Zeza had spotted. The sea was still there but only in the distance. Normally, 

there was some water in the harbour even at the lowest tides. Now though, the edge of 

the waves was several hundred paces away, well  below the entrance to the harbour. 

Where normally there was always water, now there was a huge beach.

The children heard shouts from around the harbour. Others had seen it too.

Anx looked at the distant waves in confusion.  The priests had not mentioned 

anything about the sea.

Then Sepha pointed. “Look. Out there.”

Anx followed his arm.

She gulped.

In the distance there was another wall coming towards them. This one was not in 

the sky though. It was in the sea. A giant wave that stretched across the sea in a single, 

unbroken line. 

It was coming straight towards them.

And, as she watched it approaching, she felt the ground give another shake.
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Chapter   1: The Summons      

For me, it began with an envelope that dropped through my letterbox one morning. I knew 

next to nothing about the sphinx. I wasn’t aware that one of its names meant ‘father of 

terror’.

The letter  came in early October.  It  was a particularly dismal  day.  Thin drizzle 

blanketed the Hampshire countryside and the forecast was for worse. The kind of morning 

to make me want  to crawl back into bed and hibernate until  spring. Great weather for 

dreaming of being somewhere hot, sunny and far away. Less than perfect when you’re 

running a struggling gardening business and know that the downhill slide into winter has 

already begun.

So there I was, trying to ignore the condensation running down the windows and 

build up some enthusiasm for the day ahead. I’d just come out of the kitchen, clutching my 

mug of tea when I saw a white envelope lying on the floor. A deft flick from the postman 

had sent it sailing down the bare boards of the hall. The letter now lay in the middle of the 

floor.  It  was the only post  that  day and I  picked it  up with  little  expectation of  finding 

anything interesting. 

But when I looked at it, I frowned. Real letters aren’t that common these days and 

most of my post tends to be bills or junk mail. Cheques turn up occasionally but they’re 

rare.  When I’m owed money I  usually  collect  it  in  person.  I  find it’s  safest  asking for 

payment the moment a job is finished; otherwise some customers tend to forget for a 

month or six.

This didn’t look like the usual junk mail, though, and the envelope was addressed to 

Ben  Drummond  rather  than  to  my  business.  On  the  other  hand,  the  typed  address 

suggested it wasn’t a letter from a friend. 

I ripped open the envelope with a hooked finger. There was a single sheet of paper 

inside. The note was brief and I scanned it quickly then went back over it more slowly.

You’ve been recommended for a job. Contract three months minimum.

Come to see me Thursday, 2pm, if available.

Pagan

The three terse sentences were typed. Other than that, there was an address in Oxford at 

the top and Pagan was scrawled beneath in pen. I assumed it was the sender’s name or 
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title but there were no initials or title and the signature – if that was what it was – meant 

nothing.

I checked the front of the envelope again, wondering for a moment if I’d misread it 

and picked up a letter for one of the others who shared our rented house but there was no 

mistake; it was for me.

Letter in one hand, tea in the other, I stood in the hall for several minutes scratching 

my chin. The letter gave no telephone number and the address didn’t help; it was just a 

house number and the name of a road. I’d been to Oxford a few times but I didn’t know the 

town that well.

I  was  even  more  perplexed  by  the  apparent  offer.  It  could  have  been  about 

anything: a job on an assembly line or an invitation to go cracking safes in the Bank of 

England. My business was gardening with the odd bit of design work thrown in when I 

could get it. It seemed extremely unlikely that anyone in Oxford would hire a gardener from 

seventy miles away in Hampshire. And if  they owned a property near me that needed 

looking after, surely it would make more sense to meet there? All in all: rather strange.

I folded the paper thoughtfully. The message was so brief it seemed almost sinister. 

Equally, it was too beguiling to ignore. The mystery made it intriguing. Even though I was 

sure the reality would be an anti-climax, I would have to go to Oxford just to find out who or 

what this Pagan was and what kind of a job I was being offered.

To be honest, I didn’t have anything to lose. My fledgling business was barely off 

the ground. My last major job had finished over a week ago and, other than some small 

maintenance contracts, there was little else in the pipeline.

I checked my watch. It was Thursday today and already mid-morning. If I was going 

to get to Oxford on time, I’d have to get a move on.

The address, when I finally found it, was a house just off the main Headington road, a 

couple of miles out of the city centre. It was in the leafy suburbs, among the homes of the 

respectable and quietly affluent. There was no name outside, just a small plaque with the 

house number on a brick pillar at the entrance to the drive. 

I parked and paused for a while, weighing up the look of the place. It didn’t appear 

any different from the other houses in the street.  The drive and the shrubbery weren’t 

immaculate but not exactly neglected either. Hedges and walls screened off the rear of the 

property but I  could see the branches of several good-sized, mature trees in the back 

garden. If the mysterious summons did turn out just to be about a spot of gardening, at 

least there was potential for a reasonable bit of work.
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The house itself was normal enough: red brick, late Victorian. Not exactly grand but 

not built with the working class in mind. It was three stories high and the autumn skeleton of 

a healthy-looking wisteria covered a good half of the main facade. A newish Volvo was 

parked in front of a wooden garage. A couple of empty milk bottles stood sentry outside the 

front door and I noticed there were curtains in the windows not blinds. From outside, it 

certainly looked more like a private house than a suburban office. So, as far as I could tell, 

at the moment the money was on Pagan being a person not some New Age business.

I shrugged to myself and walked up the gravel drive. There was an ordinary bell 

push beside the door and I pressed it. As I waited, I turned and cast an eye over the bones 

of the shrubbery. I couldn’t see much wrong. There wouldn’t be much left for winter colour 

once autumn was over but everything seemed to be flourishing. 

I glanced at the sky. The drizzle had dried up as the A34 took me north away from 

Hampshire and the threatened rain had failed to materialise up here. Weather-wise at least, 

the day was turning out better than expected.

“Mr. Drummond?”

I hadn’t  heard the door open and turned round quickly.  The woman who stood 

inside gave me a quick smile but I could see she was weighing me up.

“Yes,” I answered. “That’s me.”

She nodded quickly and held out a thin hand. “Pagan. Dr. Sarah Pagan.”

I took her hand and shook it. Her grip was firm and dry. It summed up the rest of 

her. She was nearly as tall as my six feet and the gaze from her grey eyes was level and 

direct. At the time I put her age at about fifty, though I later found out she was over sixty. 

The straw-coloured hair that was scraped back into a long ponytail was only lightly streaked 

with grey and the lines on her tanned face were faint.

She stood aside to let  me in  and closed the  door.  “Thank you  for  coming so 

promptly, Mr. Drummond.”

I smiled and tilted my head slightly without saying anything. 

“If you’d come through to my office, we can talk there.”

“Fine.”

I followed her down the hall, past a couple of closed doors. Now I was here, I felt it  

was up to her do the talking. Somehow, I had the idea she hadn’t brought me here for my 

landscaping skills but, whatever she was offering, it was up to the imperious doctor to sell it 

to me.

I studied her as she led the way around a corner and towards the back of the 

10



house. She was wearing a pair of faded jeans and a heavy, check shirt. Her suede boots 

also  looked  more  functional  than  frivolous.  She  moved  quite  swiftly  and  I  had  the 

impression that she was equally sharp mentally and physically. Whether Sarah Pagan was 

a medical doctor or something else, she didn’t look the kind of woman who messed about 

and I doubted she’d brought me here on a fool’s errand.

The office she showed me into was impressive. It took up the whole ground floor of 

a large wing jutting from the back of the main house. It had probably been the servants’ 

quarters originally. Now it looked as if several small rooms had been knocked into one and 

the result was more small public library than private study.

Two walls were lined with books. A rack of boxed periodicals ran parallel with one 

wall. At the far end of the room, was a massive table. It reminded me of the kind of thing 

you see generals sitting around in war films while they plan their final offensive. More books 

and papers were stacked under the table and a pile of maps had been dumped on its 

polished surface. The third wall was taken up by a set of French doors and windows that 

looked out onto a garden littered with dead leaves. A large fire dominated the fourth wall. In 

the far corner were some display cases filled with what looked like bits of old pottery and 

stone.

I weighed up the room. The books nearest me seemed to be mostly ancient history 

and classical literature. Apart from the giant table, there was an equally over-sized desk in 

front of the French windows. There were more books on the desk, sitting next to a swanky-

looking Mac with a huge flat screen, several printers and a scanner. 

I  nodded to myself.  Whatever  kind  of  set-up it  was  that  this  Dr  Pagan ran,  it 

certainly didn’t look cheap or amateur.

“Come and sit down, Mr. Drummond.”

The doctor gestured to a seat in front of the fireplace. Several logs were burning 

and the heat felt welcome after the autumn dankness outside. I pulled the chair slightly 

closer to the hearth and sat down.

“Do you drink coffee, Mr. Drummond, or would you prefer tea?”

“Coffee, please. Black, no sugar.”

She nodded and picked up something from the desk.  “Certainly.  I’ll  get  it  in  a 

moment.”

The doctor held out a small, battered-looking book. “First though, it might simplify 

things if you read this and then let me explain why I’ve asked you here. It won’t take too 

long. Just read as far as the bookmark.”
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“Okay.” I took it from her. At first glance I’d thought it was just an old book. Looking 

closer, I realised it was more like some kind of leather-bound diary. There was no name or 

title  on the cover,  just  the remains of  a  small  monogram,  still  showing traces of  gold 

lettering. The binding was stiff  and the paper inside looked distorted and stained. At a 

guess, I’d have said the book had been given a dunking and then dried out.

Pagan  nodded  and  went  out  of  the  room,  leaving  me  with  just  the  battered 

notebook and the flickering fire for company.
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Chapter 2: Shot Down In Flames  

I examined the book curiously. Its covers were brittle: the burgundy leather binding cracked 

and starting to split along the spine. I eased it open, wary in case the thing fell apart in my 

hands.

Inside, its condition was just as bad. The blue-lined pages were all crinkled and 

uneven. The first twenty leaves or so had been ripped out and the first intact sheet of paper 

was covered with a blur of ink that had dissolved and run. Beyond that, despite the water 

damage, the hand-written account was neat and easy to read: obviously penned after the 

book was dried out. 

I settled into Pagan’s chair and began to read.

November 2  nd  :      

Lying in this bare, windowless room. Can’t believe how I got here. (Don’t want to either.)  

Only five days gone – so they tell me – but like a drunken blur already. Bad trip. My body  

aches and I just want to sleep.

But  can’t  let  myself  forget.  Must  write  it  down before it  fades.  I  owe them the  

memory – mustn’t  let it  become another of those bad dreams I try and pretend never  

happened.

So, I’ll try and tell the story properly, like they taught me. The beginning is easy: it  

all started in Laayoune. That’s a dirty, edge-of-the-desert town in the south of Morocco. I  

remember getting in the Cessna. It was still quite early when we took off and headed out to  

sea. Everything seemed promising. I had all the equipment necessary – notebook, pens,  

the Nikon and assortment of lenses, (plus remains of previous night’s whisky - just in case).

It should have been easy. I was way ahead - as  good as had the cheque on a  

plate (would have been a fat one too). Just had to go and pick it up. The rest of the pack  

would hardly be out of their kennels. By the time they got this far south, I should have been  

home and sitting back watching the bids mount up.

It was the kind of break we all dream of – right place, right time and hundreds of  

miles from the opposition. I was on top of a story that would hit front pages and primetime  

worldwide. Mine for the taking – but just like always things never did work out right.

As  we  left  Laayoune,  reports  would  have  been  echoing  through  newsrooms  

everywhere. Editors thumbing the pages of the atlas, trying to work out where to send their  

hotshot, over-paid foreign correspondents.
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But I’ve already gone too far ahead. The beginning of the story came an hour or so earlier  

– and it was a complete fluke I even heard about it before it was all over. Stuck in a dead-

end  town in  Morocco’s  deep  south,  I  could  have missed  the  whole  drama.  I  was in  

Laayoune for a mag feature – interview with some eccentric millionaire about turning a dull  

ex-colonial outpost into Africa’s golfing capital. Not riveting but would have paid a useful  

sum.

Unfortunately, before getting to Laayoune I’d spent too long sampling the delights  

of the Rif Mountains and chilling out in Hendrix’s old hangout at Essaouira. My visa was  

nearly up and I’d gone to the police station to extend my stay. An inevitable wait to see the 

right man and I was standing in the lobby when I caught a snippet of talk through an open  

door.

I paused and shoved the chair back. The fire was hotter than expected and I could feel my 

shins starting to bake.

The account in my hand was interesting but wasn’t ringing any bells so far. I turned 

the  book  and  took  another  look  at  the  cover  and  first  pages.  Apart  from  the  faded 

monogram – which looked like five initials – there was nothing to indicate who the diary 

belonged to, or where or when it had been written.

I shrugged and went back to the story.

The two guys inside were typical, big-moustache, men-in-uniform types - all balls and no  

brain. They saw me there but took no notice. If I’d been a man they’d have closed the door 

or chased me away. But all I got was a few token leers. (Being a woman in Morocco can  

have advantages.) The idea of it mattering that a woman could hear their conversation  

clearly didn’t even occur to these two. Probably didn’t expect me to know any Arabic either.

I’m not fluent but could just about follow what they were saying. The odd French  

word confirmed my translation. I listened for a couple of minutes and then slipped away.  

My visa problem could wait.

Out of the police station, I jotted down what I’d heard. A quick phone call to a friend 

on a London rag gave me the rest of the jigsaw and I headed off fast as possible after  

grabbing my bag from the hotel. Clemens was at his flat, while Azrur was already at the  

airstrip. I told Clemens what was up and he drove me out. We were in the plane and in the 

air less than an hour after I left the police station.

Part one was routine. We followed the coast south for a bit then headed out to sea.  

That’s when it  began to get interesting. Somewhere to the southwest was our quarry.  
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According to what I’d overheard,  The Queen of the South was about seventy miles out.  

Aboard the cruise liner were several hundred well-heeled, well-old and well-terrified Yank  

tourists. They’d come for the holiday of a lifetime - a cruise through the world’s island  

paradises, a taste of Eden before going to the great retirement home in the sky. 

The cruise brochure had listed the hot spots and scenic splendour, the exotic food 

and friendly people. It had left out the Kalashnikov-toting terrorists who swarmed aboard  

the night before.

But for me it was perfect and, for once, luck had put me in just the right spot. It  

would be hours before the inevitable swarm of hacks arrived and by then it could all be  

over. Even if it wasn’t, the Moroccans would probably soon put a stop to any notions of  

flying out to search for the missing liner.

Normally, I hated the media rat pack. Any disaster and they’re there as fast as the 

emergency services. (And as quick with knives as with the crocodile tears. Believe me, I’ve  

been on the receiving end of both) This time though it was my turn - to scoop them all and 

thumb my nose (or  something cruder).  They could fume while  I  networked my world-

exclusive.

Anyway, we got to the area where the Queen was supposed to be in a couple of  

hours.  After  that,  it  only  took half  an hour’s  work with the binoculars  before Clemens 

spotted our target. Azrur took us in low and I got off a number of shots as the liner sat  

motionless in the Atlantic swell. Switching quickly to the telephoto, I even got the flag run 

up the ship’s mast by the gunmen - apparently Algerian GIA.

There  were  a  few  figures  on  the  bows  but  apart  from  that  the  ship  looked  

abandoned. Clemens was reluctant to go closer at first but got braver after I told him what  

the pictures could be worth. The first fly-past was uneventful. Azrur took us across the stern  

and I shot off the rest of the first roll of film. There were no terrorists or tourists to be seen 

but I spotted what looked like grappling hooks on one of the rails and ropes trailing into the 

water. Presumably the boat that brought the hijackers had gone back to shore or been left  

to drift.

Turning over the Queen’s stern, we took a quick loop out to sea while I slotted in  

another film. Then Azrur took the Cessna skimming over the waves along the starboard  

side. We were only a few hundred yards away and I’d swear I saw anxious faces peering  

out of portholes. As we flew along the length of the liner, I kept my finger jammed on the  

shutter. Even just one shot showing a terrified pensioner or a ferocious fundamentalist  

would be worth a fortune. (Bullet holes or blood adding even more value of course.)
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Getting more daring, Clemens told Azrur to take the Cessna in closer. We turned in  

a tight, rising twist and Azrur headed straight for the bows, banking to give me a clear shot.

I saw what happened next through my viewfinder.

As we lifted over the Queen’s bows, the men I’d seen earlier were still there. I saw 

a couple of fists raised. The camera’s motor wind whirred in my ear as I captured their  

gestures on behalf of the world’s media. I didn’t know if the fists were an angry threat or a  

fanatic’s proud salute and didn’t care.

We quickly passed the men and flew on. As the small plane crossed the empty  

decks, I focused on the bridge. Framed in the rectangle at my eye, I saw a door open and 

two more men appear. As I pressed my finger down again, they raised their weapons. My  

shutter fired simultaneously with their automatics. The crackle of bullets cut through the  

noise of the Cessna’s engines.

 Azrur swore as he tugged at the joystick. Clemens started to speak but his words  

were  cut  off.  I  heard  a  mix  of  dull,  popping  thuds and the  sound  of  breaking  glass.  

Something exploded in front of my face.

Then, before I had a chance to get scared, it was over and the Cessna was racing 

over the sea, heading away as fast as possible. 

I  sagged back,  mouth open as the adrenaline rush hit.  My empty hands were 

covered with fine cuts and shook as I looked at them. Fighting a sudden urge to giggle, I  

looked down. The Nikon was on the cabin floor. The body appeared intact but the telephoto  

was a mess of broken metal and splintered glass. I wiped absently at a trickle of blood that  

was running down my nose and leant forward. As I put my hand on Clemens’ shoulder, I  

felt a sticky mess and his head lolled sideways.

November 4  th  :      

Didn’t get very far last time. Had to take time out. Not as strong as I thought and bringing it  

back didn’t help. Still, nothing’s changed here (except seem to be even more flies), so I’ll try  

and pick up the thread.

We  got  away  from  the  Queen fast  enough  but  our  troubles  were  only  just  

beginning. The engines were faltering and Azrur fought for control as the Cessna gave a  

couple of. nasty mid-air lurches. A trail of smoke and oil was pouring from the port engine.  

Land was just about in sight but our plane was mortally wounded.

I remember feeling sick with fear when the Cessna gave another lurch and Atlantic  

waves came suddenly closer. We didn’t have much height left to lose. Another few moves 

like that and we’d be flying through water. I could see the Cessna’s shadow racing along  
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ahead of us and guessed we had about fifty yards before we touched the sea.

But as I stared at the ocean below I couldn’t help thinking that at least it would be 

warm. I suppose that’s one advantage of the tropics if you have to go down at sea. (I tried 

not to think about sharks - there’s something romantic about vanishing in a plane crash but  

the idea of being chewed by some overgrown fish leaves me cold.)

When the plane gave another little hiccup I craned my head between the cockpit  

seats. I peered through the cracked windscreen. The coastline was in view but Africa still  

seemed a long way off. The way the Cessna was going it hardly seemed relevant. Close  

enough to raise hopes but too far to do more than just rub our noses in our predicament.

After an initial moment of terror, I felt strangely calm. We either made it or we didn’t.  

There was no grey area and nothing to be gained by getting agitated.

I’m not normally too good at the passive little woman role but this time I knew the  

only thing to do was sit still and shut up. I couldn’t fly an undamaged plane, let alone one  

riddled with holes. In the circumstances, my best bet was to let the man hunched over the  

controls get on with it. My whey-faced pilot had at least as much incentive as me to coax  

the last life from our dying plane. More in fact – he had a fat wife and three spoilt brats he  

doted on. Me? All I had was a head full of unfinished dreams that no one would miss.

Like I said, no point getting uptight. Believe me, if there was any point, I’d have  

been kicking and screaming with the best of them. In the circumstances, though, it seemed  

a better idea to hold my breath and save my energy.

I  could see the coastline but  couldn’t  really judge how far  we were from land.  

Nothing to give it perspective – no houses, no trees, just an endless line of desert and  

rocks sweeping down to meet the water. Kneeling between the cockpit seats, I vaguely  

wondered why we were bothering. The land didn’t look much more appealing than the  

water. I had no idea if anyone lived on that bleak coast. It certainly didn’t look like anywhere  

I’d  chose to spend my life.  Waves of  water  or  an ocean of  sand – neither  were too  

hospitable. We were caught between the desert and the deep blue sea.

I remember thinking it would be typical if we went down now, just when I thought life  

was going my way. It had started off as such a good day.

I picked up the remains of the camera and removed the broken lens. It looked as if  

the shutter was still in one piece so there was a chance the film would be okay. I rewound it  

quickly, slipped it into a canister and dropped the Nikon into my bag.

As I did so, the plane stalled and dropped again. The port engine was failing and  

even I could tell it wouldn’t last much longer. I peered through the cockpit again. The coast  
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was still way off - and we were now only about twenty yards above an empty, rolling sea.  

However far it was, I knew it was too far to swim. If we went down, I’d try but I knew I would  

never make it. I’d fight until I went under for the last time but I knew my lack of swimming  

ability too well to ever imagine I’d get more than a fraction of the distance.

In front of me, Azrur began a counterpoint to the engine’s explosive rumbles. His  

low muttering made a steady drone as he strained prayers to Allah through his drooping  

moustache. I watched his hands tug and prod at the aircraft’s controls. His dark eyes were  

intent, fixed as much on the gauges in front of him as on that still distant shore.

I had already checked in vain for a pulse but took another look at Clemens. There  

was no doubt about it. My friend was as dead as his plane was about to be. This German  

flier’s wings had been clipped permanently. He looked calm but his eyes were empty and I  

could see where his lolling head only partly covered the bloody mess of his left shoulder. I  

couldn’t be sure but it looked as if the bullet had hit from below and torn out through his  

shoulder. A red-stained hole in the cockpit ceiling seemed to support my diagnosis. 

November 5  th  :      

Kind of ironic – Bonfire Night used to be one of my favourites. Don’t really feel like fireworks  

anymore though. Had enough of them when the GIA shot my plane and my friends full of  

holes.

It’s funny but it gets harder to think about this rather than easier. Guess I didn’t  

really have time to take it in then. Maybe it was shock but I remember feeling weirdly calm.  

Clemens  was  about  the  only  friend  I  had  in  this  part  of  the  world.  (Another  strange 

character and I’ve always had a soft spot for mavericks.) But I knew then it wasn’t the time 

to mourn though. If I get the opportunity I’ll give him a proper send-off at a later date.

When I took my eyes from Clemens’ shoulder, I looked around the Cessna. All  

things considered, I thought me and Azrur had been lucky. The cockpit was peppered with  

holes. I could see a ragged line of holes in the cabin floor only inches from my seat. My  

hands were still oozing blood and trembling from when the Nikon had been shot from my  

grasp. We had definitely been lucky. Two out of three of us were still alive and we were  

airborne, even if in a dying plane heading for an uncertain destination.

Unfortunately, the port engine was sounding critical and it looked as if the bullets  

hadn’t done the plane’s controls much good. I didn’t know if Azrur had any idea of the  

damage. All I could do was keep my fingers crossed.

I took another look through the windscreen. The land was definitely closer. It almost  

seemed within reach. I didn’t want to build my hopes too much but a little voice inside  
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started to get excited. Its words were faint but they were saying something to do with the  

idea we might still make it.

I could see low hills in the distance and a strand of empty sand washed by big surf.  

Whether it was a kind of final, dying effort I don’t know but the plane hadn’t given any  

lurches for the last few minutes. It seemed to be holding steady for the last gasp of its  

farewell voyage. My hands gripped the backs of the cockpit seats and I began muttering  

under my breath, urging it on. 

I was so intent on the approaching land that I didn’t hear Azrur’s words the first  

time. I only realised how grey his face was when I turned to see what he had said.

“Get ready to jump.”

He had to force the words out and they didn’t register at first as I stared at him in  

horror. I hadn’t really paid much attention to Azrur until then. Because he was still flying the  

plane I’d assumed he was okay. I hadn’t tried to disturb him because I could tell the plane  

was falling apart and I thought he’d need to concentrate on what he was doing. It was only  

when I leant forward to hear what he was saying that I saw the blood soaking through his  

trousers. I don’t know how much he’d lost but it was too much. It could only have been  

willpower and faith keeping him going for so long.

“Azrur.”

He gave a tiny shake of his head. “No time,” he grunted. “Listen.”

I laid my hand gently on his arm and squeezed. “It’s okay.  We’ll...”

A spasm made his face contort and he spoke through clenched jaws. “No. Not  

okay. I cannot land. It is not safe and I cannot do it any more. For Clemens and me is too  

late.”

He went silent and for a moment I thought I’d already lost him.

“But you,” he said, “you must jump. You still have a chance. When we are near, you  

must jump. Jump in the sea.”

I was tempted to protest but knew there was no point arguing. I know it probably  

sounds like I’m trying to justify myself but he was right. By then Azrur was already too far-

gone to land on a proper airstrip and if I took over we’d both have ended up dead. And I  

don’t  think  I  could  have done much for  him anyway:  Azrur  looked on borrowed time  

already. 

I gave his arm a farewell squeeze. “You’re a good man, Azrur,” I told him. “I’ll take  

care of your family.”

He almost smiled and I turned quickly. I snatched up my bag and hit the emergency  
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release on the cabin door. It flew open and I leant into the roaring air current. The waves  

rushing by below looked sparkling and innocent. The beach was no more than half a mile  

away.

I almost fell out when the plane gave another lurch and suddenly we were flying just  

a couple of yards above the breakers. I could no longer see the shoreline properly but I  

could see the waves ahead foaming as they began to break. I didn’t know how fast we  

were going but knew that if I left it much longer I would be hitting sand and not water.

I wrenched off my old Nikes, shoved them inside my shirt and did my bag up tight.  

My feet were just on the edge of the doorway when the Cessna shot up again and we were  

rising waves again. I vaguely heard Azrur’s voice and threw myself sideways.

For  a  second  I  was  buffeted  by  the  Cessna’s  airstream  and  then  something  

slammed into my side and I was tumbling through a maelstrom of spray and salt water. I  

swallowed several mouthfuls of ocean as I gasped from the impact. My head was reeling  

and I was barely conscious which way was up. I struggled wildly for a few seconds and 

then managed to point my head in the direction of the light. I broke surface just in time to  

be swamped by the next wave but as I flailed around my feet touched bottom.

Coughing out  the water  I’d  swallowed,  I  gasped and tried to get  my bearings.  

Between the waves the water wasn’t much more than shoulder deep, although the beach  

was still a good way off. Somehow, my bag was still over my shoulder. It was supposed to 

be waterproof but I tried to hold it clear of the sea as I half-swam, half-waded to shore.

As I forced my body through the surf I looked around, vainly trying to see what had  

happened to the Cessna. I lost my footing a few times paying more attention to scanning  

the cliffs than watching the waves. Luckily the undertow wasn’t bad and it didn’t take long  

before the water was only waist deep, then swirling around my knees and finally washing  

the sand from around my toes.

As I reached the edge of the waves I sank to my knees, still clutching my bag and  

the one remaining Nike that had survived my landing. My right side, from shoulder to hip,  

was one massive ache and my arm felt as though someone had tried to rip it from the  

socket. The salt was stinging the cuts on my hands and my head was swimming but apart  

from that I was fine.

Kneeling at the ocean’s edge, I scanned the shore in either direction. I couldn’t see  

any trace of the Cessna. I was beginning to think Azrur had overshot the beach and crash-

landed somewhere above when I saw the plume of smoke. It was coming from near a  

small, rocky headland the best part of a mile away. I couldn’t see the plane but an oily  
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cloud was billowing from beyond the rocks.

I don’t remember much about the run down the beach. I knew it was ridiculous but I  

couldn’t help praying for a miracle. Even if Azrur had landed safely he wouldn’t have stood 

a chance but knowing that didn’t stop me running as fast as I could.

When I got to the little headland, I stopped, tugging air into my lungs as I stared at  

the scene ahead. The beach curved into a small bay and the Cessna lay on the sand on 

the opposite side. From the gouges it looked as if the plane had come in at an angle,  

touched the beach about halfway across, then done a cartwheel. What was left of the  

Cessna was crumpled like a discarded metal tissue where the desert hillside sloped down 

to the beach. 

I don’t know if Azrur had been turning in the hope of setting down on the beach but  

it was clear that even an uninjured man would never have made it out of the wreckage.  

What was left of the Cessna was burning fiercely.

I stared vacantly at Azrur and Clemens’ funeral pyre. My mind was blank. I was too  

empty to feel anything for my friends or take in my situation. All I could do was stare and 

absorb the image, storing it for when I could deal with what had happened. I don’t know 

how long I stood there but the flames were dying down when I turned away and part of me  

had joined the smoke drifting into the shimmering sky.

I took a long look both directions along the coast. I was still alive and – after the  

effort Azrur had made – supposed I’d better join the attempt to keep me that way. Although  

my brain was still too numb to be scared at the enormity of my predicament, I was able to  

think clearly about what to do next.

First problem was, I had no real idea where we had come down. It could be the  

very south of Morocco or somewhere in Mauritania. Like most people I didn’t know much  

about Mauritania for the simple reason there’s not much there. About all I did know about  

the country was that very few people lived there. I wasn’t much clearer about the south of  

Morocco. Laayoune was as far down as I’d gone until now. There had been a civil war  

between the Moroccan army and some guerrillas but I thought that was all over.

So there I was. On a beach: somewhere in either Morocco or Mauritania. Alone,  

with no supplies, no idea where to go – and only one shoe. Both directions along the coast  

looked equally bare but I turned north. Towards Morocco. I had no idea how far it was but  

at least I knew I’d eventually reach some sort of settlement if I headed up the coast. 

I hadn’t gone more than a mile or so when I felt my head starting to swim again. I  

stuck my head in the next wave to come up the beach and looked about. It was hot. Very  
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hot. I hadn’t really thought about minor details like the time of day until now. I also had no  

water and no idea when I’d find any. It probably wasn’t much past midday and there was  

absolutely no shelter. Even though I was pretty well acclimatised to Morocco, I knew that if  

I kept walking in the heat of the day I’d only get a few miles before I collapsed. The thing to  

do was hole up until evening.

I looked around. The line between beach and desert wasn’t really more than low 

banks of stony earth and rocks, with a few gullies cutting through in places. It was all too  

open to give any shelter, so I decided to scramble up off the beach and see what was up  

top. If it was open desert then I was as good as dead but if I could find some shade I might  

just make it.

November 6  th  :      

My nurse keeps shaking her finger at me when she catches me writing. She doesn’t speak  

to me. I’ve tried English, French, Arabic and even Spanish but she doesn’t respond to any 

of them. Maybe she thinks I shouldn’t talk either. I think she thinks I’m wearing myself out.  

She might be right but I must finish this. It still seems believable at the moment – I’ve got to  

write it down before the memories fade.

I remember that by the time I got to the top of the bank above the beach my vision  

was starting to blur. I stood on the top swaying and looked about. I squinted against the  

sun and took off my shirt, tying it round my head turban fashion. I should have soaked it in  

the waves and wrapped it round my head before leaving the beach but my brain wasn’t on  

top form at the time.

Fortunately, my guardian angel must still have been smiling. Most of the landscape  

was pretty flat – desert plateau with a few small lumps and bumps. But to one side, I could  

see a small group of hills. It was difficult to judge the distance but I guessed it wasn’t more 

than a mile or two and set off slowly. The hills looked pretty rocky and bare but what I  

noticed was the shadows around their base; they lured me like the promise of a bottle of  

cold water.

It was a long walk and I fell several times as I crossed the mounds and hollows 

dotting the plateau. It seemed an eternity but eventually I was out of the sun and stumbling  

deep as I could into the shade. The stones were sharp and my feet bleeding but I no longer  

cared as I picked my way deeper into the rocks beneath the cliffs. (I had tried walking with  

one trainer but that just made me more unsteady.)

I sat in the shade for half an hour or so while my vision cleared. I should have  

known better than risk sunstroke like that but the shooting and the crash and everything  
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had shaken me more than I’d realised. It was still hot in the shade and my throat felt worse  

than after a good night’s drinking. 

I began to look around. The cliffs were about fifty yards high and their base littered  

with slabs of fallen rock. It was all bare stone and dry as dust. No plants. The outlook  

seemed grim. There obviously wasn’t much chance of finding water round here. I don’t  

know how long a person can survive without water but I didn’t fancy putting it to the test.

I paused in my reading. I hadn’t been aware of anything else until I heard the sound of the 

study door opening.

Pagan came back in, a cup of coffee in each hand. She placed one cup next to me 

and took the other.

I smiled briefly as I turned the next page but didn’t say anything. Pagan nodded and 

sat down on the other side of the fire. The doctor stared into the flames and I turned back to 

the notebook.

I knew the shade beneath the cliffs would keep me from the sun’s rays for the afternoon 

but it wouldn’t keep me alive. I’d be able to continue walking once the sun was lower. In the  

meantime I needed a vantage point to check the lie of the land. I couldn’t see much from 

my shelter against the cliffs but figured that if I climbed to the top I could look for any signs  

of habitation – or roads – in the area.

The sun was only just starting to pass its high point at this stage so I decided to wait  

until attempting to tackle the cliffs. I was already hellishly thirsty and the only thing to drink  

was the remnants of my bottle of whisky. Tempting but not a good idea. I slipped further  

under the slab of rock beside me and tried using the meditation techniques I’d studied a  

few years  ago –  anything  to  take my  mind  off  the  heat  and  my  burning  throat.  (My  

headache was coming along a treat too, not to mention how my feet and my right side felt.)

It  was late  afternoon before I  crawled  out  again  but  still  stinking  hot.  Keeping  

among the rocks as far as possible, I picked my way round to a part of the cliffs the sun no  

longer reached. I pulled my remaining Nike back on my left foot, wincing as it went over the 

cuts I’d collected. My side still ached abominably but I knew I couldn’t afford to sit down  

and nurse my injuries.

If I’d been fit and wearing a decent pair of shoes the climb would have been a  

doddle. As it was, I suffered for every foot. There were plenty of hand and footholds but the 

rock had sharp edges and my head soon began swimming again. My lips and tongue felt  

swollen and my left shoulder was starting to stiffen and seize up.
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Things didn’t  get  better  when I  started to hallucinate halfway up the cliff.  After  

struggling up the first part, I suddenly found myself on a big ledge that seemed to run right  

across the rock face. There was no obvious way straight up so I started following the ledge,  

it was a good yard wide and as flat as a pavement. 

I started to relax a bit and could feel my body giving a sigh of relief. (I think it must  

have been the taste of relaxation that sent my mind wandering.) My head was still feeling  

woozy and when the ledge curved round out of the shade and back into the afternoon sun  

it nearly blinded me.

I stumbled forward in a daze until I spotted an opening in the cliff a few metres  

ahead. I was looking for a way up but something about the way the sunlight was hitting the  

cave made it look like a welcoming doorway. I stumbled forwards eagerly. Propping myself  

up with one hand, I stepped inside. My vision was blurring again and I had to screw up my  

eyes to focus. It felt cool inside and I walked further in.

The sun was shining in behind me and I stumbled forward a couple of yards then  

froze. A giant head had appeared out of the gloom and was staring straight back at me. I  

remember grabbing the rock wall  beside me for support. I couldn’t  believe what I was  

seeing. Ahead of me, no more than a few paces from where I had stopped, the passage  

came to an abrupt end. Beyond was a sheer drop. And crouched below appeared to be  

some kind of massive beast.

It was a battle to keep myself together – my head was still spinning – but as my  

eyes got used to the darkness I could just make out some of the enormous cavern ahead.  

The creature’s body was below me but its eyes were on a level with mine. 

I remember being so terrified that I think I peed myself. All I could really see was  

this face staring at me. Most of its body was hidden in the shadows but the creature was  

huge. Its head alone was twice as high as me. What made it worse was that it was looking  

straight at me with this arrogant indifference like I was an insect.

The thing didn’t  move but I think I only looked at it  for a few seconds before I  

freaked out. I went stumbling out of that cave and nearly tumbled over the cliff edge. I was  

in a blind panic as I ran back around the ledge and practically clawed my way up the rock  

face that had seemed too difficult to climb a minute or so earlier. I was shivering as I  

scrambled up the last few yards and into the shelter of a large boulder. I drew my knees up  

to my chest and curled into a ball.

It was some time before I stopped panting and managed to pull myself upright. I  

finally got a grip on myself and looked suspiciously at the edge of the cliff. I was still half  

24



expecting something to come up after me. I tried telling myself it had been a trick of the  

light or a side effect of the heat and shock. I wasn’t entirely convinced but there was no  

sign of any pursuit and my panic slowly subsided. 

I still can’t work it out. I don’t know what it was but it was weird. Maybe it was just  

the shock of  everything else catching up with me but  I  don’t  think  I’ve  ever  been so  

frightened before. Whether it was hallucination, vision or a trick of the light, that face gave  

me the surprise of my life. After everything else, the shock was just too much.

It’s  hard  to  describe.  It  was weird.  Kind of  human but  not  human.  There  was 

something animal about the face but I’m not sure what animal. The closest thing I can think  

of is that it was a bit like The Sphinx. But it was the expression that chilled me to the bone –  

totally cold. Not aggressive but totally uncaring – not a face I wanted to see again.

November 7th:  

It took me a while to get over that experience. I told myself that if I climbed back down I’d  

just find a jumble of rocks inside the cave – but never quite dared put the theory to the test.  

Instead, I eventually pulled myself upright and began to look around. I wasn’t at the top of  

the hill but it was high enough and there were only a few more hours of daylight to go.

It was a shame I didn’t still have the Nikon’s telephoto. The lens would have been  

ideal  for  scanning the  horizon.  Turning  slowly,  I  looked  north and south,  then inland,  

searching for any signs of villages or tracks crossing the desert.
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Chapter 3: Notes And Clues  

I was silent as I closed the journal. It was tempting to read on but I’d got to the bookmark 

and Dr Pagan was waiting.  I  shut  the leather-bound notebook gently,  as much out  of 

respect for the author as for the state of her journal.

I looked again at the cover. The monogram, spelling out the initials EVVDB, was the 

only clue to the writer’s identity. I weighed the book thoughtfully. Turning its water-warped 

pages, I had soon accepted the story was no fiction – convinced as much by the story as 

the book’s physical appearance. I wondered how the author had got to safety and written 

her story. Maybe, once I’d found out what the doctor wanted, I’d get a chance to read the 

rest.

The coffee she’d brought was still sitting on the desk near my elbow. I took a sip 

and then held up the notebook. I looked at the grey-eyed woman sitting opposite.  “So 

what’s this all about?”

She smiled. “The sphinx, Mr Drummond. It’s all about the sphinx.”

I raised my eyebrows but she just returned my stare without saying anything else. 

I turned and looked silently into the fire as I pondered her words. The doctor didn’t 

interrupt and I watched as a trickle of embers fell from grate to hearth. My knowledge of 

sphinxes was sketchy. I’d seen the famous statue at Giza in Egypt and the some sphinx 

statues with lion heads in other parts of the Middle East but that was as far as it went. 

To me though, the dramatic part of the story was the hijacked liner and the terrorists 

shooting at the Cessna. I scratched my chin absently. The name Queen of the South was 

vaguely familiar but no more. “What about the ship?” I asked. “Is that all true?”

“You don’t remember?”

“Not at the moment. When was it?”

“In the mid nineties.”

I shook my head. “I didn’t leave school until ninety four.”

“Ah.” Pagan gave a wry smile. “Yes, I tend to overlook the fact that not everyone’s 

been around as long as I have.”

I shrugged. “And if it was after that, I was mostly working on overland expeditions 

through either South America or Asia. We were often out of contact for weeks at a time. We 

didn’t keep up with the news much. Emails and the internet weren’t around back then.”

Pagan nodded. “I suppose not. One tends to take it so much for granted these days 

that it’s easy to forget how short a time we’ve had access to all this technology.”
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“So, the hijacking? It happened like she described?”

“Oh, yes.” Pagan nodded. “It made headlines all over the world. It was over in a 

couple of days though. The passengers included several Israelis. After what happened with 

the Achille Lauro back in the 80s, the Israeli government weren’t taking any chances. They 

sent  in  a  special  forces  team.  All  the  hijackers  were  killed  in  a  night  attack  and the 

passengers and crew rescued with only a couple of minor injuries.”

She shook her head. “It’s a shame really. If she’d got back with the pictures, Emma 

might have made quite a lot of money. She was there before most of the media even knew 

a hijacking had taken place and no-one else got near the boat until it was all over.”

“Emma?” I looked again at the monogram that spelt out the initials EVVDB on the 

cover of the journal. “So, who was she?”

“Was?” The doctor raised her eyebrows slightly. “What makes you think she isn’t 

still alive?”

“Well, for one thing, if she was alive I’d expect to hear the tale from her.”

I looked back at the fire and stared at some small flames licking through a gap 

between two logs, conscious of the doctor’s eyes on me. I had a feeling all this mystery – 

the summons from a stranger, the water-wrecked journal with its tale of deadly adventure, 

and the way Pagan was avoiding any straight answers – was some kind of test.

I wasn’t sure I appreciated the doctor’s games but I wasn’t going to refuse to play at 

this stage. I still had no real idea why she had brought me here but I was certainly intrigued. 

Whatever she had in mind, it was more interesting than sitting around in my damp, rented 

home. For the time being, I was happy to take Pagan’s bait and run with it.

I repeated the question. “So, who was she?”

I glanced back at Pagan and caught a slight twitch in one corner of her mouth. She 

relented with a shrug. “It’s a long story so I’ll just give you the potted version. Emma Victoria 

Van den Bergh was the youngest daughter from a very wealthy family.”

Pagan pressed her fingers together in a steeple and crossed her denim-clad legs. 

“The family had a chequered history and for most of her life poor Emma just tried fade into 

obscurity. She never did anything out of the ordinary, although she did upset daddy by 

going to an ordinary art college to study photography.”

The doctor parted her hands and waved them dismissively. “By all accounts she 

was quite good. But she never tried to play on the family name. Everything went well until 

she got married to an up-and-coming young violinist. However, it only lasted a few years 

before ending in quite an acrimonious divorce.”
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The doctor  turned and looked out  of  the French windows.  The rain had finally 

arrived. Long streaks were running down the glass, obscuring the colours of the autumn 

leaves in the back garden. Pagan’s expression was a mixture of compassion and scorn as 

she continued the saga.

“Emma did a vanishing act then resurfaced in some drying-out clinic in the States. 

After that, she took herself to Spain where she worked as a freelance photographer. She 

got some work under the name of Emma Burg. A magazine sent her down to Morocco and 

the rest, as they say, is history.”

I nodded. That at least brought us up to the journal. I gestured at the leather-bound 

diary that I’d laid on the floor beside me. “And after that?”

Pagan gave a shrug. “She was picked up by some nomads about a day-and-a-half 

later. They took her to a small town in Mauritania. She was in quite a bad way by the time 

she got there and spent a while recovering in hospital. That’s when she wrote her diary. 

Afterwards she went back to Spain but appears to have hit the bottle in a big way.”

She gestured at the journal with a rueful smile. “Some of the story’s in there but I 

wouldn’t bother reading it. It’s all very sad and gets rather self-pitying. I think what made 

things worse was that by the time Emma got out of hospital the hijacking was already old 

news. The papers would have bought the story of her experiences but she wasn’t keen on 

selling that. Too private I would guess. She about a year later in a road accident. She was 

driving back along a mountain road after a drinking session in a local bar.”

I nodded. Not the most cheerful of accounts but we seemed to have covered most 

of the essentials. “One other thing.”

Pagan nodded politely. “And that is?”

“How did you end up with her diary?”

The doctor gave a wry smile. She hesitated a moment, then sighed. “By luck and 

coincidence,” she admitted. “Her husband was the violinist Paul Oska. Although they were 

divorced, Emma Burg was living in a house owned by Oska when she died. She’d had very 

little contact with her family for years and he took care of her funeral and all the other 

details. He ended up with all her belongings.”

Pagan scowled. “Oska was quite a celebrity back then and had a tame journalist 

busy writing his biography.” 

She gave a brief snort. “Although I fail to understand how you can write the life story 

of a man barely into his thirties. The publishers label it biography but it isn’t really anything 

more than glorified gossip.”
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The doctor checked herself and turned to give me a brilliant smile. Her tone was 

apologetic but her eyes insincere. “But I’m sorry, Mr Drummond. I shouldn’t digress. I’m 

sure you still have a lot of questions.”

I gave an equally empty smile in return but didn’t say anything and Pagan lowered 

her eyes briefly.

“Anyway,”  she said,  “I  don’t  know whether  Oska read them but  he handed all 

Emma’s papers to this fellow Pierce, including her account of what happened in Morocco. A 

few years later, the same obnoxious man interviewed me for a magazine. I’d been labelled 

as something of a maverick and made the mistake of thinking that if I gave some interviews 

I could put my side across and set the record straight.” 

She gave a small sigh. “I’ve learnt to be a bit more circumspect now but that’s 

another matter. Anyway, this Pierce was very polite when he spoke to me and I thought I’d 

made the right decision. But when it came to the article he really went to town, painting me 

as an old spinster who’d spent too long in the sun and gone off her academic rocker.”

She was silent for a moment. When she turned to look at me again I could sense 

the hurt behind the steely eyes. “He crucified me,” she said baldly. “But the funny thing is, 

although I tried to forget about Pierce, he didn’t forget me. I had a letter from him a few 

months ago. He said he’d remembered what I told him and had enclosed Emma Burg’s 

diary. He said he hadn’t any further use for it and thought it might amuse me.”

Pagan shrugged. “I’m still not sure if he was being kind or laughing at me.”

I nodded. “Maybe it was an apology?”

“Possibly. Or maybe it never really occurred to him how much his words could hurt.” 

She smiled. “But if I’d believed that voodoo worked there would have been quite a lot of 

needles going into his effigy back then.”

I nodded. I wasn’t sure she would be the kind of person that I’d want to cross. She 

was too intense, too serious for that. I could imagine her holding a grudge for decades not 

just years. On the other hand, I still wasn’t quite sure what my role was in all this. I had a 

sneaking suspicion what she might be after but I wanted to hear it from her first. I wasn’t 

going to say anything. 

After her lengthy explanation Pagan seemed to be waiting for me to speak but I 

ignored her.  She would have to wait.  If  she’d wanted to,  the doctor could have come 

straight out and told me what it was all about from the start. I wasn’t sure if the mystery was 

her way of testing me or just to check she had my interest. But if we were going to play 

games, I was ready to be patient. I was intrigued enough to want to know the rest of the 
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riddle but equally certain I’d get the answer before too long. Having gone to the trouble of 

summoning me here and showing me the journal, I knew the doctor would tell me what she 

wanted sooner or later.

The fire was starting to die down and I bent forwards to pick up the poker. I stirred 

the embers, moving the logs apart slightly to let the air get to the smouldering wood. A 

small flame flickered and died, then re-gathered and licked up around the end of the largest 

chunk of wood. I pushed a stray piece of kindling from the edge of the grate. It smouldered 

for a few seconds and then burst into flame.

As I leant back I could see Pagan watching me. I gave her a smile. “Nice fireplace.”

Her mouth gave a slight twitch and she showed a brief hint of a frown.

The logs were starting to blaze again now.

“It almost makes winter seem worthwhile when you’ve got your feet up in front of a 

good log fire,” I said.

This time she had the grace to smile. “You’ve no more questions, Mr Drummond?”

I tilted my head and pursed my lips, taking my time before I answered.

“Only one.”

“Yes?”

“So what?”
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Chapter   4: Pet Dogma      

Pagan gave a throaty chuckle that broke into a laugh. This time it was a good natural laugh, 

unforced and clear as a bell. There was an appreciative glint in her eye as Pagan shook 

her head, then looked me in the eye.

“I can see the attraction,” she said. “I think I might even get to like you myself, Mr 

Drummond.”

I raised my eyebrows, somewhat confused by the comment but with no intention of 

showing it. “Well, if you do decide to like me you can stop calling me Mr Drummond.”

Pagan inclined her head graciously. “Of course, Ben.”

She chuckled again. “But I still haven’t answered your rather basic but eloquently 

phrased question.”

“I’d noticed.”

The doctor smiled. “Well I won’t drag it out any more. The story you’ve just heard is 

essentially incidental to the main issue. There’s only one part of it that really matters to me.”

“The sphinx?”

“Yes.  The sphinx,”  she agreed.  “I’m an archaeologist,  Ben.  I’ve  worked  as  an 

archaeologist all my life.”

She gestured around the book-lined study. “I’ve dug on ancient sites around the 

Mediterranean, Arabia and the Middle East all my life. I’ve studied and I’ve lectured at, 

some of the world’s most eminent universities. I’ve read more books and papers than I care 

to remember… and written some myself. And, in all that time, I’ve never really seen or 

heard anything to fundamentally alter the basic outline of our ancient history.”

She held up a hand, one long finger outstretched. “That’s not to say there aren’t 

questions. We certainly don’t have all the answers and much of what’s in history books, 

particularly  as  you  look  further  and  further  back,  is  based  on  guesswork.  Educated 

guesswork but guesswork all the same. And because of that, alternative theories do come 

up from time to time – some more bizarre than others.”

“What, like that book… Was God An Astronaut?”

Pagan smiled. “That’s exactly the sort of thing – Erich von Däniken used all kinds of 

weird and wonderful ideas to try and prove the ancient world was visited by beings from 

outer space.”

She made a dismissive gesture. “But to be honest, most of his supposed evidence 

was absolute tosh and easy enough to disprove. Take Elephantine Island in the Nile as an 

31



example. Von Däniken said that thousands of years ago people knew the island looked like 

an elephant from the air and, therefore, must have been told that by people who could fly. 

But it’s nonsense. The island got its name because it was an old centre for the ivory trade. 

And it looks nothing like an elephant on any map I’ve seen .”

Pagan sighed. “Every generation has its von Däniken and the twentieth century had 

plenty of ‘new age’ theorists. Some plausible, others quite clearly off their rockers. We’ve 

had cosmology and celestial mechanics used to support all kind of radical reinterpretations 

of history, stories of continents hidden under the ice in Antarctica and some quite Byzantine 

historical conspiracy theories.”

She leant forwards. “The big problem is that although most of these theories rely on 

apparently rational arguments they are utterly impossible to prove or refute. That’s why they 

seem  so  attractive.  Academics  then  get  challenged  to  disprove  something  that’s 

fundamentally impossible to resolve. Of course they can’t, which means the idea gets even 

more credence.”

I shifted on my chair. “Yeah, so, there are a lot of cranks out there. You still haven’t 

explained what that’s got to do with me, or Emma Burg.”

Pagan pulled a face. I got the impression she didn’t like being interrupted when in 

lecture mode.

“Okay,” she said impatiently. “Well, the point is that, generally speaking, the further 

you go back in time the bigger the gaps in our knowledge and the more that history comes 

down to educated guesswork. On the one hand, mainstream historians tend to stick to a 

widely accepted framework. On the other, you’ve got all kinds of weird alternative ideas: 

many of which are either fundamentally ludicrous or possible to disprove.”

“But,” she continued, “some years ago I was in a bit of a quandary. An amateur 

historian tried to turn conventional Egyptology on its head by suggesting The Sphinx was 

twice as old as previously believed. The suggestion was so radical my first instinct was it 

was laughable. However, he had some evidence for his theory and, rather than just dismiss 

him out of hand, I thought it sensible to at least listen to what he had to say.”

Pagan gave a humourless smile. “It wasn’t a move that did my academic reputation 

any good. Colleagues and former friends ridiculed me just for saying the man should get a 

fair hearing. Then when I came out and said he had a valid argument that was really a step 

too far; I might just as well have said the Earth was flat. I swiftly found myself sidelined; my 

professional reputation was ruined and nobody wanted to hear from me. I couldn’t get my 

papers published except by the kind of cranks whose backing would do more harm than 
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good. My tenure here in Oxford is now practically worthless and I’ve been in danger of 

becoming another sour old has-been.”

I frowned. “But you say there’s evidence to support this theory.”

Pagan gave a dry laugh. “I can see you’ve never had much contact with academia, 

Ben. You see; archaeology isn’t a science; it’s an art. The trick of using disjointed facts and 

a little logic to prove what happened thousands of years ago. Most ancient history is based 

on very thin evidence.  And it  gets worse the further back you go. Then it’s a case of 

separating any kernel of truth from all the myths and legends.”

“But it can’t all be speculation?” I said. “What about written records and things that 

are dug up?”

She nodded. “Oh, it’s not all wild guesswork. There’s a real science in knowing how 

to excavate and preserve ancient relics but interpretation: that’s another matter. There’s no 

certainty about the past. Written records help: where they exist; but even then you can’t 

guarantee their truth or accuracy. Sometimes civilisations leave no records. Other times 

you’re reading propaganda but it’s so old there’s no one left to contradict it.”

She smiled again. “Academia’s the same. When something is accepted as fact it’s 

generally because someone comes up with a convincing theory. Warring theories fight it 

out and winning one becomes dogma. After that, reputations become more important than 

facts. Dare to challenge the orthodoxy and you have to meet the inquisition. And, as I said, 

archaeology  isn’t  science.  There’s  no  black  and  white,  just  self-opinionated  theorists 

looking at snapshots in time and saying how they fit the great framework. Try and break 

that framework and you rock so many boats you don’t just need cast-iron proof, you need 

tungsten.”

“But surely proof is proof?”

Pagan shook her head. “No, Ben. You see, when you’re dealing with things that are 

thousands of years old information is naturally fairly limited. You only have a fraction of the 

picture. One fact doesn’t prove anything. You have to show how the whole jigsaw works. If 

that  fact,  however  incontrovertible,  doesn’t  fit  the  orthodox  framework  then  the 

establishment will just close ranks. They’ll dismiss your evidence and simply say a piece of 

the puzzle is missing.”

The doctor turned and looked at the books lining her office walls. “And often the 

establishment is right. Theories that seemed plausible are shown to be complete bunkum 

when more pieces of the jigsaw are found. Other times – more rarely – the establishment 

has to admit it was wrong and the framework does change. For that to happen though the 
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evidence has to be both unassailable and corroborated by independent sources.”

I nodded. I followed the doctor’s drift. More crucially, I was getting an idea of where 

this was all leading.

“Let me guess,” I said. “Obviously this has something to do with the sphinx. For 

some reason, this reference in Emma Burg’s diary makes you think there’s something out 

there that will prove this eccentric’s theory is right and get your reputation back.”

Pagan’s brows tightened slightly but she nodded slowly. “Perhaps,” she said slowly. 

“Not necessarily proof to end the debate but at least an indication that it exists. I do have 

some evidence at the moment but on its own it’s fairly circumstantial and not enough to 

prove anything.”

“So presumably the next step is to go looking for more evidence.”

Pagan smiled. “You’re doing well so far, Ben, “ she said dryly.

I shook my head. “Well, I’m no archaeologist and I know next to nothing about The 

Sphinx at Giza or any other sphinxes. I enjoyed the story but I’m having trouble working out 

my role is in all this.”

Pagan’s eyebrows lifted. Her head titled back and she looked down her nose like a 

disappointed schoolteacher. “Oh come on, Ben. I know something of your past. Are you 

really telling me that you haven’t worked out yet why I asked you here.”

I turned away from her gaze and looked at the fire. I was being a little economical 

with the truth but I wanted to hear it from her. I had no intention of volunteering for anything.

Pagan’s voice was quiet. “You’re an explorer, Ben.”

I gave a short laugh. “Hardly.”

“Very well,” she said. “Not an explorer. You’re not Dr Livingstone but you have led 

expeditions in Asia, South America and Africa.”

I shook my head and turned back to face Pagan. “You make it sound too grand. I 

was just a driver taking armchair explorers off for a taste of the unknown. We weren’t 

explorers, I was just a glorified tour guide on safari trips that went off the more conventional 

routes.”

“You also did the Paris-Dakar race once.”

“That’s hardly exploring either.”

Pagan shook her head irritably. “Alright. Forget I mentioned exploring. I want is to 

mount a trip to find Emma Burg’s sphinx. I need an experienced expedition leader who can 

organise the practical side of things and you have the right background. You’ve led trips to 

all parts of the world in the past. You also know your way around North Africa.”
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She smiled. “What’s so bad about the idea? You can either spend the next few 

months getting cold and wet in this country or you can be in North Africa helping with the 

most important archaeological find of the century.”

I couldn’t help but return her smile. “You make it sound tempting but I’m not an 

expert on North Africa and I’ve given up travelling.”

Pagan snorted. “Balls! No you haven’t. You might have stopped for a while but you 

haven’t given up. Real travellers never do. You’ve spent over ten years of your life working 

your way around the globe. Don’t tell me you’re content to spend the next ten sitting on 

your backside sifting through memories?”

I shifted uncomfortably. “But I’ve also got a business to run these days.”

Pagan looked unimpressed. “I’d have thought winter was a fairly quiet time of year 

for a landscape gardener. You’ll be back in time for spring.”

I was silent. Pagan’s comment wasn’t exactly true but in the case of my business it 

was unfortunately spot on. 

“Do you have much work lined up?” she asked politely.

I bit my lip. She seemed to have a knack for hitting the nerve. Business couldn’t 

really be described as booming. The trouble was, I’d promised myself  I would make a 

serious attempt to get  my business off  the ground.  It  wasn’t  that  I  wanted to give up 

travelling; I just didn’t want to turn into one of those sad, rootless drifters with no home and 

no ties anywhere. I’d seen enough of them propping up bars around the world to realise 

that wasn’t how I wanted to end up. It had been a hard decision to give up my job as an 

expedition  leader  with  my old employers,  Go Wild.  Having made the break,  though,  I 

wanted to make a real effort to try and find something more secure. Now, I could do without 

strangers offering me sweets like this.

There was one thing that still  confused me. “Okay,”  I  admitted, “it’s a tempting 

proposition but I still don’t understand, why me?”

Pagan gave a smile. Her look of triumph might have been a bit premature but I had 

a nasty feeling it wasn’t too far off the mark. I might manage a rearguard action but already 

I wasn’t sure I would have the strength to resist her offer when it came to decision time.

The doctor hesitated briefly before replying. “As I said, I think you’re the right type of 

person.  I’ve  got  enough  to  do.  Apart  from  calling  for  a  few discreet  favours,  this  is 

essentially going to be a one-woman show. I’m not going to have the backing of a big 

institution  and I  could  do with  someone to look  after  the day-to-day logistics  and the 

transport. You know what it’s like in that part of the world, you know the kind of equipment 
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we’ll need and you know how to deal with local officials.”

Pagan gave a dismissive wave. “I could try and find people with more experience of 

archaeology but that’s not what I need. The point is to find out what Emma Burg saw in the 

desert. I’ve already earned myself a reputation as a crank. The academic mafia are more 

interested in protecting their own corners than opening their eyes to ideas that don’t fit their 

pet dogma. I don’t want to fuel their bigotry any further.”

The doctor sighed. “If I go public with what I’m looking for, they’ll turn me into a 

laughing stock. I don’t think what Emma Burg saw was a trick of the light or a hallucination. 

But I can’t be certain. And, until I find out, I can’t afford to let anyone know what I’m looking 

for. If I take along other archaeologists there’s a big risk it’ll get out on the grapevine.”

She smiled. “So, I’d rather come back with the evidence and then see the looks on 

their faces. If I can find this sphinx and it turns out to be as old as I suspect then I’ll be due 

more than a few apologies.”

Pagan stared into space for a moment. “I’m an archaeologist, Ben,” she said with 

vehemence, “but there’s more to this than just making a revolutionary discovery. This time 

it’s personal. They might have dismissed me as a crank but I intend coming back with a 

vengeance. I want to return with something that’ll force them to sit up and listen.”

I  nodded.  My expression didn’t  change but I  gave a silent  whistle.  This was a 

woman with a serious grudge. Dr Pagan was a woman on a mission. I almost felt sorry for 

the establishment she was up against but the feeling quickly faded.

“That’s why I want you to help me, Ben,” she said. “I want someone reliable but I 

don’t want another archaeologist. I’ll cover all the expenses of the trip. I’m expecting it to 

take anything from two to six months. You tell me how much you’d be making full time and 

I’ll match that for a minimum of three months.”

My eyebrows  rose.  I  was  definitely  going to have trouble  resisting  this  offer.  I 

managed  a  fairly  non-committal  expression.  “Sounds  interesting  but  you  still  haven’t 

explained how you picked me. I’ve never met you before and I doubt if you just found me in 

the phone book. How come you know so much about me?”

Pagan gave a wry smile. “Oh, you came with the highest recommendation, Ben.”

“Who from?”

The doctor stood up and gestured to the door. There was a slightly smug look to 

her  expression.  “If  you’d  care  to  stay  to  dinner,  I’ll  answer  all  your  questions.  In  the 

meantime, let me introduce you to our cook. You can blame her for suggesting your name.”
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Chapter   5: Old Scars      

I could have found the kitchen just by using. While I’d been reading Emma Burg’s journal 

and talking to the doctor, someone else had clearly been hard at work. The aromas drifting 

down the passageway made me realise staying to dinner was definitely a good move. The 

smell of fresh bread, herbs and spices all mingled in the air as Pagan led me to a white 

door that opened into a large, red-tiled kitchen.

For a moment I couldn’t see anyone. Then our chef stood up from where she’d 

been crouching behind the kitchen table, hidden from view. My heart and stomach did a 

combined lurch as she lifted a tray of hot rolls from the oven and turned to put them on a 

rack to cool.

“Hello, Ben.” She looked up and her smile was as mischievous as I remembered. 

“It’s good to see you again… Sorry about the mystery but Sarah wanted to talk to you on 

her own before she’d let me come and say hello.”

She  pulled  off  her  oven  gloves  as  she walked  around  the kitchen  table.  One 

eyebrow was raised and she hesitated a moment before closing the gap between us.

“Helen!” I blurted out her name, not sure what else to say. My mouth had gone dry 

the moment I saw her and my stomach was still doing uneasy flips. 

She laughed, shaking her dark head. “Well that’s a relief. When I saw you standing 

there with your mouth open I thought maybe you’d forgotten who I was.”

I met her hug as she came up to me. Her embrace took my breath away and I 

squeezed her back hard. After I’d got over the initial shock I pulled away so I could see her 

face. She looked back coolly and smiled.  I’d forgotten how deep her dimples got and 

grinned back.

“Well, I did have to think hard about it,” I said, trying hard to sound and act as calm 

as her. “I knew it was something like Helen or Ellen but I wasn’t certain.”

“Hey!” She punched me lightly on the chest and laughed. “I bet you wondered what 

on earth was going on when you got Sarah’s letter.”

I nodded, still smiling as I looked at her. I realised I still had one of her hands in 

mine and was squeezing it hard. I let go. “I was completely baffled,” I said. “That’s why I 

came.”

Helen laughed and gave Pagan a quick look. “See, I knew it would work, Sarah.”

She turned back, her eyes searching mine. “The letter was my idea I’m afraid.”

“Well, you should know I always was a sucker for a spot of mystery. You two could 
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go into business. It’s quite a story the doctor told.”

“So are you going to join us?”

I hesitated. Her question had been quick but my reply was a bit slower. “It’s very 

tempting.”

“But you’re not certain?”

“No,” I said warily. I couldn’t help thinking I saw a brief look of disappointment on 

her face. But it was quickly masked and replaced with an expression of curiosity. 

I spread my hands. “You know why I gave up the job leading expeditions with Go 

Wild. I went on about it enough in the letters I wrote to you. The trip to Australia and New 

Zealand was supposed to be my farewell tour and it hasn’t even been a year since I came 

back. I promised myself I’d give it longer than that to get my business going.”

“Is that it then? The mystery didn’t work?”

I couldn’t help laughing. “I didn’t say that. It is tempting but it’s not that simple. I’m 

trying to be responsible these days. I haven’t said no but I’m not going to make a snap 

decision.”

Helen nodded slowly. She gestured to the table. “Sit down. I’ll make you another 

coffee.”

I pulled out the wooden bench and sat down. I rested my elbows on the table and 

bent forward to taste the heavy scent from the cooling bread rolls. It had been a long time 

since lunch and the fresh smell was mugging my taste buds. “So why did you suggest me 

for this trip?”

Helen didn’t turn round. She busied herself with a cafetière and a pot of ground 

coffee. “I didn’t  know anyone better,”  she said. “I  know what  you said about giving up 

travelling but I didn’t really think you’d be happy digging gardens. When I heard what she 

was planning I suggested Sarah tried to interest you.”

She fired a quick smile over her shoulder. “After all, you can say no if you want.”

I laughed again. “You haven’t forgotten how to put me on the spot have you? I told 

you about my good intentions and you’re still doing your best to make me an offer I can’t 

refuse.”

“Maybe.” She put the cafetière down on the table next to the rolls. The mix of scents 

was delicious. Helen sat opposite me but looked down at the bare pine of the table rather 

than meeting my gaze. I suddenly remembered Pagan but when I turned round she was 

nowhere to be seen. I was about to ask Helen how she knew the doctor but she spoke first.

“Been a long time, eh?”
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“More than three years.”

“Nearer four.”

“I prefer more than three.”

She smiled when she looked up but her eyes were sad. She didn’t speak and I 

glanced at her hand. The ring hadn’t gone away.

“So what’s your involvement in this?” I asked.

“Huh?” She looked startled for a moment before shaking her head. “Sorry, I was still 

in the past.”

I nodded. The past was a dangerous subject. Safest to stay away completely. If we 

had to go there then I preferred to approach by degrees rather than head-on.

“What’s your connection?” I asked. “How do you know Pagan?”

“She’s my aunt,” said Helen. “Well, sort of anyway. She’s my Dad’s cousin really but 

she was always Aunt Sarah when I was younger. I practically worshipped her at one time. 

We hardly ever saw her because she was always off somewhere exotic. I used to think she 

was really special because she’d turn up from all these fantastic places with these ancient 

things she’d discovered. I used to think my parents were terribly boring in comparison.”

I  nodded.  Now she mentioned it,  I  vaguely  remembered Helen talking about  a 

wacky aunt who spent her life digging up pyramids and the like. But there were a couple 

more things I needed to know before I made up my mind about Pagan’s offer.

“So, are you just the recruiting officer or are you on the trip as well?”

“You’re going then?” she asked by way of reply.

I smiled. “I didn’t say that. But I do want to know what I would be letting myself in 

for.”

Helen coloured slightly and looked away for a couple of seconds. When she looked 

again it was with a proud grin. “I’m the official photographer.”

I shook my head. “That’s no incentive. Now, if you’d said you were the cook that 

might have swung the issue.”

“Oh typical,” she snorted. “I’m supposed to play the good woman am I? You want 

me to do the laundry as well?”

I shook my head. “No, of course not. I’d have thought you’d know better than that. 

Can’t afford luxuries like washing clothes on a desert trip. Anyway, it’s nothing to do with 

roles, I just happen to know you’re a damn fine cook.”

I picked up one of her bread rolls and tore it apart. “It’s just as sexist for you to give 

me a typically male job as the driver. We all just do what we do best.”
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“Maybe photography’s my best skill.”

I smiled as I stuffed the soft innards of the roll into my mouth. I had to speak around 

the hot bread. “Well, your photographs must be pretty good if they’re on a par with your 

cooking.”

Helen looked considering. “I suppose I’d better take that as a compliment.”

I nodded. “Might as well, best flattery’s generally the truth.”

We were silent for a couple of minutes and I decided I’d have to bite the bullet and 

ask the other question, the one that had been nagging me since I saw her. I gestured at her 

hand. “So how’s it going?”

Helen looked totally baffled for a moment, then her face cleared as she realised 

what I was pointing at. “Oh that. I forget I’m even wearing a ring.”

“Married life that exciting is it?”

She scowled at me. Her voice grew slightly distracted and I could see the thoughts 

racing in her head. Trouble was, I’d lost the knack of reading them. It had been too long 

since we were together and I could only guess at what was going on in her head.

“That’s not what I meant,” she said slowly. “The ring itself doesn’t mean a thing. 

That’s why I didn’t realise what you meant.”

“I thought it was supposed to be a symbol of what the marriage is all about.”

This time she really did look angry. “Look. Don’t start on all that.”

I held up my hands in apology. I’d always had a knack of saying the wrong thing 

when it was an awkward subject. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to start a fight. I was just trying to 

ask in my usual clumsy way where Simon was and if he was coming along as well.”

“You could have just asked.” Her response was abrupt and she still looked irritated. 

“But since you want to know, he’s still in Australia. They’re having trouble with the dam he’s 

working on. An engineering problem or something. I don’t know when he’ll get away.”

I took a slow breath. I didn’t think she was being exactly fair either. “So,” I said 

slowly. “Since I’m not that good with words, could you spell it out for me. Am I going to be 

driving you and your husband around on this trip or not?”

Helen looked down at the table. “If he gets everything sorted out, he might be able 

to join us before the trip starts. Otherwise it could be after we’ve set off.”

I nodded. Joining us partway would be easier said than done if we were driving 

around the wilds of Mauritania or the Western Sahara.

Helen gave me an odd look. “Does it make a difference?”

I shook my head and spoke with a confidence that I didn’t feel. “No, not at all. That’s 
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all in the past now.”

“I hope it doesn’t put you off,” said Helen. “You always seemed to get on well with 

him.”

I shrugged. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if it made a difference or not. It wasn’t quite 

true to say I got on well with Simon. I’d made an effort because he was Helen’s husband. If 

it hadn’t been for her, I’d probably have been fairly ambivalent about the guy. As it was, I’d 

made an effort to treat him like a friend while secretly loathing him. Mainly for things that 

wouldn’t have bothered me about anybody else.

“It’s not that,” I said to Helen. “You’re here so, logically, when I saw you I wondered 

where he was. I’m also curious about this expedition. It’s all pretty vague at the moment. If 

I’m going to be your expedition leader and organise things on the ground it would help to 

know some of the minor little details like who’s going.”

She smiled. “I suppose that’s fair enough. I’ll go and get Sarah in a minute. She can 

tell you what she’s got planned so far while we have dinner.”

I grinned back. Her smile had always had a knack of melting something inside me. 

Driving home the next morning I stared at the damp countryside going by. We had talked 

into  the  night  discussing  the  expedition  and how it  would  all  work.  I  still  didn’t  really 

understand what Pagan was hoping to prove but it hadn’t taken many hours before I’d 

found myself agreeing - in principle - to take on the expedition.

After dinner, the whisky bottle had come out to help us celebrate and the talk had 

continued. Later, after Pagan went to bed, Helen and I sat up until the small hours as we 

caught up on the last three years and ten months.

I’m not  sure what  had come as  the bigger  surprise,  the offer  of  a  bizarre job 

searching for a lost statue or meeting Helen again. The shock of seeing her had been all 

the greater because we’d started to drift out of touch. Hardly surprising seeing as she’d got 

married and was living, as far as I’d known, in Australia with her engineer husband. It had 

been a strange and slightly strained reunion. She had seemed as pleased to see me as I 

was to see her but I couldn’t help feeling she was holding something back. It might have 

been imagination but I couldn’t shake off the suspicion.

We’d started with the usual polite small  talk,  skating round each other like two 

fighters sparring ahead of the real bout. I asked about life in Australia and she asked about 

my business, neither of us saying anything we wouldn’t discuss with strangers. After that, 

leapt back to the old days: sharing the good times and ignoring the bad. Luckily there had 

been plenty of good times and the conversation hadn’t faltered.
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I’d met Helen nearly five years ago on the peak of Huayna Picchu, a mountaintop 

temple that overlooks the abandoned Inca city of Machu Picchu in Peru. We could hardly 

have found a more romantic setting and it had set the tone for everything that followed. At 

the time, I was leading a tour group through the Andes. Helen was travelling alone after a 

companion let her down. Bending the company rules, I added Helen to my travelling party 

and when the trip ended two months later we flew back to England together.

I’d accumulated a few months of leave after nearly two years of leading tour groups 

through India, Nepal and South America without a break . Helen was part way through a 

graphic art degree but taking a year off to work and travel before launching herself into the 

final part of her course. When we got back to England I moved into her flat near the art 

college in Winchester and we spent the autumn exploring the West Country together. For 

once, I wasn’t itching to get on the road again and when my leave was up I got a job at Go 

Wild’s  head  office  in  London.  For  the  next  six  months  I  joined  the  other  commuters, 

spending eight hours a day dispatching other people to exotic destinations and catching the 

train back to Helen every night.

By mid-summer, however, the company wanted me on the road again. My instinct 

was to refuse but Go Wild gave me a month to make up my mind. I didn’t tell Helen and 

kept my dilemma to myself. It was a decision only I could make and I had a few sleepless 

nights trying to work out what to do. Out of the blue, it was Helen who gave me a chance to 

put the decision off. She suggested taking another trip together before she tackled the final 

year of her degree, which meant I could keep the company happy by agreeing to take on a 

tour in Jordan after both the previous drivers fell ill. Helen signed on as a passenger and we 

flew out together. She seemed a bit withdrawn but I thought it was the pressure of her 

approaching final year and things soon got better once we were out in the sunshine.

To begin with, the trip went smoothly and the world seemed a wonderful place.

Until, I went down on one knee at Petra and asked Helen to marry me. I’d been 

nervous as anything beforehand but somehow I hadn’t really expected her to say no. It was 

hard to recapture the magic after that. We just about finished the trip together but by the 

time Helen flew back to England. I watched her go with mixed emotions. There had no 

longer seemed much point going back with her and I drifted through the next three months 

taking fresh tour groups around the same circuit. By the time I left Jordan I’d come to hate 

the sight of the ancient ruins at Petra.

There was a brief reunion when I next got back to England at Christmas but Helen 

was very distant. She seemed glad to see me initially but I could tell my presence was 
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upsetting her. She introduced me to a number of new friends, including Simon, and after a 

couple of weeks I took the hint and fled. I was on the next available plane out of the country 

and buried myself working the Nepal trekking circuits for the next year. We both wrote 

regularly and somehow stayed friends. 

I managed to avoid the wedding but saw her and Simon a few times on the rare 

occasions I was back in England. They moved to Australia a while later and I hadn’t seen 

Helen for over two years until I walked into Sarah Pagan’s kitchen.

I scowled as I drove on south. My emotions were jangling and I realised I’d hardly 

even thought about the bizarre expedition we would be setting out on together. 

I continued to frown as I watched the Micheldever turning get closer. Part of me 

knew it would be mad going off on an expedition with Helen and her husband. We could be 

out there for months and I knew from experience that personal problems and petty grudges 

have a habit of erupting out of all proportion when small groups are cooped up together. 

The question was whether I’d be professional enough to keep my private feelings to myself. 

Deep down, though, I knew it wouldn’t exactly be an ideal recipe for an expedition.

I bit my lip and stared at the road ahead. Trouble was, although I’d never admit it to 

anyone,  I  knew that it  was Helen’s  presence that would clinch my decision if  I  joined 

Pagan’s expedition. I’d spent so long making an effort not to think about her. But within 

seconds of walking into that kitchen I’d known the old feelings had never gone away.

I shook my head. The consequences could come later. If I said yes then I was 

going to have enough thinking to do about the logistics of a lengthy trip along the desert 

coast of Mauritania and Morocco. With no set time limit, we’d be searching for a wrecked 

aircraft and a small cave hiding a stone carving that could be twice as old as the pyramids. 

It sounded ridiculous but Pagan was convinced it was possible. 

It also sounded much more fun than struggling through an English winter trying to 

make a living as a gardener.
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Chapter 6: Unwelcome Visitors  

Although I’d provisionally agreed to take Pagan’s job, my response had been spur of the 

moment: prompted in part by some arm-twisting from Helen. The next morning I’d warned 

the doctor that I was going to need to think it through carefully before coming to a definite 

decision. 

Now, four days later, I was due to go back and tell her what conclusion I’d come to. 

But it was Monday morning and before leaving for Oxford, I had a couple of work matters to 

deal with.

I walked down to the office to check up on a couple of jobs. Although my business 

was  still  small,  I  rented part  of  a  workshop  on the local  industrial  estate.  It  gave me 

somewhere to keep tools and equipment. Having separate business premises also helped 

keep my work and private lives separate. 

When I got to the workshop, I found a surprise waiting.

Albie, my one employee, was already there and greeted me with a grin when I 

walked through the gate just after nine. “Got a treat this morning, you ‘ave,” he said.

“Oh yeah, what’s that?”

“Check out what’s in the office.” He leered. “I’ll look after her if you don’t want to.”

I frowned. “A customer?”

“Go on.” Albie nodded his cropped head towards the back of the workshop. “Don’t 

want to keep her waiting. Right cracker, she is.”

I rolled my eyes and laughed before heading towards the small room we grandly 

termed the office. The door was closed and I  pushed it  open.  I’d expected to find an 

attractive woman looking for a gardener. What I hadn’t bargained for was finding a blonde 

bombshell leafing through the paperwork on my desk.

“Oh hello,” she said brightly. “There you are.”

She had short, bleached-blonde hair and a curvy body crammed into a tight-fitting 

suit. The bright red lipstick matched her nails and she had a flirty twinkle in her eyes. All in 

all, not quite like anyone I’d ever found in my office before. At a guess, I’d have put her as 

late twenties although she could have been older. Either way, she was an eyeful and she 

knew it.

She’d been sitting on my desk, legs crossed when I opened the door. The position 

had pushed up her already short skirt so it revealed her most of her right thigh. As I came 

in, she put down the folder in her hand and slid gracefully but slowly off my desk.
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“Err, hello,” I said, trying to look her in the eye rather than watching her smooth the 

skirt back down so it hid her stocking top. The little display I’d just seen wasn’t helping to 

keep my train of thought focussed but I was a bit taken aback at seeing someone looking 

through my files. There was nothing important in them but it was an act that crossed a line. 

“What are you doing with my papers?”

She gave a coquettish grin. “Oh, just a bit of research. I had to do something while I 

was waiting for you.”

“Research?”

She smiled. “I could have waited outside but I’m not sure I’d have been safe. Your 

lad, Albie was giving me some very saucy looks.”

“I’m sure he was. So…”

“Oh, yes. I’m sorry.” She offered her hand, holding it in a way that suggested I could 

shake it or kiss it. “I’m Jess, Jess Davey.”

I shook her hand briefly. It was warm and lingered on mine a moment as I let go. 

“And how can I help you, Jess?” I paused. “You need some gardening work done?”

She giggled and leant back against my desk. As she did so, she put her hands to 

either side and braced herself against the edge. The movement thrust her chest out and I 

found myself looking at an eyeful of cleavage.

“No, silly,” she said. “Gardening’s not my thing. I want to talk to you about your 

expedition.”

My eyebrows rose. Her appearance, both the way she looked and what she’d been 

doing, had left me in a mild state of shock but something about the current situation didn’t 

ring true. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, playing for time. “My expedition?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “With Dr Pagan. The expedition you’re planning.”

I shook my head slowly: this wasn’t right. “I’m sorry…”

“Oh, nothing to apologise for.”

I paused and took a step back. “Who exactly are you?” I asked.

She gave another little giggle. “Now there’s a question.” She stood up from the desk 

and towards me, closing the gap again. “I’m a journalist,” she said. “We’re really interested 

in running a story about you and this expedition. It sounds awfully exciting and you’d make 

a nice human-interest angle… Ben.”

She reached out and ran a bright red nail across my shirt, tracing my collarbone. 

“Good-looking guy like you? Hunky explorer? I know a lot of the ladies would like to know 
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all about you.”

I  drew a  deep  breath  and  shook  my head.  From everything  Pagan  had  said 

previously  I  was  certain  she wouldn’t  have told  any  journalists  about  her  plans.  And, 

although she hadn’t actually sworn me to secrecy, I didn’t think my role included speaking 

to the press.

“Hold on a minute,” I said, playing for time while my brain raced. 

I tried to concentrate and ignore the fingertip moving across my chest. “I’m still not 

sure what you’re talking about. What expedition do you mean? Who told you I was taking 

part in some expedition?”

She  licked  her  lips.  “Oh,  can’t  tell  you  that,  Ben.  That  would  be  betraying  a 

confidence. You know what they say about journalists. We never reveal our sources.”

Her nail was still on my chest and it began to drift slowly downwards. “It would be 

the same with you.” She smiled. “Total… confidentially.”

The red nail began to move in a curving pattern. “It would all be just between you 

and me.” She took a deep breath and I could see her chest expand and swell until it looked 

like her jacket was going to burst. She didn’t seem to be wearing anything under it either.

“I’m  very  discrete,”  she  said  opening  her  eyes  wide  and  pulling  an  innocent 

expression. “If anyone ever asked, as far as I’m concerned, I was never here.”

I took a deep breath. This woman was being about as subtle as a brick. If it hadn’t 

been for meeting Helen again a few days previously I might have been tempted to throw 

caution to the wind. After all, I was single and my private life had been extremely dull of 

late. Plus, I was a bloke and it was a very, very long time since any woman had come on to 

me this strong. On the other hand, as enticing as Jess Davey seemed, the whole set up felt 

more than a bit odd.

I backed away and moved towards the door. “I’m not sure about this, Jess.” I said. 

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about or where you got your information from.”

She looked disapproving. “I suppose you’re going to tell me you’ve never met Dr 

Pagan either.”

I frowned. “You mean Sarah Pagan? Lives in Oxford.”

“That’s right.”

I shook my head. “She’s my ex-girlfriend’s aunt,” I said. “That’s how I know her. I 

went to her house on Thursday to meet my ex.”

My  half-truth  must  have  sounded  persuasive  because  this  time  she  looked 

genuinely doubtful. “You’re not involved in her expedition?”
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“I told you, I don’t know where you’ve got this idea from,” I said, sensing that my 

not-quite lying was starting to get her confused. “Anyway, what newspaper are you from?”

“Daily Mail,” she said.

“Have you got a card?”

”Well,” she smiled sweetly, “I’m more kind of freelance.”

I nodded. “Really? Well, I don’t know where you got your information from but I think 

you need to check your sources more carefully. I don’t think I can help you… and I don’t 

really like finding people looking through my office when I get to work.” 

She gave a shake of her hair. “Oh I didn’t mean any harm,” she said with a coy 

smile. “I was just trying to find something to keep me amused.”

“Yeah? Well, I think you’ll have to look elsewhere.”

 “That’s a shame,” she said, sauntering past me out of the office. “I think we could 

have had fun. Never mind, eh.”

And, with that she left, blowing a kiss to Albie on her way.

I took the train up to Oxford a couple of hours later. I only had one van and Albie needed it: 

we had a grass-cutting contract for a local hotel and he need to transport the mower and 

other bits and pieces over there.

I did think about Jess Davey on the way up for a while. Not so much about wanting 

to ask me questions for a newspaper, more about how she’d been planning on conducting 

the interview. She’d certainly been attractive and her invitation pretty blatant. For the first 

half an hour or so of the journey I couldn’t help wonder if it would really have mattered if I’d 

gone along with her game for a while.

But, as I got closer to Oxford, I forgot Jess Davey and started to think about Helen. I 

didn’t know if she’d still be at her aunt’s house, or how this was going to work out. The truth 

was, although I’d told Pagan I needed more time to think about her job offer, that was a lie. 

It  would  have been a very tempting proposition  even from a stranger.  It  made sense 

financially too. But that was all irrelevant really. Deep down, I’d known I would accept from 

the moment I knew Helen was involved. Whether it was a wise decision was another matter 

and getting involved in the expedition was something that I might end up regretting deeply 

but, equally, there was no way that I could say no.

The train arrived on time and I got a taxi from the station to Pagan’s house. It was 

just after midday when I arrived. It was drier than on my previous visit but considerably 

colder. Autumn was well underway now and I shivered as I went up to the front door. It 

would be good to get out of England and find some sunshine and warmth.
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I hesitated before ringing the doorbell, wondering yet again if Helen would be there. 

There was a big part  of  me that was hoping she wasn’t.  I’d never been that good at 

awkward situations and emotional conflicts. After that initial  thrill  and the excitement of 

meeting  Helen  again,  I  was  extremely  wary  of  our  next  encounter.  I  was  even more 

reluctant to see her husband again.

I shook my head angrily and pressed the bell. For a while there was no answer and 

I checked my watch again. I was certain I’d told Pagan I would be arriving just after twelve. I 

bent my head towards the door but couldn’t hear anything so rang the bell again. This time, 

however,  I  didn’t  have  to  wait  much  longer  on  the  doctor’s  doorstep  before  hearing 

footsteps approaching from inside the house.

It  was Pagan who answered the door.  She looked slightly  flustered.  “Ah,  Ben. 

Come in out of the cold.”

She led me down the hall. “I hope your journey up went smoothly.”

“No problems.”

We stopped at the entrance to the study and she gave me a brief smile and nod. 

She seemed preoccupied, however, and I had a feeling that she’d been flustered by my 

arrival. I was surprised. Pagan hadn’t struck me as the kind of woman to put her emotions 

on display. I wondered if maybe I was imagining it but then I also noticed a slight hesitation 

as she reached out to open the door to the study.

“Come on in, Ben. I want you to meet someone.”

She showed me into the room. The first thing to strike me as I looked around was 

that I couldn’t see Helen. The next thing I noticed was the broken window. A hole had been 

punched through one of the panes in the French windows. Splintered glass now littered the 

carpet between the glazed door and the fireplace.

As I stared at the damage, a movement from the other end of the room caught my eye. A 

gangling, silver-haired figure, all arms and legs, was crouched next to the big table with his 

back to us. As I watched, he shuffled on his haunches around a map spread on the floor. 

He looked awkward and I wondered why he didn’t use the table.

The bearded stranger gave a slight jump at Pagan’s polite cough and clambered up 

from the floor. He squinted at us as he unfolded his limbs then turned towards me with a 

bright smile.

Pagan stepped forward. “Ben, I’d like you to meet Dr Gavin Trevaunance. Gavin, 

this is Ben Drummond.”

The tall man strode towards me and took my hand. He craned his head forwards 
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and peered at me with interest. His hand pumped mine up and down as his head nodded to 

and fro on the end of his long neck. He must have been at least four inches taller than my 

six feet and my immediate impression was of a bundle of twigs topped with an owl’s big 

eyes and a mess of wild hair.

“Pleased to meet you, Drummond,” he said. “Sarah tells me you’ll be our guide into 

the unknown.”

I smiled. “Not really the unknown.”

Trevaunance gave a shy smile. “Oh well, it is to me.”

He winked. “You know, I’ve always wanted to go on an adventure like this. Silly isn’t 

it?”

I smiled back. Although he must have been well into his late sixties, if not a fair bit 

older, his enthusiasm was open and unashamed. I had a feeling I would like this man.

I gestured at the broken window. “What happened here?”

“Oh, nothing important.” Pagan shook her head. “Probably just local youths.”

From the corner of  my eye I  saw the lanky figure next  to me give a twitch of 

surprise. I looked at how neat the hole was and the way it had been smashed right next to 

the door handle. I shook my head. “Looks like a burglary to me.”

“Only attempted.” Pagan gave a cool smile. “Fortunately nothing of any value was 

stolen. Gavin and I were out earlier. I think we disturbed them when we came back. They 

didn’t  have time to take anything.  My desk had been rifled  but  I  don’t  keep anything 

valuable there.”

Trevaunance  nodded.  “Yes,  lucky  that.  Mind  you,  you’ll  have to  put  that  diary 

somewhere safe.”

Pagan’s eyes narrowed but she didn’t say anything.

“Have you called the police?” I asked.

She snorted. “What’s the point? I doubt they’ll be excited by a broken window and a 

burglar who’s long gone. Nothing valuable has been taken, Ben. It was probably just some 

drug addict looking for cash or something easy to sell.”

I frowned. “Still, worth letting the police know, though.”

“Hmmph.” Pagan shook her head.

I walked over and took a closer look. “Pretty neat job. At least you’ve only got one 

pane of glass to fix.”

Trevaunance laughed. “That’s because the key was in the door on the inside. Made 

life easy for them. They just let themselves in and then started going through the desk. 
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They’d unplugged the computer too but hadn’t managed to disconnect it from all the other 

bits and pieces. If we’d been a bit later I think they’d have stripped the place.”

Pagan’s brows met in a scowl but she didn’t say anything.

“It’s funny,” I said. “I had my own unwelcome visitor this morning.”

“What?” Pagan’s head span in my direction so fast I thought it might come off. “You 

were burgled as well?”

“No. Nothing like that. Well…”

She frowned. “Tell me what happened?”

“I went down to my workshop this morning and there was a woman in my office. 

She was sitting on my desk going through my paperwork. Told me she was a journalist 

working for the Daily Mail and that she wanted to interview me about the expedition.”

Pagan looked at me aghast but I held up a hand before she could say anything. 

“Don’t worry. I didn’t tell her anything. I told her I didn’t know about any expedition.” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know where she’d got her information from but she knew your 

name.  I  didn’t  deny knowing you.  I  told  her  I’d been up to your  house last  Thursday 

because I’d come to see an ex-girlfriend and you were her aunt.”

Pagan nodded slowly.

Trevaunance  shook  his  head.  “I’m  a  bit  surprised.  No  offence  to  you,  Mr 

Drummond, but if the Daily Mail were onto the story surely they’d come to you first, Sarah?”

“That’s the thing, though,” I said. “I’m not a certain she really was working for the 

Mail, or if she was even a journalist. She told me she was ‘kind of freelance’ but she didn’t 

have a notebook or anything else. And like I said, when I went into my office she was 

looking through the things on my desk.”

“Was there anything there?” asked Pagan nervously.

“Relax, doctor,” I said. “The only thing she’d have found were planting schemes, 

grass  cutting  schedules,  bills,  invoices:  that  kind  of  thing.  Maybe  a  garden  supplies 

catalogue. Nothing about you or driving in Africa and no mention of caves or sphinxes.”

She smiled slowly. “Well that’s a relief. But you don’t think she was genuine?”

“No.” I smiled briefly to myself as I pictured the stocking top and cleavage that had 

been put on show for my benefit. “I’m not really sure what her game was but I don’t think it 

was journalism.”
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Chapter 7  : Disputed Evidence      

To my surprise, Pagan didn’t ask any more about Jess Davey. I’d expected the third degree 

but all that seemed to matter was whether I’d said anything about the expedition or the 

sphinx. Once satisfied on that count, the doctor seemed to loose interest in the subject. 

With a flick of the hand she indicated the conversation was over. 

She continued to be equally dismissive when I repeated my suggestion that she 

should call the police about the fact she’d apparently disturbed a burglar in her own house.

“No,” she said bluntly. “It’s not worth the time and fuss involved.”

Instead, she pressed a firm hand on my shoulder and steered me towards the 

fireplace. I had no time to dwell on any misgivings I might have had as she shepherded me, 

along with Gavin Trevaunance, towards the chairs by the fire.

“I  don’t  want  you  fretting  over  a  broken  window,”  said  Pagan.  “Apart  from 

formalising your position organising the logistics, the other main reason I wanted you here 

today was to meet Gavin. He’s helping finance what we’re doing and he’s going to be our 

geologist.”

I frowned. I hadn’t yet said anything to Pagan about whether or not I was taking her 

job. On the other hand, I guessed she was taking my presence for agreement. But rather 

than discuss that side of things there and then, I glanced over my shoulder at the stick-like 

figure standing behind me. 

“A geologist?” I asked. “Is that a normal part of archaeology?”

“As a rule, no.” The doctor smiled briefly. “However, Gavin’s expertise could prove 

invaluable. You make yourself comfortable, I’ll fetch some coffee and then we can talk. So 

far I’ve only given you an outline of what I’m looking for. If Gavin and I give you the full story 

it should make things clearer.”

Once she’d left the room I ignored the seats by the fireplace and walked over to 

look at the map that Trevaunance had been studying. It was a map of North Africa showing 

the geological formations of the region.

“I was just doing my homework,” said the geologist.

I nodded. “You know the area?”

His eyes twinkled. “Never been there myself but I’ve a fair idea what’s beneath the 

surface. Mind you,  she was exaggerating when she said I might be invaluable. I’m an 

oilman really. My speciality is marine exploration. My knowledge of what Sarah’s interested 

in isn’t much greater than that of your average layman.”
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I smiled. “Well that’s okay. I know a fair bit about desert driving but I don’t really 

know the north west coast of Africa. We can cover for each other if it gets tricky.”

The older man chuckled. “Sounds like a fair deal.”

We stood together in an amiable silence for a few minutes looking at the map until 

Pagan came back. She carried three mugs in one hand.

“Helen here?” I asked in my best casual voice.

The doctor shot me a sharp look. “She’s in London. Seeing to some matters she 

had to sort out. You’ll see her again soon enough.”

I nodded and took a mug of coffee from her. I went to sit down by the fire. The other 

two followed.

“So,” I said. “You were going to tell me why you’re so keen on finding a statue of a 

sphinx hidden in a Moroccan cave.”

Pagan nodded and sat opposite me. Trevaunance took the chair between us and 

stretched his long legs towards the fire. Pagan paused a moment to gather her thoughts, 

then began. “To go right back to the beginning, it all started quite some years ago. I was on 

a dig out in Syria at the time and didn’t hear about it until months later.”

She crossed her legs and smoothed out her cream-coloured trousers as she settled 

down to tell her tale. “One of the Egyptology journals published a theory by an amateur 

historian which upset a lot of people. He’s the man I mentioned to you when we first met. 

As I said, his claims about the age of The Sphinx at Giza were completely contrary to 

established theory but he had some tough evidence to refute.”

“That’s  where  we  geologists  come in,”  said Trevaunance with  a grin.  “Causing 

trouble again.”

Pagan looked slightly  askance at  the interruption  but  continued.  “You see:  the 

accepted theory is that The Sphinx at Giza was carved around the same time the Great 

Pyramids were built.  Most  Egyptologists  believe the face on The Sphinx to be that of 

Khefren, son of the great Pharaoh Khufu, or Cheops as he’s also known. Khufu is generally 

believed to be the pharaoh who ordered the first of the Great Pyramids built and his sons 

responsible for the next two.”

She  spread  her  fingers  and  gave  a  very expressive  shrug.  “Basically,  though, 

there’s not a lot of evidence to link The Sphinx and the Great Pyramids apart from the fact 

they’re next to each other. And it’s hard to put a lot of faith in the idea that it’s Khefren’s 

face on The Sphinx because most Egyptian art was ritualistic, based on ideals rather than 

what  something or  somebody actually  looked like.  The fact  that  The Sphinx’s  nose is 
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missing doesn’t help with comparisons either.”

The doctor gave a dry smile. “Personally though, I think arguing about who The 

Sphinx looks like is irrelevant. It’s quite likely the statue’s head has been reworked, possibly 

more than once. Pharaohs often took over each other’s monuments. The argument is a 

complete red herring in light of the wider implications of West’s suggestions.”

I frowned. “Who was West? Is he the one who put everyone’s noses out of joint?”

Pagan nodded.

“Another villain,” added Trevaunance with a wink. “He’s an amateur historian and 

they’re even worse than geologists.”

Pagan shook her head. “It’s not so much the fact John West is an amateur that 

offended the establishment. Even amateurs can get accepted if they follow the right course. 

West not only didn’t have an acceptable academic background but he also refused to go 

along with the accepted doctrine about The Sphinx. Instead, he started telling all kinds of 

people that the professional archaeologists had got it wrong.”

“So,” I said, “apart from being an uncouth amateur, what did West say that was so 

sensational?” 

“He pointed out the erosion on The Sphinx,” said Trevaunance.

“The erosion?”

I shook my head. I still didn’t have a clue what these two were on about.

“Let me explain properly,” said Pagan. “The Sphinx at Giza is carved from a natural 

outcrop. It doesn’t lie on the surface. Its body is within a rectangular pit, or enclosure, that’s 

cut into the rock. In fact, for centuries, the enclosure was full of sand and the only part of 

the Sphinx which could be seen was its head.”

Pagan reached out from her desk and picked up a photograph set into a card 

frame. She held it out and I took it from her. All I could see was a picture of a plateau of 

bare, weathered rock. “Take a look at it.”

I studied the photograph blankly. There were no details to give it perspective and I 

couldn’t see anything particularly unusual or interesting about the view. There was also no 

obvious connection to The Sphinx. “So what?” I said.

Trevaunance and Pagan glanced at each other and the doctor gave a little smile. 

My hackles rose. I hate it when people get a kick out of showing their superiority.

Trevaunance seemed to notice my reaction and the gangling geologist reached out 

an apologetic hand. “You’ll have to excuse us,” he said. “But we’ve both gone through the 

same thing and it’s reassuring to see it work on other people.”

54



I couldn’t help smiling back. “Okay, but please put me out of my misery and get to 

the point.”

Trevaunance pointed to the picture. “You see how the rock is weathered?”

I nodded. Vertical grooves and funnels covered the side of the rock below the edge 

of the plateau.

“I expect you’ve seen similar formations on your travels,” said Trevaunance.

“Yes. It doesn’t look too remarkable.”

One finger traced the erosion patterns. “See how the grooves are vertical?”

I nodded again.

“What would you guess had caused the weathering?”

I frowned, wondering what the catch was. “Well… rain.”

Trevaunance clapped his hand with delight  and then slapped me on the back. 

“Excellent! Obvious even to a layman.”

I gave a slight scowl but there wasn’t anything patronising in his tone of voice.

“Now for the trick,” said Trevaunance.

He took the picture and slid it from inside its card mount. He waved the photo with a 

showman’s flourish and handed it back. I frowned when I saw the rest of the image. What 

I’d been looking at was a black and white print of The Sphinx at Giza, taken from the side, 

with the head and paws masked by the card surround.

I looked at the two of them carefully. I’d seen the trick but didn’t quite understand 

the significance.

Pagan smiled. “As you see, The Sphinx’s body has been eroded by rain. Not the 

kind of weathering you’d get from a brief storm but the sort of erosion caused by regular 

rainfall. The trouble is, The Sphinx stands in the middle of the desert that has been dry 

since well before the time of the Pharaohs.”

Trevaunance nodded. “Wind weathering causes completely different patterns but 

the erosion on The Sphinx can only have been caused by rain.”

I shook my head. I could see the problem but still hadn’t got the point. “Okay,” I 

said. “Let’s take this a stage at a time. Stop me if I go wrong but, firstly, The Sphinx is sitting 

in a spot that’s supposed to have been desert since before the statue was carved.”

They both nodded.

“And the body has been worn away by rainwater?”

They nodded again.

“But it’s been carved out of natural rock so it couldn’t have been moved there from 
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somewhere that’s not so dry?”

Trevaunance chuckled. “You’re on a roll, Ben. Haven’t put a foot wrong yet.”

I held up my hand. “Maybe the rock was already eroded when The Sphinx was 

carved?”

Trevaunance shook his head. His eyes twinkled and I could tell he was enjoying 

himself. “Not possible, I’m afraid. As Sarah said, The Sphinx doesn’t sit on the surface. Its 

body rests in a rectangular pit cut out of the bedrock. The sides of the pit are far too straight 

to be natural but you can see where the water has eroded them too. There’s no question 

about it. The erosion came after The Sphinx was cut out.”

Pagan nodded. “The walls of the enclosure are the convincing factor. Stonemasons 

have been repairing The Sphinx itself for thousands of years. That’s why the question of 

the face is largely academic. We can’t be certain we are looking at the statue’s original 

features. But we know the original statue was an animal-shaped monument. It was carved 

out of natural stone and it’s all been eroded by the action of water.”

I frowned. “So, is this is where you come in, Dr Trevaunance?”

The lanky man on my left shook his head. “Not me,” said Trevaunance. “And call 

me Gavin, please.” He grinned. “I’ve never even been to Egypt in my life. As I told you, it’s 

not even my speciality. No, West got in touch with a professor from Boston University in the 

States. He checked out the geology and he’s a good man, knows his stuff.”

“He’s  also  got  more courage than some geologists,”  Pagan  added  caustically. 

“When West first put his idea forwards he wanted a geologist to back him up and came to 

Oxford. He did the same trick with the picture that we just showed you. The man he went to 

was positive he was looking at a classic example of water erosion. But when he saw the 

whole picture and understood the significance of what it meant he backed down. Despite 

the evidence, he refused to come out in public and confirm what West suspected.”

Pagan looked sour. “West had to go to an American for the scientific support he 

needed because the British establishment weren’t prepared to step out of line. It didn’t even 

matter if West was right or not.”

Trevaunance cracked his knuckles. “Mind you, if he’d come to me out of the blue I’d 

have thought twice about it too.”

Pagan frowned. “Oh come on, Gavin,” she snapped. “You’ve said yourself that it 

can only be water erosion.”

The tall  man waved off  her reprimand with a careless gesture and combed his 

fingers through his silver hair. “I know that, Sarah,” he said. I’m not questioning that. But I’d 
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have thought twice about being the first to say it in public. You have to be certain about 

these things. You spend a long time building a reputation. You can’t just throw it away for 

the sake of the first maverick who comes along without first giving it some serious thought.”

I watched the two of them. It was lovely to see. Pagan had coloured deeply at 

Trevaunance’s off-hand comment about mavericks and lost reputations. She was clearly 

riled but trying hard to keep her composure. It was Trevaunance’s casual air that was 

obviously irritating her and I’m sure he knew it.  The geologist  had a wicked sense of 

humour and my admiration for him was soaring. Sarah Pagan wasn’t the sort of woman I 

would have dared bait idly.

Pagan actually looked lost for words and I held up my hand.  “You might have 

thought twice about saying it, Dr Trevaunance, but the question is would you have been 

prepared to say it?”

Trevaunance grinned and held up his hands in defeat. “Ah, now you might have 

caught me there.” He looked impishly at Pagan. “I only said I’d have thought twice about it, 

Sarah. That’s not the same as refusing to do something.”

The archaeologist snorted in disgust. “You should have gone into semantics not 

geology,” she said. “And I should have remembered who I was talking to. Knowing you, 

Gavin, you’d have shouted it from the rooftops just for the fun of seeing how many people 

you could upset.”

Trevaunance nodded gleefully. “Yup. Particularly if they were archaeologists.”

I shook my head. “But this still  hasn’t explained it properly. Something’s strange 

about The Sphinx but what’s the answer?”

Pagan smiled. “Well for that answer you have to go to a climatologist. They say the 

last  time  Egypt  had  any  appreciable  rainfall  was  before  4,500  BC.  That’s  nearly  two 

thousand years before the building of the Great Pyramids and, supposedly, The Sphinx.”

She leant forward. “The evidence says The Sphinx can’t have been carved when 

the pyramids were built, or later. Logically, the answer has to be that it’s far older. The 

climate dates tie in with the geological evidence. West’s expert said the rock formation 

shows The Sphinx dates from between 5,000 and 7,000 BC. West suggests it’s a few 

thousand years older still because that would have lined the statue up with the equinox at 

that time.”

“And what do you think?” I asked.

Pagan hesitated. “Ah, the six million dollar question.”

She grimaced. “I prefer the dates of the geologist but I’m open to persuasion. If 
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alignment was important it doesn’t have to be the alignment of the equinox. The Sphinx 

could have been carved to face some other configuration, either stellar or terrestrial, that 

had some particular  symbolism to its creators.  Equally,  its  alignment  could have been 

irrelevant, although that’s unlikely, or it could have been carved in relation to an alignment 

from a different epoch.”

She leant forward. “What I do believe is that The Sphinx was originally created at 

least three thousand years before the pyramids were built. That makes it far older than 

even the first of the pharaohs and predating any art from earlier known Egyptian cultures.”

The stare from her grey eyes was intense. “Which means we have to look for an 

earlier civilisation. Not just a primitive people but one capable of erecting large monuments. 

A culture that has virtually vanished without trace. What I want to do is try and find another 

piece of evidence to show that they existed.”

“And this statue in Morocco is the clue?”

She nodded. “Yes. If it’s there. Because I think the sphinx is the clue. Different kinds 

of sphinxes turn up all around the Middle East and the eastern Mediterranean region. They 

appear as far apart as the Crimea and Crete but the ones we know about all date from 

much later than The Sphinx at Giza. The Greeks, the Assyrians,  the Phoenicians and 

others all borrowed the image of the animal with a human head from Egypt. Some of them 

added wings and adapted it in various ways but the basic shapes all derive from Egyptian 

forms. What we have to do is trace it backwards.”

Pagan glanced sideways as the end of a burning log dropped from the grate. “I’ve 

never heard of a sphinx being found in Moorish culture,” she continued. “So, my hunch is 

that what Emma Burg saw is a statue that’s much older and possibly of a similar age to The 

Sphinx at Giza.”

“So who do you think built it?” I asked.

Pagan hesitated and it was Trevaunance who answered for her. “It’s got to be a 

civilisation so old that most people think they were just a myth. And the only one that fits the 

bill was written about by Plato.”

He winked when he saw my blank look. “The people of Atlantis.”

I looked at him in astonishment.

Pagan nodded. “Not the Atlantis of comic books and films but Atlantis all the same. 

Legends rarely come from nothing, Ben. The story of Atlantis is mostly fanciful rubbish but 

that doesn’t mean there isn’t a kernel of truth to the myth.”

The archaeologist turned and looked into the flames of her fire. “Although there is a 
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lot of romantic nonsense attached to the story of Atlantis, it’s a legend that has been around 

for a very long time. The story we know comes from Plato but he claimed to be repeating a 

much older tale that he got from the priests at Sais in Egypt.”

Trevaunance took up the story. “So, if you ignore all the mumbo-jumbo, what you’ve 

got is one of the oldest myths in existence. It’s the story of a great civilisation that was 

destroyed by war and disasters. Probably wildly exaggerated but so are all legends.”

The geologist leant forwards with an intense look. “But, supposing The Sphinx does 

come from thousands of years before the Egyptians piled up their first rocks into a pointy 

shape. In that case, someone else must have built it instead of the pharaohs. Now, nobody 

knows where Atlantis was,  how far its empire stretched or if  it  really existed.  So, until 

someone  shows  otherwise  why  not  assume  it  was  the  Atlanteans  who  carved  The 

Sphinx?”

I nodded slowly. I wasn’t wholly convinced but didn’t really know enough to argue.

Trevaunance thumped me on the arm and gave me a broad grin. I could see the 

delight in his big, owl’s eyes. 

“The thing is, Ben,” he said “at the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter. Whether 

there’s really a lost sphinx in a cave or it was just a hallucination isn’t important. Either way, 

we’re going to have a damn fine adventure looking for it!”
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