.assumed she was joking. ‘Good one!” he’d

P'm Tutankbamun!’

at him with those ridiculously green eyes..

» Cleopatra, Queen of the Nile, had a thmg;
esar? I'm King Tut . . . the boy pharaoh . ..
ghed on, even though he knew that the second
slaining a joke you might as well tattoo L for
forehead and go home.
-ven blinked.
;:idenly clapped his hand over his mouth. ‘Oh,
me your name really zs Cleopatra?’
rort,’ she’d said stiffly, before turning away to
ser points of Ancient Egyptian funerary texts
. who wasn’t a total idiot.
as staring at him again now, blinding him with
:e.d out to switch it off but he missed and jabbed
‘e eyes instead.
ied, but finally she spoke.

know where the Benben Stone is hidden, she

10

CONFESSION

CLEO SUSPECTED THAT the tall, gangly boy with the
disorganized sand-coloured hair was making fun of her
again.

Allshe knew abouthim was thathe was the son of Julie Flint.
Julie was the only journalistallowed on the dig, because she was
working for the Danny Farr Foundation which was funding
the project. On the one occasion they’d met, he’d laughed at
her name. And now he’d nearly taken her eye out. But if she
didn’t get someone to listen to her theory she was going to
explode.

‘We've been looking for the Benben Stone in the wrong
place,’ she said.

1
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‘It’d take more than a day to . . " Cleo began. Then she
realized that Ryan was joking. Now she thought about it, they
probably didn’t study ancient writing systems in ordinary
schools. Not that she’d ever been to school herself. She’d
always travelled the world with Rer parents, and they were
her teachers too. If an extra subject took her interest — like
Russian philosophy or nanotechnology — there were always
online university courses she could sign up for. ‘Sorry,” she
said. I spend a lot of time around Egyptologists. I suppose
we're not exactly .. .’

‘Normal?” Ryan interrupted with a grin.

‘[ was going to say typical.’ Cleo glanced across at her mum,
who was pacing up and down talking to herself, mostly in
Ancient Egyptian, and her dad, who was dangling from a
stepladder trying to fix the spotlight, his red hair glowing
like copper wire under its faltering beam, while at the same
time happily discussing infectious skin diseases in mummies
with his graduate student, Alex Shawcross.

Maybe Ryan has a point, Cleo thought. But she had to
correct him on one thing. ‘It’s hieroglyphs, not hieroglyphics,
she explained. ‘Hieroglyphic is the adjective, not the noun.’

Ryan slapped himself on the forehead. ‘Of course! 1 feel
such a fooll’

Cleo smiled, pleased to have been of help.

‘So,” Ryan said, offering her his bottle of water, ‘where do
you think Old Smenkers really hid this magic stone then?’

Cleo untied her old cotton scarf, tipped water onto it and
dabbed the back of her neck. ‘We all thought that the Benben
Stone would be in the third chamber because Smenkhkare
says it resides in the third house on the journey to the realm of
Osiris. The realm of Osiris was the Underworld, of course,
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which the Egyptians believed to be in the west, where the
sun sets.’

Ryan nodded. ‘And the main passage runs due west . ..’

“Which means the Benben should be in the third “house”
along it Cleo pointed to a symbol on the papyrus. It was
composed of three small lines. “This is the sign for third.
Burif you look carefully, there’s a crease mark that could be
obscuring another faint line . . .

‘Using my razor-sharp powers of deduction,’ Ryan cut in,
leaning over her shoulder and squinting at the symbol, ‘if
three little lines means zhird, then four little lines must mean
Jourth?’

‘Exactly!” Talking to Ryan hadn’t been such a bad idea
after all, Cleo thought. He was a good listener. And she was
starting to realize that he wasn’t really laughing at her al/
the time; his mouth just naturally turned up at one corner as
if he'd thought of something amusing. ‘So that’s my theory,’
shesaid. ‘I think Smenkhkare’s telling us the Benben is in the
Jourth chamber along.’

“Just one teeny-tiny problem,” Ryan said, pinching a
eentimetre of air between his thumb and forefinger. “The
passageway comes to a dead end right after that third
chamber. It’s solid rock.’

‘A-ha! What if it’s a false wall?’ Cleo’s words came out
mich louder than she’d intended, but she was so excited to be
getting to the crux of her theory at last that she couldn’t help
it. ‘It could have been built to fool tomb robbers.’

Ryan nodded slowly. “That makes sense!’

Cleo beamed athim. ‘It does, doesn’tit?” But her excitement
suddenly evaporated. It was one thing to convince a newcomer
like Ryan, but how was she going to get anyone else to take
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