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            1 In the Barley Field
            

         
 
         
            May you go forth by day,
            

            May you join the sun disc
            

            And may his rays illuminate your face
            
 
            (Book of the Dead )
            

         
 
         He woke up in a barley field.
         
 
         For a while he just lay there, flat on his back, with his arms outstretched and his right hand curled in a fist. Something soft and furry tickled his cheek. He opened his mouth to swallow down warm air, like someone dying of thirst gulping a cool drink of water.
         
 
         His eyes were dry and crusted – had he been asleep for a while? He squinted up at a fuzz of green and gold waving against a naked blue sky. Words came into his head.
         
 
         Barley … Tickly …
         
 
         Sun … Hot … 
         
 
          
         Ground … Hard.
         
 
         Pain crinkled his legs as he moved them. The soles of his feet were a raw pinky-brown and clean, as if he’d never taken a step in his life – which, for all he knew, he never had. He hoisted himself upright, swaying like the barley. As he took his first steps the dry soil was scuffed up into scabby patches, revealing a damp, dark brown underneath.
         
 
         Good for growing things in, he thought, then, How did I know that?
         
 
         When he put out his hands to steady himself he found he was carrying a piece of … wood, yes, wood, that’s what it was called. Two pieces of wood braced at an angle and ending with a dull metal blade. He had no idea what it was for, nor the scratchy thing strapped to his shoulder, for that matter.
         
 
         Before he could properly balance himself, the ground began to shudder. He turned round and round quickly, looking for something called danger. The ground rippled so violently he was afraid he’d be shaken right off it. Suddenly, startlingly, a large white hippopotamus came crashing right through the middle of the field, running straight towards him. Its mouth was open, showing giant teeth and a fat, pink tongue. Four hefty feet trampled the barley and the soil.
         
 
          
         He yelped – the first sound he had heard himself make. He jumped to one side. The hippo never flinched. It stomped past, quickly followed by a new noise. What sort of sound was it? A gruffling? Grouching? Grallaking? No. Growling, that was the word. Growling and barking. Dogs!
         
 
         For one moment he had a picture in his mind of speedy lean creatures running alongside him, with tongues hanging out and eyes bright with excitement. Yes, he knew dogs, but he’d never seen ones like these two before, all squat bodies and savage tempers. Their faces had a jackal-look about them and their barks held the promise of pain. He didn’t wait to find out how sharp the yellowed teeth were. He turned and ran down the wide trail left by the speeding hippo, his bare feet ripped open on the crumpled barley stalks. He was quickly learning that whoever he was, wherever he was, he wanted to be safe.
         
 
         Without warning he broke out of the field. Having only air to fight against he pitched forward and stumbled a few steps across dark, damp ground. Thick clumps of grass and reeds sprouted up before him, following the line of something wide and wet straight ahead.
         
 
         A river!
 
         An old remembered cunning told him dogs couldn’t track across water, even if they could swim. All he had to do was plunge right in and hide among the reeds until the vicious beasts grew bored. Once they gave up the chase he could slink across the river to the other side.
         
 
         He skidded down a muddy ridge and floundered as quietly as possible into the brown water. It was wonderfully cool on his skin, though the cuts on his feet sizzled with pain. He half waded, half swam towards a green sward of marsh plants spreading into the river where the current was slack. He went more carefully when he caught glimpses of creatures – birds, were they called? – moving through the sedge. He didn’t want to disturb anything that might give his hiding place away. Once settled and safe the sounds of the river tickled his ears: water rippled, long stems rustled, hoarse voices croaked in secret places. Over on the bank the dogs ran wild, barking in their own coarse language. Let them bark!
         
 
         Something new caught his attention – a tawny slinking thing with golden eyes and long whiskers. For a moment he relived the sensation of fur brushing his cheek. It was a cat. He suddenly knew it, as surely as he knew that cats hunted birds.
         
 
         No, no, no, not here, Cat. Go look for your dinner somewhere I’m not!
         
 
          
         The cat kept creeping across the matted plants until the very thing he dreaded happened: one bird called warning, causing a flock of lapwings and tiny sparrows to shoot up from the marsh, calling danger! danger! danger!
         
 
         A host of other birds answered the cry, making a storm of feathers in the air, too many for him to see or name. There was no time for him to wish for wings of his own. He pushed out from the greenery and began to thrash in the open water, somehow keeping hold of his wooden tool and basket all the while. He had no idea that one clump of reeds hid a gnarled brown beast, savouring the sight of a helpless human. This impossibly fat crocodile submerged silently and followed the taste of blood trickling from his feet. It wouldn’t attack as long as the cat patrolled the riverbank. After that …
         
 
         Up on dry land the cat licked grass seeds from its fur and watched the boy draw closer to the far side of the river, where reeds soon gave way to a great plain of red sand that shimmered in the heat. Beyond that, mountains glared red and gold in the sun. Arching over their jagged summits was endless blue sky, entirely bare of clouds.
         
 
         Then came a new sound, not a dog’s bark or a bird’s cry. A man walked out of the barley to the river, with the sun blazing behind him. One word cracked the air.
         
 
          
         ‘Stop! ’
         
 
         The boy’s arms suddenly flopped to his side, and his legs went limp too. He sank down then bobbed up again, spitting some water out of his mouth, choking on the rest. His toes found the shallow river bottom, just keeping his eyes and nose above water. He was half aware of a new fear – that submerged snakes would come coiling round his legs.
         
 
         ‘Rip! Bite! Over here, now!’
 
         The dogs bounded towards the man giving high-pitched yips of pent-up violence.
 
         ‘Stay!’
 
         Like the boy they were obedient, dropping to their bellies at the order. There was fear and love in their eyes as they watched the man walk to the river edge.
         
 
         He was tall – almost as tall as the barley – with dark and dusty skin. Hair sprouted from his scalp in black plaits, like clumps of angry spiders. His arms, shoulders and legs were thick with … the boy struggled for the word, muscles. No, more than that. Power. What was the man carrying? Certainly not a soggy basket. The boy flexed his own fingers as if he remembered carrying something like it himself, before he woke up with his strange stick of wood. Yes, he knew what the man wielded, even though he hadn’t quite remembered what it could do.
         
 
          
         It was a whip.
 
         In his mind he heard its sharp song.
 
         The man casually uncoiled the whip. ‘Running back to the red lands, are you? What sort of beast have I caught? No claws, no sting, no fangs spitting poison … Ha! Look at that fierce face, Rip! It’s a runt. A stunted little manling that thinks it can fight us! You could swallow him down in two mouthfuls and still have room for more, couldn’t you, you nasty mongrel? Well, that changes things a bit. Come back to the bank, shabti, that’s right, over here. In front of me. Stand up straight! Look smart when I’m talking to you. Yes, keep your eyes on my whip. Know what it’s for? Makes you shake, doesn’t it? That’s nothing to how it will make you scream if I catch you running away again!’
         
 
         Immediately the boy swam back to the shore. Shabti, the man had called him, so Shabti became his name.
         
 
         He discovered what sweat was when large drops of it rolled down his forehead and into his eyes, mixing with trickles of river water. He was desperate to get away from the whip and the dogs, but the man’s words had a strange hold over him. He dragged all his willpower to a hard ball inside and looked straight into the man’s furrowed scowl, defying it.
         
 
         No use.
 
          
         As soon as the man said, ‘Step forward,’ he did just that. His world exploded as a fist punched into his face.
         
 
         The man rubbed his knuckles and grinned, while the dogs barked their excitement. ‘When I talk to you, keep your eyes fixed on the floor, get it?’
         
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         Amazingly, this word came out of his own blood-tasting mouth.
 
         ‘Yes, what?’
 
         ‘Er … yes what.’
 
         ‘No, you thick-witted fool! Say, Yes, Master.’
         
 
         Instinctively Shabti tried to swallow the words down. He couldn’t.
         
 
         ‘Yes, Master.’
 
         A cunning gleam lit the man’s eyes. ‘Say, Yes, Master Hob. No, no, wait, say, Yes, Master Hob, I am nothing but stinking dung.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Master Hob, I am … nothing but … stinking dung.’
         
 
         What was dung? What was stinking? What was I for that matter? No chance to ask. Master Hob had him by the arm and was twisting him round to look over the river.
         
 
         ‘A word of advice, boy. If I were you, I’d think very carefully about going near the river again. You were lucky Lady Hippo didn’t squash you in one of her tantrums, or that that treacherous crocodile there didn’t bite you in two, pull you down and wedge you on the riverbed till your flesh was nice and rotten – tender enough to be torn from your bones without any trouble. And that’s not all, ’cause you see, no matter how quick the crocodiles are, they’re helpless as kittens when the real predators come from the red lands. Those Deshret monsters take great pleasure skinning crocs while they’re still alive …’
         
 
         Hob enjoyed seeing Shabti go white with fear. Then his tone changed, though the nasty glitter in his eyes didn’t diminish.
         
 
         ‘Off you go now,’ he said lightly. ‘Back into the barley with you.’
         
 
         ‘I can go?’
 
         ‘Yes – hop it. Don’t worry, the dogs’ll stay with me.’
 
         In a heartbeat he was away from the river and plunging through the barley. Hob had let him go! He was free after all! The field was so vast he could soon become lost again, try another way of escaping. He’d be clever this time. They’d never know where he was hiding, never …
         
 
         ‘Shabti! Where are you?’
         
 
         Immediately Shabti’s whole body convulsed and he stopped dead. Even though he put his free hand over his mouth and bit down hard he couldn’t stop the words vomiting out.
         
 
         ‘Here I am!’ he answered once, then a second time, ‘Here I am!’
         
 
         Master Hob sauntered up, jeering ha ha ha. ‘Now do you understand, Shabti? You can’t run away. Whenever I call, you have to answer me. You have to do whatever I say. Understand?’
         
 
         ‘Yes … I mean, yes, Master Hob.’
 
         ‘Good. Now follow me. You’ve work to do. Endless, backbreaking work!’
         
 
         Work it was then.
 
         Whatever that meant.
 
         ‘Before you start I’ll teach you a favourite saying of mine – A boy’s ears are in his back. He doesn’t hear until you beat him.’
         
 
         With these words Hob brandished his whip.
 
         Every lash brought a shout of pain and outrage from the boy. Over and over his mind protested – What have I done to deserve this?
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            2 Going Underground
            

         
 
         
            The place is ghostly and peopled by nightmares. 
            
 
            (Amelia B. Edwards, 

					A Thousand Miles Up the Nile)
            

				
 
         Too much sky – too much light!
         
 
         Amy Clayton crammed her sunglasses on and kept her gaze low. December in Egypt was nothing like England’s grey rain. Here there were no clouds and the sun was like a great glaring eye.
         
 
         She was stuck between arriving and knowing what to do next.
         
 
         Clusters of men glanced at her from the kiosks and corners of the concrete strip outside Luxor Airport. Not threatening. Curious. Entertained, even, by the strange sight she presented in the dusty heat – her black and red plaits, black boots, ripped black jeans. The men squinted at the glitter of her aggressive jewellery, and the raincoat stuffed in a strap of her backpack. Not far off an army of bony brown cats scavenged round a rubbish bin. They scattered as a nearby car engine choked to life.
         
 
         Sun, men, cats – Amy ignored all of them.
 
         No sign of her dad anywhere. What to do next?
 
         A hand tugged at her backpack.
 
         ‘Hey! Get off that!’
 
         She wrestled it away from a tall, straw-haired boy about her own age, dressed in dusty jeans and a crisp white shirt – sleeves rolled up to display a tan.
         
 
         ‘Just trying to help you to a taxi,’ the boy said. ‘You’re Amy Clayton, right?’
         
 
         ‘I can carry my own bag! Where’s my dad?’
 
         ‘Busy at the dig, so he sent me to meet you. I’m Jason Henderson …’
         
 
         ‘I know who you are, and yes, I have seen you on telly with Dad. Last time we met for real you picked your nose and ate your own snot.’
         
 
         His famous as-seen-on-TV smile vanished. ‘That was five years ago! And I didn’t, anyway.’
         
 
         ‘Did.’
 
         ‘Let’s just go, shall we?’
 
         Amy wouldn’t get in the taxi at first – there was no seat belt.
         
 
         Jason said fine, she could walk to the desert.
 
          
         ‘The driver’s smoking!’ she hissed, once in the car.
 
         ‘Welcome to Egypt,’ was the only reply.
 
         
               

         
 
         ‘Egypt stinks,’ Charlotte Pratt had informed everyone at school. Charlotte’s experience of Egypt was based on a quick trip to Cairo at the height of summer during a power cut. ‘The pyramids are way small and the whole city smells of blocked sewers and they burn dirty toilet paper instead of flushing it, and the pollution’s, like, really bad, and there are dead horses just lying in the streets. You’ll love it, Amy. You’ll fit right in.’
         
 
         Jason began an enthusiastic explanation of the sights they passed.
         
 
         Amy filtered his voice out, thinking, Save it for the cameras, wonder boy.
         
 
         The taxi dodged donkey carts and battered vans. Billboards, apartment blocks, mosques and markets – the town of Luxor spread its sun-coloured stones along the banks of the river. Amy stared at ancient monuments from behind the secrecy of her sunglasses. Columns, towers and great gateways … everything was god-sized. She felt very small.
         
 
         They nosed through a jam of geriatric cars to a long promenade, and there it was … The legendary River Nile. Beyond that, the desert.
         
 
          
         The sky was so wide over there! It spread out for ever, too vast to be blue, too dry for clouds. The desert cliffs were dense lumps of red squatting on the horizon.
         
 
         ‘The west bank,’ Jason said. ‘Once known as Thebes. That’s where the ancient dead are buried – set to rest in their rocky tombs for all eternity.’
         
 
         As presenter of the hit TV show Action Archaeology! Amy’s dad was being paid to dig them up.
         
 
         
               

         
 
         ‘Why would I want to spend Christmas in Egypt?’ Amy had moaned when the idea was first mooted.
         
 
         ‘Well you can’t stay here,’ Mum said at once. ‘Not with the builders still plastering the nursery, and Claire’ll need your bedroom till the baby comes.’
         
 
         ‘Cheers, Claire, for making me homeless.’
 
         ‘Don’t talk to your sister like that!’
 
         ‘Fine, take her side again!’
 
         Claire said, ‘Seriously, Ames, you’ve always wanted to go to Egypt. Remember when you used to fancy Tutankhamun? You’ll be back in time for the birth and baby-sitting duties. Don’t tell me you’d rather go stay with Grandma Clayton and her nasty doggies?’
         
 
         Amy began, ‘I’d rather …’ then stopped. Rather what? Rather have everyone at least pretend she wasn’t some sort of distasteful stain they couldn’t scrub clean? Rather turn back time to when she didn’t feel she had to skulk in corners or apologize for her very existence? Rather not feel like guilt incarnate every time someone glanced in her direction?
         
 
         Dad’s only contribution to the debate was a flustered, ‘Doesn’t anybody realize the pressure I’m under for this new series?’
         
 
         
               

         
 
         They motored across the Nile in a noisy boat. Jumping on board made Amy wince. Pills never quite killed the pain of her cracked ribs. There was no forgetting her injuries, no matter how whole she looked on the outside. She flinched again when Jason put out a hand to help her out of the boat.
         
 
         The road on the far side quickly took them away from the river’s cooling breezes and into the dry landscape of the desert edge. Scrubby plants struggled for life as long as possible before rocks ruled completely. The cliffs weren’t high enough to block the sun, nothing could, but they were still overwhelming and somehow grotesque, as if they’d been created from a deformed mould. Where the rock was exposed to light it glowed a warm, pale orange. At the foot of the cliffs cascades of white stones mixed with drab sand. There were valleys eroded in the high plateau, each reaching into the rocks like a spidery hand with knobbly knuckles.
         
 
         ‘Which valley are you filming in?’
 
         ‘You don’t say valley,’ Jason corrected her. ‘It’s wadi.’
         
 
         ‘Fine. Which wadi?’
 
         ‘The Windy Wadi.’
 
         Their bus dropped them at the beginning of a featureless path between the cliffs. As they walked along it, the real world fell away and they were quickly surrounded by the desert plateau. It made no effort to impress. It simply was. Sun, rocks, sky. Nothing else, unless you could count the uncomfortable sense of immanence – as if some ageless spirit lived in the elements, just on the edge of understanding.
         
 
         The path fanned out and they arrived. Their only welcome was a wave from a tall man in a turban who stood at a spoil heap of debris, watching over a convoy of dusty workers dragging old tyres full of further rocks to add to the pile. Jason said he was the Egyptian overseer – Farouk.
         
 
         Amy looked around the wadi. So this was where the Action Archaeology! team would conjure up marvels for their primetime slot on the Discovery Channel. What was all the fuss about? She’d imagined a super-slick operation in a glamorous setting, with private trailers for the presenters and top-notch technology. This place all looked very home-made and uncomfortable.
         
 
          
         Pathways were marked with string tied round sticks jammed in the ground. Wooden chicken baskets were stacked like primitive skyscrapers. One faded green awning provided shade for a couple of rickety plastic chairs. There was no breeze. No noise either, save for the sound of rocks sliding and men murmuring. Amy struggled to breathe the heavy air.
         
 
         ‘Why’s it called Windy Wadi?’
 
         Jason smirked. ‘Because it’s not.’
 
         ‘Ha ha.’ She looked around but saw only Egyptian men in their long galabeya tunics. ‘Where’s my dad?’
         
 
         ‘Probably trying to be in two places at once.’
 
         That sounded about right.
 
         She spotted a dark hole high on a steep slope of stones to her right, on the north side of the wadi. There it was, the cause of all the upheaval. The one bit of darkness in all the aching light.
         
 
         ‘Ready to go underground?’ Jason asked.
 
         No! That was absolutely the last thing she felt like doing. Looking at the tomb entrance there on the slope, Amy couldn’t help shrivelling inside.
         
 
         Why did people have to dig up things that were best left buried?
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