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			“This is the Soudan of the soldier. Destitute of wealth or future, it is rich in history. The names of its squalid villages are familiar to distant and enlightened peoples. The barrenness of its scenery has been drawn by skilful pen and pencil. Its ample deserts have tasted the blood of brave men. Its hot, black rocks have witnessed famous tragedies. It is the scene of the war.”

			Winston Churchill, The River War, 1899


		

	
		
			
Chapter 1

			Up to Her Neck

			The island had no name.

			It sat on the calm Atlantic waters off the west coast of Africa like a frosted rose on a cake. Creamy white sands spotted with sea foam swept, unblemished, from the lip of the tide to the top of the beach and disappeared into an explosion of tropical vegetation. The jungle ran on for a hundred yards or so, before giving way to a majestic cliff of volcanic basalt, dark and strangely textured from an ancient flow of cooled lava. It provided a picturesque roost for several seabird colonies that shattered the tranquility of the lapping tide and gentle rattle of palm fronds with their interminable fights and mating calls.

			Despite the birdsong, it was a truly beautiful resting place, and Easy Nevada wished her comrades had waited until she’d died before burying her in this vertical grave. Or at least buried all of her, not just everything below the neck. That was plain lazy.

			The Gulf of Guinea was too damn hot for this nonsense, and they hadn’t even put her death trap in the shade.

			Like any decent optimist, Nevada tried to search for a silver lining. Not an easy thing to do when she was trapped in a sandpit. But, then again, it was low tide. Of course, that meant there would soon be high tide, which made everything feel less shiny and more dark cloud again.

			She watched the tide slowly inch toward her. To cheer herself up, she sang Tom Jones songs, which just got “What’s New Pussycat” stuck in her head—the silver lining being, if she did die, she wouldn’t have to worry about earworms anymore.

			Salt water was lapping the hair at the nape of her neck when she finally heard the Grumman G-111 Albatross flying overhead. The big-bellied propeller plane came into Nevada’s view as the first wave foamed white under her chin. Its nose art displayed the words ‘The Flying Carpet,’ with a belly dancer on a Persian rug underneath.

			The Flying Carpet banked, its engines grumbling as it turned, lining up for landing. It skimmed the water, kicking up a spray of fine surf, and Nevada heard its props snarl as the pilot cut them. The propellers spun down into chattering repetitions, and seawater dragged the flying boat to a halt. The noise bled out as Jacques threw open the overhead hatch in the nose compartment, tossed an anchor overboard, and then followed it out, splashing down into the shallows.

			“I wasn’t sure which to be worried about more!” Nevada called, the tide slapping higher against her chin. “That you wouldn’t save me, or that you would save me in that old nag.”

			Jacques splashed toward her, holding his arms well clear of the waves lapping at the knees of his waders. Underneath he wore a white linen suit, casual and tasteful, that with the subtle alchemy of being worn by a low-born Gaul, had acquired a hint of the untoward. A few too many buttons open on the pink dress shirt, the collar a little too ruffled—it gave him a likable, louche air. His face was rumpled and scuffed from the ghosts of punches past. He could’ve been a youthful fifty or a hard-lived thirty. It was hard to tell when he didn’t stop long enough to let anyone get a good look at him.

			“Ah, what lovely flowers are in bloom this time of year,” he said, giving Nevada an aesthete’s appreciative look.

			“Water first, French shit later.”

			“I will do you one better, just to show I care.” He reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a flask, then sat down on the beach beside her and held the flask at an angle to her mouth.

			Nevada drank greedily. The Frenchman put on a good show, but his flask held pure bourbon. No wonder his countrymen had kicked him out. “Don’t suppose you brought a nice big parasol?”

			“Ah, alas, mon petite, on such short notice, you ask too much.” He tutted sadly, and then brightened. “And yet, I come through. Inspiring, no?”

			He reached into his pocket, this time taking out a wrinkled trucker hat. He flapped it out a few times, then stuck it on Nevada’s head. At least she could stop squinting, even if she dreaded finding out what it said.

			“I need a cigarette,” was her next demand.

			Jacques obligingly took cigarette and matchbook from his pocket, poking the filter into her mouth before lighting the tip. Nevada bit down on her end, tilting the tip far from the sea now trickling past her. It was washing around her neck and trickling down to soak her body.

			“Anything else?” Jacques asked.

			“Scratch my nose?”

			He scratched it. “Easy, mon petite chou. If you had wanted to go to the beach, you should’ve told me.” Jacques’s accent had been known to turn whole wheat bread into baguettes from fifty yards. “France has the best beaches in the world. The Riviera! Nice! The water is like fine wine, méthode champenoise, you slip into it and it’s like the sea is making love to you.”

			The next wave splashed Nevada full in the face. She spoke around the cigarette clenched in her teeth. “One more thing, Jacques. You mind getting me out of here?”

			“But of course. You had but to ask.”

			He reached into his jacket once more, bringing out a gardening trowel, with which he picked at the wet sand surrounding Nevada’s neck.

			“I must admit, these are better circumstances than I usually find you in. Nothing on fire, nothing about to explode, nothing taking on water—”

			“Me, Jacques. I’m taking on water.” Nevada craned her head as another wave pushed past her jawline, swirling up to muddy her face. Her cigarette was soaked to its no-longer-smoldering tip. “It wasn’t my fault that Somali pirates showed up before I’d even taken my fins off.”

			“Somali pirates are from Somalia, mon cher. That is on the other side of this continent.”

			“What am I, a GPS?” The weight of the sand shifted and Nevada wrenched one arm free. She immediately took the cigarette from her mouth, holding it between sandy fingers, her elbow resting on the beach. “The shipwreck was right where we thought it’d be.”

			“And the sharks?” Jacques asked casually.

			“Friendly. The pirates, not so much. But we struck a deal.”

			“Yes, I can see what a brilliant negotiator you are.”

			“Uh-huh. They buried me alive, and I…ugh,” Nevada grunted and pulled her other arm free. Clutched in her hand was a long rod, encrusted with mud and lichen to the point of being almost shapeless. She tapped her silver thumb ring against it. “Got to keep this.”

			“Mademoiselle, I am in love.”

			“Who’s the lucky chardonnay?” She took Jacques’s hand, hoisted herself out of her grave, and watched the tide rush in to fill it. Nevada was dressed in her usual clothes—a simple, practical, even tomboyish style of Adidas tee, twill jogger pants, and Vans that she had to dump the sand out of.

			She stretched, stomped her cramped legs, and finally sat back down in the shade of a palm tree. Jacques joined her, politely not commenting on how ardently she hugged the artifact to her chest.

			“I found a tablet down there too. I was going to go back for it, but, y’know…”

			“Pirates,” Jacques said sympathetically

			“I managed to translate most of it anyway.” Nevada laid the rod across her lap so she could wring out her hair—a mid-length morass of chocolate brown that wove itself around the nape of her neck like an overwatered plant. “The burial site is in Meroë, and if someone else had found it, we would’ve heard about it by now. So, either no one’s found it, or someone has, but doesn’t know what they’ve found.” She struggled to her feet, her legs still coltish and weak. “We need to get this plane back in the air, we need to get to Sudan, and we need to know everything about every excavation in Meroë in the past three years.” She turned to Jacques. “What?”

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“We’re nearly there, Jacques. The Thirteenth is in that tomb, guaranteed.”

			“Our lord and master does not think so.” Jacques gave an elegant shrug.

			Nevada froze. Her grip tightened on the artifact. “What’d he say?”

			“He said he won’t be paying the per diem anymore.”

			Nevada turned away abruptly and headed seaward. “I need to talk to him.”

			“Mon petite chou, this is not the sort of man who changes his mind. I warned you about getting into bed with him—”

			“When have I ever listened to anyone telling me who I should be in bed with?” Nevada nodded curtly. “Get him on the horn. And the minute he hangs up, we’re flying.” She took off the baseball cap and checked out its front. It read ‘You Are Soul.’ “And what have I told you about going through my stuff?”
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			Nevada washed off the sand in the ocean, then changed her clothes onboard The Flying Carpet. Finally, she pulled her hair into a messy ponytail that looked halfway presentable for the call.

			She was a tall, lean woman, with the threat of muscle in her solid, well-built physique. It made her arms thick, her thighs firm, and her abs sculpted but not overly chiseled. She wasn’t a bodybuilder; her muscle was meant to be used.

			She liked the parts that weren’t muscle too. A little Botticelli left in the world, she thought. If she had to wear the dress, she could wear the hell out of the dress. Fortunately, most times she didn’t need to.

			Jacques had the satellite link up and working. Nevada took the laptop from him with a nod of thanks, then sprawled out on one of the litters in the passenger-cum-cargo compartment that served as bunks. Coming down from the adrenaline was always worse than mainlining it. She felt cramped and stiff, and didn’t want to even think about where she still had sand.

			The little spinning icon told her a connection was established, except Singh did not want to show himself. All she could hear was his voice, bereft of excitement, as he acknowledged her with a curt, “Nevada.” His accent was faintly Indian, but cut with thin British pronunciation that spoke of overseas education.

			This time, she had no preliminaries, no pleasantries, no time for that crap. “I know where it is,” she said. “The last one.”

			“I’ve heard that before,” he replied.

			“You’ve heard it twelve times before. And I’ve brought you twelve. One more, Singh. I get the commission on it and a completion bonus; you get your tinker toys. It’s a proven winner.”

			“Your progress was rapid at first,” Singh conceded. “Real bang for my buck. But lately, I have heard you say you know where the Thirteenth is far more than you’ve known where the Thirteenth is.”

			“I have the key, I have the tomb.” Pretty much, she mentally amended. “All I need to do is take it there. Oh, and I have a plan. Just give me a few days. You know what I need the money for.”

			“Knowing that you need the money does not equal knowing that you can earn the money. I’m going in another direction. If you need a reference or letter of recommendation—”

			Nevada slammed the laptop shut, barely refraining from smacking it across the hold. He would’ve cut the uplink anyway. Doing it first didn’t give her much satisfaction, but she’d take what she could get.

			Then take more.

			Jacques leaned in from the flight deck. “So, what’s the plan? Côte d’Azur after all?”

			“Meroë,” Nevada said firmly. “We’re going after the Thirteenth freelance. Then, if he wants it, he can pay us double.”

			“He’s not going to like that.”

			“He’ll like not getting it at all even less.”

			“I mean,” Jacques spoke emphatically, “he really will not like it.”

			Nevada looked him in the eye. He didn’t look away; he wasn’t backing out. She nodded in acknowledgment and repeated, “We’re going to Meroë.”

			“I thought so.” Jacques tossed her a dossier, which Nevada smoothly caught. “There’s only one new dig site and it was opened this month, completely virgin. It lines up with the constellation.”

			Nevada lay down on her litter and began paging through the file, a slow smile working its way across her face. The paperwork brought her up to date with Singh’s thought process. So, he assumed that because some librarian had already found the tomb, she could get inside it? That he would get his latest plaything without a finder’s fee? Uh-uh. No sirree.

			She turned to the next page and found a photograph of this librarian. Nevada swooped to her feet and stomped through to the cockpit where Jacques was doing the pre-flight checks. She flicked the photo inches from his nose, so close he had to squint to focus.

			“So,” she demanded, “who’s the hottie?”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2

			Who the Hottie Is

			Khartoum International Airport came into view as her plane curved for its approach. There was a single runway set into bare desert on the edge of the semi-developed sprawl of the city. Despite being Sudan’s capital, the cityscape was low, with few buildings over five stories save for the needling minarets of the mosques. For a city girl like her, it gave the impression they were further off the ground than they were. Then she saw the three massive arches of the airport’s terminal building, with their glass facades decorated like a church’s stained glass windows, and realized just how quickly the ground was rushing up to meet them.

			The landing was nerve-wrackingly bumpy; disembarking was slow. After a searing, short walk across the melting tarmac, it was blissful to enter the relative cool of the terminal.

			The Arrivals hall had the sedate, sterile, non-descriptiveness of any airport—combined with a security presence that made her feel like she was being released from prison.

			Soldiers in green fatigues and red berets were everywhere, machine guns slung over their shoulders. Their faces were drained of expression except for the eyes, checking people out as if they were targets. It was obvious to her why, wherever the disappeared people of Sudan disappeared to, they stayed disappeared.

			She filled out forms and declared her currency. Finally, she stepped behind a black curtain into a cramped cubicle with a Muslim woman in full hijab. Her eyes were the only things that showed, and she had the same flinty stare as the soldiers. Still, it was hard not to feel a sense of relief, or at least finality, at her harsh frisking. At least that meant the waiting was done.

			“You are Harper Burke?” the immigration officer asked.

			“That’s what it says on my passport,” she replied.

			The immigration officer stared at her blankly. “Please answer yes or no. You are a journalist?”

			“Yes.”

			“What story are you working on?”

			“An archaeological dig in Meroë,” Nevada said.

			“These are your notes?”

			“For my interviews, yes.”

			The immigration officer looked them over.

			 

			“To understand Meroë, one has to understand Egypt. Not the Egypt of The Ten Commandments or The Mummy, but the modern Egypt, with its modern cities, where even the Great Pyramid at Giza is less than a quarter of a mile from Giza itself—a city of 2.6 million people, all of them as inclined to enjoy McDonald’s, Starbucks, and Pizza Hut as anyone else. A view from the top of the Great Pyramid doesn’t inspire awe—it’s a commercial break, with the Golden Arches, Starbucks green, and Chevron logos all sharing real estate with the Sphinx.

			 

			Meroë, nine hundred miles to the south, is what people think of when they picture Egypt. An ancient city surrounded by miles of sand-swept desert, with the flowing cataracts of the Nile River and her farmlands in the hazy distance. Its pyramids, temples, statues, and pillars, all now ruins. History holds reign there—not tourists, not encroaching modernity. More than two hundred Nubian pyramids defy the ravages of time, putting the sixty-three in Egypt’s Valley of the Kings to shame.”

			 

			“My interview subject,” Nevada said. “Dr. Candice Cushing. She has a blog.”

			She folded up the notes and handed them back. “Good Muslims do not have blogs. They are a pestilence of the modern world and against the Qur’an.”

			“Well, it’s on Tumblr, so I’m inclined to agree.”

			The immigration officer waved her through at that. Nevada didn’t think the joke was that bad.

			The brisk walk to the bus stop was a trial by fire. The chilly atmosphere on the plane had left her especially ill-prepared for the Sudanese sun, and the interlude in the dry heat of the airport had done little to acclimatize her.

			This was a sweaty heat, a beating-down heat. It was summer—one of only two seasons in Sudan, she’d been told, and their version of winter hardly counted—a time when the thermometer got comfortable at 130 degrees Fahrenheit.

			At least the bus arrived on time. Nevada had been proud of herself, saving some money by booking passage on a tour bus that was leaving shortly after she deplaned. That was before she saw the bus. Or rather, heard it—blaring Sudanese pop songs from a boom box. It was sky blue—as if this cloudless country needed any more of that—and caked with so much sand that it looked as if it had been born out of the desert.

			Okay, so that might be a little fanciful. It was probably just the heat getting to her.

			As the bus ground its way through the congested streets of Khartoum, there were no street signs she could see, and all the buildings had a drab, uniform facade of cement. Soon enough they made their way out onto dirt streets lined with brick houses. The suburbs, she supposed. Streets lined with palm trees where songbirds darted from frond to frond like flying jewels. Old colonial homes surrounded by walls fifteen feet tall, with wrought iron gates guarded by men of a disconcertingly relaxed disposition. People were everywhere—walking, talking, conducting their everyday business around the multitude of souqs that lined the main road out. Men hung around cafés. Boys in ratty, long-legged shorts ran alongside the bus begging for loose change, though she hoped it was more a game than desperation. And women, dressed in brightly colored robes, carried this and worked at that, always moving with purpose. Above the cacophony of human interaction, diesel generators made a racket, trying to make up for the electricity cuts the government had imposed.

			Then they passed through a district of the city where a haboob had recently hit. Nevada had been warned of them, sandstorms with thunder and lightning, dumping a kind of mud that was heavy enough to bring down power lines, cause outages. She thought she could see it leaving in the distance, a mile-high fogbank painted in yellow and brown. Everything that had been hit—the buildings, the people, and the few pieces of furniture that had been left outdoors—was covered with a layer of wetly brown sand, like it had all been pulled out of a pit of quicksand.

			Then again—Nevada thought of the Roman outpost of Dionysius in Egypt, just east of Qasr Qarun. The French and Swiss had excavated it more than fifty years ago. But when they’d stopped digging, the desert had taken it back.

			Maybe the desert had gotten a taste of Khartoum now.

			The hustle grew more and more sparse by the minute and soon drifted away altogether as they exited the city. Goodbye, Khartoum.

			They headed north, the dusty highway sometimes running parallel to the Nile, with its fertile farmland and beaches. At other times, they were out in the flat desert, all reds and browns, the only living things being goats, camels, and sheep. After an hour of travel, the goats and sheep petered out, leaving only camels.

			The heat was living with Nevada now, breathing with her in pools of sweat under her arms, down her back, between her thighs. So much heat that her sweat congealed into a slimy, sticky sheen that couldn’t be wiped off or rubbed away. Wet naps. I should’ve brought wet naps.

			They passed through Wad Ramli, and Shendi, and countless other nameless campsites made of goat-skinned tents before finally coming to Meroë. The driver went right past the base camp, trundling the bus up a hill to park at the top. The bus reminded Nevada of a junker she’d had in college; no working ignition, but she’d been lucky enough to have a steep driveway and could give it a push-start. She wondered if it was possible the bus had similar quirks.

			It was a long hike down the hill, and hard not to imagine how brutal going back up would be. She tried to keep her chin up, reminding herself that she’d had a similarly tough time in Afghanistan, Australia, and Phoenix. She’d always gotten used to it. And at least no one was shooting at her. Yet.
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			Looking at Meroë, she could see why the crackpots believed that aliens had built the pyramids. For all their splendor, they seemed incomplete, and yet held such majesty it was intoxicating. It was hard to accept that such magnificence had come and conquered, and in turn decayed and fallen away over the millennia. Surely these ruins weren’t the last of that vast, sophisticated civilization, but merely the fingerprint of an alien race, dormant but strong, and still demanding respect.

			By the time she made the trip down to base camp, the flurried activity of a kicked anthill she’d seen as her bus approached had become an impromptu greeting party. A Mercedes-Benz L3000, converted into a flatbed, hobbled its way over the sand. The old truck blew out almost as much exhaust as it kicked up sand. Its frame was shot through with rust, and the hubcaps were missing, one tire seeming to list to the side, out of alignment with the transmission. But it pulled up to a thankful stop before Nevada, hacking up phlegmy, gunmetal-blue streams from under the hood. A step down even from the bus, she mused.

			Nevada leapt onto the cab’s running board and looked inside. The passenger seat was empty. The driver wore a traditional white jellabiya and a crocheted imama, his robes wafting in a flow of air that came more from the radiator fan than any air conditioning.

			“Back here, my dear,” came a sonorous voice from the flatbed. Nevada followed it.

			A man lay on the floor, attended to by a grad student who was mopping his face with cool water from a bucket with the assiduous fidgeting of someone who wasn’t accomplishing anything, but had little else to do. Nevada dismissed the student. An amateur archaeologist, and not a very good one if he’d been put on nursing duty.

			“That’s enough now, Bartholomew, you’re drowning me.”

			With consternation, Nevada recognized her host, Sir Joseph Whemple. He looked much the same as on the back cover of his books, just a little older. Less hair on his head and ironically more in his well-groomed beard as it stopped being groomed so much. His eyes were bloodshot, his Oxford shirt partially unbuttoned to show a nest of white chest hair. His lower body was covered by a sleeping bag.

			Sir Joseph sat up, putting a hand on Bartholomew’s shoulder to get himself upright. He couldn’t manage it without the student pulling him up so that he could bend forward, resting his hands on his legs. His sleeves were rolled up, his arms liver-spotted.

			“A touch of malaria, I’m afraid.” Sir Joseph had a speaking voice that conveyed an impression of authority without seeming to raise in volume—a lecturing voice, but not a hectoring one. “They tell me I should be in hospital, but, seeing as I’ve had you come all the way out here, I thought it rude not to receive you myself.”

			Nevada rested her elbows on the boards. “Very thoughtful of you, considering they only sent me out here on your say-so. So, why have you brought me out here, Sir Joseph? Can’t be just any old mummy.”

			Sir Joseph laughed, managing to carefully keep from having a coughing fit. It gave him a vulnerable, insincere edge. Bartholomew moved to mop his forehead and Sir Joseph waved him off, dipping his own hand in the bucket and splashing his face with water as if anointing himself. He sighed into the droplets that ran down his face, the exhalation driving a few beads of water from his lips.

			“You’ve arrived just in time, Ms. Burke,” he said breathlessly. “This is the find of a lifetime. My lifetime, perhaps. But I think it’s more likely that it’s Dr. Cushing’s lifetime.”

			The threatened coughing fit struck, and Sir Joseph covered his mouth with his hand, fresh sweat breaking out over his sun-dried forehead and pate as if the exertion of his own frailty was too much for him.

			He leaned back and Bartholomew took over, cradling him, easing him gently back onto the plush sleeping bag. Sir Joseph closed his eyes, gathering himself. “Yes. Dr. Cushing. You’ll have to talk to her. She’s the one who started digging here. She’s the one who can tell you why. I just had the privilege of acquiring the proper paperwork and signing the checks.”

			The driver popped the latch on the passenger side door, pushing it open in squeaking invitation.

			“If I may ask, Sir Joseph—if this is such a big find, why hasn’t it been uncovered before? I thought all Meroë’s significant sites had been picked clean.”

			“Significant.” Sir Joseph’s coughing interspersed with his laughter. “That I can answer you, Ms. Burke. That is the simplest part of it. We are excavating the tomb of Queen Amanirenas. And no one has ever found the tomb of Amanirenas before because of the curse.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3

			The Curse of Amanirenas

			Tents reminded Nevada of a carnival. One big top, in this instance a geodome acting as the central hub for sorting and storing the excavated material, as well as site head office. Surrounding this, a hodgepodge of canvas structures had built up. The crew quarters having no order or specification, a few of the professional staff had brought their own canvas condos, while the diggers made do with tatty lean-tos. A set of metal tracks spooled out from the hub toward the dig itself, a depression in the desert stone and sand of about fifty feet. From it issued grunting repetitions of “Hela hob, hela hob, hela hob!”—an old Arabic phrase to help keep the rhythm.

			“How many diggers did you hire?” Nevada asked.

			“Oh, no diggers. Grad students. Much cheaper.”

			The desert was as inhospitable as the moon but studded with colonization attempts. A tent worthy of a revivalist meeting served as a break area, with folding chairs and coolers of bottled water stuck down in the sand. Workers nearing their limits sat down, drank, and reconnected with their phones. A radio was reporting on a soccer game back in the UK, the announcer’s voice disappearing out over the horizon. In the distance, over a dune, beach umbrellas marked the latrine area.

			Nevada compulsively drew her canteen and took a swig. Seeing this much desert always gave her an overwhelming impression that she, that they, didn’t belong here. What had the Romans called this place? Oh, yes, Aethiopia. The Land of Burnt Faces. You had to hand it to the Romans, they called it like they saw it.

			The flatbed trudged along next to the length of track, giving Nevada a slightly ostentatious vantage point from which to watch the sway of passing dirt-laden wagons. Each had to weigh a ton, but was easily pushed along by a digger.

			“A test unit,” Nevada said. “You sift through the sand to make sure you haven’t missed anything?”

			“Quite,” Sir Joseph agreed.

			“Have you found anything?”

			“Scorpions.”

			Nevada shuddered. She couldn’t understand any creature that needed more than four limbs.

			A winch awaited each wagon at the far end of the track. Nevada watched as it brought up a fifty-gallon drum of sand to dump into the next empty cart.

			The uneven circle, fifty feet wide and twice as deep, lay like an open wound in the heart of the desert, its sides scored by the work of the backhoe before more delicate tools had taken over. People were working down below, spiraling down a stairwell carved out of the sand and shored up by wooden planking. At the very bottom, the order and efficiency of academia collapsed into the tenuously controlled chaos of the field.

			There were cameras and surveying tools, shovels, buckets, trowels, plastic bags, nails, mesh screens, rulers—as if they weren’t so much digging as performing a massive autopsy upon the ground. The diggers were there by the dozen, most armed with simple hoes, pulling dirt into buckets at their feet. The full buckets went up one line of workers and the emptied buckets came down another.

			“When are you going to stop?” Nevada asked. “When you hit magma?”

			“Our imaging software tells us it isn’t that far,” Sir Joseph assured her. “Don’t worry, we’ve used soil nailing to protect us from cave-ins.” He indicated lengths of rebar sticking out of the sandy walls at regular intervals, anchored by what looked like splotches of concrete. “It’s perfectly safe.”

			“You said Dr. Cushing was the one I should talk to. Which one is she?” Nevada asked.

			“It’s a hundred degrees and they’re doing manual labor,” Sir Joseph replied, pulling himself up to look over the edge of the flatbed. “She’ll be the one smiling. Candice! Candice Cushing!”

			One of the worker bees down in the pit looked up. She was so dark in skin tone that Nevada would’ve taken her for a native, one of the southern Sudanese whose isolation had frozen their bloodline in amber, a direct line from the woman who ate from the Tree of Forbidden Knowledge. She was tall and lithe, with feline eyes and night-sky skin, stars gleaming in her sweat.

			She was crowned with a wreath of golden hair, like the sun haloed her head. Her razor cut hairstyle was side swept and shaved, colored brown at the sides, pineapple blonde on top. She wore earth-colored clothing—beige shirt, snug green cords, and canvas boots, with the T-shirt reading ‘My Life Is in Ruins.’ Not exactly high fashion. In fact, the most noteworthy thing about her threads was the pendulous breasts and wide hips stretching them out. And while those were just fine, Harper saw the real treasure was the smile Sir Joseph had promised. It was luminous. The happiest Nevada had ever seen anyone. The rest of her features, perfect as they were, seemed like they’d just been laid alongside her smile to give it a proper setting.

			Oh yes, they were definitely going to have sex. Nevada couldn’t wait for Candice to figure it out.

			[image: ]

			“Are you trying to hit me?” Candice asked. She’d barely caught the empty bucket as it sailed toward her. That would’ve been just great, getting nailed in the face like one of the Three Stooges just when the press showed up. Not a bad-looking member of the press, either.

			Candice’s brow furrowed; something about the reporter put her teeth on edge. She couldn’t place it, and it was ridiculous, of course, turning her nose up at any publicity. Tell someone you were digging up Egypt and their heads swelled with pyramids and mummies. Start talking Kush and mastabas and tumuli, and their eyes glazed over. It was practically an allergic reaction.

			Maybe it was just her clothes. Candice bore the habit of never wearing red or orange, picked up on a dig in Cyprus out of deference to the birds. The reporter wore red pants, with an orange jacket tied around her waist, below a round-necked white tank top.

			Impressive. You’re actually managing to tank relationships before they’re even crushes. What comes next after being a snob about fashionable color schemes? Turning people down based on their chakra?

			Pulling a worker off the bucket brigade, she handed him her hoe and set off over the network of ramps and ladders that allowed people down into the land of what history had buried. It wasn’t long before her ascent brought her out into the sunlight, where the wind stirred a haze of heat against her skin.

			It was no wonder the ancient Egyptians had worshipped the sun. It was overwhelming, overpowering. If she could’ve afforded it, she’d have bought a few more canopies to shelter her men on the short but punishing journey between the tents and the worksite. The immense heat could prove too much for people, hitting them all at once, especially when they exerted themselves.

			The funding for that, and a million other things, was not forthcoming.

			“Candice, let me introduce Ms. Harper Burke of the Daily Star,” Sir Joseph said, leaning out from the bed of the Mercedes. Harper stepped away from the vehicle and offered her hand as Candice came up the ladder. Candice ignored it.

			“What are you doing out of bed?” she asked Sir Joseph. “You should be in hospital, but you can’t even keep out of the sun?”

			“I’m fit as a fiddle,” Sir Joseph insisted. “Please, Dr. Cushing, Harper here—”

			“What’s this about a curse?” Harper asked, smiling widely. Like most reporters Candice knew, Ms. Burke had a shark’s smile.

			“You’re not starting that nonsense, are you?” Candice turned on Sir Joseph. “Go to your tent and don’t come out until dusk. And I should sew it up behind you for spreading stories like that.”

			Harper set her hands on her hips. “It’s commonly accepted in most schools of journalism for the subject to actually answer questions? I’m filming a news piece, not a reality show.”

			Candice looked at her, again struck by the instinct of something…off. A Ming vase among Grecian ruins. A bull in a china shop. “You don’t look like a reporter,” she said after a brief pause.

			Harper had taken off her backpack and was digging into it, an old, weighty, canvas thing that looked positively Boy Scout compared to the fancy trends Candice had seen around camp.

			“You don’t see me as a reporter?” Harper asked. Her eyes wandered a moment, off to the side, before zeroing in on Candice, making her feel twice as sweaty as she’d been before she wiped her brow. “What position do you see me in?”

			There was an almost malicious layer of subtext to the words, and Candice’s eyes instinctively dashed to Sir Joseph to see if he had picked up on the implication—the flirty froth in the lilt of Harper’s voice. But, called out by her mother-hen act, he appeared weakened, diminished.

			“Yes,” he said, blithely ignorant of the turning of the conversation. “I think I should go back to my tent. So sorry about the curse business. But it is interesting. You should tell her.”

			Harper wheeled triumphantly on Candice. “You should tell me,” she repeated.

			Candice resisted the urge to roll her eyes. This was what she’d wanted. Attention. Validation. Some goddamned appreciation for once. If she had to go through this woman to get it…well.

			She fell into step behind the flatbed as it moved off toward Sir Joseph’s tent. “It’s not a curse,” she said over her shoulder to Harper, who followed on her heels. “It’s science. The Nubians who built the pyramid—”

			A red light caught the corner of her eye. She turned to find that Harper had a camcorder pointed at her face.

			For Candice, seeing her own reflection in the fisheye lens was like looking at another person. It jerked her out of being who she was being. She recalled a line from Churchill, The River War…the only book on her homeland she could find at the library growing up.

			 

			“The aboriginals absorbed the invaders they could not repel. The stronger race imposed its customs and language on the negroes. The vigour of their blood sensibly altered the facial appearance of the Soudanese.”

			 

			“Shouldn’t there be a cameraman doing that?” she asked. “Someone holding a boom mic? Producers, assistants?”

			Harper neatly sidestepped a mine cart coming back down the tracks, another load of shifting sand in it. “They’re on their way. But I was told you were hours away—hours—from finding the pyramid. My producers would rather have that than you standing around after the fact, yakking on about how you unearthed it, so I’m here early.” She lowered the camera, taking away Candice’s distorted reflection. “And if it turns out to be nothing, I won’t have blown my whole budget on a wild goose chase.”

			Candice wouldn’t take the bait. Typical for some muckraking journo, she supposed. Get the subject riled up, make her try to justify herself. Well, she didn’t have to. The site justified itself quite well. She gestured for Harper to raise the camera again. Harper complied.

			“The Kushites who built the pyramid traded with the ancient Romans. One of their exchanges was the technique for making Roman concrete—opus caementicium—and sonar shows they used it here instead of brick or stone. Probably as an experiment, like the Bent Pyramid of Dashur. Unfortunately, they built it several meters below sea level, and only a hop, skip, and jump from the Nile. Groundwater seeped into the foundations, weighing it down, and it sunk into the sand.”

			“Like the Pyramid of Amemehamhat III,” Harper said.

			“Exactly. But the Kushites couldn’t be expected to know that, so they resolved that it was cursed.” Candice paused a step, letting Harper continue sweeping her camera over the tents. “You’re very knowledgeable, Ms. Burke.”

			Harper returned the camera to her. “Just observant. You, for instance, how are you enjoying your homecoming?”

			“This isn’t my home,” Candice answered truthfully.

			“No, going by the London Cockney, that’d be somewhere near Bow Bells. And practically from birth too—you don’t hide one unsightly accent with another. But your parents…”

			Candice felt her cheeks warm. It came back to this. Whatever the conversation, whoever the person, it always came back to this. “My father was brown, my mother black. It wasn’t considered a proper match here.”

			“And in England?”

			“At least they were equally rejected.” Candice cocked her head to look past the camera lens at Harper. “I don’t much like human interest stories. The news is the pyramid.”

			“Yes, it is. But I can still find a human interesting, can’t I?”

			Candice reached out to grip the lens and lower it. “Has anyone ever told you you’re quite the American?”

			“Yes. They usually tend to be a bit more profane about it.”

			Candice abruptly remembered Sir Joseph. Stupid of her. Stupid and silly, forgetting about him to spar with this woman. But he’d already made his way into his tent with Bartholomew’s help, and Candice could see their silhouettes through the canvas, settling him into the cot that’d been serving as a rest care for him. She thought to check up on him, just to be sure, but didn’t want to appear too sycophantic in front of Harper.

			Instead—hoping whatever point they’d been wrestling over had been proven—she gave Harper a polite smile. “Alright, Ms. Burke. Now, would you like a tour?”

			“I don’t think there’ll be time.” Harper aimed her camera down the tracks.

			Candice heard before she saw—fast, pounding footfalls hitting the rails that held the tracks together. Someone running toward them, and there was only one reason to run in this heat.

			“Candice, come quick! We’ve found it! We’ve found it!”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 4

			The Find

			Candice moved like a bat out of hell, and Nevada found herself hard-pressed to keep up with her. The girl had some muscle under her dorky clothes. Nevada couldn’t wait to see them. And taste them.

			She followed Candice to the bottom of the pit. The workers were scooping up sand by the fistful and dumping it into the buckets that formed a crude circle around what they’d unearthed.

			It looked like a golden arrowhead. Then someone scooped away more sand, and Nevada saw that it was really a pyramid’s capstone—a pyramidion—and it might’ve been concrete underneath, but on the surface, it was gold. Gold that shone brighter with every speck of sand that was removed from it.

			Candice broke out a chest of plastic excavation tools that looked like Fisher-Price toys in darker colors. She gripped a blunted garden spade. “Grab a tool, everyone, slow down, check your soil to see if you’ve accidentally dug anything up.”

			She was cool, as if she’d been expecting this, directing her gaze down into the sand where the mass of the pyramid waited under her feet.

			“North, south…I want three teams,” she barked. “First team digs with plastic, works around the walls—don’t touch it if you can help it, not even a little. Second team uses shovels, clears the surrounding sand. Third team is bucket brigade. We’ll rotate every two hours.”

			She put her hands on her hips as she started assigning teams, and for the first time, Nevada took her camera focus off the pyramid and watched Candice work.

			The sand turned red as the sun lowered, as if the sunset stabbed the desert so deeply that it just had to bleed. The shadows of the pit deepened, darkened, the western lip of its rim flaring white-hot in a black frame. They’d excavated what looked to be about a third of the pyramid, and the capstone towered over them now. That felt right; it felt true. Nevada got plenty of footage of Candice sweating, but finally found herself press-ganged into fetching and setting up the work lamps that would keep the work going past dark. The halogen crackled and hummed with a weird echo in the pit, providing a backdrop to the chop of tools through the matted sand and the hiss of pneumatic nails being driven into the walls. The little sounds of exertion seemed too tiny, too human, next to the mammoth they slaved away for.

			“Here!” Candice said finally. Stopping at a tile, she pulled a brush from her pocket to dust the sand away.

			The pyramid had a limestone shell, as had most of the ancient pyramids before they’d been stripped away. This one had several hieroglyphs carved into it. Nevada’s ancient languages were a little rusty, but she took it that their presence mattered more just then than what they said.

			Candice turned around, leaned back, and squinted up at the night sky. “That’s Taurus, and that is…Aldebaran. The Follower.”

			She was pointing almost straight up.

			“And for our viewers playing along at home?” Nevada asked.

			Candice once again noticed the camera and awkwardly lowered her hand. “Al-dabarān. It’s a star. Obviously, it’s a star. And this…” she indicated the tile, “is the covering to an air shaft inside the pyramid. There’s one just like it at Giza. The Egyptian and Kush empires had incredible astronomers. They lined up their pyramids with constellations. There are certain stars aligned with these shafts, and the theory goes that the soul of the king, queen, whichever, travels up the shaft and to their final resting place. To the heavens.” She frowned at the tile. “This is very large, though. Usually they’re only eight inches square.” Candice shook her head, resisting some tangent that was calling to her intellectualism. “Anyway, it’s how I found this place. I just made a list of constellations known to the Kushites, cross-indexed it with pyramids that had already been found, wrote a program to account for star drift over the centuries, and there wasn’t a pyramid here, so…why not?”

			“You mounted an entire expedition based on feng shui?”

			Candice grinned, picking at the tile a little more with her brush. “No, I came here a year ago with ground-penetrating radar, then I waited a year for dig season, not to mention permits, funding…teaching myself Arabic…Sir Joseph, of course. Can’t forget his lordship.” She shook herself. “I just had to know… Okay, everyone, tarp this up, I think it’s pretty clear now we’ve got something.”

			“You’re not gonna crack it open?” Nevada asked, not even bothering to hide her disappointment. “Sneak a peek?”

			“It’s our find, but it’s Sudan’s site. They’ll want to have people out here for that. I imagine first thing in the morning—”

			“You’re kidding me.” Nevada looked around. She could hear grumbling from the workers, but no argument. Drained and relieved in equal measure, they trudged upward with the slow deliberation of a journey’s home stretch.

			Nevada felt like she was watching a nude scene where the camera stayed above the actress’s clavicle. “I bet you never opened your presents before Christmas morning either.”

			“This isn’t a toy. It’s history. Sudan’s history. What did you expect—finders keepers?”

			“I expected to use my camera on more than a closed door.”

			Candice looked longingly at the pyramid, not able to poker-face the desire Nevada knew so well. To enter, to discover, to know. But she was able to clamp it down. “Wait until morning. Sudan will have an army of archaeologists out here.”

			“On your find,” Nevada insisted.

			“Just because I won’t be the first to look inside doesn’t mean I won’t get a look. That goes for your camera as well.” Candice’s brow furrowed. “Your very large camera. I thought these days they made those the size of a clutch. Yours looks more like a briefcase.”

			“What can I say? It gives me more bang for my buck.”

			With one last giddy look over the pyramid like a kid at the candy store window, Candice started for the nearest ladder. “Excuse me a moment. I have to discuss something with my colleague.”
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			Sir Joseph’s quarters were Spartan, which was only fitting. It was clear he intended to take history from his surroundings, rather than bring it with him. Still, there was a camping burner stove, which Sir Joseph expertly combined with a teapot and a large bottled water to get the celebration going. He was still worryingly shrouded with blankets, as if it weren’t triple digits outside, but the discovery seemed to have revitalized him even more than the prospect of an interview had.

			“This is history in the making, Candice. Or should I say the remaking? Yes. We’re taking what was once buried and bringing it to the surface.” He checked fitfully on the teapot, finding it bubbling, and then spared a moment to mop at his forehead with a handkerchief. A radio as old and rugged as any digging tool played “Ezzayakom.”

			“Let me worry about that,” Candice said, ushering him away from the burner and down into a chair. It sat underneath a massive map of the Nile pinned to the side of the tent, and as Sir Joseph leaned back, he took in the tent’s sole decoration.

			“Yes, yes,” he said distantly. “It’s history that flows through those banks. Empires that follow its bends…”

			Candice looked at it—the massive palm tree of that great river. The sky of the Mediterranean, the green and verdant leaves of the Delta in Egypt, which drew into the stem of the White Nile at Khartoum, with the Blue Nile branching off into another trunk through Ethiopia. The roots going deep into South Sudan, Uganda, and Lake Victoria. She wondered, historically, who had benefited most from the tree? Did Egypt and its deltas enjoy the nutrients pulled from the soil, or did the Sudan of the Kushites get more use from the life-giving waters?

			Did the benefits flow both ways? Looking at the mighty river, it seemed impossible that its people could be anything but interconnected—all brought together by this massive infusion of life into the desert. But then she remembered more recent history. When Idi Amin had purged his enemies in the jaws of crocodiles, they said the Nile had turned red.

			Candice turned her attention away from the map, her thoughts literally too bloody-minded. Instead, she focused on the kettle. It was steaming, but without the shrill whistle she was waiting for. Meanwhile, she warmed the teapot and set out the dainty china cups and saucers. She promised herself she’d ask Sir Joseph her question when it came to a boil, and remembered idly the American expression “a watched pot never boils.” Silly. When did Americans make tea anyway?

			“Quite something, isn’t it?” Sir Joseph asked, his head still reeling back, almost drunkenly taking in the Nile where it hung above him, like the whole tree was growing out of him. “When I retire, I want to take a yacht and just sail up and down her. Sail through history. There. Aba Island. Where the Madhi built his mosque. Where the first battle of the River War was fought. Where Gaafar Nimeiry bombed the Ansar…following their own Madhi… History isn’t like the Nile, Candice. It doesn’t stop anywhere.”

			The kettle shrieked, making Candice jump. She leapt to busy herself, pouring the boiling water over the loose tea leaves in the warmed pot. It needed exactly four minutes to brew properly. With her hands now unoccupied and nervous energy thrumming through her body, she found the words just slipping out of her.

			“Sir Joseph, I’ve been considering all that’s been happening. I wasn’t going to bring this up unless we found something, but now we have found something, and so you see how it’s a much bigger deal than anything—”

			She overfilled a teacup, the hot water sloshing out and burning her knee. Candice jumped, banging her leg against the table, then having to steady it before the cups fell all over the place.

			Cursing herself, she picked up a cup and saucer, and brought Sir Joseph his tea. “I just think that, with your infirmity, I’ve been doing much of the work concerning the dig—not that you haven’t been helpful; you’ve been very helpful. But then again, it was my research in the first place, and now my hypothesis has been proven, I’m assuming I should have a corresponding position of importance in disseminating the discovery.”

			Sir Joseph stared blearily at her. She pressed the cup into his hand “I was thinking I should author another paper. Just so people have the right impression of my—”

			Sir Joseph held up his free hand, silencing her. He kept it up while he took the first sip of his tea. Then he let it drop to rest limply on the arm of his chair. “This is good tea.”

			“Thank you,” Candice said, anxious to continue their conversation.

			Sir Joseph sipped again. “Candice…are you aware of how much money this expedition has cost?”

			Candice hurried to get her own tea. “I’m not aware of specifics. I am aware of how instrumental you have been in bringing in that money, but there would be nothing to spend it on if —”

			“There is always something to spend it on,” Sir Joseph said. “There are thousands of sites around the world just like this one. In the grand scheme of things, it’s not special until it’s made special. And the money for that, the permits for that, they have come from me.”

			“I’m aware of that. I am aware of that, but I can’t agree. This find—it means something. If something made it special, this team made it special. And I’ve been leading this team.”

			“I think you’re emotionally invested,” Sir Joseph said with certainty, “and that emotion is giving you an undue informing of both this site’s importance and your own. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so blunt. But as amazing as this find looks, it cannot upend the way things are done.”

			“Even if the way things are done is wrong?” Candice asked. She sipped her tea, but now it tasted toxic.

			“As I said, I can see how important this find is to you,” Sir Joseph told her sorrowfully. “But you have to realize—you’re not terribly important to it.”

			“Yes, I’m sure you’re right,” Candice said, not quite agreeing with him, but feeling as if something loose inside her would be knocked out altogether if he kept talking. “Excuse me. I’d like to get a little more cataloging done before we shut down.”

			Outside the tent, she tossed the tasteless contents of her teacup into the sand. She was so lost in her thoughts—chiefly of the various injustices of the world—that when Harper said, “Not a big tea drinker?” she jumped into low-earth orbit.

			“Don’t sneak up on people like that!” Candice snapped.

			“I wasn’t sneaking. I don’t sneak,” Harper insisted. “I’m very upfront and forthright.”

			Candice rubbed her sinuses. “Are you?”

			“Am I very upfront and forthright? Yes. I just said I was. Are you calling me a liar?”

			“No,” Candice said with somewhat strained patience. “Are you a tea drinker, big tea drinker? Do you drink tea?”

			“Not if I can help it?”

			Candice set her teacup down by Sir Joseph’s tent. “Would you like something else to drink?”

			“Are you asking me out?”

			Candice started walking. “I’m going to get a drink. You’re welcome to come along.”

			“You’re welcome to have me come along!” Harper retorted.
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			“Cream soda?”

			Candice gestured for Nevada to take a seat at a fat lab table full of sand-filled bins and handed her a bottle from the nearby cooler. The dome was closed for the night, but Candice was clearly nowhere near sleep. She fiddled with the sand, scouring it for more artifacts, another taste of the discovery that had whetted her appetite beyond hope of satiation.

			“Alcohol is harām in Islam, which makes it illegal in the Sudan. They poured it all into the Nile in 1983,” Candice explained, wiping her hand on her pants before getting her own bottle. “The wine will have to wait until I’m back home in London.”

			“Now I get why you came out here,” Nevada said. “Kind of an extreme solution to all that rain you’re used to, isn’t it?”

			Candice twitched a smile. Then drowned it in a pause. “It’s enough, you know,” she said at last. “It has to be enough.”

			Nevada stabbed the bottleneck into her belt buckle, twisted, and caught the cap as it spun up into the air. “Finding it?”

			“The theory about pyramid placement and constellations. This has to prove it right. Or I’m just fantastically lucky.”

			“Are you sure you’re not?”

			“If you saw me on a date, you wouldn’t ask that. Really, the fact that you don’t see me on a date is why you shouldn’t ask that.”

			“No someone special?”

			“Not special enough. I guess I like to think of it as waiting for the right partner.” Candice shook her head.

			Harper set her camera on the table, aiming it at Candice. “Ready for your close-up, Ms. DeMille?”

			“We’re doing that now?”

			“Why not? Get it while it’s fresh, that’s what I always say.” Nevada looked briefly through the viewfinder at Candice. “How about it, Candice? Who’d we dig up?”

			Candice briefly clenched her teeth, hissing in breath—the prospect of saying it out loud clearly made her giddy with enough excitement to outweigh her anger. “Amanirenas. Queen Mother of Kush.”

			Nevada let out a little giggle, more at how dignified Candice was trying to be than at how excited she clearly was. It seemed to put Candice a little more at ease, and she pressed, “Well, c’mon, obviously you have a bit more to say than that.”

			In a burst of restless motion, Candice got up, spun her chair around, and straddled it, gripping the back of the chair firmly. “Okay, it’s 1820, right? An Egyptian army rolls into Sudan to conquer it for the Ottoman Empire. Along for the ride is a medic named Giuseppe Ferlini. Ten years later, he deserts to go treasure-hunting. The locals tell him about legends of gold, so naturally, he blows up forty pyramids with gunpowder just in case.” Candice gestured around. “You can look around—he’s why so many of them don’t have tops!” Candice took a deep breath to calm herself. “In 1838, he publishes his memoirs, claiming to have found the tomb of Amanirenas in between all the looting and vandalism.”

			“You don’t think he did?”

			“How do you journalists put it? ‘Consider the source.’” Candice shook her head harshly. “Amanirenas was a legend even back then. He could’ve found anything and said it was her tomb just to puff himself up. He turned it all into rubble, so who can contradict him?”

			“You?”

			Candice bit her lower lip, obviously trying not to smile. “If this is Amanirenas’s tomb, we—the whole world—gets a second chance to appreciate the wonder of it. With modern technology and modern techniques to preserve and study the find. It’s like finding another Library of Alexandria—but being able to put out the fire this time.” She couldn’t stop herself from smiling anymore. Her flexing fingers spasmed on the chair, and she arched her shoulders before managing not to fly off into orbit.

			Nevada wiped at her mouth with the back of her fist, hiding a smile. She always found it cute when people were truly excited over something. Even if it didn’t involve a legend of golden treasure. Though this time it did. “What about you?”

			“Me? Oh, I’m—I’m not important,” Candice demurred. “You’re here to report on the work.”

			“I can multitask,” Nevada retorted. “C’mon. Tell me about yourself.”

			“Well, I graduated maxima cum laude—”

			“That’s all very well and boring, but what’re your thoughts on the medical benefits of massage therapy? You know, shoulders, lower back—clitoral…”

			Candice frowned. “I need to tell Won Ton. Have I told Won Ton? I know we radioed him when we first uncovered it, but he has to know about the shaft and the capstone and…” Candice laughed hysterically. “It’s so damn beautiful, isn’t it? I haven’t even seen all of it, but it’s all damn beautiful.”

			“Won Ton?” Nevada asked.

			Candice was up, looking around for her laptop. It was plugged in by the mobile generator, a little garden of smartphones and battery packs being recharged. “Won Ton is our contact in the Ministry of Tourism and Antiques.” She scrabbled about the table top, unplugging wires and connections with shaking hands, all the while talking a mile a minute. “His name’s not really Won Ton, it’s Dr. Raaqim Mustafa Al-Rifai. He’s great, lets us dig a bunch—”

			“Is your soda spiked?” Nevada asked. “If it is, can we switch?”

			Candice brought the laptop over to the table. Nevada watched, lazily running her fingers over the sand in the bin next to her. As Candice Skyped Dr. Al-Rifai, Nevada came up with a piece of grit the size of a defective marble, but flat and angled on one side.

			“Well, this proves it—the ancient Kushites were litterbugs.”

			Candice leapt from her chair, simultaneously stretching up to grab the magnifying lamp. The move pulled her shirt up, exposing a swath of dark skin that gleamed sweatily like the ocean at night. Nevada squinted as Candice turned the lamplight on, nearly blinding her as she looked through the circle of glass at the rock in Nevada’s hand.

			“Yeah, that looks like a piece of the pyramid. Concrete, but degraded by water damage. It looks brittle; does it feel brittle?”

			Before Nevada could answer, the laptop’s screen changed from its rotating icon to the face of an older Arab man. He was bearded, his face softened around the jowls by weight and the large pair of spectacles he wore. From the awkward viewing angle, and the tinny babble of untranslatable sound that issued from the laptop’s speakers, she took it he was talking over his phone. A strum of white noise underscored the transmission and irritated Nevada’s sensitive ears.

			As Candice and Dr. Al-Rifai exchanged pleasantries, Nevada dropped the rock fragment back into the bin. It hit another smaller rock and cracked in two. She quickly shifted the sand to cover it.

			“I know you said to be cautious,” Candice was saying, “slow to proclaim, quick to doubt, but we’ve dug out a good twenty feet. We found the air shaft…it’s a pyramid, doctor. It is huge.”

			Dr. Al-Rifai’s face, which struck Nevada as given to stoicism, formed into a great smile nonetheless. He shook his head. “To think. To think! My predecessor said that Meroë was finished, that there was nothing left to be found. How delighted he would be to be proven completely wrong! This is a great day for Sudan. For everyone who finds value in the past. Here, look, look!”

			The view swung, swirled, was a blur of unresolved shapes before the camera got its bearings. Dr. Al-Rifai was on the mezzanine of a museum, looking down into the lobby. Men in white jellabiyas and headdresses covered the floor, almost making it appear as if there’d been a snowfall indoors. In their midst, a black statue rose up, a figure seated on a throne with the head of a lion. Nevada searched her memory. Apedemac, she thought. If it was Nubian, most likely Apedemac.

			“So many treasures far away from home. The head of Queen Nefertiti, the Rosetta Stone, the bust of Ankhkhaf. But this…this has returned to us.”

			“That’s wonderful!” Candice said. “But how? I didn’t read about any seizures.”

			“An anonymous donation,” Dr. Al-Rifai answered. “All the world wants these treasures, Dr. Cushing. And they do belong to everyone, just as our culture has touched everyone in the world. But the privilege of guarding them belongs to Sudan. And you…you, Candice Cushing, have returned another secret to us from beneath the drifting sands. You have added another chapter to the library on which we focus our vision of the ancient world. You and Sir Joseph, of course.”

			“Of course,” Candice agreed heartily. “Yes, I mean, of course…”

			“Sometimes I wish I were out there with you, breathing in the sands, not in here, trying to filter out tourists from grave robbers. But I suppose as long as we have young people dreaming of what once was, the magic of our past cannot stay hidden.”

			Nevada was peeling the sticker off her bottle when the underlying white noise became a shrill note, as if held in blown-out speakers for an excruciating second. Dr. Al-Rifai turned, his camera turning with him in a swirl of mismatched pixels, and then the transmission was cut.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 5

			The Sandstorm

			“Dr. Al-Rifai?” Candice asked, knowing how rote it was to call his name when the call had clearly been terminated. She did it again anyway. “Dr. Al-Rifai?”

			She tried calling him back, but there was no answer. Harper had sat up from her slouch. “What was that?”

			“I have no idea. Dropped call? There aren’t exactly a lot of cell towers around here.”

			“Uh-huh,” Harper said, stalking to the tent flap.

			“Where are you going?” Candice asked, getting up to follow her.

			Outside, Harper scanned the darkness. She unslung her camera and raised it, pressing the zoom button.

			“What?” Candice asked. “What is it?”

			Harper handed her the camera. “Khartoum.”

			Candice looked through the viewfinder. Even zoomed in, she couldn’t see much, but there was a flickering spark that hung in the darkness.

			She lowered the camera. “It’s a reflection,” she reasoned.

			“It’s fire,” Harper said. “Who was at that party?”

			“I don’t know. It was a state function, so…everyone?”

			“The state,” Harper concluded. “Or a whole hell of a lot of it.”

			“Are you saying it’s a coup?”

			“I think it’s a distraction.” Harper snatched the camera back from Candice, fixed her eye to the viewfinder and did a three-sixty. “There. Horsemen from the east. Khamsin. I hate these guys.”

			Candice held out her hand for the camera, and Harper gave it to her.

			“Roughly translated, khamsin means ‘the Wind from the Desert,’” Harper said. “Former Murahaleen. They used to work for the government, fighting rebels in the south, but now they’re kissing the ring for ISIS.”

			“I know who they are,” Candice said. Her mother and father had told her all about them. A tribal militia that served as irregular cavalry for the Sudanese government. They looked like one of the nightmares her parents’ stories gave her as a child, robed in white with Qur’anic banners streaming from their saddles, sitting atop their horses like a Mongol horde, only with assault rifles. There were only ten approaching—not the hundreds or thousands her parents had spoken of, but something about the stampeding hooves, the wild firing of their AK-47s into the air, and their ululating chants made their numbers seem much larger, made their threat not just physical but existential. The monster let loose from the book.

			Her mother’s home in South Sudan had been raided by Arabs for so long that their word for black people was abid. Slave. The practice, the tradition, had been abolished, but the government had revived it when the civil war began between the Islamic government in the desert north and the black tribes in the grassy south. For over twenty years they had stolen cattle, taken children as slaves, and made women into concubines.

			If a cosmic roll of the dice had come up particularly ironic, some of those horsemen riding toward them could’ve owned her aunts or uncles. Could’ve been riding horses bought with her cousins.

			The Khamsin were aptly named. A hot, scouring wind that blows for fifty merciless days. Fifty. How many days before the khamsin let up? Fifty. How many seconds she had to live.
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			As she ran, Candice thought faster. She thought harder. She wasn’t familiar with panic, so it struck her as novel that her thoughts were coming quicker, jumbling around in her head like an anthill with a boot print on it, but that didn’t mean they were streamlined, or useful, or strictly speaking, even thoughts.

			She got to the dinner bell and rang it loud, thinking of how they usually used it as just that, a dinner bell, something removed from the nightmarish mixture of cell phones and walkie-talkies that were the usual for long-distance communication. How it had come to be an all-purpose call to arms when there was news to be shared—and when Candice squelched that tangent, she thought of how the dinner bell was a genuine antique cattle drive dinner bell, picked up by Sir Joseph from a dig site in Arizona, in America, for God’s sake. Wouldn’t you think they had enough people digging that country up already not to need a Brit to come and do it?

			Her arm muscles were twanging and her ears ringing, sore from how hard she’d been clanging the bell. She whirled on Harper. “Start the trucks up, get everyone to Khartoum, head for the British Embassy.”

			Then she looked around, searching for something, anything, her thoughts racing so fast that she couldn’t remember what she’d—a shovel. Someone had left a shovel out. Albert, had to be Albert; she’d told him four times already! She picked it up and realized someone was talking to her, that Harper was talking to her. Harper was asking what she was doing.

			“The sands in the pit are held back by soil nailing,” Candice said, not quite sure if she was explaining it or realizing it. “If I knock out the nails, the sand will pour in and cover the pyramid up all over again. The Khamsin will have nothing.”

			“I don’t think we have that kind of time.”

			“You don’t. I do.” The students were beginning to pour out of their tents, attracted by the dinner bell. Candice waved them toward the trucks. Faster, faster! “I’ll be right behind you.”

			“Candice, it’s not worth your life.” Harper’s voice sounded far away.

			Candice could only shrug. “It is my life.”
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			She ran her ass off, shovel clutched to her chest, back the way everyone else was coming from. She watched their faces pass by, their heads turning while hers stayed locked ahead. Her thoughts kept coming in jigsaw pieces—she wasn’t sure if she envied them for being able to leave or pitied them for it. How many people got to stomp out a flame at the Library of Alexandria?

			Slide down the ladder, flashlight clenched in her teeth, then she was running along the beaten sand that formed the footpath, boots pedaling so hard that the turf erupted in sprays at her feet, the grit scratching her calves. The first soil nail was just ahead of her, a length of rebar drilled into the sand, sealed in with shotcrete. She swung the shovel like an axe, its flat edge hitting the shotcrete, shattering it like a dropped dinner plate.

			Maybe it was that this was only a temporary reinforcement, meant to have had better support walls built ages ago.

			Maybe her adrenaline was just pumping that much.

			But the shotcrete flaked off in shards. She swung into the rebar itself, knocking shotcrete dust off in a gray cloud, shaking the rebar loose before she clasped it under her arm and pulled as hard as she could. It came free, bursting out with a handful of sand, and then the hole bled sand. Sand that wormed its way into the pyramid pit, at first a trickle, then arterial in its flow.

			Candice ran to the next nail. Behind her, three square feet of sand crumbled away, but otherwise the wall held. She swung at the next rebar.

			Her arm muscles thrummed. She heard the shotcrete cracking, falling apart like everything else. This nail came out even easier than the first. Another hourglass turned on its side, sand whispering down behind her like water through a cracked dam.

			Soon her arms were burning, sweat covering her body, her lungs exploding and imploding in her chest on wisps of air. She had ditchdigger’s muscles from the excavation, but she had paced herself then, gone at a jog instead of a run. Now she was sprinting, hitting the nails as many times as she could, as hard as she could, working her fingers to the bone to pull them free of the sands. Heaving, working, sweating through the coughing clouds of sand she was releasing behind her.

			The good, pure heat of the night was a forge, her work the hammer, burning and pounding away all other thoughts, all doubts until there was just the truth.

			She was burying the tomb again. Wiping out whatever mark she’d made in this life. She probably should’ve gone to the bottom and worked her way up so she wouldn’t be buried alive. Except there wasn’t time for that. And would it really be that bad to be buried here with the discovery she’d made?

			Candice had destabilized the pit by now—sent cracks skittering through the unsupported sand walls. The wind that crept down into the depression clawed scads of sand from the walls, raining down on her in fits and bursts. She hit the next nail and the reverberations bypassed her sweating skin, her piano-wire muscles, and went straight to the bone. She felt like she was shaking apart inside flesh too numb to feel it.

			The shovel slipped from her hands and she pulled at the nail, drawing it halfway out when it caught on something, some spur of shotcrete that wouldn’t let it go. One blow too little. Candice gritted her teeth and threw her back into the pull.

			She had fought the earth to take what she could out of it, every chunk of brickwork and shard of pottery, and now the earth wouldn’t take it back. No refunds. Caveat emptor.

			She jammed her foot against the wall to brace herself and it dug into the packed sand before finding stability, letting her put all her muscle against the rebar, until finally it gave, throwing her on her back as it came out and brought a flood of sand with it, showering down on her even as she rolled out of the way, the grit of it plastered to her sweaty skin, grating and burning under her clothes, all along her body.

			Flat on her back, every breath a panting effort, she looked up at them. Ten Khamsin lined the pit opening, staring down at her like mourners watching a casket being lowered into the grave.
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			Her hands were bound behind her back with rough hemp, so tight that every movement of her fingers made the bristles cut deeper into her wrists. As she was dragged out of the pit, her adrenaline-soaked mind wouldn’t allow her any rest, any peace with what was coming. She tried to think if her hands had ever been tied. Even at her obligatory student political protests, the worst that’d ever happened was being told to face a wall.

			They marched her into the main tent, where jihadis turned over the bins, flooding the canvas floor with sand. Her mind kept turning like a rat on a cage wheel unable to stop. Desertification—loss of trees leading to deserts expanding into fertile land no matter how people try to keep it out. It just gets in, it all gets in…

			One of the men put a small trinket on the table. Candice remembered it—Arthur had found it, sifting through grains with those ridiculous, overpriced headphones of his on. He’d found half of a scarab seal, steatite, that became greener and greener the more they brushed the sand off, like a plant blooming in the desert.

			The leader smashed it with the butt of his rifle.

			It only took one blow, but he hit it again to make his point. She thought she could kill this man. If she had a gun, if she had a single second to fire, she could kill this vandal and never so much as think of him again.

			Another artifact was placed on the table before him, but the leader ignored it this time. Instead, he looked at her, where she knelt with her hands growing numb and her brain burning hot.

			“There are more,” he said. His English was labored, slow, and as gnarled as the sun-forged leather of his face, but it came at a steady cadence. “Where are they?”

			Candice didn’t flatter herself to think that there was an ounce of real bravery in her, but something inside her said “Sod off” and the rest of her went along with it.

			His hand twitched away from his side—not malicious, easy and deliberate—and struck the side of her face. The flash of indignity registered before the pain. He hadn’t punched her. Not yet. Just given her a chiding tap like she wasn’t even worth real pain.

			“You come into our country,” he said. “You not only bring your own apostasy, but you dig more up from the past. These idols that you would have replace Allah. These little stone things you think should be worshipped above the glory of God. They must all be destroyed. Tell us where you’ve taken the rest.”

			Candice wished she could say something clever—wished there was some epic speech in her about how awful it was, what he was doing, how pointless and misguided and evil, how worthless he had to be to consider some old stone his enemy. But there was just “Sod off.” It was small, but it was all she had.

			The artifact was crushed under the weight of his rifle. From her position, Candice couldn’t see what it was. That seemed like a betrayal, that it couldn’t even live on in her memory. She’d let it down. She’d let down everything and everyone.

			“Destroy all of them.” The leader drew his white robes away from his hip. A scimitar hung from his belt. Candice found herself trying to place its design; she thought it might be Persian from the watering on the blade. He drew it. “She knows nothing.”

			“No, I’m…” This was ridiculous. “I’m not telling you.” The ludicrousness of it struck her far more heavily than the thought that she was about to die. “I know, I’m just not telling you.”

			He rolled his eyes at her. It wasn’t that she wanted to be tortured for information, but Jesus Christ, here she was dying for what she believed in and they couldn’t even get that right. You’d think if anyone would care about martyrdom, it’d be a goddamn Muslim terrorist.

			“Get your lousy hands offa me—!” There was a commotion at the tent flap, and even as Candice strained her neck to see, Harper was shoved through and landed on her face, her hands tied in front of her.

			Christ Almighty, the students! “They got you?”

			Harper met her eyes and read her mind instantly. “No, no, they all got out.”

			“Then what are you—”

			“Like you’ve never missed your bus?”

			Harper was hauled up and planted on her knees, her backpack dropped in front of her. The jihadis rifled through it. Harper openly seethed. They dragged out what looked like a fossilized log.

			“Careful, that’s not insured!” Harper snapped.

			Next came her camcorder. The leader’s attention was called to it. He examined it a moment, thick eyebrows knotted together, then barked orders in his own language. Candice was not so proficient that she could make out what his rapid-fire instructions were. She was almost glad for that.

			With a loud rustle, a black ISIS flag unfurled against the wall of the tent. She and Harper were picked up and pushed to their knees in front of it. The jihadis arranged themselves around their trophy while their leader sharpened his scimitar on a whetstone from his pocket. One man stood by the tent’s entrance, fiddling with the camcorder. He zipped the flaps closed and aimed the camera at the little tableau. Candice saw herself reflected in the lens, frightened, wide-eyed. Okay, so she wasn’t facing death with dignity. She didn’t have any at the moment.

			“They’re going to kill us,” she muttered to Harper. “They’re going to cut our heads off for one of their sick little snuff films.”

			Harper’s head hung low. “I always did wanna be on TV.”

			“Sorry we didn’t have more time together. You seem like a good person to know.”

			“Maybe in the next life,” Harper said. Then she was distracted by the jihadist slapping the camcorder. “Hey! Be careful with that!”

			The leader said something similar in Arabic, which had the cameraman replying apologetically. He tapped a few more buttons.

			“Did you try pressing the power button?” Harper asked. “Turn it off and then turn it on again? Is there even a memory card loaded? If there’s a memory card in, it’ll record straight to the memory card. It’s micro-SD. Sometimes you need to take it out, then power the camera—”

			The leader cuffed the back of her head, then raised the scimitar, spitting out words—clearly an advocate of getting on with it. The cameraman got the camera to beep. It didn’t do much else.

			Harper craned her neck to address the leader. “Listen, can I take a look at it? It’s kinda new.”

			“What are you doing?” Candice demanded. “They’re going to kill us and you’re doing tech support?”

			The leader jerked Harper to her feet and gave her a shove toward the cameraman. She actually tittered in disbelief. “Right now it’s looking more like they’re going to kill you and I’m TBD.”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?”

			Harper ignored her, holding out her bonds to the cameraman. “You mind?” He looked questioningly to the leader. “Trust me, I can get shot and die just as easily with my hands free as I can with them tied.”

			The leader appeared to agree, barking an order at the cameraman that had him pulling a dagger from his belt and slashing Harper’s bindings away. She rubbed her wrists a moment before the cameraman screamed at her, then she took the camcorder and looked it over, turning it this way and that, reminding Candice of a child trying to work out what was inside a Christmas present.

			She tried to be reasonable. If she were in Harper’s shoes, would she do the same thing? Try to stay alive at all costs even if she couldn’t save anyone else—what a fucking bitch.

			Harper pried open the side of the camera. “Let me just check the—ah, here’s the problem. Someone left a Wilson Combat Sentinel XL inside.”

			And suddenly she was pulling a pistol out of the camera, pulling the trigger right in the cameraman’s face. He went down, falling with his cheek blown open, and Harper whirled on the two Khamsin flanking Candice. They were going for the rifles at their sides but Harper was fast, so fast.

			The handgun barked like an angry dog, a big angry dog. The guy on Candice’s left toppled forward without the top of his head. It was slithering down the canvas behind him. The one on the right took a bullet in the chest; it went out his back with an explosion of blood.

			The leader brandished his sword, shaking it furiously at Harper as she came for him, gun extended out in front of her, arms straight, shoulders squared, the shooting stance held as firmly as a samurai with a sword.

			“Kess ommak!” the leader screamed at her, his sword flashing in the air. “Kess ommak!”

			“Dude,” Harper said, and shot him in the mouth. His whole head fragmented, covering Candice’s hunched shoulders in a spray of blood and…giblets.

			The cameraman by the door twitched. Candice would’ve shouted a warning if her throat hadn’t closed into a black hole. She had no idea people could be shot and live, just keep going, clawing at the ground with their face hanging off like that.

			Harper craned over Candice, who flinched, to see the leader—Candice couldn’t imagine he was moving. Then she stooped, stuffing the pistol in the back of her waistband, and pulled out a vicious khanjar from one of the jihadist’s belts. She sliced through Candice’s bonds. “I’ve never believed in bondage on a first date.”

			Mute, Candice rubbed at her raw, numbed wrists. She had stopped overthinking every little thing. Her mind had simply ground to a halt.

			Harper picked up two of the AK-47s.

			“Get down on your belly,” Harper said, in a tone used to being obeyed. “Cover your ears.”

			Holding both rifles under her arms and staying in a crouch, Harper hurried to the tent flap and drew the zipper down.

			The remaining jihadis had heard the shots. Of course they had heard the shots. Candice couldn’t imagine that anyone on earth hadn’t heard explosion after explosion. Now they were calling out to each other, stampeding toward the geodome. Harper grabbed hold of the cameraman’s dead weight, jerked him into a sitting position, and crouched behind him with an AK in either hand.

			“That won’t keep them out,” Candice hissed fearfully, belly to the floor. The blood from the dead spread out in voracious pools that contaminated the sands like some toxin.

			“It won’t keep anything out,” Harper agreed as two, three, four Khamsin marshaled at the tent flap, rifles drawn, pulling at the zipper—She fired both AKs at once.

			A twin barrage of fire shredded through the tent wall. It completely ventilated the tent flap—and the men behind it. Their blood hit the canvas in thick gales. Some of leaked through the bullet holes, splattering the floor.

			Harper didn’t stop firing, even after one gun jammed. The other was good to go, so it went on in a relentless chatter until it ran out of ammo. Candice buried her head in her hands, flattened herself to the floor, and realized that despite all her study of them, she didn’t have a god to pray to.

			Harper stopped firing and let the cameraman’s body slump to the floor. She dropped the empty AK, then expertly worked the bolt on the jammed one until it ejected a bullet. Then she ripped the bolt once more and pointed into the huddle of bodies outside the tent. She didn’t have to open the flap. The entire side of the tent was gone, no more than crimson ribbons blowing in the breeze. Harper fired a single burst into the huddle. Someone groaned, and then it was very, very quiet.

			“Anyone I haven’t killed yet?” Harper called.

			“In. What. World?” Candice answered. Her ears rang painfully. She was shaking. She was alive.

			“This is really putting me in the mood for Benihana.” Harper was next to her now, had Candice by the shoulder, and was using a firm hand to guide her between various pools of blood and the dead body of the cameraman and—“Close your eyes, babe.”—out of the tent, through a rancid smell that was part acrid gun smoke and part something horribly dead. Then she heard a horse whinnying.

			“Son of a bitch!” Harper cursed, and by the light spilling out of the tents, Candice saw her running like hell, the rifle transferred to her left hand, the handgun clutched in her right. A pair of horseman raced from out between the tents and Harper fired at them, once, twice. There was an arterial spurt from one rider’s arm like a spritz of strong perfume but they kept riding. Harper holstered the pistol and raised the AK, thumbing something on the side until it clicked, then—bang, bang—and one of the horsemen spilled from his saddle, taking a header into sand that parted like the Red Sea.

			The other was still riding, and Harper kept the AK raised to her cheek. It clicked. Nothing happened. Already her target was disappearing into the night. She lowered the rifle and tossed it aside. “Piece of shit. It jams and the sights are off. If we’re lucky, it’ll take him hours to ride back and get reinforcements.”

			“If we’re not lucky?”

			“He’ll have a radio.”

			The thought was chilling—more of them, more bullets, more shooting, blood and screams, and that smell. Candice was shaking, choking on air that wasn’t enough, wasn’t nearly enough, a warm feeling in her groin that was still terribly, terribly cold.

			“I peed myself,” she said, then gasped for laughter, feeling a blinding headache coming on. Red bled into the corners of her vision and there was still not enough air, not enough air in all the world.

			“C’mere,” Harper said, and once more had hold of her shoulder, pushing and pulling her along into another tent. “It happens to everyone, first time in a gunfight. Not to me, but everyone else.” She sat Candice down on the ground like a child. “Wait there. Do not move.”

			“Harper,” Candice said plaintively.

			“My name’s not Harper,” said not-Harper, and she walked away.

			She was back in under a minute, her backpack in hand. The contents, starting with a thick black vest, were dumped on the ground so she could rifle through them. She picked up an ammo clip and loaded the handgun like she didn’t even need to think about it.

			“I travel light, but I do keep a change of clothing. Here.” She pulled out a pair of shorts and a set of panties, along with a package of wet naps. “I’ll be right outside. Clean yourself off and change. We don’t have much time.”

			“Who are you?” Candice asked.

			“Nevada,” she said. “Easy Nevada. Sometimes very easy. Now hurry. We need to get into that pyramid before they come back.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 6

			The Golden Tomb

			When Candice emerged in Harper Burke’s, no, Easy Nevada’s, version of short shorts, Nevada was grubbing among the jihadis she’d shot down at the geodome entrance. Candice had prepared herself for the sight, had told herself there would be dead men everywhere and it didn’t matter because she wasn’t one of them. All she could look at was Nevada before she had to avert her eyes.

			“It’s okay, you’re safe now,” Nevada was saying. “We’re gonna give you a good home.”

			“Good home?” Candice asked.

			“I was talking to the baby here,” Nevada said. Candice looked at her, really hard, seeing the bandolier of shotgun shells she’d removed from a body and slung across her chest. She’d put on a layer of black and a jacket over her tank top. She also had a shotgun. She looked relaxed. Almost happy.

			“Remington 870 Magnum. I don’t know how they got it, but it’s in pristine condition. Love it. Hate going into a shootout without a long gun. Almost seems unprofessional.” Then she turned to Candice. “You good?”

			“Me?” Candice asked. “Not the shotgun? Yes, I’m fine. I was almost decapitated, shot, probably could’ve been trampled by a horse—”

			“Those shorts look good on you,” Nevada said. “A size too small, but it works. Just for future reference, though, there are simpler ways to get into my pants. Now, cover your ears.”

			“My ears?”

			Nevada nodded. Candice cupped her hands over her ears. Then Nevada fired the shotgun—the Remington 870 Magnum—into the ground.

			Even with her hands over her ears, it had the shattering bang of a dish dropping onto a tile floor.

			Nevada pumped another round after the first and nodded with satisfaction. “Never trust a weapon you haven’t test-fired yourself.”

			“Who the hell are you? And don’t say ‘Easy Nevada’ like I’m supposed to know what that means! That’s not even a real name. Are you CIA? MI6? Seal Team Six?”

			Nevada hilted her shotgun into her backpack and slung it over one shoulder. She started walking. “I’m an independent contractor. What you might call a procurer of rare antiquities.”

			Candice walked after her. “You’re a treasure hunter.”

			“I don’t like that term. I’ve always felt that the real treasure we should be hunting is literacy. But yes.” She pulled out a flashlight as they approached the dark pit.

			“A grave robber,” Candice accused. Her guts contracted to ache along with everything else in her body.

			“That I like. Very metal.” Nevada started down the ladder, flashlight held awkwardly in one hand.

			“And you think there’s treasure down there?” Candice asked. “There isn’t. There never is. Any gold or jewels you think you’ll find were probably picked clean by other grave robbers a thousand years ago.”

			Nevada stopped to look up at her. “Not after gold, not after jewels. Are you coming?”

			“Coming?” Candice cried shrilly, feeling an edge of hysteria in her own words. “What, do you want me to help carry the nonexistent loot?”

			“I did save your life,” Nevada pointed out. “But no, I should be able to manage. I need you because I don’t know exactly what’s down there and you might be able to get me through some of the death traps.”

			“Death traps?” Candice stomped down the ladder after her. “There are no death traps! No curses! No treasure!”

			“Well, then you won’t have to worry about me robbing the place.” When Candice was in the pit beside her, Nevada reached into her backpack and brought out a GoPro camera. Candice recognized it. Did she nick my camera?

			Nevada shoved it into her hands. “Here. Come with me. You can get a visual record of the tomb, grab whatever goodies you can—except for my bit, of course—and I’ll get you out of here before they come back.”

			“I don’t need your help to get out of here. There are horses.”

			“You’re welcome,” Nevada said quickly.

			Candice fumed, but ignored the interruption. “I can ride right back to Khartoum.”

			“Have you ever ridden a horse before?”

			“How hard can it be?”

			“Good luck,” Nevada said, hiking over the uneven terrain of collapsing sand, flashlight beam bouncing ahead of her.

			Candice resisted the urge to throw the camera at her. Instead she pulled on the headband it was attached to. “What do you think you’ll find down there? The Ark of the Covenant? A flying saucer?” Candice called after her with all the sarcasm she could muster.

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Nevada shot back. “But there is one way to find out.”

			“You think I’m so curious about your bullshit treasure I’m going to help you do the one thing an archaeologist isn’t supposed to do?”

			Nevada turned around and walked backward as she raised her voice to be heard. “Oh, come on, I’m sure there are lots of things an archaeologist isn’t supposed to do. Driving under the influence, for example. We’re not doing that. So, is it really that bad, compared to drunk driving?”

			“Yes!”

			“Well, I’m doing it. So you can stay here and try to teach yourself horseback riding in the next five minutes, or you can come with me and record the pyramid for posterity before the Khamsin come back and blow the whole thing to hell anyway.” Nevada stopped walking, putting her hands on her hips. “Would it help seal the deal if I offered sexual favors?”

			Growling to herself, Candice started after her. “Fine! But only to keep you from blowing everything up before the Khamsin can even get to it.”

			“So that’s a yes on the sexual favors?”
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			With a crisp mule kick, Nevada broke through the seal on the air shaft. The pressure equalized between the air outside the tomb and that trapped inside, rushing in and venting out with an eerie howl.

			Like something awakening, Candice thought, then chided herself for her own superstition. She was a student of history, not folklore.

			Despite her commitment to intellectualism, she had nonetheless winced as Nevada kicked the seal in, turning her head slightly away from the sight. Candice chided herself for that too. With the GoPro strapped to her head, she had to be absolutely unwavering in her documentation.

			Nevada bent the flashlight—it was an angle-head—and slotted it through her shirt, took a length of climbing rope from her bag of tricks, and climbed up to wind it around the exposed part of the pyramid, between the golden capstone and the limestone below. The join gave the rope a space to gird into. Nevada put her boot on the capstone to pull the rope taut, crunching her heel into the stone.

			“Can’t you find another anchor?” Candice snapped. “That is a two-thousand-year-old archaeological find that you’re…lassoing.”

			Nevada dropped down next to her, a carabiner held in her teeth. She spat it out to affix to the rope. “This isn’t an archaeological expedition, Candy. It’s a rescue mission. We don’t have time to go over everything with tweezers and magnifying glasses.”

			“You could leave a little for when there is time!”

			Nevada scoffed. “If it helps you to think that’s going to happen then fine, be my guest. Meanwhile, here in reality…” She tossed the loops of rope into the air shaft. “We’re on the clock.”

			Candice could only shake her head. “This is insane.”

			Nevada reached into her pack, bringing out a thin cylindrical object, and jabbed it against the heel of her hand before holding it well away. She turned her head and Candice did the same, realizing what it was.

			The flare burst into brilliant violet light a few seconds after it’d been struck, filling the night to overflowing. So much so, Candice’s eyes hurt even with her eyelids closed. Nevada set it on the far side of the shaft so the light shone down into the hole and turned her flashlight off. “Using a flashlight while I rappel down a tunnel always reminds me of getting a down-there exam. No idea why.”

			Nevada straddled the rope, pulling it between her legs, around her hips, around her back and down the other arm. Then she looped it around Candice.

			“Hey!”

			“You know how to rappel down a rope? Got a climbing harness on you?”

			“I’m sure I could figure—Oof!” Nevada was already tying them together, in a way that felt very snug. Almost uncomfortably so.

			“Nothing like being strapped in, is there?” Nevada asked.

			She tightened the rope one last time, jerking them together—and Candice felt an abrupt pang of sensation. It wasn’t lust, just a jarring reminder of how firm Nevada was, her body strong and muscular, and, off to the side somewhere, intriguingly, promisingly curved. Coming hard on the heels of the initial shock of the violence, it was almost intoxicating.

			Nevada grinned, and Candice wasn’t sure if she’d noticed her reaction, or it was just her being…her. “Put your legs around me and hold on tight to the rope,” Nevada said. “That’ll be useful experience for later.”

			“I’m not putting my legs around you,” Candice said firmly.

			She could see another smart remark lurking in Nevada’s eyes, but Nevada let it die there. “Suit yourself,” she said. Then she turned Candice around and tied them together chest to back, like Candice was in some adult-sized baby carrier. “It’s more fun from behind, isn’t it?” Nevada teased.

			“You are the most obnoxious woman in the world.”

			“No, the most obnoxious woman in the world is Carmina Esposito, and she handled my insurance claim in 2009. Here’s the tricky part!”

			She walked backward gingerly, legs apart, knees bent, and Candice mirrored her motions. Suddenly, they were stepping off the ledge and into empty air. Air wafting out of the tomb, air that hadn’t been breathed in two thousand years.

			It was shockingly cold, buried down below the heat of the sun, ice cocooned in insulating sand. It was probably only room temperature, but the shock of leaving the desert warmth behind made Candice’s bare legs prickle, and she wished for even the modest warmth of her own pants.

			Gravity clawed at them. Nevada fed the rope through her descender’s tight grip to give the inevitable pull as little headway as possible. Candice expected, somehow, for the drop to be only ten or twenty feet—a reasonable height, one or two stories like you’d find in any normal Kushite pyramid, but she could see down for what seemed like miles, and there was no ground, just darkness. More and more darkness.

			Strapped skin to skin with Nevada and cumbersomely copying what she did, Candice wrapped her hands around the rope and tried to take comfort in being able to cling to it as it trickled through her fingers. Her unhelpfully precise memory reminded her that the length of the similar shaft in the Great Pyramid of Giza was 235 feet. Though that had gone at an angle, not straight down.

			The flare went out and Nevada paused. Without the distraction of motion, all Candice could hear was the creak of the rope and the shallowness of their breathing. She imagined the sands of Sudan, pressing in on all sides. They would bury her in a second, except she was already buried.

			“Why are we stopping?” Candice whispered. She half expected an echo. Instead, her words were swallowed whole.

			“Forgot something,” Nevada said, and she dug one-handed into her pack. Candice fought the urge to clutch harder to the rope now that Nevada only hung on by one hand. She closed her eyes as Nevada rammed another flare against the wall of the shaft.

			“Mic drop!”

			Candice blinked away splotches of color to watch the flare drop through the shaft. It took several seconds, but it landed, a fingerprint of light casting up toward them. The shaft was, if not illuminated, at least outlined. There was not so far to go at all, really.

			Candice bit her lip and wondered if she should thank Nevada. Then they were in motion again, and all she could think of was matching Nevada’s movements as they scuttled downward, the rope whining through its chokehold.

			Candice could feel her head gearing up for a Greatest Hits tour of everything that had happened or almost happened, when Nevada said, out of the blue, “Did they let you put make-up on?”

			Candice closed her eyes. Together with Nevada’s mystifying words, she could almost pretend she was floating instead of falling very, very slowly. “What are you talking about?”

			“Did they let you touch up your make-up? You know, before the decapitation. They didn’t give me a chance.”

			Candice shook her head. The only thing between her and gravity was a crazy person. “They didn’t let me either.”

			“That’s fucked up, right? If you’re going to be a severed head, they should at least let you be a severed head with blush on. Jerks. Wait, I’m sorry, do black people use blush?”

			“Yes. Warm colors, less is more, shades of orange and pink…the natural look.”

			Nevada hummed thoughtfully. “You wearing some now? It looks very natural.”

			“Yes.”

			“I thought so. Looks nice. That or you don’t even need it. I don’t know, I have a complicated relationship with make-up. Love looking pretty. Like, I’m a dyke, but I still want dudes to want to fuck me, y’know? It’s the duality of man. Hey, I think we’re done.”

			Candice opened her eyes, hearing cloth rustling. The flare had gone out, but Nevada was fishing in her pocket for loose change. It hit and wobbled its little spiraling notes a few feet under them.

			“Okay-dokey, brace yourself,” Nevada said, and paid out enough rope to bring them down.

			Something crunched under Candice’s boot. The feeling was that of taking a big bite out of something and finding yourself chewing glass. Thoughts spiraled down from rationality to fear—she imagined everything from shards of some priceless antique ground underfoot to a swarm of scarabs right under her heels. Then Nevada lit another flare.

			The sudden red was like a rain of blood, glowing on the bones that surrounded them on all sides. Layer after layer of bone littered the floor, crunching like leaves in autumn. The muted red light pushed back the dark to show endless legions of skeletons crowded all around them. Candice imagined she was in some dumping ground of the dead, a Davy Jones’s locker, with the bones of the drowned reaching up to welcome her home.

			She opened her mouth, a blood-curdling scream working its way through her throat, and Nevada clapped a hand over her mouth. “Now’s not the time to scream,” she hissed. “Later, maybe.”

			“We’re in the middle of a goddamn ossuary!” Candice hissed right back.

			Nevada’s fierce expression gave way to confusion. “A what now?”

			“Dead bodies! There are dead bodies everywhere.”

			Nevada picked something up. “Moo.” She waved the skull—long and flat, with an elongated snout and two horns stretching out to either side—in Candice’s face.

			As always, knowledge conquered fear. “Animal sacrifice,” Candice realized. “In the Kushite tradition, royal burials were always accompanied by ritual sacrifice. Sometimes numbering in the hundreds.”

			“Waste of perfectly good steak.”

			“It wasn’t all cattle,” Candice said, shivering as she recalled the 322 skeletons at Kerma. Human. Buried alive and suffocated to death.

			Nevada tossed the skull aside and took the flashlight from her pocket. Turning it on, she swiveled it around the room. Beyond the shaft where they stood, the space closed up to about a meter in height. In the crawl space, the bones extended in all directions, a forest of cattle horns that caught the light in bleached whiteness. Through this disorienting kaleidoscope of shining white daggers and their twisting, roiling shadows, Nevada apparently made out an exit. With her other hand, she threw the flare in that direction. In the narrow space, and with the bones blocking the way, it didn’t make it far, but Candice could now see its light illuminating a break in the wall. A hallway out into further darkness.

			Nevada stuck the flashlight into her shirt, then got down on her hands and knees. Candice winced, immediately hearing hollow rattling and clacking, like the scrape of dining utensils on dinnerware, as Nevada pushed the bones aside.

			Tempting as the sight of Nevada’s backside was as she followed behind, it was impossible for Candice to take her eyes off where she placed her hands, her knees. Many of the skeletons had rotted away, disintegrating into chips of bone that cracked and splintered, pricking her flesh when she wasn’t careful. The larger pieces she brushed aside—Nevada got rid of most of them, but she was in such a hurry that she didn’t clear much of a path, just crunched everything underneath her as she steamrolled along.

			“Could you be a little careful?” Candice asked. “Any of this could be tremendously valuable. Or human.”

			“Either way, I doubt they’ll mind.” Nevada picked up a rib cage and flung it aside. The light on her chest cast dizzying shadows through the chamber. Candice looked away, the spasming light making her feel nauseous. She couldn’t stop thinking about the scavengers that had made their way in here, the carrion feeders—beetles and worms that had picked the bones clean, clawing their way into the tomb to get to their meat. Had those creatures died here too, shriveling up into nothingness? Or were they still there, listening to her thrash through this graveyard they tended and wondering if she was there to join their dinner?

			The thicket of bones swam around her, seeming to lunge up to meet her as she fumbled forward. In the flickering light and half-darkness, they seemed like the tentacles of some massive creature, coming to life and dragging her down. She reached out for purchase and her hand ploughed through a skull that shattered like porcelain.

			Nevada shone the flashlight back at her. “You okay?”

			“I’m fine,” Candice replied, extracting her hand from the ruined skull and brushing the shards of bone off onto her shorts. “I’m fine.”

			They passed the flare, which meant they were almost done. Candice heard its hiss and tried not to imagine the sound coming from the stark white teeth surrounding her. Nevada rolled out into the open and reached back into the crawl space to help Candice haul herself out.

			Relief at finally being able to stand upright was short lived. The floor took her weight and then didn’t. A tile cracked under her foot and Candice shrieked as she dropped through the floor ankle-deep before Nevada, with cat-like reflexes, caught her around her waist.

			With Nevada as leverage, Candice pulled her foot out. The hole opened up to another level of the pyramid beneath them, another empty room.

			Nevada teased at the hole with the toe of her boot, breaking away more of the fragile tile. “It’s like walking on peanut brittle,” she said.

			“I told you. There’s some kind of underground river. It saturated the material, then dried out and left everything—”

			“Made in China,” Nevada finished. She swept her light around. Waist-height tidemarks on the walls marked earlier flooding. “You’re right. Flood damage.” She aimed the light down at the floor. More water marks darkened the tiles where Candice’s foot had broken through.

			Nevada stepped on a lighter section of tile, testing her weight. It held, though dull cracking noises came up from beneath the soles of her boots. “I think the lighter tiles are okay to step on.”

			“I’ve that impression too,” Candice said.

			Nevada set her pack down and began digging through it. The pause gave Candice the opportunity to grab the flashlight and slowly pan her GoPro over the surroundings. If this was the only record she was getting, she wanted as much coverage as possible.

			The walls were carved stone, crumbling away under the stain of sand-colored tears. Candice tried to imagine an underground river, its condensation rising into the pyramid, becoming trapped and running back down, again and again over the millennia. She’d heard of clouds forming in some modern high-rises. Could something similar happen to a smaller structure over a longer time scale? Two thousand years for the Nile to seep in and become all the curse this pyramid needed.

			The walls were collapsed and crumbling, but she could still make out the trace of paint. There had to be murals, if only she could see clearer. She took a step toward the nearest wall.

			“Hold on.” Nevada brought a tablet from her backpack and powered it on. “Ground-penetrating radar scan of the pyramid.”

			She showed it to Candice. A wireframe model of the pyramid, showing the corridors honeycombing its interior with the rooms they connected, but more than a quarter of the structure was water-damaged. There were corridors seemingly going nowhere, and Candice suspected those had collapsed into dead ends. Then there were sections of corridor in the middle of nowhere, half-rooms that didn’t obey Kushite architecture. The scan was advanced, but not flawless.

			“Where’s the burial chamber?” Nevada asked.

			“Not sure. Usually underground below the pyramid, but I’m seeing a certain Assyrian influence. Where are we?”

			Nevada traced her finger down the air shaft they’d come through. They were about a quarter of the way down the pyramid, right near its heart.

			“Okay, then. See this shaft in the center?”

			“Yeah. I assume the radar can’t penetrate it,” Nevada said.

			“No, I think that’s a staircase. It goes pretty much straight down from the top of the pyramid to the base. So, when this whole thing was aboveground, you’d enter at the base, go to the stairs, and walk up,” Candice drew her finger across the screen in demonstration. “To just under the top of the pyramid. I bet that’s where the burial chamber will be.”

			Nevada raised an eyebrow, impressed. “The penthouse suite. What a baller.”

			She lit another flare, tossing the cap aside. Candice picked it up and pocketed it. She didn’t need the light to know she was being glared at. “What?”

			“The whole tomb is on its way out and you’re worried about litter?”

			“It’s a good habit to be in,” Candice said shamelessly. She refocused the flashlight on the walls, stepping closer. There were definite traces of painted symbols, but so faded and water damaged as to be unreadable. Still, she traced over them with the GoPro. You never know when a jigsaw piece for one puzzle will fit into another—

			Nevada grabbed her by the back of the shirt.

			“Come on, librarian, we only have this place booked for so long.”

			Candice brushed her aside and focused on a sigil that was half legible. “You’re the one who was worried about death traps.”

			“I’m worrying about death traps quickly. Let’s go.”

			Candice aimed the camera at her as Nevada began picking her way down the corridor. Despite the danger, she set a fast, methodical pace—almost jogging. “So…your name is Easy?” she asked, following in her footsteps.

			“Yup.”

			“What is that, the kind of name you get as a gag gift?”

			“Says the woman named Candy?”

			“Candice.”

			“It’s one step away from Candy and you know it.” Nevada turned and aimed the flare at her. “How did you work your way through college, anyway?” She turned and started down the hall again, and Candice followed.

			“If you were my student, I’d fail you,” she muttered to the retreating back.

			Ahead, the floor had caved, leaving a four-foot gap. Nevada cleared it in one jump.

			“If you were my professor, I’d sleep with you and get a good grade.” She turned and offered Candice her hand.

			Candice waved her back before jumping on her own. “I don’t sleep with my students.”

			“Good thing I’m not your student then.”

			Nevada’s flare burnt out. She almost tossed it into the hole except Candice aimed the light at her. Grudgingly she held the flare out. Candice pocketed it as Nevada lit a new one. They set off again.

			“So what are we looking for?” Candice persisted.

			“You ask now that you’ve charmed your way into my heart?”

			“I ask now that you need me.”

			Nevada gestured, waving the flare around so fast it was like she was trying to write her name with it. “I don’t need you. I don’t need anyone. I’m not a needer.”

			“I just told you where the burial chamber is.”

			“I would’ve found it eventually.”

			“In the middle of this giant death trap?”

			“Ah-ha, see? Told ya there’d be death traps.”

			“It’s an expression.”

			“So’s this: think fast.”

			Nevada tossed her flare to Candice as it burnt out. Candice sullenly pocketed it as she lit another.

			“If you’re so smart,” Nevada continued, eying the way ahead; in the light of the new flare, there looked to be a doorway. “Why don’t you tell me what it is we’re looking for?”

			“I can just tell someone really loved having you for a roommate at one point or another.”

			“So you can’t figure it out? I guess I could tell you if you ask nice.”

			Candice’s nostrils flared. “27 BC. Amanirenas rules Kush—here, basically. The Romans rule Egypt, having taken it over from the Ptolemaic dynasty.”

			“Who were?” Nevada questioned sweetly.

			“The descendants of Ptolemy, one of Alexander the Great’s generals. Alexander conquered Egypt, Ptolemy administered it. Is this a quiz show?”

			Nevada stopped at a section of tile she was unsure of and tapped it with her boot. It crumbled thoroughly, falling away as dust.

			There was now a good ten feet of empty space before the corridor narrowed into a doorway. Candice aimed the flashlight into the darkness on the other side of the portal but only managed to highlight grains of sand wafting through the air.

			With a sigh, Nevada pressed her body to the wall and began edging across the ledge surrounding the hole in the floor. Below, the cave-in proceeded for several stories, down to a jagged mountain of shattered brick. Clearly, this section of the pyramid was collapsing from the ground up. The ceiling above them, too, was sagging inward, sand trickling through a multitude of worm holes.

			Candice stayed where she was. “Am I seriously supposed to do that?”

			“You could always stay there.” Nevada shrugged. “So, tell me, 27 BC?” she prompted.

			Candice backed into the wall as far as she could and began to edge out in a crablike shuffle. “Egypt is conquered again by Julius Caesar,” she lectured. “Cleopatra, the last of the Ptolemies, dies and puts an end to their rule. Amanirenas waits until the Roman Prefect, Aelius Gallas, is away, then invades. She makes it as far as the Holy Island at Philae and pillages Aswan, taking back plunder such as the beheaded statue of Emperor Augustus.”

			“Right,” Nevada said. “Watch your foot, that section’s crap.”

			Candice experimentally stretched her left leg out to what she hoped was the next clear space. The foothold held her weight. You’re in a classroom, you’re in a classroom, having a debate with a…mildly attractive co-ed. “Amanirenas took something…some Roman treasure…and you think they buried it with her?”

			“The Romans never technically defeated the Kushites. They negotiated after the stalemate over Syene. The borders changed, the Romans built a garrison at Qasr Ibrim, the Kushites didn’t have to pay tithes—who’s to say they couldn’t have kept some of their loot?”

			“Such as?” Candice asked, stepping back onto terra firma with a puff of relief.

			“It’s no fun if I just tell you. Didn’t you watch Lost?” With Candice safely across, Nevada stepped through the portal and started down a stairway. And stopped. “Watch that first step.”

			Candice went to join her, shining her flashlight down the steps. The entire stairwell—more like a series of rooms progressively built on top of each other, each with a flight of stairs running through it—had been wiped out. She shined her light upward and could just see, straining her eyes, the apex where the angles of the pyramid met at a point. Everything below was in ruins, as if a comet had smashed through floor after floor, wiping out everything. Fragments of stairways stuck out from the walls like rotting teeth.

			Nevada lit a flare. “Don’t worry, I think I see a recycling bin down there. I’ll aim for it.”

			The flare traveled deeper and deeper into the darkness. For a moment, it seemed like the bright iris of its flame would hold out. Then the darkness smothered it, leaving only a tiny spark, what seemed like hundreds of feet down.

			“Jesus,” Candice said, “how big is this thing?” She wondered if the radar had mapped all of the pyramid or just the uppermost reaches.

			“I think ‘how tall’ would be the real question,” Nevada said, fetching a scope from her pack. “That and why—”

			“Why do hot dog buns come in packs of eight but hot dogs come in packs of ten?” Candice interrupted, imitating Nevada’s quintessentially American accent.

			Nevada looked up from her scope as if she’d just seen someone very old and very naked through it. “First of all, I would never quip about something that clichéd. That quip is like fifty years old in quip years. Second, there’s gold down there.”

			“Gold?”

			Nevada tossed her the scope, which meant Candice had to fumble to keep from dropping it down into the abyss. She looked down and saw something glimmering in the light of the flare, far below.

			“The Kushites had a tradition of burying their royalty with treasure,” she confirmed.

			“Heavy treasure,” Nevada pointed out. “Something covered in enough gold for us to see up here.”

			Candice handed her back the scope. “Floors get brittle, gold stays heavy…it’s down there.”

			“Intact?”

			“Assuming it dropped through the floors one at a time, year after year… I’ve seen sites that’ve been through worse.”

			Nevada crouched over her pack, tucking the scope back inside and pulling out a coil of rope. “Guess what we’re doing again!”

			“Joking about bondage?”

			“Besides that.”

			In short order, Nevada had a climbing piton hammered through the doorway where the rock was firm, the length of the rope leading off it into the depths. She hooked Candice up first.

			“Figure it’s best we go one at a time,” Nevada said. “I know it’s better when we do it together, but you think you can do it solo?”

			“Think you can try not to look down my shirt?”

			Nevada tucked the flashlight into the chest pocket of Candice’s jacket. “I could, but it’d be pretty unappreciative of me.”

			As she started her descent, Candice looked over her shoulder at the flare. She saw it wink out, leaving the phantasmagoric skeleton of the surroundings it had illuminated, flashing brilliant colors against the black before they too faded.

			The whole pyramid was like a skeleton from this angle. As she lowered herself, Candice saw that almost all of the building material underneath the corridor they’d been in had crumbled away. Multiple levels of the pyramid were in similar straits; what little detritus hadn’t been sucked down into this central abyss was frozen where it had piled up, locked in by friction like a river being iced over. It brought home the scale of this place more than seeing it in all its glory ever could. She was getting a look at the guts of these ruins; it just meant she had to be present at the autopsy.

			“You’ve gotta admit, it’s pretty impressive,” she called up to Nevada.

			“The pyramid? Looks like a bit of a fixer-upper to me…”

			“The might of the Roman Empire, the legions of Julius Caesar, the finest fighting force in their day, and Amanirenas fought them to a standstill. That’s ace.”

			Candice lowered herself at a measured pace, squeezing her thighs shut on the rope, working the carabiner, then squirreling down further. It was painstaking, but then, this wasn’t the rock wall at the local mall. She had to admit, though, that she’d be going faster if she were wearing long pants.

			Nevada had sat down, dangling her legs off the drop. “Meh. Petronius had them by the balls. Amanirenas just got a good deal at the negotiating table, is all.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yeah. If Rome really wanted to, they could’ve wiped Kush off the map.”

			“In how many years and at how much expense?”

			“Exactly. Rome didn’t want to go to all the trouble. That doesn’t count as a W for Kush.”

			Candice groped for a good metaphor. “I suppose you only care that Rocky Balboa lost too.”

			“He did!” She heard Nevada spit something out, then mutter an “Uh-oh” that traveled remarkably well, considering.

			“Uh-oh what?” Candice called up. Then she heard something cracking. “Is the line holding?”

			“The line’s holding fine!” Nevada called down. “The wall is another story.”

			Then something split—really spilt. It cracked like a log chopped in two. Candice dropped several feet before jerking to a stop, so hard it was like being rocked by an uppercut. The jarring stop sent her into a spin and she struggled to get her bearings. The flashlight cast crazy shadows as its light spiraled through the half-destroyed ruins.

			“Easy! I think I would like an update please!”

			Nevada grunted. “Relax!” The rope started to tug on Candice. She drifted upward, telling herself there was a trampoline under her. “Your weight kinda ripped that block of stone out of the wall, but I snagged it. Now I’m just gonna pull it back a bit so I can find somewhere to—Oof!”

			Something else cracked. Candice looked up. The floor Nevada had backed up onto gave way. Nevada dropped. The rope skittered across the rearranging architecture until it snagged on an outcrop of crumbled masonry.

			As Nevada zipped down, Candice flew upward, each counterweighting the other. Candice whizzed past stonework she had inched past earlier. And then the upward motion stopped and once again she was in a dizzying spin, every few seconds whirling past a grim-faced Nevada.

			The spinning lessened until she was squarely facing Nevada, who had a knife out and was desperately sawing away at the stonework on her end of the rope. The stonework that anchored them both.

			“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Candice managed to gurgle around the gagging in her throat. Her stomach felt ten inches higher than where nature intended it to be.

			“It’s only ballast. Plus, neither of us can move with this hanging offa us.” Nevada sawed on relentlessly. She was perched above the lump of masonry, both feet braced against it, one hand wrapped around the rope above her head, the other cutting at the rope between her legs. It snapped rather than cut clean, and the stone thundered into the abyss to land basso profundo far below.

			Their joint weight rebalanced in a series of sickening lurches, and then it was Nevada’s turn to spin in space until she somehow mastered a stop—much to Candice’s envy. That was a technique she needed to learn fast. Nevada casually holstered her blade. “Admit it. You’re impressed.”

			The words were drowned in a brittle crackling sound like ice cubes hitting warm water. They both swiveled their necks upward. The floor directly overhead cracked, and with it the outcrop tethering their rope.

			The rope cut through the fault lines like piano wire through cheese. They dropped, spinning head over heels in an endless descent. The decomposed innards of the pyramid flashed by them. Candice, her mind once again frozen in the banal, irrationally hoped they wouldn’t damage anything precious, even if their doom was already sealed on the jagged pile of debris at the base.

			A teetering bridge of surviving brickwork rose to greet them. Miraculously, the rope snagged it, jerking them to a stop, swinging them into each other like a kinetic cradle, only with a bone-rattling impact. On the third slam, Nevada managed to grab for Candice and they clung to one another out of sheer relief.

			“Well, I was impressed,” Candice puffed out, when she finally regained her breath.

			“You can leave your face in my boobs for as long as you want, it’s cool. But I think my back’s broken, so I’m gonna be a bit of a pillow princess.”

			Above them there was another crack.

			The bridge broke apart and rubble fell on them and past them even as they were falling, screaming, wailing—for maybe two seconds—and then they hit the ground.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 7

			The Lion’s Son

			“To Allah we belong and to Allah we return,” Farouq al-Jabbar said solemnly, his head dropped in prayer. It was as if he could not look away from the bullet-riddled corpses, their blank eyes open, trying to meet his own.

			The blood had not yet browned on the sand. An acrid perfume of gun smoke still hung in the air, mixed with offal.

			Farouq al-Jabbar’s men had dragged the corpses into a row out under the moonlight, most of them still trailing blood behind them. They had also corralled the horses. Eight dead. Eight horses. No tire tracks, but the blood was still wet.

			“They’re still here,” he said. “Sadiq!”

			The slave was quick to scamper up to him. Even after twenty years in service, the white jellabiya still looked ill-fitting on him, his black body malnourished and emaciated from God’s punishment of his heathen people.

			“Gather up the bodies,” Farouq ordered him. “Take them back to camp to be cleaned and buried.” He lifted his voice, calling out to the rest of those assembled. Fifty strong men, armed and ammoed, their anger at this offense to their brethren pure to the point of holiness. “The rest of you! Follow me!”

			He led them to the archaeologists’ pit, where the work lamps were ablaze.

			At six-foot-seven, Farouq towered over even the next tallest man, and with the wind billowing his loose-fitting robes against his body, it was clear that he was of formidable mass, and that much of that bulk was muscle.

			A black keffiyeh covered all but his eyes, its cowl embroidered with white thread to form the skeletal semblance of a lion’s roaring jaws over his concealed mouth. This was only visible from up close, though. From afar, his regal demeanor, stately gait, and pristine garments gave him a monastic aspect. It was an impression Farouq favored.

			He was a teacher, after all.

			One of his lieutenants, Aziz, had already gone down into the pit. From the finial of the pyramid, he held up a length of the loose rope, calling out triumphantly “My lord! I have found them!”

			Farouq nodded solemnly and started down the path, his mind the eye of the storm, a calmness of cool calculation in the midst of the anger that buzzed around him, tempting him to hasty and unwise action.

			Aziz rushed up to meet him. “Let us blow the charges now, my lord! We will bury them with their idolatry.”

			“And how do you know they are down there?” Farouq asked, cruelly chiding with the very gentleness of his words. It was something he had learned at a very young age.

			“The rope—” Aziz sputtered, finding it so self-evident that he was at a loss to further explain.

			“They could have gone down,” Farouq said patiently, “taken what they came for, and returned to the surface to flee.”

			Another man, demonstrating how untaught he was, felt the need to boast of his wisdom. “My lord, you said they had not gone. That eight of our horses were still here.”

			Farouq twisted the knife his foolish warrior had impaled himself on by laughing lightly. “I am not the Prophet, young one. I can be mistaken. Perhaps they were picked up by allies with camels. Or inside a car. Or with a helicopter.” He reached out to grip Aziz’s shoulder, reminding him of his place in the lesson. “Could that not be so?”

			Aziz stiffened with embarrassment. “It may be, my lord.”

			“Eight of our brethren are dead. Do we not owe it to them—to Allah—to be certain they are avenged? It is as my father says: we cannot burden God with the work that is ours. That is sloth.”

			“Yes, my lord.”

			Farouq released the man’s shoulder. They had arrived now at the rope, and their entryway into the pyramid. “Ten of you, come with me. The rest of you, finish planting the charges and stand guard. If any come who are not of the faith—either from within this place or without—destroy them.”

			“My lord,” Aziz said, eager to redeem himself. “These enemies we face—they killed eight men and suffered no casualties that I can see. Should you not take more men?”

			Farouq smiled, and through his cowl, the teeth of the lion spread as if preparing to bite down. “I am the son of Nazir al-Jabbar, the Lion of Allah. I myself am worth ten men. I only take others to bear witness to the inevitable.”

			He climbed down the rope. And as space opened up for his men to follow after him, they nearly came to blows deciding who would be among his ten disciples.

			[image: ]

			The “ground” turned out to be another interminable ledge. Candice and Nevada lay there in the dirt and dust, among broken bricks and plaster so moldy and damp they had softened enough not to shatter their bones.

			“You know,” Nevada groaned, sounding even more gratifyingly pained than before, “one day we’ll look back on this and laugh.”

			“After you’re dead, you mean?”

			A moment later, Nevada’s pack went whump on the ground between them.

			Candice didn’t even flinch. “Oh good, I thought my baggage had ended up at another airport.”

			The rest of the descent was slow and arduous. They didn’t dare anchor the rope again. The pyramid’s infrastructure was too precarious. So, they took turns holding on to the line while the other was lowered, one ledge at a time. Fortunately, they both were in good shape, but the exertion was relentless, quickly working their arms into a rubbery burning.

			The air, cool as it was, offered no relief. It thrummed with the weight of the literally hundreds of tons of stone poised overhead, pushing hard into their lungs and then working its way painstakingly out. The only respite was that more and more frequently, the drop was only from one level to another. They just had to swing down from the roof of one corridor to the floor of another, then help haul their partner down. It was backbreaking work, but over quickly. As their progress sped, Candice’s weariness was replaced with excitement, energizing her with a second wind. She just had to keep going. She had dug this damn place up in the first place. It wouldn’t keep her out now.

			“Is there always this much climbing on your job?” Candice asked, gasping for oxygen.

			Nevada hit the ground, taking her weight off the rope. “Uh-huh. Very few ruins are wheelchair-accessible. They’re pretty much begging for a class action.” She held out her arms to catch Candice. “Can you make it?”

			Candice lowered herself down as far as she could and then dropped, landing in a crouch with, she thought, impressively little damage to her ankles. “I’m good,” she said, then straightened with some difficulty. Some wobbling.

			Nevada took out her flashlight and aimed it inward, toward the center of the massive depression they’d climbed down into. There were cracks in the floor that sucked in the light, but it was mostly solid. Looming up from the middle of it was—Nevada’s light conked out. She hissed out air between her front teeth and started slapping it. “Piece of crap, I just put new batteries in this damn—”

			The flashlight came on again. Now Candice could see it in full—a mammoth pile of debris from higher up, collapsed into a teetering mound— a cruelly ironic echo of the very pyramid they were inside. In the malformed jumble of stones both whole and shattered, Candice was uncomfortably reminded of a cairn. As if some unholy crime had been committed and to bury it, the bones of the earth itself had been piled high atop it.

			Through a gap in the covering blocks, something glowed and glimmered.

			Nevada ignored it, instead dropping onto her belly and shining the light down through one of the cracks. “This isn’t the bottom. Looks like plenty more ways to go. Guess this floor must’ve gotten lucky and held.”

			“Or it’s just the next in line to collapse.” Feeling the slightest bit foolish, Candice tapped her foot on the ground. It felt resoundingly solid, which was starting to become an unfamiliar feeling.

			Nevada stuck her arm through and aimed the light at the underside of the cairn. Through the cracked floor, Candice could see more of the golden glimmer.

			“It smashed partway through,” Nevada said, leaping back up. “Looks stable enough, but jumping jacks might be a bad idea.”

			“What an American attitude towards exercise,” Candice quipped.

			“Is this that dry British humor I hear so much about or are you just a bitch? I never can tell.” Nevada jerked her head at the cairn. “Wanna see a dead body?”

			“I thought you’d never ask.”

			They circled the structure, looking for a way in, very conscientiously minding the cracks that radiated out from the burial chamber’s impact point. There were plenty of places where they could see the tomb within a tomb, gold reflecting back at them, but the stone blocks always barred the way. Each was the size of a Volkswagen Bug, piling up to roughly the square footage of a two-story house.

			“Gold all around,” Nevada said, coming back to their starting point. “You don’t think…the whole tomb?”

			“Just gold-plated, I’m sure. No wonder the pyramid couldn’t support its weight.”

			“I never thought I’d be hating on the Egyptian tendency to pimp their afterlives, but here we are.”

			“Technically, it’s a Meroitic tendency,” Candice said.

			Nevada scanned the flashlight beam upward. The blocks weren’t as tightly packed at the top of the pile. “It stands to reason that the blocks on the bottom would be densest, right?”

			“It also stands to reason that at any moment the whole thing could break through the floor and drop that much closer to the center of the earth.”

			Nevada slotted the flashlight into her jacket pocket. “Haven’t you always wanted the earth to revolve around you?”

			Lengthwise, the vaguely rectangular slabs came up to their chests. They picked their way up the hill, trying to wind a path over the blocks.

			“Just once,” Nevada griped, jumping up to get a handhold. “I’d like one of these ancient-ass Grand Poobahs to be buried in a nice cemetery plot. Simple headstone. Easy to dig up. Maybe they could print pamphlets.”

			Candice leaned against the cairn’s slope as Nevada scrabbled her way up, not rushing to offer assistance, but being ready, just in case she slipped. “Admit it, though, if you could be buried this way, you’d do it.”

			With a huff of effort, Nevada rolled over onto her back on top of the block. “Actually, I’d prefer to be buried between a pair of thighs. Know any that are open?”

			Candice started up another slab. For some sadistic reason, all of them seemed to have landed at a precarious angle. “We’re literally right on top of the archaeological find of the decade and you’re thinking about having sex with me?”

			“Flattering, isn’t it?”

			Candice took a slam dunk leap up the slab and grabbed hold of its ledge; abruptly her weight wrenched it loose of its footing. It teetered toward her, awareness of its sheer weight shocking Candice like she’d already been crushed. She threw herself clear. A jangled array of sharp edges and gritty stone rushed to meet her. She felt her outstretched hands and catching knees being shredded to ribbons before Nevada’s hands were on her, hauling her back. With an echoing crash, the block hammered down the cairn’s slope. It levered all the way around, 360 degrees, to slam into the slope again and continue its way down, a single domino doing the work of an entire row.

			Every crash was nerve-wracking, the impacts shuddering under their feet. Candice could feel the cairn’s precise alignment drifting out of sync, chiseled out of its miraculous symmetry blow by blow. Then the block struck home, finally hitting the floor that held them up. It laid there, thrown clear of its home, like a baby bird that had left the nest but sucked at flying.

			“Well then,” Nevada said after a pregnant pause, “at least we don’t have to worry about falling through to our doom anymore.”

			With a groan, the floor gave out.

			It broke away right out from under the block, which plummeted through, leaving only the dust that hadn’t settled yet. They heard it whistling through the air, a sound that quickly dwindled to nothing.

			“I didn’t hear it hit bottom,” Candice said.

			“Maybe it landed on something really soft.”

			“That’s probably it.”

			Now perched on top of the mountain of debris, they looked around. The darkness closed in around them, affording precious little view and giving Candice the impression that they were floating in darkness, the few blocks illuminated by the light the only solid ground in the universe.

			“Over here,” Nevada said. She was shining the flashlight down past a layer of blocks to a large section of the tomb’s gold plating. It had clearly buckled under the force of a past impact, causing two sides of gold to rip apart. Through the tear, all she could see was dust motes shuddering in the air.

			Above it, two blocks had fallen at an angle against each other, propping one another up. Nevada handed the flashlight to Candice and lowered herself between the slabs, carefully choosing where to wiggle between the angled blocks. She gingerly stepped on the gold plating and it creaked, distorting under her weight.

			“Hey, Candice—anyone ever tell you that pure gold is actually pretty soft?” Nevada stooped to examine where the gold had bent inward under her foot.

			Trying to mimic Nevada’s experienced contortions, Candice slid herself down through the blocks. Her skinned knees and raw palms burned with renewed pain. Then she was standing alongside Nevada under the crude stone lean-to.

			“Stand back,” Nevada said, and gripping the gold plating where it had ruptured, she pulled, wrenching it away inch by inch. The muscles of her arms bulged. Candice was a little bit too fascinated, seeing just how fit Nevada was, the thickness of her arms now slabs of muscle, full of power. She swung her attention back to the ripping gold plate. It peeled away like the skin of some overripe fruit, revealing the misshapen wood underneath. Nevada began stomping on the thin layers of wood to flatten them back even as she tugged more and more covering away. It gave easily, but not as easily as the rotted wood underneath.

			Nevada kicked that harder.

			The block above them slipped, stone rumbling against stone. Candice threw her hands up, not even thinking how she expected to hold up multiple tons, finding only that she did. She arrested the stone’s slip, not holding it up, but holding it in place, still in alignment with the block it was pressed against. With the stones leaning on each other, they held. But if Candice’s block kept slipping, it would escape its brother’s hold and its full weight would come down on her. She didn’t like her chances in that contest.

			“Easy!” Candice called. “Little help?”

			“Gimme a sec,” Nevada replied, jumping up and down on a stubborn section. The brown leather of her Steve Madden Bickett boots came down hard. The vibration jostled the block above further out of Candice’s grip.

			“Almost got—” Nevada’s boot went through the roof of the chamber and threw her off balance. She fell against Candice, who winced at the horrifying thought of Nevada knocking her out from under the block and the block then falling and crushing them both. Spending eternity with Nevada hammered flat on top of her was far from appealing.

			“And I’m stuck,” Nevada announced jauntily, crouching down to free her foot. Candice was sweating. She felt as if the full weight of the slab had already shifted from its big, capable neighbor and onto her.

			More and more, onto her.

			Her arms burned. Her fingers throbbed painfully. She imagined them snapping right back against her knuckles as the slab came crashing down.

			“Fuck you!” Nevada cried, and jerked her boot free.

			The two slabs ground against each other like pestle and mortar as the one Candice was holding up rolled inexorably out of alignment.

			Locking her feet together, Nevada slipped down through the hole she’d made, her feet touching bottom inside the chamber with an echoing slap. “C’mon!”

			“Are you kidding?” Candice demanded. The falling slab was pushing so hard on her arms that she thought her shoulders would dislocate. “We’ll be trapped!”

			“Where else did you think we were headed?” Nevada asked. “Which would you rather explore, Tomb of Amanirenas or the bottom of that block?”

			Cursing, Candice let go of the slab, spun on her heel, and threw herself through the gap, expecting with each eternal millisecond for the slab to catch up with her, come down on her back, her legs, her feet, and pin her down, or simply shear off the offending appendages.

			When she landed face to face with a bestial head, its soulless, rectangular eyes staring into hers, at least it was something new to scream about.

			“I know, right?” Nevada shone her flashlight on the fallen statue Candice had landed on. The body of a man with the head of a sheep. “Egyptians had the right idea. Worship cats.”

			Nevada’s light lit up the space. Next to her was a pedestal, bearing only the broken-off feet of the statue, damaged in one of the earlier falls.

			“Who is he anyway?” Nevada asked, directing the light at the body of the fallen statue.

			Candice shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t think of any sheep-headed gods.”

			Nevada sighed. “As an archaeologist, you made a great kickstand.”

			As Nevada shone her flashlight across the room, Candice saw the beam reflected back at them, shattered into a million white needles. Something was shining, patches of glittering gilt that caught the flashlight beam, but she couldn’t see what it was through the haze of blinding light.

			She closed her eyes against the pain of the sudden brightness and didn’t see Nevada scream, though she certainly heard it.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 8

			The Woman Who Would Be King

			“Fuck!”

			“What?” Candice blinked open her eyes. Multicolored blobs dominated her vision.

			“Good news is, those bones we passed on the way in were just animals.”

			“Bad news?”

			“I found the other bones.”

			Candice focused. On the ground were the bodies of the long dead. They’d been reduced to shards of skeletons, but those shards had calcified and crystallized, giving a puffy, bloated appearance so the bone sparkled with tiny, gleaming flares. The harsh, spectral appearance of normal bones was replaced with something more amorphous, indistinct.

			Whatever semblance of order they’d once been in, the repeated falls had jostled them around. The calcium crystals had served to glue most of them together, but sometimes a skeleton had shattered, giving the unnerving appearance that these things were no more than elaborate crockery. It looked like the aftermath of a massacre.

			Candice spoke slowly, haltingly. “The deaths of the Kandake were accompanied by the sacrifice of those closest to them. Consorts, slaves, guards. Even horses and dogs.”

			“Talk about job security,” Nevada said, and directed her light upward. The same calcification that had shrouded the bones fell from the ceiling in stalactites. Short and relatively new, geographically speaking, they reminded Candice of her own canine teeth. Hundreds of them, poised overhead, as if caught gnawing down on the sucked-dry bones.

			“It’s like Actun Tunichil Muknal,” Candice said, remembering the Mayan cave she’d visited once. “At some point, the flood must’ve dripped down here, over hundreds and hundreds of years, causing all this.”

			“That’s one possibility,” Nevada answered.

			“No, that’s the only possibility.”

			Nevada turned around, pointing the light to the left—the room was longer than it was wide. It was a dead end, the fallen statue blocking what once had been an entrance. The gold plating ended, leaving a brief gulf before a corridor that the tomb was presently bisecting. Without speaking, Nevada went the other way, aiming for the black spaces among the gleaming bones.

			Each step kicked up a haze of fine dust that filled the air so heavily it seemed to fly at the flashlight beam. Graffiti dotted the walls—Candice recognized the Eye of Horus—but Nevada swept her flashlight over the images so quickly that she could glean little else.

			She was thankful for that, her mind working feverishly with the knowledge that it was people she was walking through. Without faces, without ritual, that was all it was. She aimed the camera at it all and told herself she was just making a movie.

			She talked just to fill the air with the sound of the living. “Actun Tunichil Muknal…you know it?”

			“Oh, yeah, it’s my Gmail password,” Nevada jibed.

			“It’s in Belize. The locals call it Xibalba. Underworld. There were skeletons like these. The Mayans wrapped bands around their infants’ heads as they grew—like Chinese foot-binding for the skull—so some of the skeletons had a cranial deformity,” Candice babbled.

			Nevada stopped in her tracks. “Is there a point to this?”

			“I guess just that…it could be worse?”

			“Of course, it could be worse,” Nevada said, taking a big step over a ribcage. “I could be alone.”

			Now it was Candice’s turn to pause. “What? Really?”

			“Of course. Don’t you Brits know that misery loves company? Or is that more of a German saying?”

			“Sounds Russian, actually.”

			Candice pressed on. Halfway across the room, there was a raised aperture on the wall. It was bricked in, but one of the falls had cracked that. The crack bisected another bit of graffiti, and in the middle of the gap was a section of desiccated ribs, wrapped in stained linen.

			“A mummy bundle,” Candice announced, examining it. “Food for the dead.” She sniffed as Nevada backed up. “Beef. And this graffiti is interesting too. There appears to almost be an Aramaic influence—”

			With a running start, Nevada barreled into the aperture, hitting it with a kick that knocked the bricks inward to open the passageway.

			“That was history you just kicked,” Candice said.

			“History should stay out of my way. C’mon, you wanna see the queen or do you want to see what Ancient Chad wrote about Ancient Bill?”

			Candice growled and followed Nevada up through the shattered brick. The sloped passage was short, only about four feet before it dropped to the floor of a new room; the other half of the tomb they’d climbed into. At the end of the passageway, Nevada threw a flare. The first thing to loom out of the black was an enormous effigy of a rearing cobra, a uraeus. Twenty feet tall, its fanged snarl was nearly lost in the shadows of its massive hood, which fell across the entire room, almost to Candice and Nevada. Beneath the silent hiss, as if held within its coils, was another opening.

			“That’s the second biggest snake I’ve ever seen,” Nevada observed, the two of them still crouching in the passageway. She prepared to leap down.

			Candice grabbed her hair. “Wait!”

			“Well, if you’re going to keep grabbing my hair—”

			She let go. “Something doesn’t feel right. Look at that.”

			“You mean the giant king cobra? I can’t believe you would get a bad vibe off that,” Nevada said sarcastically.

			“It’s a uraeus. The symbol of royalty for both the Kushites and the Egyptians.”

			“We’re looking for royalty. Funny how that works out.”

			“The Kushites wouldn’t place it here. It just doesn’t fit.”

			“So, what?” Nevada’s eyes lit up. “You think it’s a death trap?”

			“I didn’t say that.”

			“You wanted me to wait.” Nevada’s jaw dropped open in joy. “You think it’s a death trap!”

			“There’s no such thing as death traps!”

			“Baby’s first death trap.” Nevada reached back to grab one of the bricks from the entrance, then tossed it into the cobra room.

			It landed solidly on one of the tiles, well short of the cobra. The tile clicked, then disappeared under a pillar of stone that dropped from the ceiling, smashing the brick into chunks.

			Candice thought it was supposed to stop there—a perfectly able death trap, to be serviced and reset—but the burial chamber had other plans. Unbalanced by the massive shift in weight, the entire tomb shifted in its resting place. There was a great groaning creak and cracks slashed across the ceiling, crawling down the walls as the whole damn thing pivoted to one side. The entire room was now at a twenty-degree slant, pivoting left. The flare rolled across the floor, casting shadows off the cobra at new angles. It smiled at them as the shadows plunged into its mouth.

			“Not a bad death trap,” Nevada said. She cast her flashlight beam down to the floor. “Usually I’d just get a stick and trigger as many as I could from safety, but—”

			“Yeah, don’t do that,” Candice agreed. “Really don’t do that.”

			“Maybe I could rig up a zipline?” Nevada aimed the flashlight at the opening across the room. It led into a hallway. A long one. “No telling what traps might be there, though…”

			“Wait, what’s that down there?”

			“Down where?”

			“How many downs do you think there are? Down.”

			Nevada rolled her eyes and aimed the beam back at the floor. The tiles looked like the usual mud-brick, but if Candice strained her eyes, she could see writing on them.

			“Must be getting rusty,” Nevada said. “I thought I had my hieroglyphics down, but that just looks like gibberish.”

			“It is gibberish,” Candice said. “That writing is Egyptian. That’s Roman, Greek, Chinese, Hebrew, Axumite…”

			“So, we have to translate them all to get across?” Nevada drew a piton gun from her pack. “I think I’ll stick with the zipline.”

			“And if the stone can’t hold your weight?”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You saw how it was outside.”

			Nevada lowered the piton gun despondently. “I refuse to believe that everyone who came in here had to translate half a dozen languages to take a coffee break. No, no, there’s a trick to it. There’s always a trick.”

			Candice stopped crouching and leaned against the wall, thinking furiously. “Jebel Barkal…” she said slowly.

			“What?”

			“That’s what this reminds me of. Jebel Barkal. It’s a mountain, right? The Egyptian version of Olympus. They believed the gods were present there, seeing this pinnacle in the rock as one big uraeus, representing Amun. The Kushites believed their king to be Amun’s son, so they let Amun choose him. The candidates of the royal family would be brought to a temple in the rock and paraded before the effigy of Amun. He would choose one of them and they would become king. ‘I made you receive the Great Crown.’”

			“What happened if they didn’t get the job?” Nevada asked.

			“Diodorus Siculus said that Amun’s statue could command death. I think we just found out how.”

			“That’s one way to keep unemployment down.” Nevada swung her legs out over the ledge, staring fixedly at the other end of the room. “I may not know Kushites, but I know politics. If there’s an election, there’s a way to rig it.”

			“I’m British, remember? We just wish someone would rig our elections.”

			Nevada flashed a grin. “Okay, so, Amun—what’s he into? Is he vegan, lactose-intolerant, what? How’d he choose?”

			“Well, he was originally an Egyptian god, local to Thebes, but he was adopted into the Kushite belief system after Egypt conquered Kush…he became associated with the king of the Kushite gods, Atum.”

			“Had to share an office, huh? That sucks.”

			“More like had to share a body. Amun became Amani, and later Amun-Min, a fertility god with the head of a ram, just like…” Candice looked at the cobra. “Atum the cobra, Amun the ram,” she said thoughtfully. “That statue when we came in, that had the head of a sheep, right?”

			“Right.”

			“There are no Meroitic gods with the head of a sheep. But Amun has the head of a ram.”

			“A ram is a sheep.”

			“A ram has horns. So does Amun.” Candice grabbed the flashlight from Nevada and aimed it at the ground, raking the light over the words. They covered the floor in unbroken streams, line after line after line, with no rhyme or reason. “Rams were considered symbols of virility. Alexander the Great even depicted himself with ram’s horns on tetradrachm coins. So why would a statue of Amun leave off his trademark horns?”

			“They broke off?” Nevada suggested.

			“There were no stubs. They were never there. They’re here.”

			“What?”

			Candice could see. Hidden among the rows and rows of lettering—the wing of a crane becoming the leg of a scarab, that line and another just like it, running from one word to the next. Forming a tip just below the ledge she and Nevada were on, then widening and curving across the room to the uraeus. Two curved ram’s horns.

			Candice hopped down into the room, landing on her feet inside the unbroken lines.

			“Candice!” Nevada cried.

			The floor held, even as Candice bounced up and down on her heels to test it. She reached out with her toe and nudged down just outside the line. The floor there shifted a miniscule degree; Candice had no desire to test it further. She retracted her foot, tried again on the other side, this time inside the opposite line. The ground there was utterly solid.

			“C’mon,” Candice said smugly. “We’re on the clock.”

			“C’mon where? Are you stepping on the letter F, are you spelling out Jehovah, what is this?”

			Candice crouched down and patted the ground inside the lines. “Just put your feet down here and follow me.”

			As they walked across the room, Candice tried to explain, but Nevada didn’t seem to get it, straining her eyes at the floor but unable to make out the pattern. “This is like one of those Magic Eye pictures. I was never good at those either.”

			Down a gently sloping ramp on the far side of the room, to a square doorway of three pharaonic decorated jambs speaking of curses, royalty, antiquity. Candice carefully scanned them with her GoPro, but couldn’t linger to translate. Amanirenas awaited.

			Nevada lit a flare and, after the customary pause, it fizzled into flaming life. The room beyond was revealed in shades of blood. It was rectangular in shape, white limestone in material, with flint nodules like bone darkening the fleshy red the flare painted with.

			“Did you bring any other color?” Candice asked.

			“What?”

			“Like one of those green chemical glowstick things? Like at a rave? One of those?”

			“No,” Nevada said, sounding very certain. “I didn’t bring any other color.”

			Along the two bracketing walls were long niches, like shelves. A chunk of wood in one was, upon closer examination, the facepiece from a coffin, but smashed—whatever precious minerals had made up the eyes torn out, and only a few flecks of gold speaking of how the wooden surface had once appeared.

			“Royal retainers,” Candice said. She bent down to sift through the sand below the alcove. Flakes of gold clung to her fingers. “Or a husband, or child.”

			Bare inches from her hand were the shattered remains of an ancient white canopic jar. More, perhaps a dozen, were similarly broken and scattered about the floor. Candice could see a rock lying among them, big and heavy. The gods who had once protected those disembodied organs were smashed beyond recognition.

			Grave robbers. Just once, she would like there to be a grave that hadn’t drawn fucking robbers. She imagined venturing into an unopened tomb, everything precisely as its creators had arranged it for eternity, actually getting a chance to see it as it was intended, and preserve it as it deserved. She thought that would be the closest thing there was, as an adult, to coming downstairs on Christmas morning and finding a fire raging in the fireplace and the Christmas tree lit up, presents under the pine needles and candy in the stockings.

			“Candy,” Nevada called. “I think someone’s been waiting for you.”

			Her flare was pointed at the far end of the room. Candice stood, trying to shake her hand clean of the sand, not even able to think of brushing it off.

			There was a small army of shawabtis, the servants of the afterlife, represented by small figurines like scale models of the famous Egyptian coffins. They blanketed the floor, trampled underfoot, many broken, many shattered, but far more of them intact. Faithfully serving their mistress, still.

			And beyond them, just before the far wall, was a masonry bench. On it was an angareeb—a four-legged bed made of split palm ribs stretched over a wooden frame. There was no gold, none of the beautiful artifacts in bronze and ivory and faience that Candice knew the Nubians would bestow upon their royal dead. And the coffin had been picked apart.

			But the mummy was still there.

			After all the falls, all the looting, some twist of fate had kept her flat on her back, resting in her funerary bed. The wrappings had been stripped from her body in that gluttonous lust for treasure—even the toes had been bared, searching for the golden caps that were often present there. But the important thing—the woman herself—remained.

			Her embalmers’ work was awe-inspiring. The nostrils were packed with linen to preserve their shape, the mouth caked with natron—a later ‘opening of the mouth’ ritual? Her right arm laid stiffly at her side, but the left was bent at the elbow with a clenched fist. It was as if she had been grasping something. And there was a notch on one eye socket.

			“Strabo said she was blind in one eye.” Candice shook her head. “This is her. And that’s where the knife, or the arrow, or something took her eye. Her. Queen Amanirenas. And some fucking looter despoiled her grave.”

			“I don’t think so,” Nevada said. “Grave robbers don’t leave notes.”

			She was stooping over the shawabtis, carefully moving a few aside to pick up something underneath, a stone slab that she could lift only enough to set on end.

			“It’s a stele!” Candice declared.

			“Really? How much does it cost?”

			Candice gave her a look. “It’s, umm…okay, there’s a citation of religious ceremonies, then there’s the titles of Queen Amanishakheto—she’s Amanirenas’s successor.” Candice’s eyes roved over the strange wording, hanging on each character, her voice seeming to come separate from her consciousness. “The Roman gods…expressed their discontent…they…made the sky with a tempest of…something…it caused darkness instead of sun, the sky was unmoored…more than the roar of the people…screaming…with the turbulence of the cataract…each house…was floating in the water like the barks of papyrus…with no one able to light a torch anywhere…then the Egyptians came to Her Majesty, saying…these events, which surpass the power of the great gods and the wills of kings…because Man has stolen the gift of the gods…Her Majesty gave them leave…the tomb of Amanirenas…this stone being permissive, permission…and they took back what they desired…Her Majesty saw that it was returned to the gods…the arms of she who best received it…they carried out everything as the queen had ordered it…the wrath of the gods was empty…if you would know where the prize was taken…look around you.’”

			“Well,” Nevada said, “that just cleared everything up.”

			“It’s not an exact translation, Nevada. I’m not Google. Help me lift it.”

			“We’re not taking that with us.” Nevada had her pack on the floor and was rooting through it. “Amateur hour’s over. It’s time for the big guns.”

			Candice almost entirely ignored her to play the GoPro over Amanirenas’s resting place again, only barely speaking. “You’ve seen this place, Nevada. It’s been picked clean. Anything of any value must’ve gone with the Egyptians.”

			“Anything of obvious value,” Nevada corrected. “I’m not interested in gold, frankincense, myrrh. I’m after bigger game.”

			“Such as?”

			“You’ll know it when you see it.”

			“Well, is it bigger than a breadbox?”

			“What’s a breadbox? Is that what they call laptops back home at Hogwarts?” She finally succeeded in removing her prize—a cylinder three feet long, and so encrusted with lichen and mud and other pollution of the deep that it looked more like a length of driftwood than anything else.

			“What’s that?” Candice asked.

			“A little present from Qasr Ibrim. Well, that’s where someone found a granite stele saying that the boat that this had been on had sunk, along with a few helpful hints about the course it had been sailing. Thank you, hydroelectric power. This, my dear librarian, is the key, and your little dig site is the hole.” Nevada eyes flared. “That sounded dirty. But basically, somewhere around here is—bingo!”

			In the absolute center of the floor was a circular depression, half-covered by a shard of canopic jar. Nevada kicked it aside and rested the base of the cylinder in the hole, once she had pried off a bit of crust that was blocking it up.

			“Okay,” Nevada looked around expectantly. “Now there should be a hidden door opening or a—” She spun the cylinder around. All it did was grind in the tight fit. “Look around! Look around!”

			As Nevada as banged on the ‘key,’ trying to drive it deeper into its hole, Candice scanned the walls. There was none of the traditional writing or paintings, just smudges like charcoal rubbings. For a moment, she wondered if they could be words—there appeared to be a definite symmetry. But they were too distorted, looking as if they’d been blurred by some accident of heat, tainted by some trickling of water.

			Candice swung the flashlight around. The same smudges were everywhere, at regular intervals—that made no sense. If there had been writing, and it had been lost by some degradation, why would there be any kind of pattern? But the blank spaces lined up, as evenly as they would with legible writing. Could someone have deliberately wiped them out? Left their placement as exact and as precise as intended, just distorted the words? Perhaps the Kushites, answering some perceived blasphemy, were trying to enact or depower a curse?

			She heard a metallic clang behind her and, spinning around, saw that Nevada had picked up the rod and turned it upside down. The change in tack did nothing to solve their problem.

			“It’s made of metal,” Candice said.

			“Yeah, meteoric ore. I had it checked out. Just like King Tut’s pig-sticker.”

			Candice blinked. It was metal, just overgrown and encrusted and polluted by millennia underwater. The thought triggered an association. Something to do with things that had been stretched out. Like a…like a face in a funhouse mirror.

			“Anamorphic,” she said aloud.

			“What is that, your safe word?” Nevada asked.

			“Nevada, give me the shotgun.”

			Nevada stared at her. “Where I come from, sentences like those are cause for some concern.”

			“I don’t need to shoot it, I just need the butt.”

			Nevada unslung the shotgun from her shoulder, holding it out to Candice. “Don’t we all, sister.”

			“Now hold the rod steady.” Before Nevada could turn that into something smutty as well, Candice gripped the shotgun by the stock and the barrel, then thrust the butt-end into the rod.

			Layer after layer of dried mud and fossil broke away. Beneath it, the metal was smooth and silvery, and only a little dirty.

			Nevada helped, prying at the rest of the covering, striking it with her elbow to crack it open and then ripping chunks of it off with her hands.

			“Water?” Candice asked.

			“Pack,” Nevada answered, nodding toward it. By the time Candice had grabbed a canteen, Nevada had torn loose the last remnants. She poured the water over the rod. Nevada pulled a kerchief from her pocket and rubbed at the metal, clearing off the remaining grimy residue to make the metal shine like stainless steel.

			And in its reflection, the stretched out writing on the walls was distorted back into its original, legible form.

			“What’s it say?” Nevada asked, barely able to breathe. “What’s it say?”

			“I don’t know. I’m almost entirely unfamiliar with the dialect, but these are numbers.” Candice pointed to several groups of symbols. A row of one symbol, repeated—below it three of another—then below that, three of the same symbol—finally, a row consisting of two identical symbols and one unique symbol. “Different symbols represent ones, tens, hundreds, thousands. And that.” She pointed next to one of the groupings. “That’s a schoenus.”

			“A league?” Nevada asked. “Ten kilometers?”

			“Ten-point-five kilometers,” Candice corrected.

			“So, we have a bunch of words that all relate to measurements in kilometers. Like…go five hundred kilometers this way, then turn left and go five hundred kilometers that way?” Nevada smiled. “Candice…bubbe…it’s a treasure map!”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 9

			Death in the Dark

			“Anyhoo,” Nevada continued, taking the GoPro off Candice to run it over the rod herself, “we’ve gotta go!”

			“What?” Candice asked, locked into staring at the rod. Nevada pulled it out of the ground and returned it to her pack. Candice snatched at it. “Hey!”

			“Babe, warzone,” Nevada said, packing the camera into her backpack as well and snatching the flashlight away. “This is why we took the home movies. You steal some lipstick from Sephora, you don’t put it on. You get the hell out of there and put it on in your best friend Suzie’s bathroom while you wonder if maybe she wants to be more than friends.” The flashlight flickered and she gave it a hard thump with the back of her hand to make it flare up again. Candice was compelled to follow her as she led the way out through the uraeus room, past the crystal skeletons, the flashlight beam barely keeping ahead of her. The only way Candice could describe the feeling was coitus interruptus, which made her worry what prolonged exposure to Nevada did to a person. What was next, pro wrestling or the music of Insane Clown Posse?

			Candice took her eyes off the light, stubbed her toe on something, and returned her attention to the path Nevada was lighting. “Can’t we take just a few minutes to photograph, or maybe take some rubbings—”

			“I hardly ever say this, but we don’t have time for rubbing,” Nevada replied. Past their old friend Amun, the tomb had another entrance that came out a floor below the pile of rubble. Candice held back on telling Nevada that if they’d just found a stairway down to a lower level and looked at the tomb from another angle, they could’ve walked right in.

			It was a brief hop back onto the pyramid’s comparatively solid ground. Nevada stopped to wait for Candice. Her flashlight was flickering again. She stopped to give it a hearty shake. “I’m being a professional, okay? This is how you thieve. You get in, you get out, no one ever knows you were there.” Nevada gave the flashlight a particularly hard slap. It seemed dead for good.

			With a mumbled oath, Nevada lowered the cold flashlight and dug for a flare, stomping forward as she did so—right into a veiled shape, black on black, tracksuit and balaclava hiding all but the glint of his eyes in the dark. Nevada swung instinctively, clocking him with the flashlight, and that coerced it to shoot out its light at full power, revealing four Khamsin. In the glare of the flashlight beam, three shocked faces stared back, along with one broad chest.

			“Farouq al-Jabbar!” Nevada said brightly. “Fancy meeting you here.”

			Candice acted without thinking, even as the closest man raised his AK-47 on the same instincts. She threw herself forward, charging into him, and he stumbled backwards, his sweep of fire hitting his own men.

			It was over in an instant, caught in the light of Nevada’s flashlight like a single frame from a movie projector—a spray of bullets, a spurting of blood, and Candice and the jihadist were grappling against a wall like life-sized hieroglyphics. But in that same instant, Farouq had moved with cool-headed calculation and taken hold of one of his soldiers, using him as a human shield. With the man having served his purpose, Farouq discarded him.

			Nevada threw her flashlight so hard it whistled through the air, streaming out random light, only to bounce off Farouq’s arm. Candice and the jihadist were momentarily caught in the beam, the small-dog bark of the AK silenced now that its magazine had run dry. The jihadist was off-balance, tripping, falling backwards with Candice on top of him when Farouq reached back, grabbed her by the scruff of the neck, and hauled her off.

			The flashlight hit the floor, skittering across it in frenzied circles, now highlighting Nevada as she quick-drew her handgun, aiming it dead center at Farouq even as the spinning flashlight came back on them. He’d physically lifted Candice off her feet, and now, with one muscular arm, crushed her to his chest so her small body was between Nevada and her target.

			One of the AK’s rounds had punctured Farouq’s arm, the blood giving his black sleeve a bright sheen in the roving light. “Drop the gun or I will crush her.”

			“Hold that thought,” Nevada said, and fired a shot past the two of them into the jihadist Candice had grappled with. He gagged on something liquid that Candice could only assume was blood. When the flashlight came around again, the muzzle of the handgun was aimed at Farouq’s head. “You were saying?”

			Farouq squeezed Candice and she thought she could feel her bones grinding against each other. “I’ll crumble her spine like stale bread.”

			Another swirl of light caught a moment of indecision on Nevada’s face, then the handgun slipped from her fingers as darkness took her. Candice felt her heart fall, everything in her now acutely aware of the strength of Farouq’s good arm, the hardness of his chest, how gargantuan he was, and how fragile she felt in his grasp. Her breath was seeping from her. It seemed impossible she could spend much longer in his clutches without breaking.

			The flashlight spun to a stop. This time it showed Nevada, the shotgun in her hands, firing a round. Not into Farouq, but into the ground at their feet. The earth gave way in one almighty shudder beneath them, and they landed a story below, the new floor groaning under their weight.

			Candice scrambled away from Farouq as, overhead, Nevada chambered another round. She didn’t hesitate but the gun did, jamming. Nevada cursed and pumped it, ejecting the bad round and loading another, but Candice was already on her feet, crouching to jump. Nevada moved in lockstep, dropping to her knees, freeing one hand from the shotgun to reach down and catch Candice’s hand as she leapt.

			Farouq was up, groaning as he inadvertently put weight on his injured arm, turning it into a growl as he surged forward. His head was lowered, aimed at Candice’s back. Nevada pulled her up just ahead of him. And, with Candice back on her level, Nevada pulled harder, flinging her backward and away from the edge as she clutched her shotgun again and fired a shot straight down.

			It missed Farouq. But Candice could see him, his AK coming off its sling, aiming upward. She grabbed Nevada by the back of her shirt and hauled her back, sending Nevada’s next blast wild, but getting her out of the way of the bullets that ripped through her footprints and up into the ceiling.

			They ran back the way they’d come, Nevada only slowing to stoop down and grab her handgun as Farouq chased them on the level below, firing up through the floor. Bullets nipped at their heels. Her foot accidentally kicked the flashlight, knocking it along the floor and into the wall, its beam pointing down the corridor at three more Khamsin drawn by the gunshots.

			Nevada reacted immediately, firing with the shotgun in one hand and the handgun in the other. The pistol shot went wild, but the shotgun blast hit the group dead-on. To Candice’s eyes, it was like some time-lapse photography, showing the man in the middle’s chest being coated in red paint.

			Nevada didn’t slow down. She barreled into the jihadis, knocking all three of them down with one tackle, and the impact of their combined weight on the floor tore through it. The four of them were deposited one level down in a hail of crumbling stone and swirling dust—right in front of Farouq.

			He took aim, but before he could fire, Candice’s momentum carried her to the edge of the crater Nevada had just made. She teetered on the rim, her arms wind-milling desperately, and wished for the first time in her life that her breasts were smaller.

			Gravity won.

			She fell forward into the gap right in front of Farouq’s gunsights, landing on top of the pile of his men. The addition of her weight broke the tiles under them, dropping them down through that floor. Candice fell, jumbling and tumbling and screaming with the jihadis falling alongside her. The landing was hard, but she lucked out by falling on the dead guy. Under her weight, he belched out blood.

			Ick. She scrambled away on all fours as fast as she could. The warm stickiness of his blood clung to her. The only light was from the flashlight’s oblique angle overhead. Candice looked around, trying to discern something in the murk. She made out blocky, silhouetted shapes—obelisks, rows of them, the nearest one textured with writing so fascinating that her eye was momentarily drawn away from danger. They’d all scattered upon hitting the ground, but she had to get to cover before people regrouped and the shooting started again.

			She backed up against the closest obelisk, edging around it to face away from the light, hoping to stay out of—

			Warm flesh touched hers.

			Candice went to scream when Nevada’s hand covered her mouth. Her other arm wrapped around Candice’s middle and held her still.

			“How many people here do you think are wearing Chanel No. 5?” she whispered.

			Above, the light grew focused. Farouq had grabbed the flashlight and was coming their way.

			“Everyone not wearing perfume and who has a gun is trying to figure out where to shoot,” Nevada continued in a whisper. “As soon as he’s back with that light, they’ll know.”

			An idea struck Candice so hard it could’ve left a bruise. “Do you have any more flares?”

			“I strike one and they’ll see us.”

			Candice reached in Nevada’s pack, grabbing one. “No. We’ll see them.”

			She lit it and, the moment before it caught, threw it as hard as she could at the wall. It hit, embedding itself in the brittle material, and burst into violent life a split second later.

			As one, the Khamsin turned to fire, muzzle flashes calling attention to them like blinking neon signs. Just as quickly, Nevada had her pistol up and firing, shooting so quickly that her own muzzle flares were like strobe lights. The two remaining terrorists went down with little puffs of indignant surprise.

			“Good idea,” Nevada said. “Have I ever told you that brainy chicks make me horny?”

			“Opposites attract.”

			Farouq’s light shone on the mess of his men sprawled across the floor in pools of blood.

			With a nudge, Nevada indicated that they steal along to the neighboring obelisks, each barely wide enough to hide an adult body. Nevada gestured for Candice to stay down, then craned her neck toward the light scanning the room in angry slashes.

			“Hey? Excuse me?” she called. “It is Farouq al-Jabbar, right? Terrorist scumbag extraordinaire, bombed that embassy in Zimbabwe, starred in one of those decapitation videos which surprisingly only makes you about the seventh most vile YouTuber out there.”

			A spray of bullets hit the obelisk. Nevada ducked as rock fragments flew all around her. No bullets penetrated. The obelisk was granite.

			“I’ll take that as a yes,” Nevada said. “I just wanted to ask, are you a hundred percent on that forty virgins thing? Because I gotta tell you, I have been killing a lot of your guys, so are you sure you’ve got enough virgins for all of them? They won’t have to share or anything? Because that kinda defeats the whole purpose of the virgin thing.”

			Reloaded, Farouq fired more bullets at the obelisk. The chatter of the rifle was nerve-wracking. Candice’s heart jumped with each little cough of a bullet being fired.

			Nevada cleaned her left ear out with her pinky. “My policy is, it’s always better to under-promise than under-deliver. So maybe don’t say forty virgins. Just say twenty-five, thirty tops. If there are forty, good, great, that’s a pleasant surprise! But if there aren’t, at least they won’t be disappointed.”

			One of the supposedly dead men groaned a little ways back to life, and Farouq was keyed up as he fired a hail of bullets that scoured the chamber floor even as it pulped his comrade’s body to mush. Candice wasn’t sure if it was his nerves or sheer anger at the interruption.

			“Twenty,” Nevada continued, untroubled. “Twenty virgins, that’s the most you should promise. And this is assuming they’re quality virgins. Like, we’re talking Nicole Kidman in Batman Forever virgins. You seen that one? It’s not that bad, not that great. But Nicole Kidman in the nineties, I mean c’mon. I would settle for four of those, personally. I just need like a bed made of women and then I’m good.”

			“Say something about the refugees.” Candice suggested, sotto voce. She didn’t know what exactly Nevada was trying to accomplish, but she wanted it to work. “He is ISIS, and they displaced all those refugees.”

			“Right,” Nevada acknowledged. She raised her voice: “And you made us take in all those refugees, which we hate!”

			“That’s not what I meant,” Candice hissed.

			After another clip pitted and scarred Nevada’s obelisk, Candice heard the hollow tink of the empty magazine against the floor, but not a new clip being inserted. He was empty.

			“Whore.”

			Nevada checked her nails. “At least it’s a job. Don’t tell me this world domination gig has a 401(k).”

			Candice lowered her voice so that Farouq couldn’t hear. “Has anyone ever told you you’re really good at irritating people?”

			“Well, I have a little brother, so—”

			From up above there came a cacophony of running feet, jostling rifles, shouts as Farouq’s reinforcements passed the casualties. Farouq was quick to greet them, shouting orders in Arabic even as they ran to him.

			“What’s he saying?” Nevada asked.

			“All I got was ‘grenades,’” Candice replied.

			“That’s what I thought he said.”

			The pistol slotted back in its holster and her shotgun slung over her shoulder, Nevada grabbed up a dead man’s AK, checked the clip, then fired it in a circle around herself, perforating the floor at her feet.

			Candice hurried toward her. “Could you please just look at what you’re shooting in case someone wrote where the Land of Punt is or something?”

			Nevada grabbed her by the lapels, hauled her into the circle, and their combined weight broke it free of the floor and down to the corridor on the next level. Candice heard hailstones hitting the floor now above them and realized it was grenades peppering the chamber they had just been in.

			They ran. They ran fast.

			When the grenades went off, Candice heard the percussion of a million cymbal crashes at once while her body felt their pressure—the blow carried her forward even as it squeezed the air from her chest, felt like snowballs the size of boulders pummeling her body, perilous seconds when the earth was out of step with her feet.

			She fell to her knees, rolling onto her shoulder, and Nevada took a knee beside her. They looked back, Nevada lighting another flare. Through the swirling dust cloud, Candice could see a jagged pile of rubble, spiked with what was left of the obelisks.

			“Good news is, I think we lost them,” Nevada said, slapping her on the back.

			“Bad news,” Candice replied, “the far wall sloped outward.”

			Nevada stared at her blankly.

			“I think they blew open the side of the pyramid.”

			An enormous hourglass. That was all Candice could think of when she heard it. A sea of sand slithering through the opening the grenades had made. In it came, pushing forward and collapsing in on itself and pushing forward anyway, like an infinity of fingers reaching out for them. It swept down the corridor, a solid wall, hissing with the sound of a million, trillion grains of sand rubbing gleefully against each other.

			They ran again.

			Candice didn’t dare look back, but she could hear Nevada firing her shotgun into the floor, pumping round after round straight down. She ran out of ammo. Sand spilled toward them, weaving like a massive serpent across the floor. The floor, weakened by the five massive shotgun holes blasted into it, creaked, listed, and collapsed behind them.

			Nevada and Candice stopped running and watched as the river of sand licking at their heels now flowed peaceably into the corridor one floor down.

			“Are you as turned on as I am right now?” Nevada asked.

			Candice whirled on her. “No! Clearly not!”

			“Well, not clearly…your nips are going crazy.”
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			Nevada leaned against the wall, took a look at the sand settling under the ledge, and lit a cigarette. While it smoldered, she reloaded her guns. A new clip into the pistol, the old clip into the sand. She hand-loaded her shotgun with shells from her bandolier.

			Candice saw her exhale a stream of smoke, and backed off to the other side of the corridor. She wondered if gun smoke was as bad for your lungs as secondhand smoke. “Do you have a gun for me? I think I should have a gun.”

			Nevada tongued her cigarette to the side of her mouth as she punched in another shell. “Do you know how to use one?”

			“I’ve played Time Crisis and watched all five Die Hard movies.”

			“Even the one where they went to Russia? For God’s sake, love yourself.”

			Candice planted her hands on her hips. “Just give me a gun. It’s World War 3 in here. I fell on a guy.”

			Nevada slung the shotgun back over her shoulder. “I’m using these guns. They’re mine. I called dibs. And I just killed like five guys; you couldn’t have taken a gun off one of them?”

			“It’s been a little hectic,” Candice explained.

			Nevada’s cigarette waggled between her teeth as she spoke. “Then this can be a valuable lesson for you. Next time I kill someone, don’t just let their gun go to waste. Recycle that shit.”

			“Well, since you’re you, at least I won’t have to wait long for some death and grievous bodily harm.”

			“Is this about the cigarette?” With a sickening crash, the wall behind Nevada shattered. Two arms burst out of the crumbling brickwork to wrap around her throat, picking her up off the ground. Candice screamed. Nevada kicked about wildly. The cigarette spat from her mouth and her heels flayed the air.

			Nevada went for her gun, but her gun hand was blocked by the jihadist’s hold under her armpit. She went the other way, flipping herself upward so her boots hit the ceiling and kicking off that.

			Jesus, she is flexible, Candice thought by way of not thinking.

			The force of her kick on the ceiling drove Nevada backward into her attacker. Both were unbalanced. The wall completely collapsed. The jihadist fell on his back with Nevada on top of him. They broke through the fragile floor, landing a story below. The flare fell after them, and Candice looked down at a whirling dervish, Nevada spinning over her enemy, under him, across him to evade his grasping arms and kicking legs. He hollered and cursed her, and when he tried to get up, she swept his legs out from under him, then straddled his chest and let loose with a barrage of punches while he screamed in outrage.

			Candice was mesmerized until a footstep crunched from up ahead. She slithered back behind cover as another Khamsin, wide with fat, crept up to the gaping hole in the floor, attracted by the bedlam below. His weight almost had the floor giving out beneath him. Frightened, he scrambled back onto firmer ground, sending a hail of sand and pebbles out from under his heels onto the fight below. The AK was awkward in his stubby little hands and it took him a moment to ready it, then level it. He took aim and Candice held her breath, casting about for something, anything to halt this moment. To freeze it in time.

			Gunfire rang out. The fat man shuddered, rolled forward with his chin hitting his chest, and fell headfirst into the hole.

			Candice inched forward to peer over. Nevada had rolled to the side and was now lowering her pistol. The body of the fat man took up most of the hallway. A set of boots protruded out from under him.

			“Thanks for the help!” Nevada called up to her.

			“I didn’t have a gun.”

			“Well, you’re the only one here who doesn’t have one, so—”

			Candice would’ve thought up a good comeback—she really would’ve—only she saw the smoldering hole in the front of Nevada’s jacket. “You’ve been shot!”
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			As he returned to the air shaft, Farouq checked the makeshift bandage he’d wrapped around his wounded arm. Blood had already soaked through the white linen, red as a flower in bloom. Irritated, he ripped the soiled bandage away and let the blood run freely. It wanted to anyway.

			He wrapped the rope with his bad arm. The pain was bracing, but he welcomed it.

			“Pull me up,” he said. “If the infidel wants his treasure so badly, he can dig it up himself, along with his whores’ bodies.”

			They were aghast to see him, the Son of the Lion, come up from the depths with his arm soaked in blood. Farouq tried to dispel their solicitous concern, but had to submit. They pawed at his wound, examining it, trying to treat it, as if his blood were a precious mineral.

			At least he still had his other hand. Farouq gestured with it for the radio. “Mahmoud? Is it done?”

			The answering radio signal carried the rattle of gunfire with it. “It is only a matter of moments, my lord. We have her pinned down!”

			I’m sure many have. Western whore, Farouq thought with distaste. He took off at a quick stride—noting that despite the frenzy of medical activity, his arm still spurted blood. They trailed after him, of course, eager to see to his body. They didn’t grasp how unimportant the body was. It was truly nothing compared to the soul.

			And the woman…the mouthy one, she had ample soul. More than he was used to from soldiers, mercenaries, thieves. Only in the truly faithful had he seen such devotion. His father had a skill for instilling it in those who were receptive, those who were worthy.

			He had never seen it in one not of the faith. She fought for something. It would’ve been interesting to find out what it was. Too late now. Perhaps in Paradise.

			He pressed the radio button. “Blow the charges.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 10

			More Death in the Dark

			Nevada fingered the hole in her jacket, reaching through it to tap on something hard and metallic. “Bulletproof vest. Bullet didn’t get through.”

			“Doesn’t it hurt?” Candice protested.

			“No, no, just when I’m using this particular bit of skin. Are you coming down here? Because I’m not going to be able to get up there.”

			Candice knelt down to try and descend without plowing through Nevada’s level too. “Lowering myself to meet you. The metaphors abound.”

			“Wait, were you all worried just now?” Nevada moved to support Candice as she carefully clambered down, but backed off when Candice gave her a sharp look. “Afraid you were going to lose me without telling me how you really feel?”

			Candice dropped to the ground, which crinkled menacingly under her but held. “I only need four letters to tell you how I really feel.”

			“Like?” Nevada suggested. “Love? Anal?”

			“I would’ve thought if there was anything you understood, it was expletives.”

			“I just don’t know how healthy it is for you to keep repressing your attraction to me. Psychologically speaking.” Nevada holstered her pistol, reaching over her shoulder for her shotgun in one fluid movement.

			Candice could hear them coming, voices raised, guns raised. Nevada aimed in the direction of their footsteps.

			“Have you considered—” Candice began.

			“Probably not,” Nevada said, and they came into sight. Then her shotgun was going off, repeatedly, with the ka-chunk of the pumping slide keeping time between shots.

			“Go!” Nevada shouted, backing up, still firing. Candice stuck with Nevada, staying behind her, behind the bulletproof vest, as they retreated. There was cover only a few yards away where a turn in the corridor offered a little shelter.

			Around them bullets chiseled the walls into grit and fine powder, searing through the air and hissing with venom. Candice squeezed her eyes shut and hung on to Nevada’s coattails as they steadily retreated.

			A flying piece of rock caught at her ankle, making Candice yelp and open her eyes to see another jihadist descending on them from around the corner. She grabbed the pistol from Nevada’s holster, pointed it at the center of him, and pulled the trigger. Pulled it again and again. The pistol jumped and roared in her hands, and the walls were exploding all around him. The bullets wouldn’t hit him, they just forced him back around the corner.

			The pistol ran out of bullets. He rounded the corner again, eyes gleaming in triumph. Candice saw his gun rising, even as the barrel of Nevada’s shotgun came up to rest on her shoulder. Nevada pulled the trigger and Candice’s head spun with the boom. The slug took the jihadist on a ride, off his feet and through the wall behind him. Sand poured in to cover the string-cut puppet his body had become.

			“Of all the things in my pants, you had to grab the .45,” Nevada said, hustling them around the corner. They pressed up against the wall to reload. Nevada chambered the first round in her shotgun; she pulled a pistol clip from her hip bag and handed it to Candice. Her bandolier was all loops, no bullets. “Please tell me you learned how to aim from that.”

			“I can figure it out!” Candice said, as it occurred to her to try turning the clip around before inserting it into the grip. “How many are left?”

			“I stopped counting when I got to my toes.” She held her hand out for the .45.

			Candice handed it over. “Can you kill them?”

			“A grenade could kill them,” Nevada said. “A half-loaded shotgun and a subcompact is a little more iffy.”

			Candice looked down the corridor. Lights were coming in that direction, flashlight beams roaming the dark, and that could only be trouble. “Nevada!”

			Nevada saw them. The lights were still in the distance, not close enough to touch them with any real force, but there was more than one. “Okay, one thing trying to kill us, two things trying to kill us. Strange, doesn’t this stuff come in threes?” In answer to her question, the walls and floor shook, resonating to a deep, menacing boom from underneath their feet. “Good, symmetry.”

			Cracks ran up the walls to spear through the ceiling. Tiny tiles of mosaic, dirt and debris rained down from the floors above.

			Nevada was looking across the hallway, to the corner of the outside wall. Candice followed her gaze. In the middle of the floor, sand was funneling down a hole in the ground. It was dark with condensation.

			“Well, I hope you’re happy,” Nevada said. “I think they just decided to put your pyramid back where you found it.”

			There was another chilling crash like a thousand coffin lids slamming shut at once.

			“The sand,” Candice realized. “The sand is pouring through, and the superstructure is compromised. The pyramid’s collapsing one level at a time!” Another crash. The floor before them dissolved like a damp sugar cube.

			“There’s the underground river!” Candice pointed below, thrilled to have her theory proven.

			Nevada poked her shotgun around the corner and fired, then again at the other party of Khamsin coming on their right. It scattered the flashlight beams, but didn’t still them. “And here I thought denial was just what my mom did when I told her she drank too much.” Slinging the shotgun, Nevada took her pistol, pried the slide back, thumbed the chambered round down onto the ground, let the slide rock back into place, and toggled the safety.

			“Do you trust me?” she said.

			“No!” Candice replied.

			“I like the firmness. Second question: do you have any other options?” She ducked her head as gunshots probed their position, chiseling into the walls and baying at their ears. Nevada cupped her free hand around her mouth. “Ceasefire! Stop shooting! Stop shooting!”

			The gunshots trickled to a stop as the flashlights swept closer, now lapping at their skin.

			“That’s your plan?” Candice asked.

			“So far, so good,” Nevada countered, then, into her cupped hand: “I have a hostage!”

			“What?” Candice demanded, then felt Nevada spin her around, wrap her arm around her throat, and jam the muzzle of her .45 into her skull.

			Nevada dragged her out from around the corner and into the open, screaming at the top of her lungs: “I’LL DO IT! I’LL KILL HER! ONE WRONG MOVE AND I SPLATTER HER BRAINS ALL OVER THE FLOOR! TRY ME! JUST FUCKING TRY ME! I’M NOT GOING BACK TO JAIL!”

			It was then—in the crystalline clarity that only came from an abject surrealism—that Candice realized something. While dying with dignity may or may not have been fun, the fact was that she didn’t have any dignity to die with at the moment.

			“SHE’LL DO IT!” Candice cried, pulled along as Nevada backed across the hallway. “SHE’S CRAZY!”

			Halfway across the corridor, with bruises starting to form around her throat, Candice learned the Arabic for “They’re on the same side, you idiots!”

			Pulling Candice with her, Nevada stepped onto the damp patch and it broke away underneath her at the first, slightest touch of her boot, coming undone like a sandcastle as the tide came in. They fell through the floor and onto another waterlogged floor that was blasted apart underneath them, arresting their fall but barely breaking it.

			Then they slammed into cool, fast flowing water. Natural rock surrounded them. They were in a cavern, its darkness almost completely filled by the Nile. The current was strong and pulled them along, replacing the muffled roar of the rapids with the thrumming stillness of submersion as they were dragged underwater and brought to the surface over and over again. Then Candice’s head jogged painfully against rock. There was no more open air for them to emerge into. She tried to swim backward, claw along the slick rock, but the tide was too powerful, there was nothing to grip.

			Water enveloped them, washing over them relentlessly until Candice’s lungs screamed for air. Everything vibrated. The water, the rock, her innards, even the air bubbles that swirled mockingly around their submerged bodies. She prayed for another air pocket to open up above them. Instead, they hit a bottleneck in the rock and held fast, the two of them jammed together. Candice scrambled to get free, but Nevada was struggling too, her flailing arms and pedaling legs wedging them both tighter.

			There was a burning scream in her lungs where air should’ve been and it fought her mind, making her flail and scratch and claw when she should’ve just pulled herself into stillness and thought of a way to get past Nevada, but she couldn’t—couldn’t stop moving, couldn’t stop fighting, even when all her struggling did no damn good and the fire was reaching up her throat and pulling at her lips. She clenched her teeth to keep from opening her mouth and gulping in the air that her body demanded be there when she knew damn well there was only water—

			There was a crash that reverberated so hard it was like a hammering on her eardrum. Then, miraculously, the water level plunged downward. Nevada thrust herself upward alongside Candice and they gasped in air as the river lowered, lowered, winding down to a trickle at their feet in a matter of moments.

			“I’m never drinking water again,” Nevada muttered, lighting another flare and dropping it to the ground. “Just Gatorade and beer, like the founding fathers intended.”

			“The pyramid’s completely collapsed,” Candice said. It was the only possible explanation. “It all came down and stopped up the river.”

			Nevada staggered against the wall, reached into her hip bag, and found her cigarettes, the carton as soggy as used teabags. She dropped them back in the bag with a forlorn sigh and slithered down the rough rock to land dejectedly on her bottom.

			“Brilliant. Bloody brilliant.” Candice stood, hands on her hips. “Tens of thousands of years of history demolished. Terrorists trying to kill us. Trauma. So much trauma, but you light a fag and take a breather. Go on. You’ve earned it.”

			Nevada grabbed her backpack and rummaged through it. “Aha!” She withdrew a waterproof bag, the outline of a phone clearly visible through it.

			Candice brightened, momentarily impressed. “We’ve a phone?”

			“Satellite phone.” Nevada popped the vacuum sack open and sighed heavily.

			“It’s broken?” Candice asked anxiously. “Is it broken?”

			Nevada pulled out the thick phone and kept rummaging in the bag, eventually shaking it upside down to empty out another flashlight, a few flares, matches, and… “No, it’s not broken.”

			“So? Call for help!”

			“I can’t remember if I’ve used up all my minutes.”

			“Oh, for Heaven’s sake.”

			“It was a long flight and the movie sucked.” Nevada snapped the flashlight on momentarily, lighting up Candice’s indignation. “By the way, I saved your ass a gazillion times up there. Considering I did all the work, you’d think some of those British manners would let me rest my head in your lap and get a nice scalp massage. Or at least let me massage you…”

			“You did all the work?” Candice was beside herself. “Who found the bloody pyramid?”

			“Not that great a pyramid,” Nevada said, punching a number into the satphone’s keypad. “It was already falling apart at the seams, with lousy, picked-through treasure. Even the death traps were poor quality. I give it a D, and that’s grading on a curve.”

			The satphone picked up. “Jacques, hi, hello, can you hear me? Okay, first off, buy me a spare one of these phones, because it is getting great reception and I am not making it easy.” She paused while he gave his own pleasantries and Candice hopped from foot to foot with impatience. “Oh, same old, same old. Listen, I am trapped underground in a blocked-up tributary of the Nile, coordinates…” She checked her watch then spooled out a near-incomprehensible rush of numbers. “So, I want you to check the map and tell me if you see any wells nearby, because they’re probably going to draw from this water source.” She paused to press the phone to her chest. “You have anything you want to say to Jacques?”

			“Who the hell is Jacques?” Candice cried.

			Nevada put the phone back to her ear. “Candice says hi. What? Oh, she just asked the same about you. She’s new, yeah, we’ll see if she works out. So, anything? Four miles? Great, meet us there, haul us up, and,” she broke into a sing-song tone, “let’s get the fuck out of this country. Also, we killed a few Islamic State guys, Candice mostly did that.” She tsked loudly. “So, it could be they’re gonna be dicks about that.” She perched the phone against her shoulder as she unslung her shotgun, checked it over, then tossed it aside. “Anyway, that’s all I’ve got. See you when I’m seen. Byeee.”

			She hung up, dropped the phone into her pack, and rubbed the small of her back with a groan. “I told you about Jacques, right?”

			“No, you didn’t.” Candice glowered. “Let me guess. He’s French?”

			“Yeah, but aside from that, he’s pretty cool.” Nevada worked her way to her feet with another groan. “Okay, troops, who’s up for a hike?”

			“Don’t I get a shot at the satellite phone?” Candice asked incredulously.

			“What do you want to do, call your bookie?”

			“I would like to call my family and tell them I wasn’t killed in a terrorist attack so they don’t worry themselves to death!”

			“People do that?”

			“It’s an expression, you Yankee-doodle—”

			“No, I mean, worry.” Nevada tossed Candice the phone and picked up the flare. “Try to keep it short, eh?”

			“And I should probably call the consulate, the university, Sir Joseph…”

			Nevada shook her head. “You’ve had a phone five seconds and you’ve already got the line tied up for the whole afternoon. You are such a girl.”

			And she set off, slinging the backpack over her shoulder.

			Candice held the phone a moment before yelling, “The well’s the other way!”

			“I don’t like loose ends,” Nevada replied, not breaking stride.

			Candice tightened her grip on the phone, trying to think up an explanation for the last hour of her life that wouldn’t take several days and a psychological exam, then she trotted after Nevada.

			“Loose ends?” she hollered at the retreating light. “What the hell does that mean?”
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			Nevada reached under her Kevlar vest, absentmindedly rubbing where the bullet had struck, and eyed the situation once more.

			The remains of the pyramid had created a solid wall of sand and mortar. Several intact blocks were wedged against the smashed floor Nevada and Candice had fallen through. These alone seemed to be holding up the rest of the pyramid. A body dressed in black robes lay partway up the sand slide. He was buried up to the waist; the rest of him lay across the rubble as haphazard as an abandoned ragdoll. There was no sign any of the other Khamsin had survived.

			Nevada walked up to the body, waited a moment, then gave it a quick kick.

			“Nevada!” Candice cried.

			The man groaned, moving enough for some of the piled sand to shift off his body.

			“He’s alive,” Candice said. Nevada held up one hand, palm flat, and wiggled it from side to side. He was mumbling something, over and over.

			“He wants water,” Candice translated. Nevada took her canteen and tilted it so he could drink.

			“Arabic,” Nevada said. “Can you speak it or just translate?”

			“Some. I can speak some.”

			“He’s a goner,” Nevada said. “We can leave him to it or we can make it easy for him. Tell him.”

			He spoke again. “He wants to have a prayer said over him,” Candice translated again. “I know the one.”

			Nevada got out of the way. While Candice prayed, she unholstered her .45. When the muted words faded away she aimed for his head.

			“Look away, Candice.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 11

			Still More Death, Not Much Dark

			Nevada lit flares, dropping the dead ones like a trail of breadcrumbs behind them. The red light blushed pink on the slick limestone that surrounded them, striking Candice as pleasantly feminine, gynecological even, as if Georgia O’Keefe had taken up house painting.

			Then Candice’s legs began to shake themselves apart. They had to take frequent breaks until the shaking spells passed. Candice felt as weak as a kitten, drowsy and stuffy-headed, like she had a cold.

			“It’s the adrenaline.” Nevada sat her down and made her drink from the canteen she’d just filled from a puddle. “After being straight-edge for years, you’ve suddenly mainlined the stuff. Now your body is coming down from its high. Withdrawal is a bitch.”

			When Candice declined the water, Nevada practically force-fed her power bars. Candice felt an absurd sense of panic, seeing her wad up the empty wrappers and dump them to uncrinkle on the ground. Her fingers itched to lift the litter, but she was too tired to make the effort.

			“How can you be so calm?” Candice finally demanded. “How can you shoot all these people and then just…play nursemaid?”

			Nevada shrugged. She was eating her own power bar. “It’s my job,” she said. “Was my job.”

			One of the flares had refused to burn down and kept going as a nub, dripping just enough light for them to see in the shadows. Nevada pulled her sleeve up to show her bicep. A big red “1” was tattooed on a substantial muscle. Candice had seen enough WW2 movies to know what that meant.

			“Oh,” she said. Of course. You didn’t get to be that good at running and gunning from playing paintball.

			“Hoo-ah,” Nevada enunciated dryly, pulling her sleeve back down.

			“So you’ve done this before. Where’d you serve? Iraq? Afghanistan?”

			“South Korea,” Nevada answered, leaning back against the wall. “DMZ. Six years active, two in reserve.” She smiled lightly. “I mopped, Candice. No firefights, no dragging wounded soldiers out of harm’s way. Mopping. For six years. Should’ve joined a maid service. I would’ve got tipped.”

			Candice closed her eyes. Even sitting down, she felt lightheaded, like the room was spinning. “Even so, they must’ve taught you something.”

			“Throwing frags? Sighting an M-4 carbine? Close quarters combat?” Nevada nodded. “You never know when they’re going to run out of floors for you to mop.”

			“What happened?”

			Candice saw the flash of Nevada’s teeth in the semi-dark. “What happened,” she repeated dully. “I finished my tour, went in for my college education, joined the workforce. American Dream.”

			“And this job,” Candice asked, “it pays you overtime?”

			“No. But the tips are great.”

			“Then it doesn’t bother you? Killing?”

			“It’d bother me a lot more if I was the one getting killed.”

			The flare finally gave up the ghost. In the pitch black, Candice heard Nevada scuffle to her feet, then light a new flare.

			Candice glanced at the glowing digits of her watch. “Yeah, I agree, we’d better get a move on. It’s half eight.”

			“So…four?”

			Candice smiled without fervor and fiddled with the satphone as she shuffled after Nevada. The device was simple enough to figure out; she only needed to type in a prefix for the continent, then punch in the area code and phone number as normal.

			But Candice didn’t know who to call. She knew, like the answer to a test, that you were supposed to call someone after a thing like this. Heal, decompress, vent—a lot of words like that would be used. She just didn’t know who. And soon it occurred to her that she didn’t want to call anyone.

			That would put a punctuation mark on the whole experience. She’d no longer be in the mess; she’d be on the road to recovery, healing and processing and learning. She didn’t want any of that. She wanted to keep going. A priceless secret had fallen into her lap, a literal treasure map—no, no, she’d gone through hell to get it, through blood and bullets and more fear than she’d known was in the world. X marked the spot, and it was hers now. She wasn’t about to just give it up.

			She called Sir Joseph. She wasn’t really expecting him to pick up, but he did. She could hear controlled chaos in the background, like a TV. She had to tell him twice who she was and realized he was in hysterics. He wasn’t sobbing or stuttering or anything like that, just chanting out the same words as if there was safety in saying them. She could barely get anything in edgewise. “Candice? Candice! Are you okay? Are you okay, Candice? You’re okay, aren’t you?”

			It took her about five minutes to calm him down enough to actually talk. She assured him she was alright enough times that it got through, asked him to relay this information to her parents, and finally got him to tell her what had happened.

			“Horrid things, Candice. Horrid. A bomb in the museum. Gone, they’re all gone, all of the government. It’s complete disarray. A coup, they’re saying. The military is—I don’t know what they’re doing. Locking the city down, they say, but God knows whose side they’re on. God knows. We’re all in the embassy, thank heavens. They’re shipping us out first thing. There’s rioting, looting…they say ISIS is somewhere out there in the countryside, but I haven’t seen anything. You just need to get out, Candice. Wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, get out.”

			Candice glanced at Nevada to see if she was listening, but Nevada was too busy setting the pace. She hung back, letting Nevada move out of earshot. “I am. I mean, I plan to—can you help me out with something?”

			“Of course, I’ll do what I can.”

			Candice interrupted, fearful he would go into more free verse. “I want you to look up someone calling herself Easy Nevada,” she said quietly, her hand cupped around the mouthpiece of the phone. “She’s some kind of treasure hunter. I think she works in archaeology circles. I figure someone must’ve heard of her.”

			Sir Joseph was still on the edge of hysteria, letting it boil his words until they steamed out of his throat. “Yes. Nevada. Sounds familiar—you’d think I’d remember. I’ll make some calls. Just promise me you’ll leave the country, Candice. It is not safe.”

			Candice put her foot in a puddle deep enough for it to gulp. “I’ll talk to you later.” The water—that slimy residue left behind when the river was stopped up—felt deeper than before.

			“Hey, can I be serious for a moment? Real talk?” Nevada said when she caught up. “Next time we don’t have anyone trying to kill us, let’s get a drink.”

			The water was soaking into Candice’s shoes, a curtaining layer of water sliding over the ground at her feet. She could hear it sloshing, a slow but gathering viscosity, like when a garden hose’s spigot had been turned all the way up but it was taking a moment for the water to work its way through.

			“Coffee, maybe a nice chianti, or we could go old school and split a milkshake—”

			“Water!” Candice said, looking back.

			“Wow, you Brits really are repressed.”

			Candice hurled herself forward, grabbed Nevada, pointed her backward.

			Water, like snakes migrating en masse, crawled toward them. It foamed and slobbered up Candice’s shins. Nevada ran, kicking up diamond spray as she thrashed through the rising water. Candice ran after her. The accidental dam wouldn’t hold for much longer.

			“Well!” Nevada cried, pointing ahead with her flare. Candice could see a French flag hanging in mid-air ahead of them.

			“Well what?”

			“Well!” Nevada repeated emphatically.

			The flag hung from the end of a rope that disappeared upward in a sunlit circle of stones. Nevada grabbed the flag and pulled it down to get a grasp on the rope. She held it taut for Candice.

			“Go, go!” Nevada cried.

			Candice locked her thighs around the rope and started up. Nevada was right behind her, hurrying her along as fast as Candice’s burning hands and legs would allow her to climb.

			The sound of rushing water galloped below them, roaring like a giant bathtub was being filled and the faucet was on full blast. Finally, Candice saw a callused, meaty hand extended down to meet her. She took it and was hauled the rest of the way like a doll being plucked out of a toy box.

			The sunlight burned into her eyes, forcing her to cover them as her rescuer went back to help Nevada. The dull roar of the water receded, replaced by the vast emptiness of the desert. Candice huddled against the stones of the well, rubbing her eyes to get them used to the brightness.

			Bit by bit, this new world came into focus. She was in a small camp, so old it seemed more like a quirk of the desert than anything built by man. The huts were made of ruddy brown bricks, and in the harsh morning sunlight looked like molten lead. Wadis extended outward as far as she could see. A goatskin bucket stinking of sulfur and speckled with sand sat beside her.

			There was a Renault truck parked nearby, its engine cooling with a tick like a malfunctioning stopwatch. ‘Oklahoma Petroleum Export Corp’ was scrawled on the cab door, and the flatbed was draped with an olive-drab canvas canopy.

			The man who had helped her and Nevada out was a nakedly seedy creature, a man from out of a pulp novel. His jaw was unshaven, his mustache particularly unshaven, and his eyes moved wickedly past a long and crooked nose that was alarmingly red in certain lights. A procession of old scratches zigzagged to and fro up to his scalp, giving him the look of a jigsaw puzzle whose pieces didn’t entirely fit together. She would’ve expected him in some old movie about tramp steamers, cheating at cards with a man in an eyepatch and winning. He openly appraised her before offering her his hand.

			“Candy,” Nevada said, “this is Jacques. Jacques, Candy.”

			“Bonjour!” the man said, his French accent as heavy as an over-applied cologne.

			“Yes, he does talk like that,” Nevada added.

			Candice reached up and took his outstretched hand. It was the least she could do after he had pulled her out of a well. He jerked her to her feet and kissed her hand.

			“Ah, what a bouquet you have picked, cher Nevada. The gold of a wheat harvest ready to be reaped. The blackness of an onyx polished until shimmering. The—”

			Candice whipped her hand back. “The backhand of a New York pimp,” she finished for him.

			Nevada headed for the truck. “Sorry, Jacques, the petting zoo is closed to me too.”

			Jacques started after her as if he’d forgotten Candice existed. “Zut alors, like the mountain, she is insurmountable.”

			“There were two mounts too many in that sentence,” Candice said.

			They piled into the Renault’s cab, and Jacques started up the engine. The cab had bench seats, mashed down like dough without enough yeast to rise, but with enough room for Nevada to fit between her and Jacques. The coarse, raw metal of the cab’s interior held its shape out of weariness more than anything else. Rust ran like a rash over it in random but overwhelming patterns, like someone was trying to send a message in a language they didn’t know.

			Candice took the spent flares out of her pockets and dropped them into the footwell.

			“Oh, yeah, Candy, don’t litter,” Nevada said, “just clutter up our whip.”

			“It’s Candice,” she shot back. “Not Candy. The next person who calls me Candy…”

			Jacques rattled the gearstick like he was in an arm-wrestling contest.

			“Get us to The Flying Carpet, get us onboard, and get us the fuck out of here.” Nevada settled back in her seat, stealing Jacques’s Panama hat and pulling the brim over her eyes.

			“Yes.” Jacques hammered the gearstick in place. “There is a problem with that.”

			“No,” Nevada said resolutely. “It’s fixed. The plane is fixed. You told me it was fixed.”

			“It is fixed.”

			“See? You told me just now, again. There is no doubt about the plane being fixed.”

			“It is fixed, but it’s not here.”

			Nevada pushed up the brim of the Panama with a finger. “Listen, I know I’m not the best at plans, but I’m pretty sure the plan was that I would go in as Reporter Barbie, to grab what we thought would be the Aegis, turned out to be a conceptual art treasure map. And your part of the deal was to land The Flying Carpet somewhere out here, and come get me if things went wrong. Then, we fly back out.”

			Jacques swore up a storm of French as he thumped the dashboard’s dials, trying to get them to respond. As the oil gauge ran between full, empty, and half-full like it was trying to steal home, he swung back into English. “That was the plan. It was a good plan. But not so good a plan that it covered the country falling apart.” He said. “The UN declared a no-fly zone over Sudan. We would be shot down. Ka-pow!” He slapped the steering wheel emphatically.

			Nevada looked at Candice in a ‘can you believe this guy’ kind of way.

			Candice said, “I don’t like the ‘ka-pow’ part.”

			“Okay,” Nevada reasoned, “so the plane’s grounded. That’s no problem. All we have to do is—”

			“That is not exactly the case,” Jacques said.

			“What is the case, Jacques?”

			“The Flying Carpet is my livelihood, my raison d’être! If I leave her in Sudan, in the middle of a no-fly zone, I might never see her again”

			“What’d you do, Jacques?”

			“This is where I am smart, ah, smart!” Jacques tapped his forehead. “I know I have to stay and help you because you mean the world to me. You are the galaxy. All the stars in the sky are nothing compared to you. So, I give the plane to Abu. He flies it out for me. All we have to do is go and get it.”

			“Faisil Abu?” Nevada asked. “That scuzzy little rodent? He’s probably flown halfway to Timbuktu by now!”

			“It is fine. He left collateral.”

			“Collateral?”

			“Yes. One of his wives.” He slid open the rear window and there, sitting in the middle of the flatbed, was a woman in a burqa. “Meet Sameen.”

			Candice and Nevada blinked in unison. Sameen waved back happily.

			Nevada slid the window closed again. “Next time, get one of the pretty wives.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 12

			Every Block a Battle

			The Man with Black Hands watched through his scope as the Renault drove into the distance, his British target in the front seat along with his old friend. He didn’t have to keep watching to know they were going to Khartoum. Where else could they go?

			Setting down his Barrett Model 82A1 rifle, he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped away the oily black residue that had accumulated in his fingerprints until there was only a thin layer of the sand that covered everything else in this country. As clean as he was going to get, he took out his satphone and quick-dialed the only contact in it.

			“Hey,” the Man with Black Hands said when the ringing stopped, “three guesses who’s still alive.”
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			Candice had heard some people say God laughed when He made Sudan, while others said He cried.

			As Jacques drove them through the countryside, on a wide arc that would bring them to Khartoum from the east, Candice found herself envying Him. At least He knew what to feel. She had no idea.

			There were fires in the distance, points of red light in a landscape so hot that they could only be seen flickering at the base of the oily black clouds that spooled out of them. The radio in the truck brought out fast-paced Arabic in the Sudanese dialect that Candice found herself hard-pressed to keep up with. Or maybe she just didn’t want to. It didn’t sound as if things were going well for anyone.

			She stopped listening after she heard ‘tamsit.’ It was the Arabic word for raking; raking people out of their homes and forcing them to flee. It meant burning down homes, killing livestock, destroying wells. Although, since the Qur’an forbade the poisoning of wells, they would cave them in with explosives instead. For the Khamsin, the letter of the law seemed far more important than human lives.

			Nevada noticed her discomfort and turned the radio off. Candice felt a snarl of irritation inside her—someone should be listening; no one ever listened in this part of the world—but let it pass.

			The road was like the surface of the moon, with massive, continuous potholes that seemed to mock the smooth, unbroken stretches of sand to either side. Jacques danced the Renault to and fro with a light touch, keeping them from the worst of the jarring impacts, but swaying them about so hard they barely seemed to have any suspension at all. And the impartial expanse of desert out the window dwarfed them so vastly that there was still no impression of speed, just a mocking rearrangement of the rocks and small bushes that broke up the sands.

			The only way Candice could really mark the distance was by noting the shallow khors they traversed. The rocky ditches were filled with a pungent grass whose scent wafted into the cab as they passed. It smelled like everything in Sudan. Like something was burning.

			They pulled to a stop beside a scarecrow, its mummified goat’s head standing watch over crops that had long since dried up. A breeze had sprung up with the dusk, resurrecting fine clouds of sand to deepen the darkness with a contrast of white. In the distance, Khartoum crouched down close to the sand it had sprung up from, looking like a suspicious shadow in the middle of the night—one you couldn’t trust not to move.

			Jacques spat on his kerchief, then rubbed a theoretically cleaner circle in the speckled windshield glass. Taking a set of binoculars from the dashboard, he looked at the city, tutted disapprovingly, then handed them off to Nevada.

			“Well. I don’t think they can count on the tourist dollar this summer.”

			Candice gestured for the binos, which Nevada started to hand to her before hesitating.

			“Are you sure?” Nevada asked.

			“It’s where we’re going, right?”

			Nevada gave the binoculars over, and Candice looked through them, trying to find the spot the other two had focused on. For a moment, she couldn’t see what had them so worried. There was no rubble, no burning buildings, no tanks in the streets. Apart from a lack of traffic, it looked exactly the same as the countless other times Candice had visited during the dig: an orange city under a tired sun. Then she realized that she wasn’t looking for what was happening. She was looking for what had happened.

			At least twenty civilians were hung from the power lines, strung up like the scarecrow they were parked beside. They didn’t look any different from those left alive: no more sinful, no more guilty, no more rebellious. The only thing Candice could think was different about them was their luck.

			Jacques buzzed. He patted his pockets a moment before coming up with his phone. It was evidently a text, and a short one at that, because he barely glanced at his screen before slotting it away. “Good news. We have reservations at the Corinthia.”

			“Wonderful,” Nevada said, “when they break down the doors to decapitate us, we’ll be sleeping on thousand thread-count sheets.”

			“Mademoiselle, please. Have I ever let you down?”

			Nevada paused. “The only reason I could think of for you asking me that is to make me feel mean for thinking up an answer.”

			“You could just say ‘yes’ like a normal person,” Candice put in.

			“He’s French, I’m American. You picked the wrong line-up to get clean, concise exchanges.”

			Jacques confidently patted the pocket his phone was in. “The embassies are doing what they can to get their citizens home, and the government may work out an evacuation for the Sudanese in a day or so. But the more private concerns have pooled their resources for a, how you say, a more circumspect exit from the city. Using economic arguments, they have convinced what is left of the government to center its defenses around the hotel. Bref, a ten-block firebreak in all directions, while those safely inside arrange a dignified exeunt.”

			Nevada laughed. “You gotta love it. Rats asking for first-class tickets to leave the sinking ship.”

			“As I said, I have booked us one of your first-class tickets. Unless you care to stand on principle?”

			“Why start now?” Nevada retorted.

			“So, wait,” Candice asked, “we’re heading to Khartoum? I thought that’s where the fighting was. Why don’t we just make a run for the border?”

			“Laisse tomber…” Jacques said. “Sudan’s neighbors do not feel particularly neighborly at the moment. They have been disputing the boundaries of Sudanese territory for quite some time. In all this unpleasantness, it is natural they may dispute the borders more firmly.”

			“In the city, there’s rioting,” Candice said, understanding dawning as she spoke. “In the country, you’re looking at the government, the rebels, and foreign powers all planting the flag. If one of them decides we’re on the other side, we’ll probably be shot on sight…”

			“Plus ça change.”

			“Okay, okay, so the hotel’s our best bet. But it’s right in the middle of a city where they’re fighting door to door. How are we getting there?”

			Nevada patted her thigh. “You leave that to me.” She glanced at Jacques. “Sounds like a good time for a Lazy Dachshund.”

			“I put everything you need in the back,” Jacques said.

			“Get your hand off my thigh,” Candice said.

			Jacques got out of the cab, and Nevada slid over the driver’s seat and followed him out. Candice hauled out the passenger side and circled around the cab. Nevada was in the flatbed, and Jacques was moving Abu’s wife up to ride shotgun.

			When Candice stepped into the back, Nevada dumped a bundle of black cloth into her arms. “Put this on or we’ll stick out like Jen Aniston’s nips in a Friends rerun.”

			The truck rolled into first gear with a sickening crunch and lurched forward, throwing Candice and Nevada together. They clung to each other for a moment, nose-to-nose. Nevada’s face was in front of her, as vivid as a treasured childhood memory: the narrow cheeks, the wicked jawline, the full lips, the sharp eyebrows. Everything a little pointed, a little dangerous, but there was a sultry aspect to that danger.

			Suddenly, Candice wondered what it would be like to just kiss someone. Not Nevada specifically, she didn’t think—but just to know that someone welcomed your attention and that you could be kissing them. To bring her lips to someone else’s and find them open, willing. Adrenaline filled her veins like she was an addict falling off the wagon. Nevada smiled at her, as if sensing her thoughts. The smile didn’t make her any less dangerous. It didn’t make her any less sensual either.

			“Good way to come down from the high,” she said. “Or to get up there in the first place.”

			“I’m not interested,” Candice said, looking away.

			“You wouldn’t be looking away so hard if that were true.”

			“Then let’s say I would be more interested if you weren’t a twelve-year-old boy in a woman’s body.”

			Nevada stepped back. “At least it’s a really hot woman’s body.”

			Candice cleared her throat. “A burqa?”

			“Yeah, I brought one in case things went sideways.” She patted another black bundle under her arm. “And another one in case I didn’t like the first one’s color.”

			Candice slipped out of her clothes and pulled the burqa on over her underwear. She worked on folding the veil around her head. She’d worn hijab a few times, to show deference in her dealings with the Sudanese, but lately she’d spent so long at the camp that she’d fallen out of habit. Just as speaking Arabic seemed to touch parts of her tongue and throat that would otherwise lay dormant, knotting the triangles of fabric and then securing a head piece over it forced her fingers through patterns that seemed partially mystical.

			“Nice tattoo,” Nevada said, breaking into her reverie.

			“It’s a reinterpretation of traditional Dinka scar—” She turned to glare at Nevada for the intrusion, then saw that she was stripped to the waist. Her body was soft and supple, the tanned skin moving subtly over lean muscle. Nevada’s slim waist flared to deceptively broad shoulders, swimmer’s shoulders. Candice’s mouth went dry and she realized she was staring.

			“Ah, such misfortune, a roadblock!” Jacques shouted from the cab. “I think we can get through. These look like government troops.”

			“Which government?” Nevada called back.

			Sweat trickled into Candice’s eyes. The Renault groaned to a stop. She heard the clatter of weapons being readied over the hissing cool of the engine.

			“Al salaam aleikum,” Jacques boomed in friendly Arabic, sounding as if he were greeting a long-lost friend in an airport concourse.

			Wary footsteps approached the driver’s door.

			“Allah kareem,” Jacques said, his voice a little lower but no less friendly. “Al salaam aleikum. Allah kareem.”

			Candice could hear papers being shuffled. She glanced at Nevada. Her hands were tight around the shotgun.

			“Becum?” A gruff voice asked.

			“Wa aleikum el salaam,” Jacques said. More papers shuffled.

			“Becum?” the man repeated.

			“Kida katir,” Jacques said, sounding like he was haggling over a bag of onions at the market.

			“What is he doing?” Candice mouthed to Nevada, who pretended not to see her.

			“Ma alsalaam,” the man said at last.

			“Shukrun. Shukrun jazeelen,” Jacques said, and as the guard walked away over crunching sand his voice dipped. “Putain merde fait chier!”

			The engine turned over and once more the Renault was shaking with the vibration of its engine.

			“What just happened?” Candice asked.

			“Nothing much. Bribed a government official.”

			Jacques slid the window open. “How fortuitous that no matter who you encounter in the world, they all must eat.”

			“You use the dinars?” Nevada asked him.

			“Please. US currency only.”

			“Makes me proud to be an American. How much do we have left?”

			“None.”

			Candice couldn’t see Nevada’s face under her headscarf, but her eyes said it all.

			They rumbled forward on the moderately more stable paving of the thoroughfare. The smoother ride cast Candice’s mind back to how the city had been the last time she’d been here.

			It was much the same. She remembered the prehistoric Fiats and Mercedes-Benzes with their scars and mismatched parts. Flat roofs with satellite dishes looming on them like vultures waiting patiently, cables hung between buildings like some mad spider was building a web. Slender minarets pitched up so crazily from their mosques that they almost fit in.

			What was missing were the people. The Dinka tribesmen, her own forefathers, scarred and pagan. The stately Ethiopians. The Baggāra in flowing white, and the Hadendoa with their elaborately wild hair. The cola vendors who offered ice-cold soda, but would only roll a warm bottle on a block of ice before handing it over. The gate guards who shooed away stray animals and equally stray beggars. The beggars themselves, often grimy children in rags, with their calls of “Baksheesh! Baksheesh!” The screamed curses, honking car horns, and radios tuned to daily prayers, bringing the eerie ululation of the muezzin into the most conspicuous places—all were absent.

			The smells lingered—hides, spices, the bitter tinge of decaying produce and dried urine, then the scents of the restaurants and food merchants. Baba ganoush and halwah played on the nose and the palette.

			But slowly all this gave way to an electric scent of fear. There came the distant crack of gunfire and a shrill scream. Candice imagined roving gangs of looters or rebels, as if there were much difference, coming upon stragglers for play or bursting into private residences and dragging out anyone who could serve for their amusement.

			She remembered the stories of Governor Gordon, over a hundred and thirty years ago, his colonial government laid siege to by Mahdists not so different from the Khamsin. When the last barricade had finally fallen, they’d rushed him in an attack that verged on religious ecstasy. He was decapitated and his head presented to the Mahdi, while his body was stabbed over and over again, leaving a blood-soaked spot that had lingered for weeks afterward. According to Slatin, the Mahdists had virtually paid homage to the site.

			“Okay, I think we’re in government territory,” Nevada said.

			“What makes you say that?”

			“Can’t hear anyone getting shot anymore.”

			Candice smiled wanly. “I hadn’t noticed.

			Nevada moved to the cab window and knocked. It slid open, revealing Jacques looking over his shoulder, a cigarette clenched in his teeth. Nevada snatched it from him. “Please and thank you.”

			The window slid closed and Nevada sat down under it, taking a drag. “Mind if I smoke?”

			“Yes,” Candice said.

			“Good to know,” Nevada said, taking another drag.

			A headache building, Candice scooted closer to the back. “This thing you were looking for, you’re sure it was in the tomb?”

			“Let’s just say it looked like the kind of place it had been.”

			“And the runes say where they moved it?”

			“Exactamundo.”

			“So why move it? It was in a cursed pyramid protected by a death trap, which I still can’t believe, by the way.”

			“Sensible,” Nevada complimented her. “And aren’t you forgetting that stele of emo poetry we found?”

			“Was it between gunfights? Because that’s kind of a blur to me.”

			Nevada nodded. “You’re coming down from an adrenaline high. And you might have some PSTD.”

			“Post-Stress Traumatic Disorder?” Candice asked dubiously.

			“Yeah, don’t worry, happens to the best of us.” Nevada flicked some ash off her cigarette. “It’s pretty obvious to me. I’ve seen it before. The Kushites take this hoodoo from the Romans, right? And when Amanirenas dies, they bury it with her—spoils of war.”

			“Right,” Candice agreed.

			“Then their brand-spanking-new pyramid sinks into the earth, ‘cursed.’ Throw in a hurricane, or a volcanic eruption, or an eclipse. They can’t Google it, so it’s an act of God. So they call the Romans, the Egyptians, tell them they can have their ball back. As long as they conduct some ritual, put Amanirenas back exactly as they found her. Maybe throw in a few grave robbers for good measure afterward.”

			“But why leave a map?” Candice asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

			“Well, something as powerful as that, you don’t want to lose track of it, but you don’t want to print where it is on bubblegum wrappers either.”

			Nevada was so involved in telling her story that she didn’t notice the cigarette burning down to scorch her finger. She cursed and threw it away, shaking her hand in the air.

			I cannot believe I am learning something from this woman, Candice thought. “Bubblegum wrappers?” she prompted.

			“So I’m not that good at analogies,” Nevada said. “In fact, I’m as bad at them as I am at…” She paused, lost her train of thought, then pretended nothing had happened. “I’m just speculating now, but this is around the time of Julius Caesar. He just invented the Roman Empire. He’s emperor forever. He doesn’t need any mojo. But he doesn’t need it falling into the wrong hands either. So he tells whoever’s in charge to take the damn thing, put it on the highest shelf he can find, but leave a way to get to it just in case. And it’s been there ever since. Waiting for a tough yet sexy adventurer and her spunky sidekick—”

			“Oh, that had better not be me,” Candice interjected.

			“—to find it and get rich,” Nevada continued. “Which sounds like a pretty good deal to me. What’s the downside?”

			The truck braked suddenly, pitching Candice nearly onto her ass. Nevada braced herself against the cab to look through to the windshield. “There’s another roadblock.”

			“That’s okay, right?” Candice asked, straightening her burqa. “I mean, we already bribed these guys?”

			“We bribed those guys,” Nevada said, jerking a thumb back over her shoulder. “These guys not so much. And we’re out of money.”

			The ranking officer approached Jacques. Nevada backed away from the window before he could see her.

			“What’re they going to do to us?” she asked.

			“You wanna find out?” As if by magic, a knife appeared in her hand.

			The officer spoke in Arabic with Jacques, his tone questioning, Jacques’s deferring. Nevada took the shotgun and stowed it above the metal struts that held up the canvas. Jacques was pleading poverty. The officer interrupted him with a curt, mocking “Malesh, malesh.” Elsewhere, it would’ve meant ‘no problem.’ Here, it was as bullying as a playground taunt.

			Nevada checked her watch.

			“Don’t tell me you’re bored,” Candice whispered.

			“A little,” Nevada whispered back. “But someone did once tell me that I had A-D…E? B?” She shrugged. “Whatever. Follow me, don’t slow down, and whatever happens, don’t look back.”

			Candice started to reply, but Nevada held up a hand to silence her. The officer’s footfalls were coming down the left side of the truck. Candice got the idea. In lieu of ‘baksheesh,’ the officer would be checking if there were any valuables in the truck that he and his men could ‘redistribute.’ Candice didn’t want to think about whether she counted as a valuable.

			Nevada padded to the right. Her knife slit through the canvas and she dropped down from the flatbed. She hit the ground and took off at a determinedly casual pace, not running, but taking long strides that ate up distance with a voracious appetite. Candice could barely believe what she was doing, but she forced herself into motion, dropping down behind Nevada and following her at the same hard pace.

			“Don’t turn around,” Nevada said under her breath, her last word stepped on as a shout went up from the roadblock. They’d been seen.

			The officer rounded the truck at a trotting pace; Candice felt his eyes on the back of her neck. He shouted after them. ‘Halt’ sounded the same in any language.

			They were in Souq Al Arabi, the public market, a Sudanese shopping mall. Winding rabbit-warren alleyways led to a massive open-air bazaar. They dove down a side alley, past shops selling pink dresses, soft drinks, detergent, fresh cheese. All the stores were unsurprisingly padlocked shut.

			Behind them, Candice could hear the officer shouting orders, his men tromping out, guns being readied.

			“Just keep moving,” Nevada said.

			A door opened ahead of them. Candice stared, wondering if Nevada could possibly have arranged an escape route for them. A little woman in a burqa slipped out, eyes widening suspiciously as she saw them, but she said nothing. To Nevada’s right, another door opened, metal squeaking against hinges, and Nevada gave a cheery “Sup?” to the woman that emerged.

			All up and down the alleyway, locks were clicking open and a mob of black-clad women were emerging, locking the doors behind them, marching in the same direction Candice and Nevada were going so that they became lost, like needles in a haystack. Candice didn’t dare look back, but from the masculine cursing she heard behind her, she guessed that as reluctant as the soldiers had been to shoot unarmed women in the back, they were even more disinclined to open fire on a whole crowd of them.

			“Something tells me evening prayers just wrapped up,” Nevada said.

			“Maghrib,” Candice corrected.

			“Don’t try to improve my vocabulary,” Nevada told her. “It’s as bad as, like, a thing.”

			At the other end of the alley, the open-air market was a riot waiting to happen. The men had emerged from Al Jame’e Al Kabeer, the Great Mosque, and were frantically intermixing with the women. The bazaar itself was a morass of activity, with people hurriedly conducting business, securing stock, or outright stealing from one another.

			“Going out of business sale,” Nevada mused. “Everything must go.”

			Blocks away—less than a mile—the Hotel Corinthia’s twenty-one floors towered over the rest of Khartoum, its ultra-modern facade reminiscent of Dubai excess. The fat, heavily curved design in blue and white was meant to resemble a sail, but to Candice it had always looked more like a plump, painted gourd.

			“That’s where we’re headed,” Nevada said, planting a hand in the small of Candice’s back. “C’mon. Keep moving, don’t make eye contact, and…” Ahead of them, a stall was knocked over, pottery smashing as it was trampled underfoot. The proprietor received similar treatment. “…don’t do whatever that guy did.”

			Candice had seen things like this before—mass rioting on BBC and Sky News—but small TVs and aerial footage made it all look like a broken ant farm. Something that could be muted, looked at out of the corner of the eye—looked away from. In the flesh it was so much louder, warmer, the open furnace of the sun still felt even as it dipped under the horizon, the press of bodies making it a wet heat. But Nevada was protecting her.

			A man screamed his political slogan, his spittle arcing toward them. “Ash-sha’b yurīd isqāṭ an-niẓām!”

			“I can’t do this.” Candice went into meltdown. Her bones had turned hollow and couldn’t hold her weight for another moment. “Maybe, maybe we should just go back to the troops, I’m sure they’ll take us to—they can take us somewhere safe.”

			“Relax,” Nevada told her, taking her hand and pulling her along. “Candy, relax. You’re just being a little bit of a pussy at the moment because everything is horrible. Look, the Corinthia’s right there, it’s a light jog away. Just keep it together for ten more minutes and then I’ll cradle you to my bosom.”

			“I’m not listening to you. You’re a bloody idiot and you’re going to get us killed. That trick with the knife should never have worked.”

			“Here.” Nevada had a neatly concealed hole in her burqa so she could reach through to her pockets. Candice was pretty sure her own burqa didn’t have one. Nevada came up with an MP3 player so old it might as well have been a pager. “Listen to this.”

			She unraveled the earbuds and surgically placed them under Candice’s veil, careful not to unduly disturb it. Candice was almost touched by her care. Almost.

			“You’re just being nice to me to get me into bed.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Nevada said. “I’m getting you into bed irregardless. I’m being nice because I’m a good person.”

			“It’s regardless,” Candice said. “Not irregardless. Just regardless.”

			“That must be one of those British things, like how y’all call soccer football even though it doesn’t have a football in it.” Nevada pressed a button on the MP3 player, and Candice heard the beginnings of a track that almost drowned out her own deep sigh. Massive Attack’s “Dissolved Girl.”

			Candice closed her eyes for a long moment, just listening to the music and following the pull of Nevada’s hand.

			“If we’re lucky, we’ll walk right in.”

			“If we’re not lucky?”

			“Then I’ve got guns.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 13

			No Reservations

			The sun never set in Sudan. It dropped out of the sky.

			The Hotel Corinthia was dark, powered down, leaving only the spectral bone-white of its concrete between the blackened windows. There were lights deep inside the building, slinking around corners like they were too timid to venture into the night. It called up folkloric memories of the London Blitz, childhood history lessons about familiar buildings gone dark. Seeing the footage of the blackouts for the first time as a kid, Candice had thought of someone building London, putting it all together, but not yet having plugged it in.

			“Power grid’s down, or at least compromised,” Nevada said. She was sticking closely to Candice’s side like a nervous parent who wanted to corral her child with a held hand, but wanted more not to embarrass them. “Looks like the back-up generators are on, though.”

			“Is that good?” Candice asked, reminding herself not to shout over the low music only she could hear. “That’s good, right?”

			“It’s not bad.”

			Guards met them at the door to the lobby. Big guys with body armor and the kind of black, resin-y guns that looked like they were designed to fight aliens. Nevada gave her name (“and guest”) and got a thorough, professional pat down, hands chopping efficiently at her sides and down her legs.

			“Wanna go again?” she asked after it was over, giving the guard a smirk.

			Candice just got a pair of hands dragged down her sides and legs—not even the insides of her legs, just the left of the left leg and the right of the right leg. She guessed she lacked a certain concealed-carry je ne sais quoi that Nevada exuded like Old Spice on a teenage boy.

			Inside, she saw that the lobby had the lights on but dimmed, giving the impression of being under a new moon on a cloudy night. Electric lamps planted around the room supplemented the fluorescent lights, their eerie blue glow suffusing the lobby and making Candice think of rudely illuminated mobile phones in a darkened movie theater. Candice could see an elliptical fountain with the water not running, latticework wall decorations with the same bleached-bone aesthetic as the white concrete outside, and numerous other touches of sixties sci-fi movie décor that seemed obligatory among the Arab nations.

			Candice’s parents had been well-to-do but frugal, and they’d never really introduced her to luxury even on this dilapidated scale. The only thing it could remind her of was her second year in college. A classmate of hers who had come from money—real money, white money—had invited her over to study in an overture so friendly that Candice hadn’t been able to decode it. She’d dared to hope it was romantic in nature. But if the girl had been willing to be seduced, Candice wasn’t the one to do it. She’d gotten an A, and Candice had gotten a bittersweet memory that she revisited from time to time, sometimes in fantasy and sometimes in self-recrimination.

			Being here now brought up the ambiance of the love affair that wasn’t. She felt misplaced and vaguely embarrassed, and beyond that, a fluttering sense of calm that she was even able to feel an emotion beyond her panicked heartbeat. She must be calming down. It stood to reason she was safe. Maybe she wasn’t, but there were walls and men and guns between her and danger.

			“Miss Nevada, my very good friend, how fortunate you could make it!”

			The voice was rich to the point of coarseness, like a woman who had nurtured a dilettante smoking habit until it had given her words the rasp of a razor being sharpened on a leather belt, but no further. Candice turned to see a woman in full niqab approaching them, the blue sheen on her black robes making her turn red with that odd trick of light. Only one eye could be seen in the swath of face exposed by her headscarf; the other was covered by more blackness. An eyepatch.

			“Sheba,” Nevada said with the practiced warmth of a woman facing a disliked but important acquaintance. Hearing her talk to this fantastical figure like she was a solicitor struck Candice as the most honest thing she’d seen ‘Easy Nevada’ do.

			They greeted each other Sudanese style, kissing each other on the right cheeks, the left cheeks, and then the right cheeks again. That finished, Nevada began taking off her burqa. Candice had suspected that three kisses got Nevada out of her clothes, but it still seemed—

			Underneath, she wore an embellished red and gold jersey gown that Candice recognized as a La Femme number. A strapless gold corset became a side-slit red gown at the hips, with a Midas touch of the low-cut corset’s coloring continuing down to the exposed leg to give an impression of well-tanned nudity throughout the piece. It was both glamorously suited to their new environs and shockingly edgy. Candice tried to figure out if Nevada had put that on in the truck or if she’d had time to duck out and change into it as they walked the streets of Khartoum. Either seemed improbable, though frustratingly possible.

			“How’s your ‘significant other’?” Sheba asked, with a bit of cheek, Candice thought.

			If Nevada had a tell, she hid it admirably. “Jackie’s still in the hospital. You know, it’s not the bullets, it’s the holes they make.”

			Candice took off her own hijab, though it had cinched and knotted in such a way as to refuse to be undone, and she had to pull it down around her neck like a cowboy’s bandanna just to get it out of her face.

			“I’ll help you later,” Nevada promised. She even had a glamorous layer of sweat glistening on her exposed skin. “I’m pretty well-versed in disrobing.”

			Sheba politely ignored the interplay, her single eye laser-focused on Nevada. “Your employer has already contacted us with the specifics of your situation. The government holds the city from here to the train station, and a conveyance out of the country will leave in seven hours. In the meantime, you are welcome to stay in one of the executive suites.”

			“Huh,” Nevada said, evincing confusion. “That’s weird. He told me we’d be staying in the presidential suite.”

			“That is quite impossible, I’m afraid, as the presidential suite is off-limits.”

			“There’s someone staying there?” Nevada asked. “You gave away our room?”

			“There is no one staying there, but even in a situation such as this—”

			“Good, no one’s staying in our room. Get the maids in there, change the sheets, whatever you have to do. Me and Candy here will be getting a drink at your lovely children’s bar which doesn’t sell alcohol. I assume the room will be ready by the time we’re done. Any fees, just charge it to the boss, he’ll understand.”

			The eyeball glared like it had an entire body’s worth of expressiveness crowded into a pupil and some sclera. But Sheba made an acquiescing little bow. “If that is what you were promised, then that is what you shall have. And if you require something else—uppers, downers, lefters, righters…”

			“Righters?” Candice tittered nervously. “Those can’t be expensive.”

			“Nothing for us, thanks,” Nevada said. “But let us know if you find any crushed grapes that someone’s kept in a cupboard for twenty days or so.”

			“I’ll keep an eye out.”

			Nevada aimed a finger-gun at Sheba before holstering it.

			The power was still on in the elevators, which was fine by Candice. Her legs were feeling too rubbery for stairs. She almost leaned against Nevada before thinking of how much more mature the wall would be about it. Above the lobby, the lanterns dwindled, leaving only the white floors flickering by, like the rib bones of some huge skeleton they were passing through. A space, darkness, then a faint impression of white, again and again. It was almost hypnotic.

			Nevada’s pinky brushed against hers. “You good?”

			“Whatever I am, it’s not ‘good,’” Candice told her firmly.

			Nevada’s little finger ran along hers again. Now that she had Candice’s attention, it was a more plaintive gesture, like she was asking permission to hold her hand. Candice tightened it into a fist.

			Nevada said, “You’re holding up like a trooper, I want you to know that. There are big NFL linebacker motherfuckers who couldn’t do what you’re doing right now. They’d be crying for their mother.”

			“Well, if their mother was anything like mine, they wouldn’t want to bother her.”

			Nevada smiled. A little sadly. Maybe that was why she averted her eyes. “So we should be safe here, at least until the train’s gassed up or however that works, but just to be on the safe side, I think we should sleep together tonight. For our safety.”

			“No. No. No.”

			“One would’ve sufficed.”

			The elevator chugged to a stop, the doors dinged open, and the glassy chiming of “Clare de Lune” swept into the car.

			“Debussy,” Candice said in surprise.

			“Yeah,” Nevada said, “I always start there, finish on the Bach.”

			It wasn’t her imagination. Outside, the piano continued tinkling away, the fluttering keystrokes of a skilled pianist, an instrument being played live. Candice followed the music down the darkened hallway, Nevada shadowing her. With the masterful playing, the night seemed less oppressive. More cozy, even intimate.

			As she stepped through the double doors into the Rickshaw Club, the first thing she saw was the floor-to-ceiling windows, slanted inward with the building’s design and bracketed with metal piping like barbed wire, but offering a spectacular view of where the Blue and White Nile Rivers met. In the darkness, they fairly gleamed with the light from the moon, jeweling the pitch-black cityscape.

			The second thing she saw was a cloud of smoke blowing in front of her, rosewater sweet, soft gray like something dissolving in water. The elegant restaurant had become an opium den. Pipes flared like distant fireworks, illustrating vacant faces in quick brushstrokes, men sucking hard on shishas. Little boys, wraithlike in their flowing white jellabiyas, moved among them as if in parody of waiters, tamping the hash into pipes, striking matches, fanning the embers that summoned the sweet-smelling smoke. The serving boys were locals, but the men were predominantly white—a shock to see so many pale faces in Sudan.

			The only illumination besides the starry sky and the showers of sparks that popped erratically from the smokers’ pipes were candles set on the empty tables. Perhaps once meant to lend an evening a romantic atmosphere, their flickering light now came off as primitive as a caveman’s bonfire, the beautiful piano-playing as ironic as a taunt. She could see the handsome man playing, hidden behind a baby grand in the corner, the white of his shirt shrouded by a black tie and black business jacket.

			“Who are these people?” Candice asked, shocked almost out of her naturally hushed tone by the audacity of turning such a cultured setting into this hedonistic display.

			“PMCs,” Nevada said. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, Candice could see almost all of them were armed and wore body armor, though otherwise their clothing was casual. Khaki pants, sport coats, polo shirts, flannel. “Ex-military, hitmen, private security, cowboys, you name it.”

			“What are they doing here?”

			“Making money,” Nevada said, with an air of the obvious. “Don’t worry. Not our problem. Unless you have a jealous boyfriend who would pay to take me out?”

			“No one I date would be that jealous,” Candice replied. “Not in this economy.”

			Nevada went to the bar—unmanned—and pulled out a stool for Candice. “They get hired for government crackdowns, or insurgent training. Guarding oil rigs or oil execs. It’s a seller’s market out here. With this new revolt it’s basically Black Friday.”

			Candice sat down. “You’re lucky we have that sale in Britain too.”

			Nevada hopped over the bar and checked through the stock. Evidently it was a dry country there as well. She came up with two bottles of Gatorade. “Would madam like the Gatorade No Excuses or the Gatorade Bring It?”

			“I’m feeling adventurous. Gatorade Bring It.”

			“Ah, that goes best with fish, you know.” Nevada brought up two empty glasses and poured for them both. “Good vintage, this.”

			“I think you already made that joke,” Candice said.

			“It must be my catchphrase.” Nevada picked up her glass and clinked the bottom against the lip of Candice’s untouched glass. “So. Hours to kill. You could get some sleep, if you’re into that.”

			“You could explain some things, if you’re into that.”

			Nevada sipped, and took such evident relish in it that Candice felt compelled to at least pick up her own glass. “I feel like a very self-explanatory person.”

			“What’s the Aegis?”

			“The what?” Nevada asked.

			She had a good poker face. Candice let her hold on to it while she took a drink herself. “When you were talking to Jacques, you said you were here to get the Aegis.”

			Nevada bit her lip. “Not here.”

			“Let me guess: you’d prefer to talk about it in your room, over a cup of hot coffee.”

			“It is a thought.”

			“Here’s what I’m thinking,” Candice said. “Those guys were ready and waiting the moment the bomb went off in the museum. So were you.”

			“Coincidence,” Nevada said. “You start jumping at shadows, you’re not going to run out of shadows.”

			“I’m not saying you were involved; you were shooting them in the head. But a squad of armed men just to destroy an archaeological dig? First thing? I can’t believe that. Anyone with a lick of sense would’ve deployed them to take the dam, or the city, some strategic target. Then they could get to the ruins when the dust had settled.”

			“So you think someone orchestrated all this to beat me to the punch? Candy—”

			“Candice,” she said, almost raising her voice. “Not Candy. I was named Candice and I don’t need some ridiculous pseudonym like you.”

			Nevada drank. “No one would destabilize a whole country just to get their hands on some antique. Even for me, that’s crazy.”

			“Maybe it’s not just some antique. Why don’t you want to tell me what it is?”

			“Why do you want to know?” Nevada fired back. “I thought you were just sticking with me until you could get home. Well,” she checked her watch, “in six hours and forty-nine minutes, you’re on a train south. You could reserve a flight right now. So why are you so obsessed with me?”

			Candice started to reply, clenched her teeth, hissed, and continued at a more sedate tone. “This is not about you!”

			Nevada reached across the bar and put her hand over Candice’s. “Why don’t we save this conversation for the presidential suite and a nice cup of hot coffee?”

			“The Aegis. Are you the only one looking for it?”

			“As far as I know.”

			Candice rolled her eyes. “As far as you want to know. Do you even care what it is? Why someone wants it?”

			“It’s a stamp collection, for God’s sake!” Nevada cried. “It’s not gonna create an international incident!”

			Candice’s phone rang, the chorus from Steve Martin’s “King Tut.” She barely recognized it.

			“The cell phone towers are still working?” she asked.

			“Place must have its own,” Nevada said. “Speaking of, I haven’t gotten your number yet. I might want to send you a picture of something…”

			Candice was already walking away, through an opium haze that was like being assaulted by free samples of perfume at the shopping mall. In the darkened corner away from the windows—her angle now her showing a bleak night sky without stars—she took the call. “Oy?”

			“Dr. Cushing? Oh, dear heavens, please tell me that it’s you. You must be alright. I’ve been trying to reach you!”

			Sir Joseph. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m safe. I was in a movie.”

			“What?”

			“Nothing. I just couldn’t come to the phone. Listen, can we make this quick? I think I’m getting a little high.”

			“What?” Sir Joseph repeated. “That seems terribly irresponsible, under the circumstances.”

			“It’s not my idea,” Candice told him. “Blame it on peer pressure. Did you find anything on Easy or not?”

			“Easy? Oh, yes, yes, Easy Nevada. It wasn’t easy, actually. There’s nothing on her from any reputable source. I had to call just about every friend I have in the business, but finally I found someone who remembers a girl, Thea Quatermain.”

			“Quatermain?” Candice asked. “You’re kidding me.”

			“That’s what he said. She was a compliance archaeologist across the pond. You know, hired by a developer to make sure their construction doesn’t harm the archaeological treasures of a site.”

			Nevada appeared out of the mists, walking right toward Candice, her skirt flashing around her exposed, striding leg like it was one more cloud of smoke. All the while, Sir Joseph was still speaking. Candice tried to look at this woman—Easy Nevada—and think of her as a Thea. A Thea Quatermain.

			“A compliance archaeologist is supposed to either stop the construction from doing harm or at least mitigate it—record and rescue what they can, like at the Aswan High Dam.”

			Nevada took Candice’s free hand and put a key into it. There was a room number written on it. “There are two beds,” she said, and walked off, leaving the key to burn in Candice’s hand like food too hot to eat.

			“What happened?” Candice asked, though she wasn’t sure whom she was addressing, her nostrils full of the sweet smoke.

			“On a dig in Louisiana, she found a graveyard. Apparently, it would’ve scotched the whole deal—the contractors paid her a pretty penny to cover the whole thing up. Only it got out. As it turned out, it was a slave cemetery. The controversy cost her her job, and her father his business. Since then, she’s disappeared. There’s only been this Nevada woman, involved in rare antiquities smuggling in Iraq.”

			“So how do you know they’re the same person?”

			“My friend doesn’t. But Thea Quatermain paid for her archaeology degree by enlisting in the Army. Her unit worked with the AIA to protect and recover artifacts at Nimrud. After the war, virtually everything went missing. They say it was an inside job.”

			Again, Candice tried to square this new information with the feel of a woman she barely knew. Who was Easy Nevada? Thea Quatermain? Some kind of cat burglar?

			“Clare de Lune” finished and became “Left Bank Two” by the Noveltones. The jaunty tune seemed to mock her and she looked over to the piano a few feet away, but the man playing seemed oblivious to her.

			“Sir Joseph,” she said, “have you ever heard of something called the Aegis?”

			He laughed. “Candice, you’re forgetting your lessons. That may not be Nubian, but I’d expect any scholar of history to recognize an element from Greek mythology.”

			Candice shifted the phone to between her shoulder and ear, just so she could wring her hands together. The smoke was making her nervier than she already was. “Give a girl a refresher course?”

			“Well, in this case, you’d hardly need one. Precious little is known about the Aegis, only that it was some sort of…protection used by Zeus and Athena. Sometimes it’s a shield, sometimes it’s armor, sometimes it’s an animal hide or some kind of container for the Medusa’s head. That, or the skin of Aex, or Pallas, or perhaps a pet goat of Zeus’s.”

			“Okay, but—” Candice’s eyes burned. She rubbed at them. “What was it?”

			“As I said, no one knows. Even the word has different meanings. Artists depicted it in various ways—being worn by Zeus, Athena, various Greek kings, and Roman emperors. It seems to pass from ruler to ruler over the years, from Alexander the Great all the way to Julius Caesar.”

			“And it does something, right? Something important?”

			Sir Joseph sounded at ease, being given such an academic question to concern himself with. Candice reminded herself that if she ever had to quell his panic again, she needed to ask about Greek myth. “I suppose the saying ‘under the aegis’ has persisted into the modern era for that reason. We’ve also seen the concept translated into Norse and Egyptian mythology—the idea of being given the protection of some supernatural power. In fact, the last time I encountered the reference was in Arabic myth, referring to a djinn.”

			“A genie?”

			“Perhaps it’s the poet in me, but look at the Greeks, the Spartans, the Athenians, the Romans. Some of the most powerful, prosperous, advanced nation-states of all time, resulting in perhaps the greatest empire the world has ever seen. When you were able to command legions like Alexander of Macedonia, it must have seemed like you could summon the power of the gods themselves. Like you had the power to make whatever you wished come true.”

			Suddenly Candice felt like she was on the top of a tall building, both afraid to fall and feeling the paradoxical urge to fling herself out into space, to believe that there was some ancient artifact out there that could raise the dead, control the weather, change lead into gold. Yeah, and it was stored in Area 51, right next to Lord Voldemort.

			She excused herself from the conversation before she could interrogate Sir Joseph any further. Nevada’s key slipped from her hand and the room swirled as she picked it up. Strong stuff, this secondhand smoke. She crouched there, pinching her sinuses as she centered herself. She needed a plan.

			“Feeling alright?” The man at the piano spoke with an American accent, which she had just about had enough of. He was of average height, with a blandly handsome face and neatly cut hair, nothing about him that stood out besides a particularly intent gaze, as if he caught sight of something just behind her face and was trying to discern it. The kind of guy who was either a bit on the boring side or a serial killer. Candice’s sister would’ve loved him.

			Candice coughed. “It’s my first opium den. Say, have you heard about a train going out of the country?”

			The man put his elbow up on the piano’s fall board and rested his chin on that arm. His free hand played a more than adequate rendition of “Chopsticks.” “That’s what we’re all waiting for. They say they’re leaving at five in the AM, but I’d expect delays. Isn’t that how the old saying goes? ‘At least he made the trains run on time’?”

			Candice thought to fake a laugh but realized she didn’t care enough to. “And we’re all…taking a bus?”

			“Essentially,” he said. He pressed the A flat and held the key down long enough for it to ring out. “A few of the guys here are going. Security. Sort of a milk run. The government’s cleared us a straight shot to the train station for two miles in every direction.”

			“What about the people who don’t get on the train?

			He took his finger off the key, resting both hands under his chin. “It’s not as if the city is going to burn down, even if it seems like it. They might be stuck here a while, but Khartoum’s not going to fall just because a few politicians are gone. It may take some time, but the government will retake the streets, open up the airports again. Some of the folks here are waiting for that. Battening down the hatches because they think making a run for it is too risky.”

			“Are they right?”

			He shrugged. “Six of one, half a dozen of the other. You can be shot just as easily running as you can standing still. It’s all a matter of how bored you can get.”

			Candice looked down, thoughts clawing at her, demanding to be considered. Then she saw the inky black residue on the ivory. “You’re bleeding!”

			“Mmm?” The man looked down and noticed it too. “Oh, no. Not hardly.” He drew a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wiped off his hands. They were stained as black as pitch, like he’d laid them down in ink. “It’s a condition I have. Chromhidrosis. The sweat glands in my hands run black. Just a circumstance of birth, you see. Nothing sinister.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 14

			Who the Hottie Isn’t

			Candice stepped out of the elevator, walking a hallway that edged along the exterior of the building. One side was a glass wall; the other depicted a mural that reproduced the sight of rain spackling a window—a familiar sight to any Londoner. The idea that, to the Sudanese, being stuck inside on a rainy day was comparable to the lap of luxury struck Candice as briefly touching. She wondered if there were trace amounts of opiate in her bloodstream, softening her up.

			Outside, the streets were dark save for a single truck’s headlights, like a spotlight moving around a darkened circus. The truck had giant speakers mounted on it and they relayed something in Arabic loud enough to make its way to the eighteenth floor. Between the distance and Candice’s unfamiliarity with the language, she couldn’t make out anything about what was being said beyond its volume. If she closed her eyes and pictured Britain, maybe she could convince herself someone was running for office.

			She found the room. She didn’t have to check the number. She could hear Nevada’s voice issuing forth through the door, almost louder than the truck had been. She wondered if she should arm herself; conversations with Nevada had a bad habit of ending in physical violence, fisticuffs, gunplay. But she decided against it.

			Inside, the suite was such that it would have overwhelmed her if she weren’t already numbed by the events of the day. It was pure marble, pillars and everything, relieved by elegant, understated furniture and rugs. The odd flowered vase and potted plant gave the place the feel of an oasis growing from a desert of limestone, an impression enhanced by the palm leaf motif on the furnishings and the fact that all the furniture was wood. She wished she was better able to luxuriate in it, but at that moment, she might’ve felt safer in a hole in the ground. Her old flat hadn’t been much better than that, but at least she hadn’t had to worry if the walls were thick enough to stop a bullet.

			Up the few stairs of a landing was the door to what had to be Nevada’s room. As she’d promised, it was one of two. Candice tried the other, identical door across the suite. As tired as she was, the king-sized bed and its ornately soft surroundings were like tempting a starving man with a banquet. Nonetheless, she crossed back to Nevada’s door. The woman was still ranting.

			“Listen to me, jagoff! You got cheap, okay? That’s on you, not me. You thought you could save money by, what, letting some librarian find it and then buying it off the government? Yeah, nice plan, but here’s the thing: if you hadn’t cut me off, I could’ve gone to get it without the whole reporter song and dance, been in and out before the handbasket reached its final destination. Instead, I’m right in the middle of the shit, got it? I’ve got expenses. I’m doing this on spec too, so I’ve already paid my people out of pocket. Now, I’m sure I could take this to the South Sudan government. I bet they’d love to know they have a tourist trap just waiting to happen right in their own backyard. Or you could give me twenty percent, upfront, and then again the full amount when I deliver number thirteen. So, long story short, money! Nowish! Or that thirteenth pedestal in your man-cave? You can just put a keg on it and get used to shitty feng shui! I’ve got a call on the other line!”

			Candice wondered if she should interrupt, then figured that Nevada was probably the last person in the world to complain about decorum, and let herself in. Nevada was taking a deep breath, through a cigarette, and her words came out clogged with it as she changed her satphone over.

			“Easy.”

			She noticed Candice and took the cigarette out of her mouth to wave a polluting hand at her. “Jacques, God, hi, you’re okay. I thought I was finally going to cash in on that life insurance policy. How’ve you been?” She uh-huhed and yeahed her way through whatever his explanation was as Candice watched.

			Nevada wore a fluffy white robe, the kind of thing that no one owned but everyone used if it was provided. It hung open as she sat on the room’s windowsill, one leg down on the floor, the other up with its knee to her chest. She wore nothing else but a bra and panties, white but not pure. An alchemical mix of lace and more substantial, covering fabric. Translucent in all the right places, not that there seemed to be any wrong ones Her breasts were full, proud, straining against her bra. B-cups, compensating for any lack in voluptuousness with a jiggling, rippling fervor in every breath. Through the lace, her nipples showed as dark as wine. White lace like spider webs, as if her mum had made doilies for her tits. Her sex was more covered, or maybe Candice was just trying not to look.

			God, it was annoying that she was as sexy as she thought she was. Even with a bruise rippling along her ribs, forming an angry red corona on her flawless skin, its flaring colors tracing her ribs and the muscles of her abdomen. Candice had always assumed that getting shot with a bulletproof vest on would be something like bullets bouncing off Superman’s chest, but of course, that was ridiculous. All that force had to go somewhere, even diffused along Kevlar threads—wasn’t that how it worked?

			“Okay,” Nevada said into the phone, with a wrapping-this-up heaviness to her voice. “Keep an eye out.” She hung up, sighing with a mixture of relief and annoyance that came off vaguely paternal. “Jacques managed to get into a card game with the Republican Guard and after a royal flush, they let him go. Never play cards with an Italian.”

			“I thought Jackie was French?”

			“He is, but he cheats like an Italian. Wait, Jackie? His name is Jacques.”

			“But you called him—forget it.”

			“Forgotten.” Nevada lifted her hand up her taut abdomen, the striations of muscles camouflaged in long, lean flesh. She traced her fingers between her breasts, along the clasp of her bra. There was a heart-shaped locket descending from her neck, almost invisible in the swell of her cleavage. “Do you think this bra is too small? I think it’s too small. That sucks. I really, really like it.”

			“Have you been wearing that under your clothes this whole time?” Candice asked her.

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t wear anything under my clothes.” Nevada looked out the window and booped the glass. Candice followed her line of sight into the distance. There was the American embassy, the flag lowering, a plane taking off with the last of the evacuation. Nevada inclined her head toward it, then looked back at Candice. “So you mention my bra but not my dress? Not very enlightened of you.”

			“Then you’re going to hate this,” Candice said, and took her hands out from behind her back.

			She held a can of Bud Light and a glass full of ice. The can was in the old colors of red and white. Candice didn’t know how many governments it had seen.

			“Count on an archaeologist to find you something to drink in a dry country,” Nevada said, practically ovulating as Candice poured for her. “That must’ve cost you a pretty penny.”

			“Just my firstborn,” Candice kidded, and noticed Nevada wince. “It was worth it. I do owe you for saving my life.” She handed the foaming glass over to Nevada. “This was the least I could do.”

			Nevada’s eyes darted to the side. “True. I could think of a little more you could do to show your gratitude, but then, I’d much rather you did that for our sake. We should always do what pleases us, shouldn’t we?”

			The open invitation in Nevada’s stare was hard to take, not even roaming over Candice’s body, but looking into her eyes, seemingly directly into whatever part of her brain was wondering what it would be like, how it would feel. Something out of the corner of Candice’s eye was tugging at her, and for relief, she turned her head to the 55-inch OLED television opposite the bed, showing grainy handheld footage that could’ve been anything from found-footage horror to a sex tape. Knowing Nevada, possibly both.

			“I took the memory stick out of your GoPro,” Nevada said, “and stuck it into my USB port.” This was not said with a straight face. “That’s everything you recorded inside the tomb. Including my ass, which the camera seems inordinately fond of. Wasn’t that a head-mounted camera?”

			Candice gave her a look. “You’re a lot more tolerable when you’re muted,” she said, jerking her head to the TV.

			Nevada took a long slug from her glass, after which she exhaled as if she’d just set down a heavy load. “Let me just plug in my iPod. The radio stations here are dead. On the plus side, no one’s playing Meghan Trainor.”

			She went to a stereo system along the wall—across the bed from the window—and tried to negotiate between her MP3 player and its aux cable. Candice stared at the TV, her fist tightening on the can of beer she still held. She could recall with pinpoint accuracy the events of thousands of years ago, but her own past had been scrambled. Had she really recorded the footage that afternoon? Or was it that morning? Last night?

			Nevada got the stereo to cooperate and its speakers played Neko Case’s cover of “Danny’s Song” at a thundering level before she swiveled the dial down to a more appropriate volume.

			Candice raised an eyebrow. “Not what I would expect for a seduction.”

			Nevada shrugged as she came back. “Somehow I don’t think we’re going to sleep together.”

			“Could be the ten times I said I wasn’t interested.”

			“Yeah, I probably shouldn’t sleep with liars.” Nevada swigged her beer. “I wonder if these things can expire…anyway, when you miss someone—when you really miss someone—fuck it.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, hiding an expression in the gesture, and when she looked at Candice again her sullenness was gone. “Hey, at least it means I have you all to myself.”

			“What happened to you not sleeping with me?” Candice asked.

			“What can I say, hope springs eternal. When you’re a treasure hunter, optimism is part of the skillset.”

			“‘Treasure hunter.’ That’s a romantic euphemism.”

			“I’m a romantic gal. Look at this place. Didn’t I get you the best room in town?”

			Candice rolled her eyes and focused on the TV. The tape had advanced to the stretched out hieroglyphics and their distorted, corrected reflections in the metal cylinder. Candice stared at the tape as if her life depended on it. She knew the coordinates were all there; she was sure she had recorded them all. But if she hadn’t…

			A proper archaeologist’s life was setbacks, disappointment, and disillusionment. Cynicism had to be part of her skillset.

			But they were all there. Nevada’s hand clapped her on the back, so strong that the beer sloshed out of the open can in her hand and spackled the carpet.

			“Our first night here,” Candice moaned, glaring at the stain. Whatever her heritage, her sanitary habits were all British.

			“Maybe ISIS will burn the place down and no one will notice,” Nevada assuaged her hopefully. She bit her lip, staring at the television screen with a lust that Candice had previously only seen directed at her. “Can you translate this? Really?”

			“Can’t you?”

			Nevada was drinking. She lowered her glass, cheeks swollen, and swallowed before answering in a boozy rush, “Yeah, probably, with help. Better to keep it in the family. Smaller the circle the better. If this leaks, we’re fucked. As long as it’s one of a kind, we’ve got a golden ticket.”

			“Ticket to what?”

			“Seriously? Willy Wonka? They’ve made like four movies about the fucker. One of them had Tom and Jerry in it.”

			“The Muppets?”

			Defeated, Nevada held out her glass and gave the unaccompanied ice a ring. Candice poured for her again. The beer nearly filled the container.

			“Don’t you want any?” Nevada asked.

			“I prefer wine.”

			Nevada took the empty beer can from Candice and looked around for somewhere to dump it. “I happen to have a Frenchman. Tell you what, after all this is over—” She crushed the beer can against her forehead, flattering it. “I beat him into telling me an actual good wine, buy it for you, we have a few glasses, I can wear this, the dress, the tank top if you were into that—”

			“You can stop,” Candice said.

			Nevada was still looking around. “I’m looking for the recycle bin, just so you know—doesn’t seem to be one. I think this place gives the world, like, five percent of its oil, so I’m guessing it’s a losing battle.”

			Candice’s voice quickened. “You can stop pretending that you want me or that you’re interested in me…I know, okay? I know I’m not the girl who gets picked up by other girls. I’m not the girl who meets Michael Douglas and gets swept off her feet, or finds rose petals leading to her bed, or who has another woman get into the shower with her and…I’m just not her!”

			Nevada just looked at her, confused. Candice had often wondered whether they realized it, the beautiful people. Did they really own their go-go-go self-confidence, their motivational speaker certainty that everyone could be sexy and adventurous and fulfilled if only they tried, or did they know that it was just for them? That everyone else had it so much harder?

			“Who told you that?” Nevada asked.

			“No one had to say it. I don’t know if you think it’s funny or if you’re trying to manipulate me or maybe it’s all just some game to you, but I know I’m not—”

			“I don’t care who you’re not,” Nevada said. “I would never play someone by pretending to be interested in them when I’m not. I may be a sleazeball, but I wouldn’t lie about that. If you don’t want to have sex, fine, but don’t tell me it’s not even an offer. Whatever girl you think I want, I’m not here with her. I don’t want to be. You’re beautiful, you’re brave, you know virtually everything about world history, which is weird but I’m into it… I would love to get into that bed with you and see how much fun we can have. That’s all there is to it. Want, take, have.”

			Candice blinked. “Do you mean that?”

			“Candice, honey, if you believe nothing else about me, believe that I’m a huge slut.” She reached out, taking Candice’s hand, squeezing it in her own, and then moving it to her chest. “We have a connection. Can’t you feel it?”

			“That’s your boob,” Candice said.

			“It’s my heart.”

			“It’s your boob.”

			“It can be both.”

			Candice debated with herself, virtually dared herself, before venturing to close her hand even a little. To let her fingers sink into Nevada’s flesh, just a little, as if she might hurt Nevada through some absurd act of clumsiness. Nevada just smiled at her encouragingly, arching her back, thrusting out her breasts, her hand trailing back down Candice’s arm, lovingly stroking the skin between Candice’s wrist and elbow as her breast filled Candice’s clumsy hand.

			“It’s been a while for me,” Candice said. “Not a lot of gay bars in Sudan.”

			“Any bar can be a gay bar if you believe in yourself.”

			Candice took her hand off Nevada’s breast—she just couldn’t take touching the surface of the sun anymore, even with the glove of Nevada’s allowance. But it felt just as risky to run her fingers up Nevada’s collarbone, the bone and muscle along the hollow of her throat, her neck itself, surprisingly delicate. Up to her set jaw, her pounding pulse… Candice didn’t know if she wanted Nevada to be as nervous as she was or if she wouldn’t wish that on anyone. As gently as she’d brush the sand from an artifact, Candice’s fingertips approached Nevada’s lips. All this time listening to Nevada talk and she’d never realized her lips were so…

			Candice took her hand back. It felt overwhelming just to be this real, this gay, to touch a woman and even talk about sex and proposition her, in some small way. She’d looked at women before, but only out of the corner of her eye. She’d flirted with them, but only in her mind. Without anything else, with just the charge of electricity passing between them, Candice Cushing felt so herself that she wanted to throw up.

			“We don’t have to,” Nevada said, seeing Candice’s hand hovering away from her, quivering. “The bottle of wine is an open offer.”

			“I think I need to sit down,” Candice said. She wondered if it was still PTSD or she was just really gay.

			Nevada took her by the shoulders and—Candice thought unbidden of how she’d piledrived through history to get where she was going—gingerly set Candice down on the foot of the bed. The glass in her hand brushed against Candice’s bicep. With Candice seated, Nevada stepped back, giving her room that Candice immediately took advantage of by taking a deep breath.

			Nevada raised the glass to her lips. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but if I let the ice melt, this’ll taste even more like a Budweiser.” She drank down to the ice cubes. “This has gotta be expired. It just tastes funny.”

			“Must be the Rohypnol,” Candice said.

			She saw Nevada work it out on her face, expression by expression. First, a flicker of amusement. Then surprise that Candice would tell such a dark joke. Then, with her balance shifting so out of whack that she almost stumbled, Nevada realized that she was telling the truth.

			She dropped the glass and it hit the carpet with an anticlimactic thump, the ice jostling around.

			“I’m sorry,” Candice said emphatically, reaching down the bed to grab a pillow. “I’m sorry! But this is just some payday for you and it’s my life. So I’m getting on the train and you’re going to sleep. In the morning, you can do whatever you want, but I’m getting to that find. Not you.”

			Nevada was swaying on her feet, her face visibly growing slack. “Are you telling me…that you slipped something in my drink…to get out of having sex with me?”

			Candice held out the pillow. “Here. Put this behind your head. It’ll break your fall.”

			Nevada took it and did as Candice said, and then fell on her face.

			“That works too,” Candice said.

			She rolled Nevada into the recovery position, pulled the sheets off the bed to throw them over her, and went to grab the USB stick from the TV.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 15

			A Train to Catch

			Less than two miles away in downtown Khartoum, Farouq al-Jabbar strode between the graves of the Jewish cemetery. It had long since been abandoned, eleven of the interred subsequently dug up and flown via Geneva to the Giv’at Shaul Cemetery in Jerusalem for reburial. The auto shops nearby had begun using it as a scrapyard, and even the most intact tombstones might have their square script covered by a hubcap or carburetor.

			But they were still there.

			His men pounded away at the stones with crowbars and sledgehammers, destroying the tombstones, yes, but also looking for bones with the zeal of children on an Easter egg hunt.

			Farouq remembered Easter egg hunts.

			The average believer is not even a grain of sand beneath the feet of one who fights for Allah, he reminded himself. His father’s words.

			Nazir al-Jabbar sat on a tombstone that had already been broken into, leaving only jagged rubble and the disappointing emptiness inside. If his old bones minded the pile of rocks they now sagged against, he gave no sign. Beneath his wide, thick glasses, his eyes were luminous. Farouq could feel them on him, but could not bear to meet them, to look at him. Not at his father. Not at his god.

			“You have news,” Nazir said, as if plucking the thought from Farouq’s head, leaving a shiver down the spine at its removal.

			“We’ve been contacted,” Farouq said. He hardly dared to raise his voice, though he had to, to be heard over the sledgehammer blows and cracking stone that came from all sides. “By the woman in the Hotel Corinthia. Sheba.”

			Farouq still did not look at his father, but he knew Nazir was scowling. When his father was displeased, it could be felt in the air, like the charge before a lightning strike.

			“Not a true believer,” Nazir said dismally. “What did she want?”

			“She had heard of our difficulties with the women in Mëroe. She says she knows how they will be leaving the city. She wants money.”

			“Whores often do.” Nazir’s hands gently cradled his walking stick, twisting its point in the sand with a creak that sounded more horrendous than a thousand breaking rocks. “Pay her. Then attend to the women. Like rats, they must be caught between their holes.”

			The wound in Farouq’s arm, bound and healing, throbbed like the bullet was still inside, an insect scurrying to get out. “Are you sure that’s wise, teacher?”

			Farouq ducked his head. The gaze was on him now, the brightness of Nazir’s lens catching the light and changing it, illuminating some cold dead place that only looked like it was on his spectacles. But it was behind them, behind his eyes, deep inside where only Farouq could see.

			“Explain,” Nazir said simply.

			“They are two women,” Farouq almost gibbered, desperate to please with a turn of logic worthy of the Prophet. “We have an entire country to return to God. I know there were those who exchanged favors with us, but we’ve done our part and they have done theirs. Why continue to bargain with the unbelievers?”

			“My son.” Nazir smiled, but it had none of the light in it. That was only reflected in his glasses. “I have two reasons and you cannot think of one. First, where there is money, there is always more money. Whatever they have thieved, it is worth something. Whatever is of worth, may be of worth to jihad.”

			“Yes, father.” Agreement always came fast, an ineffectual panacea to avoid his father’s displeasure. One day, he would agree quickly enough, strongly enough.

			“And second,” Nazir said, “remember the tale of Ibn Battuta. In the fourteenth century, he went to Mali, whose people had been practicing Islam for over three hundred years. However, he discovered that their women not only spurned the veil, but went totally naked. Was this the will of Allah?”

			“No, father.”

			“What if I told you that on Fridays, the crowd at the mosque was so great it choked the ear of God with its prayers? And that all the people of Mali knew the Qur’an by heart? That even children who did not know were put in chains until they had memorized it? Was this the will of Allah?”

			“Yes, father.”

			The light flickered as Nazir shook his head. “No, my son. No. Do you know how much of the population of Mali is Muslim today? Ninety percent. That is almost two million unbelievers… all because of half-measures. Of work left undone. Find the women. Kill them all.”

			Whoops and thanks to Allah went up as a sledgehammer breached a tomb, finding its darkness glowing with white bones.

			“What of the bones?” Farouq asked.

			“Throw them to the dogs.”

			[image: ]

			Candice rode in a cavalcade of Range Rovers and Mercedes-Benzes through occupied Khartoum. She’d secured a ride through the black-handed man, who’d introduced himself as John Gore, but declined to shake for obvious reasons.

			She rode in the passenger seat of a town car driven by a no-nonsense bodyguard. Behind the divider glass sat what she took to be a Saudi Arabian diplomat and his children. He wore a thawb and keffiyah, both starched white, with gold cufflinks on the sleeves. They made no conversation and they didn’t listen to the radio. Candice was left alone with her thoughts.

			Throughout its history, Sudan’s railways had been an instrument of war. With the Nile obstructed by cataracts and dry seasons, the railway had become vital to supply lines, and in both the Gordon Relief Expedition and the Dongola Expedition, the train tracks had needed to be repaired and extended to serve the needs of the British Empire. Now, for this Brit, it was the only way to escape. Down to Southern Sudan, via the Babanosa to Wau line.

			She also remembered how the Mahdists—the original jihadis—had pulled apart the railway at Sarras. They’d set a section of railway upright, with a rope strung through the fishplate to form a noose. It’d been used. By the time the British had found it, the lynching victim had long since rotted free of the ropes. Winston Churchill had said the skeleton in the sand was “quite white and beautifully polished by the action of sun and wind.”

			There wasn’t anything like that at the train station. Just a camel tied beside the building and soldiers ardently maintaining a perimeter. The rising sun was right in front of the train tracks, its red haze gleaming off the rails, making them look like they were burning. As she got out of the car, Candice was reminded of the flames the DeLorean left behind in Back to the Future. Every historian would give some body part for a time machine, but they’d go back to see Julius Caesar crossing the Rubicon, or Washington crossing the Delaware. Candice wondered if she was the only one who would go back within her own lifetime, to fix her own mistakes and prevent her own disasters.

			She heard a distant whistle, thankfully rattling her from her musings before she could turn over what she’d done to Nevada any more than she already had. It grew into a clatter, shaking the railway tracks with a worrisome vigor, and she looked to the north to see a flinty glimmer coming into view, putting out black exhaust that bled into the endless blue sky. It pushed through the haze of mirage and heat that consumed the distance until connecting with the parallel iron dashes of the train tracks, then resolving into solidness. The train looked Soviet in its rusted brutalism, the engine a block of scarcely beveled engineering, a juggernaut of casing sloping down into a cattle catcher that reminded Candice uncomfortably of a jutting jaw.

			“IS20-16,” Gore said, startling her by way of announcing himself. He was behind her, looking at the train through a rangefinder. “Old Russian model. You can tell by the red star on the front.”

			“As long as it runs,” Candice replied, resisting the urge to move away from him. She hadn’t noticed how close he’d gotten to her.

			Candice boarded, Gore beside her. Inside, the IS20-16 reminded her of a church, the seats wooden pews, the atmosphere oppressive, the silence a taboo. Something of fear had gotten through to the passengers, rich and powerful as they were, and they took their seats superstitiously, afraid to break the calm in any way. Whatever leisure the train once offered had faded into the dignity of austerity; it was a ruin on wheels. The irony struck her as something Nevada would joke about, but Candice couldn’t imagine what she would say.

			Seeing everyone in stately clothes, either to take more of their expensive possessions out of the country or just because that was how they always dressed, metastasized a lump of guilt inside her. Everyone in Sudan was getting a raw deal except the people on this train and she was one of them. Candice wasn’t used to having that sort of privilege. She didn’t like it.

			Gore noticed. “It feels unfair, doesn’t it? Being safe while so many others are suffering. Like you’ve cheated.”

			“Yes,” Candice said. She remembered he hadn’t seemed so perceptive when he’d been standing practically pressed against her. “Is that a problem? In your line of work?”

			He shook his head. “I just remind myself that it’s the way of the world, at least around here. These people have no…reasonable expectation of peace. In the West, people would’ve been shocked at all this. It would be unthinkable. Here, they’d get so pent up expecting a war that if it never came, they wouldn’t even be able to enjoy the peace.”

			“That’s, um…” Candice hedged, “slightly horrifying.”

			“Perspective often is. That statue that blew up. Apedemac. I’ll tell you a secret. War gods? They’re passé. These days, men worship war itself. Look.” He took out his phone, and called up an image of a gun. It reminded her of the shotgun Nevada had so lovingly obsessed over yesterday. Parts were supple wood, with a finely laminated finish that reminded her of old mahogany, and other parts were a black metal so fondly cleaned and polished that they could’ve been obsidian.

			“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Gore asked. “How could the person who made that have been performing anything but an act of worship?”

			“I need to use the restroom,” Candice said.

			There wasn’t a line for it or anything. That made her feel worse. Inside, she splashed her face, careless of what it did to her hair and make-up. The only reason she’d gussied herself up had been for Nevada, and now she just felt like shit, having lipstick on when people were dying. She’d washed up in the hotel, but now she felt like she’d missed something, left it half-done, and there was something smudged or out of place that marked her. And it was unbearably cliché, but she couldn’t wash off the gummy sweat, the acrid scent, the thousand things that ran through her mind as if her body couldn’t stop needling her with maddeningly meaningless complaints when she was alive, other people weren’t, and Nevada was—God only knew.

			There was, almost mercifully, a knock at the door. Candice splashed one last volley of water on her face and left the bathroom. She didn’t feel like sitting down again, not with Gore, even if he was the one thing that didn’t feel off-kilter in her sudden safety. Standing up, pacing, getting the small amount of exertion that staying on her feet gave her, that felt far better than more sitting. She had a whole lifetime to sit.

			She went back to find Gore rubbing his thumb and forefinger together in a circle, working up a black teardrop between his fingers. She held her hand near his shoulder, stopped before she tapped it, but he twisted his head to see her pulling her hand back. She shoved on, determined to barrel over any awkwardness. She just wasn’t in the mood to be socially maladjusted.

			“Do you have a computer I can borrow?”

			Gore wiped up with the handkerchief in his other hand. “I have a tablet.”

			Candice plugged the USB stick into it, walking off close enough to assure him she wasn’t taking it to a pawn shop but far enough away for privacy. She called up the video and pushed through it to when she’d taped the reflection. She went too far, getting an impressionistic smear of sand and flailing limbs. She could barely remember what she’d seen as the bullets exploded around her, but that reminded her bluntly, like she’d woken up fresh from a nightmare. But it mollified her a little to think she hadn’t gone through this entirely unscathed.

			She went back, found the image of the scepter, so vividly metallic she was almost surprised it didn’t reflect her right through the tablet’s screen. She paused and went ahead one frame at a time, searching the glyphs on top of the reflection. She found a crane symbol facing right, to the beginning of the row, showing it was to be read from right to left. She backed up until she saw the nswt glyph, ‘king,’ with the t glyph symbolizing ‘female.’ Queen. There were more direct genitives after that—hq3 iwnw šm’w. The ruler of upper Egypt’s Heliopolis.

			Cleopatra.

			Mind racing, Candice fumbled the playback, going intuitively forward instead of back. She gathered herself and went against modern custom, rewinding to read right to left as the Egyptians had intended. They were directions—mr ḫ3st ḫr k3, spirit, in, foreign land, pyramid, where the queen’s spirit resides, k3š, Kush. It was in Sudan…and there was the coil of rope hieroglyph, one hundred…river-measures…to the east of Mëroe. Every river-measure was ten kilometers, one thousand kilometers. That would put it in modern-day Chad. Plus assorted heel bones and strokes, making it something more like a thousand one-hundred and fifty-nine…but that was impossible. She couldn’t have read it right. Because if it were true, that would put Cleopatra’s tomb right in the middle of—

			Was that a motorcycle engine?

			Going to the right side of the carriage, she almost crawled over a couple on the nearest bench seat to see out the window. Sure enough, a motorcycle that looked like a Transformer was slicing through the desert, kicking up a trail of dust behind it like it was setting the sand on fire under its wheels. The rider’s face was covered by a motorcycle helmet, but she wore a pair of Rag & Bone piped detail jeans and a Danier leather jacket, red with black sleeves. The boots Candice recognized, even as she thought, Damn, I am such a girl.

			Easily keeping pace with the train as it jolted along, motorcycle and rider drew up on Candice’s car. Its sawblade wheels weaved between the masses of crumbling rock that rose from the plain like husks of burnt-out logs on a fire. Until it swerved suddenly, hitting one, the rock serving as a makeshift ramp to launch the motorcycle up, over the train—something landed on the roof with a strong thud like an encyclopedia being dropped in church—and off the other side to smash into the ground.

			Candice did not see a rider.

			She heard two distinct thuds from above, smaller than before, then a little staccato beat like someone getting their footing. Then the boots—those familiar boots—thudded down the roof of the train, step by step, until they had reached the space between cars.

			A motorcycle helmet dropped down past the window, tinged off what Candice could only assume was the hitch linking the cars, and then was gone.

			Candice had been telling herself, as someone might tell themselves in a dream, that it wasn’t real, that lots of people wore brown leather combat boots with buckles like Nathan Fillion’s hand-me-downs. Lots of people rode motorcycles. Lots of people tried things like riding those motorcycles over moving trains and jumping off onto the roof of that train. Otherwise, YouTube would be a lot less interesting.

			With her face gleaming with sweat, her hair a wild mane plastered to her temples, Easy Nevada dropped down into a crouch, then rose like a shark surfacing and marched right up to Candice.

			“Don’t you just hate when you can’t find your seat?”

			She glanced down to the tablet held at Candice’s side, snatched it from her, and pried the USB out of its slot.

			“That’s mine,” Gore said affably.

			Nevada looked at him.

			“The tablet.”

			She dropped it in his lap, then turned on her heel and walked off.

			“Where are you going?” Candice demanded.

			Nevada didn’t answer. Candice ran after her as she threw open the door to the train car and stepped out into the riotous slipstream of rushing air. When Candice came through the doorway behind her, she whipped around like a knife’s grip being changed.

			“You left me for dead!”

			“You were in a hotel room!” Candice protested. “In the penthouse!”

			Around them, the throaty grumble of the train engine and its chugging wheels had grown from the subconscious level it’d been at inside the car to suddenly omnipresent. The wind whipped by, trying to dislodge Nevada’s sweat-soaked hair from where it was plastered along her face. Nevada had her hand on the lever to open the next door, but instead she reached back past Candice and slammed the door shut behind her. For a moment, Candice wondered if she was going to be thrown from the train.

			“Usually I like it when people give me drugs,” Nevada said. “And I definitely like it when women come to my room late at night and ask if they can see my etchings.”

			Suddenly she pressed in on Candice, seizing the guard-rails to either side of her, her body backing Candice against the railing behind her.

			“I thought you actually liked me,” she said.

			She let go of the railing, reaching for the door to the next carriage, but Candice slammed her palm flat on the door and held it shut.

			“I didn’t ask for any of this!” Candice insisted. “I was a glorified bloody ditchdigger before you came along! Then I have to worry about getting shot, about getting drowned, and all so you can steal my country’s heritage for a few lousy bucks! I didn’t want to leave you, but I didn’t have any choice. I couldn’t go along with helping out Indiana Jane!”

			“Indiana Jane…how old are you? If anything, I’m Lara Croft.” She pulled hard on the door, forcing it open against Candice’s meager weight, and stomped into the carriage, slinging a hand through her tousled hair.

			For a split second, Candice heard the high-pitched squeal of the brakes, then momentum caught up with the train and it was wrenched to a halt. Candice was thrown against Nevada, who instinctively caught her as she grabbed hold of the doorway, arresting their conjoined descent as the train rocked to a stop. Passengers were thrown from their seats. Luggage fell from the overhead compartments, and Candice could see the bric-a-brac of modern travel take flight like one massive food fight. Then a shaken moment as everyone processed what had happened.

			“What the bloody hell was that?” Candice asked.

			“Probably one of those really normal, routine, sudden, emergency stops,” Nevada commented as she went back out to the coupling, hopping the guard-rail and sliding down the pitched incline the track was built on.

			Candice watched as she looked up the line, side-stepping for a better look. “What is it?” she asked, and Nevada held up a hand as if to shush her.

			Then, craning her neck to look at her, Nevada said, “Tank.”

			“What?” Candice asked blankly.

			Nevada scrambled back up the incline, grabbed hold of the railing, and leapt back up onto the coupling. “There’s an M60 main battle tank on the track.”

			Candice blinked. “What’s it doing there?”

			“Telling me I should’ve taken the bus.”

			With a riot of firing rifles and ululating war cries, the Khamsin came over the dunes bordering the tracks. Their horses kicked up plumes of sand, while more of the jihadis came up out of the sand itself, shedding swaths of it from their camouflage as they swarmed the train. The cavalry’s rifle butts smashed in windows, cowing the passengers, and there was the chilling chatter of their AKs firing bursts instead of singles. Candice knew from the pyramid that that was how they fired to kill.

			“What do we do?” Candice asked.

			“We?” Nevada asked her right back. “I’m leaving. If they kill anyone in first class, try to take his seat. I don’t think anyone will say anything.”

			She crouched and sprung up, grabbing hold of the projecting roof above the carriage door. With a quiet grunt of effort, she pulled herself up on top of the train car, completely hidden from sight. Candice just stood there.

			A moment later, Nevada’s hand dropped down in front of her.

			“Well, are you coming or what?” Nevada asked.

			“I thought you were abandoning me!”

			“And I thought you were going to follow me around like a stray dog, as usual, bugging me until I agreed to take you back—” A burst of machine-gun fire came so close that they could hear it scoring and splintering the wood it hit. “Would you come on?”

			Candice grabbed Nevada’s hand and let herself be hoisted up. She grabbed the overhang and pulled herself the rest of the way onto the roof. “What do you mean, ‘follow you around like a stray dog, as usual’?”

			“Do they not have that saying in Britain? Or stray dogs?”

			“I haven’t been—” Candice lowered her voice, keeping it to a whisper that she hoped wouldn’t give away their hiding place. “I have not been following you around! You shanghaied me!”

			“Okay, whoa, don’t see why we have to get all racial—”

			“You don’t see why we have to get all racial?”

			“Yes, Candy, please try to stay woke.”

			Candice bit off a retort, instead burying her forehead in the sun-hot roof of the train. “I deserve this. I deserve you.” She looked at Nevada, and there must have been something in her eyes because she caught Nevada’s attention even as the train was pillaged literally right under them. “I’m sorry. I am sorry. That dig at Mëroe was my whole life. They took everything from me. This new find was all I had left. I couldn’t just—”

			“You had me,” Nevada interrupted. She flipped onto her back, hands behind her head, actually getting comfortable as the gunshots dwindled down to leave a low, defeated silence, broken only by sobs. “But that wasn’t good enough for you. Big sur—”

			Two more gunshots rang out, but this time they punched through the roof to the left and right of the two women. Candice let out an involuntary shout even as Nevada spun to clamp a hand over her mouth.

			Candice heard a familiar voice. She couldn’t place it, but considering just about everyone she’d met in the last twenty-four hours had tried to kill her, that wasn’t a good sign.

			“We know you’re up there. Come down now or you will be thrown down.”

			“Stay here,” Nevada whispered, and stood up slowly, her hands above her head.

			Candice guessed their train car was surrounded by gunmen, their rifles covering her.

			Nevada smiled. “You’re probably wondering why I’ve called you here today.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 16

			Never a Plan

			Farouq al-Jabbar trotted his horse along the length of the train, watching the preparations being made with practiced efficiency. Luggage and cargo were thrown out onto the sands with an almost deleterious revelry; all available space was to be used to load the barrel bombs. They were, essentially, high-grade IEDs: simple 55-gallon drums filled with shrapnel, explosives, and chemicals as lowly as chlorine. The governments Farouq had worked with had dropped them from aircraft, but Farouq would be taking a more direct approach.

			Barking orders, Farouq ordered the tender too to be emptied. The engine would not need much steam to make it to its destination, and it would make still more room.

			Further down the train, his tank was loaded onto a flatcar. At a top speed of thirty miles per hour, the old juggernaut could not be expected to keep pace with the train. Moreover, Farouq relished the thought of using it as a stationary artillery emplacement if there was an attack. Even sitting on a train, its 105-mm M68 was a killer.

			Finally, Farouq came to the train’s gondola car. Resembling nothing so much as a giant mine cart, it was filled to the brim with coal. With the pull of a lever, the bottom of the car opened up, spilling its cargo to the sides. Farouq held up a hand, signaling for them to stop. The car was left half-full, providing a recess between its walls that would be suitable for his purposes. He waited as the winch was brought up, wondering what was taking it so long.

			As he waited, his mind cast back through the years. He did not often think of his childhood. At times, it seemed to have happened to another man, or not a person at all, but to a lump of clay that had passively allowed its life to be lived.

			He had been raised in London, his mother having fled the increasingly bold, increasingly truthful stance his father was taking. There, he had grown up as something between weed and grass. A peasant, an infidel, a Paki. Women had spurned him, friends had spurned him—he had, even then, been unable to fit into the decadent society that demanded submission and idolatry of its slaves.

			He had heard of jihad, but in only the most unseemly, the smallest of ways. He had even listened to his mother as she told him how awful it was. But she could not keep the truth from him forever. Piece by piece, he had assembled the truth of who and what he was. Knowledge that at first he gleaned from the enemy’s own stupid, blind fumbling at ‘news,’ then from sources online, and finally from the likeminded in person, those who understood him. Those who were special, as he was special—not some dull, gelatinous part working in a vast and incomprehensible system, but the chosen of Allah, the prodigal son of Nazir al-Jabbar himself, and one more tooth in the jaws that would devour the West.

			And somewhere his mother was still out there, still unseeing, still not knowing of her son’s glory, still unaware of just how special he truly was.

			“Are you sure this is wise?” Sadiq asked. There was something fitting in how the slave had to stand on his own two feet as Farouq sat astride a magnificent stallion.

			“Allah is wise,” Farouq answered. “We can only hope to emulate him.”

			“Sacrificing the train, though,” Sadiq said, his sandals stepping into the coal that had been spilled on the sand. Farouq wondered if they might turn the same color as his dingy skin. “I know it is your father’s plan, but surely we could put such a conveyance to better use, my teacher.”

			“What better use could there be than my father’s plan?” Farouq asked.

			Sadiq suddenly grabbed the saddle of Farouq’s horse. “Nazir is old. Close to Paradise. He would squander the jihad on dramatic gestures while he is still among us rather than truly moving for the caliphate to thrive.”

			“Are you saying my father is weak?” Reaching down with one hand, Farouq plucked Sadiq from the ground as easily as a fresh fruit. He displayed the gnarled knuckles of his other hand as they knotted into a fist. “He has two strong hands, right here.”

			He dropped Sadiq onto the coal, throwing up a cloud of sediment; the slave coughed.

			“Bring the infidel up. I am ready to speak with her.”
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			Nevada was pushed down to her knees in the shadow of the gondola car, its shade mixing with the coal she knelt in to form a bit of midnight right in the middle of the morning. On the train car above her, Farouq stood, the sun behind him. It outlined his movements as he stalked from one end of the carriage to the next. Drama queen much?

			Despite that, she felt a rattle in her hands, hidden in her knotted fists. It wasn’t that she thought Farouq was anything like the god he styled himself as, but any man who believed he deserved the world on a platter was bound to be dangerous.

			Two guards flanked her, one with gun in hand, one collaring her neck with a harsh hold. With her hands cuffed in front of her, she knew she had virtually no chance of escape.

			“Wow. Lotta minorities in this outfit. You guys must have real diverse hiring practices. Very progressive of you.”

			“Search her,” Farouq ordered, as considerately as he would order a cut of meat from a restaurant menu.

			Nevada steeled herself for the humiliation. It wouldn’t do any good to resist, just satisfy whatever warped part of them took pleasure in overpowering others. Hands brusquely groped over her body, unzipping her jacket and reaching in to pat at her shirt. They found the USB stick in her pocket and the locket around her neck. The guard took both, throwing them up to Farouq.

			Farouq held the items in either hand, as if weighing them against each other. He thumbed open the locket. Looked at the picture. “Fatherless, I assume.”

			“You can give that shit back right now,” Nevada said, and got slapped for her trouble. She tasted blood, felt it trickle from her split lip. She folded her lower lip inward and sucked on the cut. Wait, she told herself. Just wait.

			Farouq looped the locket’s broken chain around his fingers and dipped it into a pocket, holding up the USB stick with his other hand. “What happened to your friend? The abid?”

			“I put something in her drink and left her at the hotel. Total bitch move, right?”

			Farouq twisted the USB stick around, the sunlight glinting off its metallic port. “You recorded the runes inside the temple. You took this to worship them from afar. Tell me, what do they mean?”

			“It’s a recipe for a pork roast,” Nevada said. “And let me tell you, it sounds delish.”

			Farouq nodded to the guard on Nevada’s left. A blow to the back of her neck jarred her teeth and left a stinging sensation along the roof of her mouth. Pain blazed along with humiliation.

			“I sympathize—I can’t eat carbs anymore, cuz I’m on a diet? I am missing pasta something fierce.”

			Farouq nodded. Once more, the guard rattled Nevada’s teeth with a sharp blow. She pitched forward, nearly letting her head hit the ground before righting herself with painstaking effort. She looked up at Farouq as she felt the blood drip off her chin.

			“You’re really good at hitting women. You must get a lot of practice.”

			“Among my people, there is a saying. Beat your woman every night. If you don’t know why, she will.”

			“That’s funny, my people have this other saying: sleep with the mailman, because your husband’s going to beat you anyway.”

			Farouq looked at the other guard and barked an order in his harsh tongue.

			“I don’t know if you speak Arabic,” Nevada said, “but he was telling you to untie me and let me go.”

			She was thrust to the ground, pinned down, the disturbed coal’s scent roiling in her nostrils as one of the guards pulled at her legs. She kicked viciously, but the other guy knelt across her throat, and with her airway cut off, there wasn’t much point in struggling. She kept up anyway, trying to reward herself with a meaty smack of her heel against anything fleshy, but everything bloomed white and she came to a few seconds later, sputtering as her socks were peeled away. She breathed in the coal and the sand, thinking of how far she’d come just to wind up tasting the foul stuff again. Then a hand was in her hair and she was jerked up to her knees again.

			“You’re not going to say anything about my pedicure?” she asked.

			Farouq had come down off the gondola car. In the dark of its shade, his eyes gleamed like the point of a knife. “You are a student of history, Miss Quatermain, and now you will become part of history. My men have loaded ten tons of explosives onto this train. Within minutes, it will resume its journey to Wau in South Sudan. There, the bomb will detonate, teaching the abid the price of resistance, as you have already learned. Cowed, they will accept Muslim rule once more. And, reunited, the Sudan will return to the old ways. The pure ways.”

			Nevada snorted. “Your plan is like Jaden Smith, bud. It’s just not gonna happen. By now, I’m betting all of Africa knows about the mediocre train robbery here. You’ll get an air strike up the ass before you even cross the border.”

			Farouq laughed. “The abid are weak! They do not have the fortitude to follow God’s will; do you really think they will follow the orders of whatever middling politician finally orders them to fire on us? No. You will be on this train when it explodes, Miss Quatermain, but you have a choice to make.”

			He stepped forward. With him closing in, Nevada could see that he held a hook in his hand, topping a long length of nylon rope that led up over the edge of the gondola car and into its belly. He brandished the hook’s sharp point in her face.

			“When your country was still a germ infecting the North American continent, my people knew what to do with infidels. We would string them behind the saddles of our mounts and drag them along the burning desert.” Thumbing back the clasp on the hook, he slid it through Nevada’s handcuffs and let it close. “As you can see, I have come up with a method that is more…how would you put it? Cruelty-free to the animals. You see, Miss Quatermain, we are not so medieval as you like to paint us.”

			Nevada shrugged. “I don’t know. If you really wanted to use the most modern torture methods, you should try playing some EDM.”

			Farouq pounded his fist on the side of the gondola car. In answer, a winch wheezed inside it, pulling the rope taut, lifting Nevada’s handcuffs by the hook in the middle. Nevada braced herself before her arms reached their fullest extension above her head and she was pulled to her tip-toes, the cuffs biting into her wrists, her discomfort growing steadily.

			“I leave it up to you,” Farouq said. “If you tell my interrogator all he wishes to know, he will pull you up and you may await the afterlife in relative comfort. Resist, and by the time we reach our destination, the sands will have scoured your bones clean.”

			“Wow, that is a very precise itinerary. You sound like my mom when she took us to Disneyworld.”

			Farouq’s oversized hand was suddenly wrapped around her throat, squeezing it shut with barely any effort at all. Nevada could feel her skin bruise, her capillaries burst and bleed. She realized Farouq could wring her neck in an instant, and worse, realized he had seen the flicker of fear in her eyes that told him she knew this. He smiled at her, gleaming white from the depths of his shadowed face.

			“I regret that I cannot personally teach you the foolhardiness of your ways, but Allah requires me elsewhere. Rest assured. Rashid will show you as much pain as I ever could. My only sorrow is that he will not enjoy it as much.”

			He let her go. Nevada gasped for breath that wouldn’t come. She gasped even harder until she realized it was her arms, their straining position cutting down her ability to breathe without Farouq laying a finger on her throat. She forced herself calm and sucked in air before Farouq could walk too far away.

			“Hey!” she called after him, her voice as hoarse as it was reedy. She felt like she was talking from the bottom of a deep well.

			Farouq turned around, smiling already. It must’ve amused him to hear her having halfway lost her voice.

			“Since you’re going to kill me anyway, who hired you? Who told you my name?”

			Farouq pursed his lips in thoughtful uncaring. “I might as well tell you. You won’t live long enough for it to matter. His name is Gore. John Gore.”

			Nevada blinked. “Wow, I can’t believe that worked. You must not watch any movies.”

			Farouq barked another order up to the gondola car and the winch whined as it let out a few inches of rope. Nevada was dropped down on the balls of her feet, and she sucked in air like she was working a bellows, exercising her lung muscles with brutal control. She had to prepare herself for what was coming.

			“You led us on a merry chase before we caught you, Ms. Quatermain. Let us see how much further you can run.”

			Nevada heard a blunt but distant gong smash, like a finger tapping weakly on her eardrum, a bass sound that was more persistent than deep. It took her a moment to place it. The train was actually moving backwards, compressing the foot of slack between each car before rumbling forward with the slow, sickly persistence of an emphysema patient. Coughing its way through the first stirrings of its ponderous wheels. The train’s whistle worked shrilly, seeming to welcome Farouq as he climbed onboard.

			It was so slow that the first tug Nevada felt on her wrists came as a surprise, like she was fishing and had just gotten a nibble. She took an almost involuntary half-step forward, keeping her arms in the relaxed dangle that had become almost comfortable.

			“Yeah,” Nevada coughed. “This is about what it would take to get me to start jogging.”

			[image: ]

			Candice felt like she had spent hours pressed down against the rooftop, prostrate in her worship of it, her lips kissing its finish, the whorls of her fingerprints interlocking with the grain of the wood. In their excitement at taking Nevada, the terrorists hadn’t even checked for Candice.

			She tried to tell herself that had been a fatal error on their part, but it felt more like a small, easily corrected mistake. Wind whistled through the bullet holes on either side of her. She felt that if she moved an inch, if she blocked the light shooting down through those two holes, she’d be immediately detected.

			So you’re going to stay on top of a train forever? The mocking voice in her headspace sounded uncannily like Nevada. Oh, and meanwhile, I’ll be getting decapitated or whatever. No big deal. You do you.

			It’s not that simple, Candice objected inwardly, moving her lips wordlessly with the thought, making them scrape over the wood beneath her. What am I supposed to do?

			Give up without a fight. The voice sounded less like Nevada now. More familiar. It’s what you’re good at.

			Candice gritted her teeth. She wasn’t good at giving up. She was good at thinking. Even scared out of her wits, alone, and surrounded by very smelly men with very big guns, she could think. So THINK, Candy.

			She had no hope of taking on this entire hostage crisis all by herself. She didn’t know anyone she could call for help, and even if she did, she had no way to contact them. That left Nevada. Nevada, who had just been taken to be dissolved in acid or whatever ISIS was doing these days.

			Don’t think THAT, Candy. Bright side of life. Eggs sunny-side up. Every cloud with a silver lining.

			Assume Nevada wasn’t dead. She hadn’t heard a gunshot, after all, and these guys weren’t exactly subtle. Assume that Nevada was being held prisoner, maybe interrogated. All Candice had to do was free her and, well, Nevada wasn’t Rambo or anything, but having her around would improve the odds dramatically.

			So, step one: find Nevada. Step two: free her. Step three: sit back and let her handle things.

			It wasn’t Operation Dynamo, but she wasn’t Winston Churchill.

			They’d taken Nevada toward the front of the train. Candice looked in that direction. The gap between the rooftops of the carriages wasn’t so wide. About a meter. She could easily jump it. Unless anyone heard her landing. That would be bad. So instead…maybe if she reached across, getting her hands on the other side, then managed to shimmy one leg across and then the other…

			What was the alternative? Stay here and work on her tan?

			She crawled to the edge of the roof, carefully, carefully, working her elbows forward as gingerly as she could muster. She could hear whimpering and sobbing as stragglers were herded up the train. Perversely, she was gratified by the woeful cries. Whatever noise she made would be covered up a little. Ahead, she could see where the eaves dropped down. She locked her fingers around the edge of the rooftop and pulled herself the rest of the way to it. No one below her. She reached out to the next carriage. The rooftop was stubbornly out of her reach. Further than it looked.

			Bridging herself out over the gap, Candice reached again. With her torso hanging out in the air, she could make the distance. Then she heard the door open below her. She pushed off against the next carriage, scurrying back onto the first rooftop as someone stepped out onto the umbilical. If he’d seen her shadow…

			There was a long wait, an endless wait. Then she smelled smoke, sweet and tangy, coming up from below. Kush. Her mind seized on nothing, maybe a little intoxicated from the secondhand smoke. Kushites, a strain of cannabis named after the Hindu Kush, and mountains named that for a reason no one knew. She ground her forehead into the roof beneath her. If she could just stop thinking. None of this would be so bad if she could just stop thinking and act, only there was no act to make, nothing to do. She’d just have to wait, and when her chance came—

			She heard the cigarette being dropped, a sizzle as its small flame was ground out underfoot, then the door opened and shut again. Candice scrambled forward, reaching across the divide, gripping the eaves on the other side with all her might, then turning herself around to get one leg up onto the rooftop. The motion flowed like a stream in spring and just like that, she was rolling onto the roof of the next carriage, flat on her back, waiting for someone to give some sign of having seen her. She could feel the hum of activity through the rooftop and into her flesh. Hostages, men patrolling…but no one noticing her. She’d made it.

			One down. Ahead of her, the rest of the cars seemed to stretch out to the horizon, like that mythical set of whatever that laid end to end could circle the globe.

			Then the train started to move.
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			Not for the first time in her life, Nevada wished she had longer legs.

			Next to her, the gondola car jostled forward a few more inches, shaking off its slumber along with the rest of the train. Nevada’s handcuffs bit painfully at her wrists and she had to take a step forward to keep from being dragged.

			Farouq’s interrogator looked at her over the side of the gondola car. If there were a microscope between him and her, he could’ve been a scientist examining some mildly interesting specimen.

			“You killed my brother at the tomb,” Rashid said in halting English. “I have looked forward to repaying you for that.”

			“Hold on, that sounds familiar. Did he happen to be wearing women’s underwear? I’m not judging, they looked cute.”

			She had to walk now to keep up with the train. Not a particularly strenuous pace, but she wasn’t dragging her feet by any means. The average walking speed was a little over three miles an hour. Which sucked, because she knew the train would soon be going a lot faster than that.

			“You have mocked us, mocked Islam long enough,” Rashid said, wrapping his hand around the winch’s cable as if he were personally causing Nevada’s distress. “You and your ilk. With your bombs. Your money. Your teddy bears.”

			The chugging meter of the engine was evening out into a steeply pitched staccato. Nevada had to move at a trot as the train picked up speed. “Wait, what was that last one?”

			“Don’t pretend ignorance! Only ten years ago, we were so generous as to allow a Western woman to teach our children. She got a teddy bear for her class.” His voice became a shrill scream, blending with a hiss of steam from the train engine. “She allowed them to name it Muhammed!”

			Nevada was now jogging, though she was so befuddled she barely noticed her speed. “Is this a…is this a euphemism for something?”

			“She should’ve been executed! Put to death by firing squad! But the old government, corrupted by Zion, allowed her to live! She only spent eight days in jail! Only eight!”

			Nevada started to run. “Dude, are you on Twitter by any chance?”

			Rashid scoffed. “I have better things to do than sully my time with the haggish gossiping of your online social media!”

			“Yeah, well, I guess no one’s all bad.”

			She was running at a good clip now, sweat flushing out of her body, staining her clothing, washing her skin. She shook her head to flick the sweat out of her eyes. It was pointless, she knew. She was already pulling on the tiny slack of the cable, and within minutes she’d be unable to keep up this sprinting pace any longer. After that, it was basically death by sandblaster. Not a pretty way to go. Worse, actually, than being buried on that fucking island. At least there she’d been able to relax as she waited for the end.

			Maybe it was just her fate to die covered in sand.

			“Tell me your secrets, woman,” the interrogator said. “Tell me or die wishing you had.”

			Nevada summoned all her strength, grabbed hold of the hook above her hands, and pulled herself up, tucking her knees up to her chest. She hadn’t wanted to do that so soon, but she wanted to have her feet shredded even less. And already she could feel the lactic acid building up in her muscles as she held herself off the ground.

			“You want a secret?” Nevada replied. “She’s behind you.”
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			Candice had no idea what to do.

			She’d made it across so many train cars that she’d lost count, hugging the rooftops when jeeps or horseman patrolled the length of the train, burning and scraping her hands on rough wood and rusted, sun-baked metal as she went. Then she’d finally found Nevada and the man left to guard her.

			There, her initiative ran out. What was she supposed to do? The wind was whistling by her, the train already well underway…she’d lost her chance to get clear and walk back to Khartoum without even thinking about it. She had no weapons to rescue Nevada with, not even something heavy to hit the guard over the head with.

			So. What would Nevada do?

			The train was rocking from side to side, heaving now with speed that—from her position on top of a carriage—felt like it was far from safe. What would Nevada do? She’d kill all the bad guys and smoke a cigarette, that’s what she would do. But if she didn’t have one of an absurd selection of guns, she’d probably bum-rush this guy, push him off the train, and be done with it.

			That rather sounded like a rational plan. Not really Nevada’s forte, but it worked for her. And as a bonus, she wouldn’t even have to kill someone. The train wasn’t going that fast. The man would collect a few bumps and bruises, but live to be reformed another day.

			Perfect.

			Telling herself that a plan so reasonable and merciful, not to mention brave, couldn’t possibly fail, Candice lowered herself down from the roof of the adjoining car and climbed into the gondola car. Nevada and her guard were exchanging words about teddy bears—apparently Candice wasn’t the only one who was driven crazy by conversation with the American—and Candice was able to pick her way over the coal that filled half of the space in this rolling dumpster. It cracked and crunched under her feet with a sound that seemed impossible to ignore, but that also couldn’t stand up to the sheer cacophony of whirling winds and engine noise.

			Finally, Candice stopped behind the guard. She took one last look at Nevada, who locked eyes with her in a poker-faced glimpse, then crouched down like an Olympic runner taking her mark. She could do this. Anyone could do this, thus so could she. It was just like rugby. She’d watched some rugby. You came at the other fellow low, hit his center of gravity, tried your damnedest to move him up and over. It was just a physics problem. She had to get two hundred pounds of weight past a certain point, the faster the better.

			Nothing to it.

			Only she couldn’t move.

			How was she supposed to move? She wasn’t a fighter. She wasn’t violent. God, she couldn’t even get her boss to give her credit for work she’d already done, and now she was supposed to tackle a man who had to be a head taller and three stone heavier than her? He’d laugh her off! He’d rip her apart! She wouldn’t be able to move him an inch! The only aggressive act she could even remember taking was slipping a mickey into Nevada’s drink, and that’s what had gotten her into the mess she was in now.

			“She’s behind you,” Nevada said, and the only reason Candice didn’t let out a scream was that her throat closed to the size of a buttonhole.

			The guard just laughed. “Do you really expect me to fall for that?”

			“No one ever does,” Nevada said, looking past him to Candice. She winked.

			The man began to turn.

			Candice threw herself forward with all her might and not a thought in her head, slamming into the man’s gut at an angle that jarred her shoulder against bone. She registered the pain but didn’t feel it, only the satisfying give of the body’s resistance as it crumpled and went backward. She dug her feet into the coal, pushed, pushed, pushed—the man stumbling back from imbalance as much as the force she was exerting, but she’d take it. She jammed her hands against his midsection, arms coiled, and as her feet finally slipped out from under her, she gave the biggest push she’d ever exerted in her life and sent him tripping over the side of the gondola car.

			The man sailed out into space, hung like a Christmas ornament in mid-air for a crystallized second, then time and gravity caught up with him and he arced down, just in time to crunch and splatter against a boulder the size of a minivan.

			Candice heard him hit the rock again and thought she could discern his spine breaking. Her hands flew to her mouth before she froze in horror, her mind replaying the sickening bomb-blast of all his body parts being exploded at once by the impact, turning it into a dance remix, louder and harder and right in her ears.

			Below her, Nevada stretched out a bare foot, hooked her toes on the lip of the gondola car, and started to reel herself in as Candice jumped to grab at her. With a distasteful grunt, she picked the hook off of her handcuffs and let it fall back over the side.

			Candice pointed out into the open space where she’d seen a man turn into a bug on a windshield. “He, he’s dead, isn’t he?”

			“Well, either that, or he just got one hell of a kink out of his back. You have a hairpin?”

			Numbly, Candice picked one out of her hair and handed it to Nevada.

			“Thanks,” Nevada said, and went to work inserting it into the lock of her handcuffs.

			Candice collapsed across from her, the coal somehow far more comfortable now than it had been under her shoes a minute ago. “Something you learned knocking over liquor stores?”

			“Something I learned dating this Wendy chick,” Nevada retorted. “You’d like her.”

			Candice folded back until she was lying down, imagining herself making snow angels in the black coal, imagining herself fading into it until she totally disappeared. “You’re going to do something, aren’t you? Please, just do something.”

			“Yeah.” Nevada got up, dusted herself off, and mopped the sweat from her brow. Her hands were free. She flicked the handcuffs, sending the loose end of them into a little roll, then catching it and holding it against the other loop. Then she slid the joined pair into her pocket. “You don’t mind if I keep these for later, do you?”

			“Go ahead.” Candice closed her eyes. She felt as tired as a marathon runner, so wired she didn’t imagine she could ever sleep again, but still so weary that she could’ve just stewed in anything, even her own discomfort and anguish, because at least it was a stop. At least there wouldn’t be anything more.

			What would Nevada do?

			What was Nevada doing?

			Candice sat up, turning to her left to see Nevada swinging over the far end of the gondola car, down to the connection between cars. She got up and the windy slipstream stripped a layer of coal dust right off of her.

			“What are you doing?” she asked, coming up to the head of the gondola car.

			Nevada was crouching on the walkway, examining the coupling. “Call it a trial separation.” She gestured up the train. “That half of the train gets all the crazed terrorists with guns.” She patted the gondola car. “Our half gets life, liberty, and a long walk back to civilization.”

			Candice knelt down to be closer to her. “Nevada, I saw them loading barrels onto the train. I think they’re some kind of explosives.”

			“Uh-huh,” Nevada said, not looking up from her work. “Barrel bombs. Usually they’re dropped out of airplanes, but I suppose a runaway train’ll work just as well.”

			“They’re going to bomb Wau,” Candice realized.

			“That, or get bombed back to the Stone Age. Short trip for this lot.” She apparently made some progress, because she let out a triumphant snort and reached down to tinker with something out of Candice’s view.

			“Even if someone does stop the train, the passengers are still onboard.” Candice dropped down beside Nevada on the walkway. “They were packed in right next to the engine. If this train derails, they’ll die!”

			“Yeah!” Nevada grunted with exertion. “It’s a real dark cloud. Silver lining, so will all those terrorists, so that’s a load off my mind.”

			“You really don’t care, do you?”

			“Of course I care. I just care about other stuff a lot more. Like not dying. Which is what would happen if we do what you’re thinking about doing, so stop thinking about it.”

			“You don’t care,” Candice persisted. “You don’t care about anything other than yourself and your goddamn money!”

			Groaning, Nevada rose to her feet to face Candice. “Listen. I’ve been on the underbelly. I know there are kids getting beaten in Chicago and women being raped in Paris and people burning alive in Macau. I care; it sucks. But there’s nothing I can do about it, so if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll get on with my day.”

			She bent down to work on the coupling again. Candice grabbed her by the shoulder and forced her back up. “You can do something about it!”

			“Like what?” Nevada demanded, brushing Candice’s hands away. “Die pointlessly taking on fifty fucking terrorists with hostages and firepower and a fortified fucking position? I’ll pass!”

			“So you’re not even going to try? The great Easy Nevada. You’re just going to run away and leave these people to die!”

			“They were dead the moment they stepped on the train. Luck of the draw. We survived. Luck of the draw. You want me to tell you that life is fair, it’s not, and I’m not Jesus Christ. I get up on the cross, all I get is bloody.”

			She bent down again. This time Candice didn’t stop her.

			“All this time you’ve complained about me judging you, stereotyping you—even I never thought you were this low.”

			From her knees, Nevada looked up at her. “It’s not my fight.”

			“It has to be.”

			Candice couldn’t think of anything else to say. Nevada was right. Candice knew she was right.

			It just didn’t feel right.

			She walked past Nevada to the next car over.

			“There had better be a bathroom in there that you’re popping over to use,” Nevada said, “and it had better only be a number one.”

			Candice jumped up and down, trying to make it to the overhang ten feet up. Going rooftop to rooftop had kept her hidden before. Seemed like it would still work now. “You’re right, Easy. You’re always right. There’s probably nothing at all I can do. But I can’t not try either.”

			“They’ll kill you,” Nevada said.

			“I can live with that. I can’t live with the other thing.”

			“You can,” Nevada said, years and years of experience in her voice. “Anyone can. Any choice, any guilt, you can live with it.”

			Candice stopped. Turned around. Smiled. “I believed everything you said up until that.”

			Heaving a groan, Nevada jumped up and caught hold of the overhang. “Just so you know, I’m only doing this to shut you up.”

			“I wasn’t saying anything.”

			Nevada pulled herself up onto the roof. “And if I die, which I probably will, I expect you to rend your garments and beat your breast. Lot of rending, lot of beating!”

			She offered her hand. Candice took it and let herself be pulled up until she could help herself on top of the car. “I’ll eat nothing but bread and water for weeks.”

			“Nah, just a few days, then you’ll be ready for bikini season. You have a plan?”

			“No. You?”

			“I never have a plan.” Nevada stood up, the wind whipping at her hair. “But I always have a comeback.”

			She took five steps and her foot plunged through the rooftop, sinking Nevada up to her shin in the train car below.

			Alarmed voices shot up from inside the car. Nevada jerked her foot back, wrenching through more of the bone-brittle wood. She came away off-balance, staggering back and hitting Candice, who herself fell back until she dropped onto the walkway below.

			More shots came, literally out of the woodwork, driving Nevada back and causing her to trip onto her ass. She crab-walked backwards as fast as she could. Splintering wood marked the gunfire chasing after her. When she backed off the train car, it was to fall directly onto Candice.

			“I’m so glad you have a comeback right now instead of a plan,” Candice said.

			“Fuck you.”

			“Nice comeback too.”

			The door opened, another of Farouq’s black-clad killers coming out. His rifle was leveled at chest height, where any reasonable enemy would be. From the floor of the walkway, Nevada coiled her legs and lashed out with them. She caught the jihadist in the pelvis and drove him back into the terrorists piled behind him. They went down like bowling pins. In a flash, Nevada was on her feet, her hand on Candice’s wrist, dragging her up and behind her as she ran.

			They jumped on the gondola car and hit its edge, already pulling themselves up, coming down on the other side of the walls in a rolling flurry of coal dust and cold sweat. I’m not going to be clean if I take a hundred showers, Candice thought as she ran like hell. Bullets were swarming after them. They pockmarked the end of the gondola car, unable to break through the reinforced metal. Candice chanced another look back, seeing grimy fingers circling the lip of the wall, heads and shoulders appearing over the side.

			Nevada jumped up and off the other side of the gondola car, hit the roof of the next train car with her knees up and her arms braced to absorb the impact. She rebounded minimally and dropped down in a crouch to the walkway, just as Candice rolled over the side and hit the walkway in a limp heap.

			“I can’t believe I agreed to this!” Nevada shouted as she pulled open the door to the next car. “Did you slip something into my drink again?”

			Candice ran past her. “You’re still on that?”

			“It’s still in my bloodstream!” Nevada was running after her. “Yes! I’m still on it!”

			The empty seats and scattered detritus of the passengers’ exit flew by them. Candice heard, ridiculously clear, the crinkle of cellophane as her running rustled up a candy wrapper and carried it on the wind. Then they were through, tromping over the walkway. Nevada had outpaced her, but instead of opening the next door, she froze, spun, and went to the guard-rail on the side of the train car’s little balcony.

			“What are you doing?” Candice demanded, as Nevada flung herself over the railing, holding on to it so she dangled over the side. Then she realized that the Khamsin were coming from the opposite direction, drawn by the gunfire. She ran to the opposite railing, took hold of it and rolled herself over the top.

			Sweat and adrenaline and pounding blood in her veins, conspiring to shake the railing in Candice’s hands. Should’ve wiped my hands off, she thought with a vertiginous echo. Her grip was precarious, her position shifting and swaying out of any sure hold, and she was about to try to get an elbow up on the guard-rail when the door was ripped open and another mob of jihadists—three, four, five men—rushed out.

			Candice turned away from them, in some primordial reasoning that if she couldn’t see them, they wouldn’t see her, but that just focused her attention on the ground rushing by. She was dangling out in space, poised over a landscape that was buzzing by as fast as a rotary saw. An endless stream of sand and rock. A mouth full of teeth that was always open.

			The men rushed by, footsteps and shouts as they tromped into the train car that Candice and Nevada had just come through. On their way to a very confused meet-up with the first set of pursuers. Candice could almost picture it, only her palms were inexorably slipping from the guard-rail, dipping her feet down infinitesimal degrees that carried her closer and closer to the ground. Her feet were right beside the train’s wheels as they ate up the tracks. She could feel their ceaseless speeding in her toes, like you could feel something shaking when you held your hand just an inch off of it. She wondered how close her feet were to the wheels. She imagined an errant shoelace touching them, and then the whole of her being sucked in, her bones vomited out to be scoured by the rushing landscape. Insult added to death.

			Nevada’s feet clomped down on the walkway and a split second later she was reaching over the railing, hauling Candice up onto the walkway. “And another thing—” she began, but adrenaline was frying Candice’s brain, getting her too high to stay still, and she broke into a run, heading further down the train, through the car that the terrorists had just passed through.

			Nevada ran after her. When Candice heard a great shout going up behind her, she almost thought it was her. Then machine-gun fire racked the train car.

			Candice threw herself onto the floor. It was like being in the center of a hornet’s nest. An angry buzzing filled the air, the backbeat to the sound of breaking glass and cracking wood. Something soft fell on Candice’s cheek. She thought of snow before realizing it was fluff from the upholstery, ripped out of its leather by an uncaring bullet. A bullet never cares, she thought, as the wind peeled that softness off of her face and joined it to the blizzard that filled the train car: shards of glass, splinters of wood, ricocheting bullets.

			“Shit,” Nevada muttered from right beside her, and Candice twisted unthinkingly to see a score across Nevada’s upper arm, the gash half an inch long, but deep enough to bring blood bubbling to the surface.

			“You’re shot,” Candice said, her tone of voice the same as she would use to tell someone they had an eyelash on their cheek.

			“It’s just a ricochet,” Nevada said. “I have a pretty high tolerance for pain.”

			Another bullet hit Nevada’s shoulder with a meaty thud, gouging the air with a blood spurt that reminded Candice of a derrick striking oil and then going suddenly dry.

			“FUCK!” Nevada shouted at the top of her lungs. “You fuckers shot me! You fucking fuckers shot me!”

			She started crawling forward, almost simultaneously gritting her teeth at the pain and howling her way through her list of every obscenity that had ever been invented. Candice crawled alongside her, and when the gunshots stopped coming, it was so abrupt that she thought she’d gone deaf.

			“Fucking dorks!” Nevada finished, putting the lie to the going deaf idea. They’d reached the door. Candice got it. “I think when the two groups meet up, they’re going to realize we slipped by them,” she concluded shakily.

			“I think you may be right,” Candice said, helping Nevada to her feet and pulling her through the door.

			In front of them was a flatcar carrying a pile of huge pipes, each as wide around as a barrel, secured in a vague pyramid by guywires.

			“I also think,” Nevada said weakly, “that pretty soon they’re going to realize they shouldn’t waste their ammo on two unarmed women and they’re going to come to beat us to death with old boots and whatever.”

			“Are you going into shock?” Candice asked.

			“No, no, I just ate a pot brownie and I think it’s kicking in.”

			Candice swung into the mouth of the nearest pipe, only barely pausing to turn back and offer her hand to Nevada. Nevada allowed Candice to haul her into the pipe, cringing as her shoulder bumped against the rim.

			Candice worked her way forward, digging her feet and one hand into the pipe, using the other to drag Nevada behind her. Nevada was kicking and shouldering her way forward, pushing into Candice, the whole thing a clusterfuck.

			A booming vibration rebounded through the tube, omnipresent but centered somewhere above them. The terrorists were behind them, clambering on top of the pipes. Candice could feel the echoes of a hundred footsteps throbbing under her hands and the bones of her knees. They just had to get to the other side of the flatcar. If she and Nevada got there, they could keep running. If the terrorists beat them there, then it was all over. She couldn’t imagine they’d risk another escape attempt. It’d be a bullet in the head for both of them.

			So they squirmed and pulled and wiggled and pulled and kept up the momentum as they banged and scraped and crawled over every inch of the pipe. Until finally, the light and the whine of the wind came back at full roar. She and Nevada spilled out into the open.

			Rifles racked. On top of the pipes, twelve men with AK-47s were aiming at them.

			Nevada came up pulling her knife.

			One of the men shouted something.

			“He wants you to put it down,” Candice said wearily.

			“Fine by me,” Nevada said, and threw it as smoothly as a Vegas shark would deal a card.

			There were two guywires securing the flatcar’s load, one at the north end of the car and one at the south end.

			Nevada’s knife slit the one at the south end. The rope held. Then it opened, its plies splaying out for a bare moment before the whole thing broke.

			The loose pipes shifted out of alignment. Gaps opened up in between. Some Khamsin fell into them. Others kept their balance, at least until the pipes spiraled off the train, hitting the ground in explosions of sand and sound, carrying the terrorists with them or crushing them in between. It was a cacophony of noise that seemed to echo long after the last pipe had fallen, a process that was over in less than ten seconds.

			“It’s raining men,” Nevada said dryly. “Hallelujah.”

			One terrorist remained, holding on to the edge of the empty flatcar. Candice remembered how precariously she’d clung on to the guard-rail, just five minutes ago.

			Nevada walked up to him. She knelt down. Took hold of his keffiyeh and ripped it off him, then wound it around her shoulder wound and tied a knot, holding one end in her teeth. She grimaced as the makeshift bandage tightened, a spot of blood instantly soaking through, then she shook it off and addressed the hanging man.

			“You have a gun I can borrow?”

			“No!” the man said.

			“Then what you are you hanging around here for?” Nevada asked, and rammed the heel of her hand into his nose hard enough for him to let go.

			Candice guessed he lived. He was still screaming, at least, when the train left him behind.

			She offered Nevada a hand up. She sagged against Candice, which Candice thought might’ve just been an excuse to cuddle, but if it was, she took it as much as Nevada did.

			“Are you okay?” Candice asked. “You’re bleeding badly.”

			“It’s fine,” Nevada said. “I’ve been shot before. Yesterday, in fact. You get used to it. It’s just—it really, really hurts.”

			Candice let her have that one, patting her gently on her uninjured shoulder. “What now?”

			“Now that we killed, like, half his graduating class, I’m guessing Farouq is pulling all his men to the engine to secure the hostages. Then he’ll either sweep the train car by car with all his guys, or he’ll just hold out until he reaches Woo—”

			“Wau,” Candice corrected.

			“Well, it’s about to be wiped off the map, so maybe a moot point?”

			Candice mulled that over. She knew what Nevada was asking. Or, rather, what she was asking of Nevada. Keep going, with one wing down, an enemy that knew they were coming, and still not a gun between them.

			She hated to ask. “Still got a comeback?”

			“No,” Nevada replied. “But I’ve got a plan.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 17

			Gas in the Tank

			The M60 main battle tank stood eleven feet tall, twenty-seven feet long, and twelve feet wide. Above the massive fist of a body was the traditional turret armed with the main gun. It was about the size of an average hatchback. Above that, like an attic on a two-story house, was a subturret, or cupola, armed with its own heavy machine gun. Where it sat, the flatcar bowed inward.

			In the neighboring train car, Nevada leaned against the doorway. Enough sweat was coursing over her skin that she had to wipe it from her brow, and the red spot had grown on her bandage. She was out of breath. Candice found herself worried about her, but couldn’t pinpoint when exactly Nevada had become someone she worried about. It’d snuck up on her.

			“Okay,” Nevada said, “first things first. There’s going to be a guard in the tank.”

			“You think so?”

			“Yeah. It’s Farouq’s escape plan.”

			“He has an escape plan?”

			Nevada just looked at her, making Candice want to apologize for the interruption. “Assholes here are just like assholes back home. It’s never the high man on the totem pole who does the dying for the country. It’s Achmed Six-Pack. Farouq’s gonna take off in that thing before we reach Wham—”

			“Wau.”

			“And so, he’ll keep it guarded so that no one can turn tail and run in it before he uses it to turn tail and run.”

			“Alright, so what do you want to do?” Candice asked. “Should I distract him while you sneak up on him? Maybe I could, like, I don’t know—seduce him? Or something?”

			“Candice, come on,” Nevada said. “You can’t overthink these things.”

			Now that she’d caught her breath, she straightened, walked through the door and up to the tank, climbed up on it, and simply knocked on the hatch. A moment later, the hatch opened and a man’s head emerged. Nevada seized him by the hair, wrenched him forward, grabbed the hatch, and slammed it down on him about ten times.

			When she was done, the man was slumped, cheek down, against the cupola. “You mind helping me toss this guy?” Nevada asked. “I’m no doctor, but I think I should refrain from doing any heavy lifting while there’s a bullet in my arm.”

			Favoring her wounded left arm, Nevada patted the body down while Candice came out of hiding. She came up with a target pistol that looked like it had been made out of the parts for a lighter.

			“Sheesh, where were you when they were handing out the big boy guns?” Nevada asked the unconscious man as Candice tugged him out of the tank. “What’d you use this for, holding the enemy’s pet gerbil hostage? Jesus.”

			Candice set him on a roll that carried him down the cupola and off the turret, and from there he bounced off the tank’s body and off of the train altogether. The armor had been ripped away from the tank treads in some past incident, leaving them exposed, and the rolling man marked one with a splotch of blood.

			Nevada stashed the gun in her pocket. “Okay then. Get in the tank.”

			“What?” Candice asked.

			“I didn’t know I needed to be more specific there.”

			Candice looked at the tank. There was rust on it. “This belongs in a museum!”

			“Great reference, babe.”

			“That wasn’t a reference! Can you even drive it?”

			Nevada just smirked. “If it has wheels, I can drive it.”

			“It has treads,” Candice said.

			“Would you get in?” Nevada asked, exasperated.

			She threw open the hatch to the turret—there was hair stuck to the frame by a smidgen of blood—and Candice obligingly climbed in. It was like being inside an engine, cramped and uncomfortable, the walls pressing in with strange machinery and weird controls. The smell of old sweat raked Candice’s nostrils, perpetually alive in the open-oven heat that was wafting out. There were three seats, and Nevada pointed at them in turn.

			Left and back: “Loader.” Right and forward: “Gunner.” Center and high: “Commander. Oh, just leave the sabot shells rolling around on the floor, guys, real sanitary! They didn’t even set the parking brake…” Nevada pointed to what looked almost like a wine rack by the loader’s chair, where most of the ‘sabot shells’ were discarded on the floor. “Take one of those, load it into the breech.”

			“The where?”

			Nevada reached down through the hatch to the base of the main gun, which protruded into the turret basket. She hauled open part of it, rather like the pneumatic tube at a drive-thru ATM, revealing a space large enough for a wine bottle. “Load it!”

			Candice went to the wine rack and stared in confusion. There were some obvious differences between the various shells—coloring and varying marks on the bases—but nothing she could interpret. What if some of them were blanks? Then again, she doubted that a shell the size of her arm could ever be harmless. She picked a shell at random, loaded it into the breech, and forced it closed.

			“One good thing about parades—” Nevada’s voice was coming through a tiny passage on the floor. Candice had no wish to get stuck trying to go through it. She went up through the hatch and saw, on the ‘first floor’ of the tank, another hatch north of the turret. Had to be the driver’s seat. Nevada’s voice issued from it. “They need someone to drive the museum pieces.”

			Candice hauled herself out of the turret, jumped down onto the hull of the tank, and poked her head down through the hatch. There was a second compartment down here, almost entirely divorced from the one in the turret. Candice supposed that made sense. Hard to drive if your seat was turning left, right, and all directions.

			The driver’s seat looked to Candice like the cockpit of a very shitty plane, with lots of levers and dials replacing the electronic read-outs and keypads that always looked so reassuringly high-tech to her. There was what looked like a set of bicycle handlebars in front of Nevada—that couldn’t possibly be what controlled the whole thing, could it?

			Nevada was bent over a set of controls on her right, scrutinizing them. “Otherwise, good luck starting this thing.”

			“Is it the big red button that says ‘starter switch’?”

			Nevada scowled at her. “I have to close the drain valves and center the steering control and turn off all the—it’s not a Volvo, okay?”

			“So how long?” Candice asked.

			“Well, I got that all done,” Nevada said. “Wait, did I purge the air from the fuel line?” She looked around, found a pump handle, and worked it three times, counting off successively before letting go of it.

			“How long has it been since you’ve driven one of these?”

			“It’s just like riding a bike,” Nevada said. “Look, handlebars and everything. Well, it’s more of a tiller—”

			She pressed down on what looked very much like a gas pedal and held down the starter switch.

			The tank fucking roared.

			“It’s loud!” Candice said, shouting to be heard.

			“It’s a tank!” Nevada yelled back, looking over the gauges. “Engine oil pressure, check, powerplant warning lamp, check…okay, let it idle.”

			She put her hand on Candice’s face and pushed it up out of the way as she climbed out onto the hull and then continued up to the turret.

			“Okay!” She pointed into the turret basket. “You’re going to be gunner!”

			“I can’t take a human life!” Candice said.

			“You already did!”

			“I can’t do it again!”

			Nevada said, “Wuss. Look, just sit there, okay? See that yoke thing? That aims the gun. That periscope-looking thing is the thermal sight—you aim through that. And that’s the trigger. Do not push the trigger. Just be ready to push it if I tell you to. I’ll be driving.”

			“Driving?” Candice asked, reluctantly sinking down into the turret basket and taking her seat. “Where are we driving?”

			Nevada slammed the hatch shut. When she next spoke, it was through the passage connecting the two compartments: “I think there was a mix-up with our seating. I’m upgrading us to first-class.”

			Candice was in the belly of the beast as it howled, all of the tank rebounding and shaking with the vibration of it. The M60 jolted forward, the sudden acceleration nearly bouncing Candice out of her seat and onto her ass. She braced herself against the tree trunk of the main gun and looked out through the porthole to see them coming up on the train car dead ahead.

			“Easy!” she said. “Easy, you’re going to hit the—”

			The tank gun punched through the door to the carriage, knocking it off its hinges like a battering ram, followed a moment later by the hull of the tank. The M60 sheared through the car. At ten feet high, it was approximately the same height as the room, meaning it broke through the ceiling as well as the walls. Everything inside was ground under the treads. The walls were taken apart as if the tank were one massive axe-head, delivering a continuous blow to foot after foot of construction. The roof almost survived, except for the cupola dragging through it as easily as a snow pole in winter. It fell apart on top of the M60, only to be sloughed off by more of the same.

			In a bare thirty seconds, they’d rammed themselves all the way through the train car and come out the other side, shaking off the rubble. Then they hit the next train car. Its glass windows exploded outward and the wooden boards that formed its walls flew away in pieces as the M60 punched forward.

			“Candice,” Nevada called, her shouting voice just audible over the crunch and crash of the tank playing wrecking ball, “I just want you to know, if you’re feeling scared or alone…I peed ’em.”

			“What?”

			“My first gunfight.” Nevada was leaning back far enough that Candice could see her looking up through the passage. “I peed my panties. I peed ’em, Candice.”

			“Oh God…”

			“They were cute panties too. I bought another pair. I can show you—”

			“No thank you.”

			“Well, hope that helps.”

			“It does not.”

			The tank suddenly rocked to a stop—they’d gone back the way they came far enough to hit the gondola car and, for the moment, the metal container held, welded into the frame of the flatcar it sat on. Nevada grunted, and Candice could hear the squeaks of levers being thrown before the M60’s engine let out another throaty growl.

			Candice looked through the porthole ahead of her and saw the container flex sideways, granting the tank ground and spilling out a heap of coal into the wind as it twisted with the tank’s advance.

			“Somehow, I don’t think these new drive-thru trains will work out,” Nevada said.

			Candice heard something clatter over the top of the tank—another chunk of debris settling?—and then the creak of the lower hatch opening. She didn’t know why the hell Nevada would open her hatch. When she looked through the porthole, she saw why: one of the terrorists, his arms and face wrapped like a mummy to protect against the sun, had mounted the hull, forced the hatch open, and was now dragging Nevada up into the open.

			“Easy!” Candice cried, just as the gondola car’s container entirely gave way. Squeezed between the tank and its rivets at the far side of the flatcar, it finally snapped, letting the M60 zoom forward. This time, Candice was bounced out of her seat, and she grabbed hold of the yoke to steady herself. As it jerked to one side with her weight, the entire turret began to spin.

			[image: ]

			Nevada was surfing on the layer of roofing being carried over the M60’s body. The tank was still crawling forward, cruise control carrying it through the empty car. She was logrolling, dancing to try and stay standing. The guy who looked like a mummy did the same thing, adapting his precarious footing as easily as she did.

			Nevada feinted left, then came at him swinging, hard rights from the core of her body. He twisted into them. His shoulder took the hits. He winced, but was unmoved, and he retaliated with a right that smashed into Nevada’s wounded arm. She gasped and staggered.

			“You’re not going to hit me with a left,” the mummy said in halting English. “You’ve got a bullet in that arm.”

			“Yeah? Guess what you’ve got in your dick?”

			She lunged at him, driving her knee into his crotch, and he grabbed hold of her as he groaned in agony. They slumped and swayed like two tired boxers grappling in the ring.

			The main gun came around again, hitting them both. Nevada grabbed hold of it to stop herself from being knocked off the tank. It carried her out over the side of the train. The mummy was clinging to it too, with his two good arms. For Nevada, just holding on strained the bullet wound, sent shocks of pain rolling through her body. She bit down a whimper.

			The turret stopped moving with them dangling over the belt sander landscape. Nevada heard a motor roaring and looked over her shoulder to see a jeep accelerating alongside the train. In back, a .50-caliber machine gun was mounted.

			She’d been wrong. Farouq had two ways off the train.

			They opened fire, a quick burst that sizzled by her, one bullet hitting the main gun. The mummy shouted something angrily, probably “Don’t try to hit the Size 6 right next to me while you’re in a moving vehicle.”

			Then he swung his leg up and kicked it into Nevada’s ribs. She gritted her teeth—the bruise from the other day felt like some insect trapped inside her skin, eating its way out.

			“Allahu akbar!” he screeched, kicking at her more. “Allahu akbar! Death to America!”

			“Wow, that’s catchy,” Nevada gritted out. “Did you come up with that just now?”

			The jeep was keeping careful pace behind her. If she fell, it would run right over her. She tried to inch down the main gun, but the mummy got another kick in. Nevada felt so faint that it was a surprise when she opened her eyes and saw she was still gripping the barrel of the gun. Her palms grew damp with sweat.

			“What are you doing over there?” Candice called. Nevada saw her pop out of the turret’s hatch like a jack-in-the-box before seeing the jeep and ducking back inside, just as the jeep opened up on her.

			“Get me the fuck down!” Nevada told her, grunting off another kick from the mummy. “And return fire!”

			The main gun graciously started spinning. “With what?” Candice asked from inside the turret.

			Nevada dropped down onto the hull and looked into the turret’s scope. “You’re in a tank!”

			The mummy dropped down beside her and Nevada feinted another knee strike, then gave him a right instead. She felt his nose pop against her knuckles, saw the linen over his face bloom red. He roared in pain and sent her flying with a sweep of his hand. She landed with jarring impact, ribs aching, arms trembling from the stress of hanging by them.

			“Warning shot!” she heard Candice muttering to herself. “Warning shot!”

			The mummy’s boot slammed into her ribs. She felt one give, at least enough for a resounding crack to vibrate in her ears, and she rolled along the juddering hull. She landed near one of the treads, close enough that its motion stirred her long hair like a lover’s caress, and the mummy was coming at her, heavy boots stomping like they would go through her head.

			She lashed out with her own foot. It hit his knee. The bone buckled, sparring with her heel, and bent. He cried out, fell to one knee, and cried out again when it turned out to be the broken one. Still he towered over her. But he teetered like a tree that had just had an axe taken to it.

			The main gun jerked up; Candice must’ve gotten it to work. “Don’t shoot the train, Cushing,” she heard Candice tell herself. “We’re on the train!” Sound advice.

			The mummy hurled himself at her, landed on her. His bulk jammed her into the tank’s armor, pushed her head down so the tread scraped against her scalp. The smell of old sweat and horse flesh singed her nostrils. She flailed at him, kicked at his broken leg, but he jerked her up and pushed her head toward the tread again. The track hurdled past her face. She got her shoulder up enough to block and fought against him, but he was pressing her down, down, down.

			As Nevada watched, the main gun pointed off to the side, away from the train. It came to a stop. Nevada stopped fighting the mummy and put her hands over her ears just as the main gun fired. “On its way,” she said by rote.

			It was like being right next to thunder. The mummy clutched his ears in deafened pain. Nevada’s ears rang too, but then, her heartbeat was so hard in her ears that anything else came off like a TV in another room. She got her leg up and levered the mummy away from her, grabbing on to the rushing tread to let it pull her away from his grip. Her body slid out from under him, rolling him onto his side. Nevada came up with shaky momentum, collapsing against the main gun in time to see the round it had fired streaking toward a bridge in the distance.

			It hit a wooden support beam, which snapped like a toothpick at the detonating charge. The two halves spiraled away into their neighbors, knocking more struts out from under the bridge. They fell like dominos, dragging the railroad tracks down in a tinny, shimmering twang to the bottom of the gorge, a thousand feet below.

			At this range, it reminded Nevada of Lincoln Logs falling over. Only, she wasn’t about to ride a train over Lincoln Logs.

			“You warning shot the bridge!” she shouted at the turret.

			The mummy hit her from behind, a linebacker charge that crushed her against the main gun. She gagged as it cut into her airway, having already almost broken her collarbone. Her breath was being ground right out of her lungs. Candice must’ve worked the yoke, because the main gun jerked out from under her. She and the mummy staggered forward, but Nevada caught herself, throwing an elbow backward into him, then spinning around and hitting him with the back of her closed fist.

			He went down, but some sixth sense still screamed a warning. Nevada scrambled behind the turret as the jeep opened up with its .50.

			“Gunner, jeep!” Nevada shouted.

			“What?” Candice’s voice echoed from inside the turret.

			“Shoot at the jeep!”

			“How do I do that?” Candice asked.

			“Use the joystick! Haven’t you ever played Wing Commander? There were five games just in the main—”

			Nevada broke off as the mummy ran toward her, just having time to brace herself before the two crashed together. Her heels skidded on the hull until they almost touched the tread, then they held. She was straining against him, muscle on muscle, as the subturret turned. Good girl, Nevada thought, even if Candice was aiming the gun at the jeep’s left front tire. Because clearly warning shots had worked out so well the last time.

			Nevada and the mummy were crushed together like two football players after the hike. Her injured shoulder was on fire; she could only assume his broken leg wasn’t giving him much joy either. But it didn’t have to. He outweighed her, outmuscled her, and going toe to toe with him like they were having a weightlifting competition was guaranteed to go badly for her.

			The tank’s machine gun fired, spitting .50-caliber BMG ammo. Each bullet was roughly as tall as a 12-ounce can of soda and hit with fifteen kilojoules of energy—enough to move a Ford Taurus one meter.

			The bullet didn’t puncture the jeep’s tire; it exploded it. Suddenly driving on a hubcap, the jeep veered left, into the train’s wheels. There, it was ground up like a toy being fed into a wood chipper. The entire train buckled, the distortion slightly visible, like a rope being yanked taut between two hands.

			Unbalanced, the mummy put weight on his bad leg. He let out a discordant cry of pain as broken bone shifted against broken bone, and Nevada whirled around him like a Greco-Roman wrestler. She locked one of his arms behind his back and swept him around; by the time he resisted and held his ground, he was on top of the tank tread.

			She held him in place, crab-walking sideways to keep the pressure on him as he fought against her hold. He was screaming with the effort of it, swiping his freed arm back to try and hit her, but there was no time.

			“Be quiet,” she told him. “You’re a speed bump.”

			Nevada let go of him just as he was pitched over the front of the tank and dragged under the tread. The tank rocked slightly as it traveled over him, but there wasn’t much the average body could do to slow down forty-eight tons of M60.

			Nevada felt boneless, utterly devoid of energy as she stepped to the lower hatch, slipped down into it, and turned off the cruise control. The M60 ground to a halt.

			She was still reclining with her head back, sucking in air, when Candice poked her head down into the compartment.

			“Wing Commander,” Nevada said, eyes still closed, “is a series of space sim games for the PC, came out in the nineties. They’re seminal. They’ve aged really well, actually, and they even got Mark Hamill to play the hero.”

			“I don’t care,” Candice said.

			“Okay.”

			Candice offered Nevada her hand and helped pull her up onto the hull. Fresh blood was trickling out from under her shoulder wound and, from the way her ribs twinged and Candice looked at her with concern, the damage didn’t stop there.

			Candice helped her down off the tank, wincing along with her as even that slight fall jogged her ribs. They’d stopped in the middle of an empty passenger car, leaving it looking just like someone had parked a tank inside it. They’d stopped just in time. There wasn’t much train left, only a few cattle cars, the tender, and the engine itself. Its smoke billowed overhead, a perpetual slice of overcast weather.

			Nevada limped forward, drawing the .22 she had taken, checking its chamber, then holding it firmly. It was good to have something to hold on to when the pain rushed in, even if she was half-worried she’d break the tiny thing if she gripped it too tight.

			“Let’s finish this,” Nevada said.

			Then, wholly unexpectedly, she felt Candice’s hand on her good shoulder, soft as a feather. It was a long time since she’d been touched like someone was afraid she would break.

			“You don’t have to,” Candice said, with a kind of quiet firmness.

			“Yeah, but now I’m all invested,” Nevada said. “I mean, how is this story going to play if I drive the tank through half a train, then call it a day? That’s not gonna get me laid.”

			Candice held her grip and turned Nevada to face her. Her eyes looked plaintive. It’d also been a long time since someone had looked at Nevada like they were afraid she’d break. “I mean Farouq is a giant and he has a small army with him. You have a Nerf gun and busted ribs.”

			“Plus ten fingers,” Nevada reasoned. “You should see what I can do with three.”

			Candice was unimpressed. She pulled her hand back as if it had turned traitor and she was afraid of what it might do. “I want to save these people, but if you can’t beat him, they’ll die anyway. And I don’t want to lose you.”

			Nevada felt part of herself go hollow, an echo inside it. She’d say it had been a long time since someone had said that, but she didn’t think anyone ever had. “Don’t go falling in love with me,” she said, trying to sound harsh, but only managing to relay some of the hollowness she felt. And maybe a little of that echo. “I’m not done being an asshole yet.”

			“Oh, you really thought you had to say that out loud?”

			Nevada turned her head suddenly. “Is it just me, or were there a pair of legs sticking out of that dune back there?”

			Candice turned around.

			A man rolled down a steep incline, kicking up sand like a broken Roomba.

			“That guy?”

			“No, he’s new. I think the rats are deserting the sinking ship. It’s almost like the bridge is out or something.”

			Nevada staggered to the side of the train, Candice following behind her at a safe remove. “I apologized for that.”

			“I didn’t hear you apologize.”

			“Well, I’m British, I’m sorry for everything.”

			Looking back, Nevada could see a steady stream of terrorists stretching to the tail of the train. At the furthest end of her vision, she could see them standing up, nursing bruises or broken bones. They were just passing by a few who were still rolling.

			“That’s fanatics for you,” Nevada said, “always more willing to kill for the cause than die for it.”

			“I don’t see Farouq,” Candice noted worriedly, and she would see the behemoth if he were there.

			“Guess he’s still down to meet Allah.” Nevada took the safety off the .22. “I’ll handle the introductions.”

		

	
		
			
Chapter 18

			The Engine

			The passengers were packed in shoulder to shoulder, their hands bound behind their backs, squashed into either side of the cattle car. The only breathing room was a line of barrel bombs going down the center of the car. Nevada cringed when she saw the barrels. Each had a detonator on top, a cell phone wired into the interior—nothing she wanted to mess with.

			“Look!” Candice said, picking up an AK-47 leaning in the doorway.

			She took the rifle from Candice and checked the chamber, then the clip. “Empty. No wonder they left it.”

			“We can still, you know, intimidate someone with it.”

			Nevada patted Candice’s shoulder. “Cut the hostages loose and move them to the back of the train.”

			“How?” Candice asked.

			Nevada reached down, drew out a dive knife from the sheath strapped to her ankle, and flipped it to offer the handle to Candice.

			“How many knives do you have?”

			“Enough, clearly,” Nevada said.

			She hoisted herself onto the first barrel—not without an unsettling feeling of frailty going through her chest, like the whole thing could cave in at any moment. Nevertheless, she got her footing and walked along the top of the barrels, taking care to avoid the detonators.

			The next car was more of the same. Passengers packed in like sardines, an awful smell of humanity crushed together without respect or compassion, everything smelling of spoiling meat. This time she slipped when getting up on the line of barrels, dropping against the rim, and for a split second, as pain jammed through her, she thought she’d detonated the bomb. She was impaled on pain; it was stuck inside her and turning slowly.

			She managed to pull herself up on her hands and knees, and crawl to the other end of the car. The passengers begged her for help, but it wouldn’t do them any good to be free and in the way. Candice was coming behind her with the knife anyway.

			“Does anyone have any aspirin?” she asked. “Maybe some Tylenol? Midol? I know you don’t have booze, but if there’s anything you could take for a toothache that you had about a hundred of?”

			She slid down off the last barrel and staggered out onto the walkway. The tender was ahead of her, its black hold stuffed with coal. Nevada crossed to it and knelt down—earning herself another jolt of pain—to examine the mechanism between cars. She thought she’d figured it out before, and looking at it again, she was sure she knew the trick. She aimed the .22 and fired. For what was essentially a BB gun, it performed admirably. With a screech of metal and a rasping clang, the engine and its coal cart parted ways from the rest of the train.

			“And they say I don’t know how to end a relationship.” Nevada stood on the speeding walkway and watched the opening gap impassively, leaving Candice and all of it behind. She reached instinctively for her locket and, finding it gone, turned with renewed vigor. There was only one problem left to deal with; it was just that there was seven feet of him.

			Her lungs seemed only to fill halfway. She realized belatedly that she was dizzy—nauseous, even. There was a ladder to the top of the tender, and she hauled herself up, wishing she’d go numb, at least, or into shock, some kind of anything to just make it not hurt so much.

			Atop the tender, she heard automatic gunfire ahead. She dropped to her belly, seeing now that the open container which should’ve been full of coal had more barrel bombs loaded into it. They filled the space like kegs in a brewery. Someone screamed ahead of her. Nevada ducked down. She could hear bullets zinging off metal. No one was shooting at her. The shooting came from the driver’s compartment.

			She hauled herself up. Grimy to begin with, she was now in the oily haze of the engine’s exhaust. It clung to her like a layer of pond scum. She wiped it away from her eyes as she climbed down the far end of the tender to stand in the doorway to the engine.

			The steam mechanism and an array of levers and dials crowded in on the narrow walkway that was left for the crew. The train’s engineer and fireman lay dead on the floor. Steam was hissing from what Nevada took to be the controls. They had been perforated, and now looked completely inoperable. This must have been the gunfire she’d heard. The firebox was open, filling the smoky space with a red tint that stung her eyes. And Farouq was in front of it, shoveling coal that lay scattered all over the floor.

			She leveled her .22 at Farouq and kicked a lump of coal his way to get his attention.

			“You’ve been naughty this year,” she said. “Don’t turn around.”

			Farouq straightened slowly, his massive back heaving with his breath, the shovel gripped tightly in his hands. There was an AK-47 slung over his shoulder. Nevada watched it carefully.

			“Does it please you…Ms. Quatermain? This…triumph? You haven’t defeated me. You haven’t even won a lasting victory. You’ve merely been lucky. You have no plan, no cause. If I asked you why you’ve done what you’ve done, you couldn’t even tell me. Have you even asked yourself why you ally yourself with the men who bomb my people, our women and children?”

			“You took my stuff.”

			“Ah yes.” Farouq reached into his pocket, despite Nevada racking the slide on her .22, and held out his fist at arm’s length. Her locket dangled from it, open, the picture inside spinning slowly in and out of view. “A strapping young lad. Do you tell yourself it’s all for him? That all the murder, all the theft, all your heresy is acceptable when you open this trinket and look at him?”

			“Yup,” Nevada said. “There was also a thumb drive. I’m gonna need that.”

			Farouq turned around, the shuffle of his shoes echoing loudly, even in the cacophony of the engine.

			“I suppose I shouldn’t expect someone who reads the Qur’an like a Friday the 13th movie to be great at following instructions,” she said.

			“Small bullets in that gun. Too small to stop me.”

			“Depends where I put them. Give me the thumb drive.”

			Farouq dropped the shovel. It clattered on the ground, the echo almost deafening in the enclosed space. Nevada didn’t look. She kept her .22 trained on Farouq. His AK strained at the shoulder strap holding it at his side, the leather cord crinkling with the little movements of his body.

			“Okay,” Nevada said, and fired a single bullet into the rifle.

			Farouq started, then grabbed the AK and swung it up into Nevada’s face. When he pulled the trigger, nothing happened. Nevada squeezed hers over and over again, stinging him with the tiny pellets even as he dropped the rifle and rushed at her. It happened too fast for her to dodge. He had her by the lapels and was jamming her against the engine, the hotness of the machinery blistering her back. Nevada’s vision swam—the impact had seemed to go straight to her bad rib; maybe it had given out altogether. She could see two bullet holes beside her head from where Farouq had blasted the controls. They seemed to yawn open for her in all their darkness.

			“We’ll die together, Quatermain. You’ll witness my martyrdom in flame and glory.” The front of his white robes was turning red, but he didn’t seem to notice. “The whole world will see the strength of my belief, the caliber of me! There will be no mistaking it!”

			Nevada dug into her pocket. “Your mother will be so proud.”

			He reeled her back up and slammed her against the bulkhead again. She thought she heard the metal distort, but it might just have been the sound of bones grinding, mixed with the bloody throbbing in her ears.

			“You know, I never noticed before, but your English is pretty good. London accent too. Is that what mommy sounds like?”

			He didn’t bother with another slam, just grabbed her by the throat and squeezed. She hadn’t had a chance to take a breath. It was like a hook down her gullet, pulling her lungs out.

			“My mother was like you, like all the rest! She couldn’t see how special I was! She couldn’t see my destiny!” His head leaned back, eyes rolled back further, spittle flying from his mouth. “I see! I see a thousand years where my name is still spoken, a thousand years without the Jews and the heathens and you, you—”

			Nevada brought the handcuffs out of her pocket and locked one end around the wrist of the hand throttling her. The other she threaded through the two bullet holes next to her head. It shut, connecting him to the great metal bulk with one little click.

			“How’s that for destiny?” Nevada rasped with the last of her air.

			He let go of her throat, grabbed her by the hair. “Where’s the key? Where is it?”

			“You mean this?” She showed him her other hand. The key in her palm. “Catch.”

			She flung it upward.

			Farouq let go of her, groping for it with his free hand, and Nevada scrambled across the floor on hands and kicking feet, getting clear of him before he caught it and forced the key into the lock and turned it and nothing happened.

			“Opens my mailbox, bub.” Gulping in air, Nevada rose to her knees. She grabbed hold of the shovel and used it to pick herself up onto her feet. “How about that thumb drive?”

			“I will die a thousand deaths before I submit to scum like you.”

			“One’s good for me.” Nevada rubbed at her throat, still red where Farouq’s grip had circled it. “We actually have something in common. We both know that a fair fight sucks ass. I try to avoid them myself whenever possible. Bad for business. But I think what you don’t get is that you can’t run around being a big man with a big gun all the time. Like the Good Book says: sometimes you’re the windshield, sometimes you’re the bug.”

			She raised the shovel to her shoulders. He brought up his hand to catch it, but the blade hit his arm and his wrist shattered like a dropped glass. Nevada sent the next blow into his midsection, doubling him over. After that, it was just more of the same: the sweep of the shovel through the air, the sudden thud of its stop in his body, and something breaking inside him.

			After a minute or so of that, when Farouq was curled up on the floor like a bug under insecticide, Nevada bent over him, rested her knee in his back, and went through his pockets. She brought out her locket and slid it over her head again. Then she found the USB drive. Both halves of it. She threw the broken pieces aside and they tumbled along the floor like a pair of dice.

			Farouq smiled with more blood than teeth. “I win.”

			“Win at the bottom of the canyon,” Nevada said, standing up with her boot on his face. “Remember, it’s not the fall that kills you, it’s me.”

			Then she heard the click of a revolver’s cylinder rotating.

			Nevada recognized the man holding the gun on her from the engine’s doorway. The Nubian who followed Farouq around like a beaten dog.

			“Sadiq!” Farouq gasped. “Always have a back-up plan, Ms. Quatermain,” he crowed, his words stopped up with blood. “Shoot her.”

			“Don’t do it!” Nevada said, simultaneously realizing those were some pretty cliché last words.

			Sadiq aimed the gun at Farouq and pulled the trigger. The bullet passed through him and bounced around the far end of the engine a few times before puttering out. Farouq was left just alive enough to look shocked.

			Damn, I’m persuasive, Nevada thought, before Sadiq leveled the revolver at her.

			He shuffled forward a few steps. “For the Lady Tendai,” he said. Then there was a resounding crack and he pitched forward, landing flat on his face.

			Candice stood behind him, holding a rifle. The butt-end had just slapped Sadiq’s skull.

			“I got it to work,” Candice said, dropping the empty rifle.

			Nevada went to take Sadiq’s revolver, stuffing it into her waistband. “Couldn’t bear to be apart from me, huh?”

			“Wanted to see you do something noble and self-sacrificing. Figured it was like the Hale-Bopp comet.”

			“Yeah, leaves a lot of dead bodies. Let’s go.”

			Candice hurried out to the walkway as fast as her feet could carry her, but Nevada heard Farouq spitting blood behind her. She turned to see him trying to pull himself up by the handcuffs. “Quatermain…you will never…”

			“Hold that thought,” Nevada said, and rushed away.

			Out in the sun, a quick look up the track showed them the cut-off point of the world. Candice looked down at the landscape speeding by before she raised her gaze to Nevada.

			“How does one get off this thing?” she asked.

			“Ask a silly question,” Nevada replied, and kissed her. She did it so quickly that she caught the taste of surprise on Candice’s lips, the kneejerk approval of this sudden pleasure, almost a shaking in her. She reached up to cup Candice’s face and felt Candice’s hands grip her wrists, maybe to push them away, maybe because she didn’t know what else to do with them. Candice’s body was tensing up all over, quivering with a tension that Nevada felt like a physical force. Her mouth moved against Nevada’s, as if trying to bend her under the force of whatever it was she was feeling, but Nevada stood firm. A hand petted through Nevada’s hair, then ripped into it. It was like everything Candice had bottled up, positive and negative, had all been given an outlet in this kiss, like she might rip Nevada’s clothes off and then start in on her skin.

			Wrapping her arms around Candice’s back, Nevada tipped them off the side of the train.

			For a moment, she felt like she was flying. She hoped Candice did too.

			Then there was the impact, white with pain, the world set on spin-cycle, and the only thing to hold on to was Candice. They came to a stop. Nevada just lay there, feeling very uncertain about her choices in life. Candice was underneath her.

			“Don’t say it,” Candice said, as soon as she had caught her breath.

			Nevada groaned and Candice rolled her over, gently easing her body onto the sand. Nevada cradled her ribs, whimpering lightly.

			“Are you okay?” Candice asked, her annoyed expression breaking with concern. Her mouth was slightly pink with lipstick, which made Nevada giggle woozily.

			“I’m fine,” Nevada said.

			The engine ran off the tracks, catching about three seconds of hang-time before hitting the other end of the bridge. It crashed through the struts, bringing that side of the assemblage down like a house of cards. Nevada watched it crunch against the face of the cliff before it was buried in lumber.

			“You don’t think he—” Candice began, her voice soft. “You don’t think he could’ve survived that, do—”

			The barrel bombs the tender had been carrying went off, sending a spout of flame into the air that blew the piled logs out of the way, setting fire to them and the rest of the debris.

			“I don’t know about you,” Nevada said, wheezing with each word, “but I had fun running a train on that guy.”

			Candice groaned and picked herself up. The uncoupled side of the train was pedaling in, slowing enough now that there was no danger of it going over the side, just winding down to a stop within arm’s reach of it. Candice spared it a glance, as if making sure it wouldn’t fall on her watch, then offered a hand to help Nevada up.

			Nevada took it and let Candice do most of the work hauling her to her feet.

			“What now?” Candice asked.

			Nevada limped toward the train. “Get in the tank, head south, stop when we see houses.”

			Candice walked after her, capable of going faster, but still not outpacing her. “Fair enough.”

			Nevada stumbled. Candice caught her, bowed her head under Nevada’s arm, and half-carried her forward. Nevada didn’t know how strong Candice was, but she certainly didn’t seem to struggle with Nevada’s weight, shouldering most of it and practically dragging her along.

			“That guy, the one I took out,” Candice said, in a desperately fumbling manner. Nevada realized she was trying to keep her from going into shock or something. It was actually a little charming. “What’d he say? ‘For the Lady Tendai’? What’s that mean? You have any idea who that is?”

			“Zendaya? She ruined the last Spider-Man movie.”

			“I doubt it’s the same person.”

			“You never know. Hedy Lamarr, great actress, also invented internet porn.”

			Nevada gulped in consciousness like a woman struggling to keep her head above water. She pitched forward in time, ten feet away from the train, then right next to it, then walking beside the next car over. Candice was muscling her along, almost carrying her, and Nevada thought she was babbling something until she realized it was coming from her.

			They reached the tank. There was a milling crowd on the train and on the sands; the hostages Candice had freed had gone on to free each other. Now they had nowhere to go and no way to get there except…

			Nevada fumbled the revolver out of her waistband and aimed it at the two men on the M60. “Off!”

			“Easy!” Candice said, making it both verb and noun.

			“My tank,” Nevada said. “Mine.”

			“They don’t understand you.”

			“See if this translates,” Nevada said, and fired a round into the air.

			They got off the tank. The others cleared a space around the tank and the train car it had stopped on, beating such a hasty retreat that they kicked up a haze of sand, and Nevada blacked out again. When she came to—seconds later, minutes later—she was seated against the tank and Candice had the gun. She was giving Nevada a shake.

			“Okay, you’re still here,” Candice said. “Good, good. Think you can start the tank? It’s getting a little ugly around here.”

			“Yeah,” Nevada said, sounding vastly more confident than she felt. She got a hold of the tank’s hull above her and managed to get to her feet by herself. Her ribs were a dull throb and the wound in her shoulder pinged with a hurtful electricity, but she thought she’d reached some athletic high where she could dial down the pain to something manageable.

			“So, I figure we can do round trips,” Candice said, “depending on fuel. We take as many as we can to Khartoum, tell the people there what’s happened, hopefully they can send someone for the rest, but worst-case scenario, we just turn around—”

			“No turning around,” Nevada said blearily. “No going back. We go to South Sudan, and we go alone.”

			The gun was shaking in Candice’s hand. “Easy, there are a hundred people here.”

			Nevada heaved a sigh. “I just saved the train! Do I get any thanks? Any reward? No, already you’re nagging me to save the dumb people.”

			“It doesn’t count as saving the train in the first place if you leave all the passengers in the desert to die!”

			“Candice, what exactly do you think is going to happen to them in Khartoum? Why do you think they were leaving?” Nevada looked out at the crowd. “Guys…my dudes…doesn’t it count as saving you even if I don’t call an Uber after? How many of you speak English?” She could feel unconsciousness rising up with her like bile, only not bitter. Instead it was overpoweringly sweet. “Okay, okay, fine. Kids, old folks, people with asthma—we take them with us. And only the ones we have room for.”

			“Thank you,” Candice said, sounding horribly like she meant it.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 19

			The Last Steel Armor

			It took a long time for them to arrive. Long enough for the Man with Black Hands to think about the heat and the desert and the distance. Whatever else had happened to Khartoum, there was still shade. Out here, the desert hammered down on you and there was no civilization to cushion the blow—not for miles. And with the heat over a hundred degrees Fahrenheit, that distance might as well be covered in nails.

			The sun ripped the water right out of your body; you could smell the sweat frying like bacon grease in another room. Of course, that wasn’t the bad part. The bad part was when you ran out of sweat. Your skin went dry, then your mouth. Even your throat got sore, if you could still notice with your brain going hard-boiled inside your skull. That was how the earliest mummies had been prepared. You just buried them in the burning sands and let nature take its course. Heat exhaustion, sun stroke, those were just nice ways of saying that the same thing was happening when you were alive.

			John Gore held out his hand in front of him. A bead of black sweat had formed on his finger, as if he’d smudged ink with his fingertip. He watched it collect, coalesce, then fall to sizzle on the roof of the train carriage.

			He turned over and, eyes closed under his sunglasses, let his front begin to tan.

			He could hear the Khamsin as they arrived, horses and jeeps and shouted commands. “I’m up here!” he called, and there was a flurry of more shouts, more commands. Sighing, he sat up and swung his legs over the side of the rooftop. “Here,” he added, and held still as they painted him with their weapons.

			Nazir al-Jabbar got out of the jeep. From Gore’s perspective, he just saw an umbrella, held over the old man’s head by a slave. “Mr. Gore, where is my son?”

			“You can look for him in the canyon,” Gore said, “as long as you brought a lot of rope.”

			Nazir barked an order and the guns trained on Gore were racked and chambered.

			“Go ahead. Do it. But you’ve seen what my employer can do on your behalf. Do you really want to find out what he’s capable of when you inconvenience him?”

			Nazir let out another order. Quieter. The guns lowered.

			“See?” Gore asked rhetorically, picking up his shirt and sliding it on. “Who says a religious zealot can’t be reasonable?” He dropped down from the train, cracking the stiffness out of his joints. “Water.”

			Another order from Nazir and one of his men brought forth a goatskin. Gore took it.

			“Have any Evian?” he asked, to a blank stare.

			He drank.

			“Where is the woman going?” Nazir demanded.

			“Nevada?” Gore wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I told you not to underestimate her. This is twice now you’ve done it.”

			“Where is she?” the other man roared, and although the terrorists’ guns were still lowered, Gore was acutely aware of them.

			He took a deep breath. “I don’t know. And whose fault is that? You were supposed to get the Aegis. That was the deal. We destabilize the government, leave it ripe for the picking, and in exchange, you give us one little bauble from a ruin you were going to destroy anyway.”

			“Your artifact wasn’t in the ruin,” Nazir said. “You said as much yourself.”

			“No, there was a map to where the Aegis is. All you had to do was call us, let us take a look at it. Instead, you blew the whole thing to hell. Which means now, Nevada has the only copy of the map. She’s the only one who knows where it is.” Gore took off his sunglasses and folded them into his shirt. “Well, her and her little friend. Who I was about to get the map off of when your boy bungled it, again.”

			“Where are they going?” Nazir insisted. A one-track mind.

			“We’ll just have to see, won’t we?” Gore replied. “I’m going to need one of your cars.”

			The umbrella moved enough for Gore to see Nazir’s eyes, glinting like matches trying to light. “Tell me where she is and I’ll have her killed for free. You can have everything she has on her, even the body. I just want her head.”

			“I’ll think about it,” Gore said. He held out his hand. “Keys.”

			Nazir nodded. One of his men produced a set and deposited them in Gore’s outstretched hand.

			Nazir let Gore walk by him before saying “I know what it is.”

			Gore stopped. “What what is?”

			“The Aegis. You call it a bauble, but it’s much more than that.” Gore heard the umbrella close and knew that skull of a face had been revealed to the light. “The only reason someone would go to so much trouble for such a thing is if it were a weapon.”

			“It’s an antique,” Gore said. “I know your weapons aren’t exactly state-of-the-art, but at least they’re AD.”

			“There are older things than the world of man,” Nazir said. “Things reserved for God. I believe you are such a man as to try and claim that power for yourself.”

			“No. You’re thinking of my boss.” Gore spun the keys around his forefinger. “We’ll be in touch.”
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			They ended up with a gaggle of children, three elderly people who clearly wouldn’t survive a walk back to Khartoum, and two bandaged men who’d been shot when the jihadists had taken the train. The cramped interior of the M60 was packed full, and the hull was strewn with sitting bodies, but it was over a dozen people who’d live when they might’ve died otherwise.

			They traveled by day. At night they stopped to rest. Nevada would’ve preferred to press on, but no one could sleep while the tank was running, so she consented to shut it down and do what maintenance she could each night. Most of their passengers slept inside the tank, though some of the kids ran around playing some inscrutable game. Candice was actually pretty good at building a fire for those stuck outside at night, even if Nevada half-wished she weren’t.

			“It was called khoroshtof,” Candice said. One of the kids had run out of batteries midway through their play and was now asleep in Candice’s lap. Nevada tried not to be too jealous. “Although nowadays most people call it jilla. You just take some dung, mix it with straw like we got out of the cattle cars back at the train, and voila. You’ve got a fire.”

			“It smells like shit,” Nevada said, blowing on the sparking embers to get them to catch flame.

			“It is shit.”

			“It smells like it.”

			“You could always freeze to death.”

			“Don’t tempt me.”

			Candice smiled, like she recognized how Nevada needed to gripe before she suffered through something, and with another exhale from her, the jilla roared to life. Candice held her hands out to the campfire, wiggling them happily in the new warmth.

			“What I want to know is,” Nevada paused dramatically, “how did you think to get straw so you could make a literal shit-fire, but didn’t think to nab any toilet paper?”

			Candice shifted the sleeping child onto the ground and came around the fire to Nevada’s side. With a gesture, she indicated for Nevada to raise her shirt. “You didn’t think of it either.”

			As recalcitrant as a child, Nevada lifted her shirt. The bruises over her injured ribs were coming in like leaves changing color. “I was busy not slipping into a coma.”

			Candice put her hand, gently but firmly, on the small of Nevada’s back. “Yes, I remember the conversation improving. Take the deepest breath you can.”

			Nevada did, winced, said “Fuck,” and glared at Candice in a way that said ‘Happy?’

			Candice took her hand away. “Well, you still haven’t punctured a lung. You should be grateful. My medical expertise is limited to saying you should put some ice on that.”

			“Some doctor.” Nevada grinned wryly, putting her feet up so the fire roasted the soles of her boots. She groaned happily. Curled her toes inside. A thought occurred to her and she nodded toward the sleeping kid. “He didn’t understand me saying shit like ten times, did he? Or fuck just now?”

			“I doubt it’s much on his mind. So, what now?” Candice asked. “For you, I mean?

			Nevada gave an elaborate shrug before lying down against the sand. Candice moved her so she was lying on her back. “Farouq destroyed the map. What is there to do? As soon as I hook up with Jacques again, I suppose I’m flying back to the States. Seeing if anyone else needs some tombs raided.” She chuckled. “Well, at least one of us is happy.”

			“I’m happy?” Candice asked.

			“Yeah. You got what you wanted. The tomb—wherever it is—is safe from predators like me.” Nevada stared up at the stars. They were the real archaeologists. They’d seen everything. They just couldn’t speak. “I guess it’ll sit for another thousand years. Until eventually someone is making a parking lot and stumbles across it.”

			Candice went back to the sleeping boy, resting a hand on his head as he turned fitfully in his dreams.

			“What was the Aegis, anyway?” Candice asked.

			“I told you. Some rich guy masturbatory aid thing. Like Nic Cage’s dinosaur skull.”

			“No, like, literally what was it?”

			“Hmm? Oh, a skull.”

			“A skull?”

			“Not like a…” Nevada rapped her knuckles on her head. “A skull-skull. Made out of shit. You sure he doesn’t know English?”

			“Like a jewel-encrusted skull?”

			“Yeah, something like that.” Nevada brought her hand down in front of her face and doodled on the sand she was lying on. “There was a set of ’em. I found twelve. But my contract was for all thirteen.”

			Candice laughed suddenly.

			“What?”

			“I just imagined you getting all this money and spending it on…a Disney Princess dress. And a golden gun. Maybe a cigar.”

			“I’d settle for a blanket,” Nevada said. “Actually, no. You know what I’d settle for?” She took off her locket and tossed it across the fire to Candice, who caught it, opened it. Nevada could feel her looking inside. It felt like an old wound reopening.

			“Cute kid,” Candice said.

			“That’s what they tell me.” Nevada brushed away the meaningless scribbles she’d made in the sand. “I was a good mom. A great mom, really. The moment he was born, I had two people ready and waiting to take him and do the crib and the preschool and the backpacks, all that stuff. Everything I’d be no good at.” She rolled over onto her back. The stars were still over her, like they’d be over her son. Until the day he died. “You think a person ever stops thinking about that?”

			“I don’t know,” Candice said from across the flames.

			“They don’t,” Nevada told her. “Not unless they stop thinking. If they just drink and fuck and make money, then they don’t really have to think about anything, do they? Then one day that nice couple that wanted to be parents so bad, they come back—asking about medical histories and blood types and…shadows on those brain scans they do. Clouds. Just a little bit of black where it should be white.” She held out her pinkie, wiggled the first knuckle. “This big. That’s all.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Candice said.

			“So was I. It was hereditary. I gave the damn kid up and I still managed to kill him. Well…” Nevada lowered her pinkie into a fist, her fist to her chest. “There’s a treatment. Experimental treatment. When there’s a disease that only about a thousand people in the world have, that’s only a thousand people who really want to cure it. No. A thousand and one. And if that one person can get the money to keep some fucking New Jersey biotech firm in Bunsen burners and test tubes… It was never going to work. Course it was never going to work. But what else did I ever do for him?”

			“You must love him an awful lot,” Candice said quietly.

			“If I loved him so much, why’d I give him up?”

			Saying it filled Nevada with a restless energy. She got up, shaking off the sand that clung to her, and walked like she had somewhere to go.
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			John Gore stopped on a hill outside of Khartoum, looking out at the city lights through binoculars. Appearances could be deceiving, but it looked settled enough. He’d probably be able to book passage outside of the country with relative ease.

			Humming gently, he picked up his tablet and called up recent searches. The ones Dr. Cushing had entered when he’d kindly lent her his tablet. The GPS app had been used, pinpointing a location in the middle of the Ennedi Plateau. Gore bookmarked it, then set the tablet aside to use his phone.

			“Hey boss, it’s me.” He got back in the car and fiddled with the key in the ignition, trying to get the jeep to turn over without flooding the engine. “Nazir al-Jabbar wants you to know that he’ll kill Nevada and her sidekick for free so long as we let him have his revenge.” The engine caught and he nestled the phone against his shoulder to put on his seatbelt. “That’s totally what I thought. So, no Aegis yet, but I have their heading. You want me to get it myself or should we let them find it for us and then…” He trailed off meaningfully. His employer spoke briefly and Gore shifted the jeep into gear. “Yes sir, that’s what I thought you’d say. But just to be clear, I am going to kill them both. Seems like the only thing for it.” His employer spoke again. “Yes, yes, clearly, but you know what they say about assumption. I’ll be in touch soon. I know how you hate to be kept waiting.”
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			Walking just a short way from the tank, under the stars’ gentle scrutiny, where the slow trickle of the wind was already covering its tracks, Nevada felt acutely alien. A stranger in a strange land. A foreign thing, slowly being rejected by this place’s biology.

			She had a hard time imagining where she’d be any more welcome.

			She wrapped her arms around herself, chilled by the wind that sucked the warmth out of the scorching sands like it had never been there at all. That erased her footprints as if filling in graves. That pulled at her hair as if trying to lead her out of where she wasn’t welcome.

			She heard the sand crunching behind her and turned to see Candice. She was hugging herself too, and Nevada wished she had a jacket to put around her. She wouldn’t think twice about taking one off if she had it on. Tonight, she’d feel cold no matter what.

			“I’d like to offer my services,” Candice said.

			“Well, that could be interesting.”

			“As an archaeologist.”

			“Hey, so it’s been a little while, but I don’t have any dust down there…”

			Candice came closer, took Nevada’s hand, and put the locket in her palm. “I know where the tomb is.”

			Nevada blinked. “Oh, please don’t be saying that just to get into my pants.”

			Candice rolled her eyes slightly. “I know Farouq destroyed the recording, but I watched it on the train. Those hieroglyphics, they were coordinates. Start in Meroë, head east for such and such distance. Hundreds of miles, in this case.”

			Nevada grabbed her shoulders. “So where do they go?”

			“That’s the thing. I checked the coordinates against a GPS. It’s the Ennedi Plateau in Chad. There’s no way Cleopatra is buried there.”

			“Cleopatra?”

			“Her name is all over the writing. I think the Aegis might be buried with her.”

			“That makes sense. She leaves instructions to bury the Aegis with her—everyone says fine, as long as it’s outta here. She puts the Aegis out of reach and protects herself from grave robbers, all at once. And they say you can’t take it with you.”

			“Ennedi is a tourist attraction,” Candice insisted. “Any tomb would’ve been found by now.”

			Nevada had a far-off look in her eyes. “No, not necessarily.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because they haven’t had us looking there.” Nevada took her hands off Candice’s shoulders just to clap them on more firmly. “Candice, I could kiss you. Not just on the mouth, either…”

			Candice cleared her throat and brushed Nevada’s hands away. “Yes, well. You should know I consider this a purely professional venture. You get your…skull…and the rest goes to the Sudanese government. Nothing untoward will be happening between us.”

			“Of course, of course.” Nevada started walking back to the fire. “I just read a little into it when I kiss someone and they put their hands on my ass. I’m old-fashioned that way.”

			Candice stomped her foot. “I did not—that was just the natural point to put them. I’m taller than you!”

			Nevada wheeled around. “Only by the metric system! Which is used by French people!” She started walking again. “Anyway, you give good phone?”

			“Do I what?”

			“Phone. Talking. If we’re going to Chad on your say-so, I’m probably going to have to introduce you to the boss. You’re not one of those millennials who has a nervous breakdown if they have to set a doctor’s appointment, are you?”

			“I’ve managed to spend two days with you,” Candice retorted.

			Nevada put the locket back on, wearing it proudly over her shirt. “Point taken.”

			Candice laughed, a little hysterically, before putting a clamper on it. “I was just thinking. I was so worried about getting credit from Sir Joseph for finding that tomb—now it’s blown up.”

			“And buried,” Nevada said helpfully. “Probably even deeper than it was before.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Plus we shot up a lot of it.”

			“And he was going to take all the credit for it!” Candice vented. “My find! My heritage!” She calmed with a deep breath, then looked uncertainly at Nevada.

			“Also, we left a bunch of dead bodies inside the place. Well, I guess it was a tomb to begin with.”

			Candice smiled slightly. “If we do find this place, at least I’ll have a partner I can trust.”

			“Well,” both Candice and Nevada said in the same instant.

			“Trust is a strong word.”

			“It’s a lot of responsibility for me,” Nevada said.

			“Trust or no trust,” Candice said, “as many explosions as it takes, if we pull this off, at least I’ll be seen as important and not some glorified intern.”

			“Exactly,” Nevada said. “You can’t just beg for table scraps like the family dog.”

			“Yeah!”

			“You’re not that cute.”

			Candice glared at her.

			Nevada pointed a strong finger at her. “You have got to take a good hard look at what you want, grab on to it, and hold it tight!” She clenched her fist as if to demonstrate.

			Candice nodded, then said worriedly “Is it a bad thing that I’m agreeing with you?”

			“Why would it be?” Nevada asked. “I’m doing alright for myself.”

			Candice flicked a finger into her bandaged shoulder.

			Nevada set about teaching the children some useful new English.
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Excerpt from the next Easy Nevada adventure

			Candice Cushing and the Lost Tomb of Cleopatra

			“I cannot believe you,” Candice said.

			“Really?” Nevada asked, lowering her sunglasses. “Candice, we’re out of Sudan. It’s a new chapter in our lives. Hell, it’s a whole new book! And we’re still doing the ‘wow, Nevada, I can’t believe you’re doing something so shocking and inconsistent with social norms’ thing? Move on, lady. I stopped calling you Candy.”

			“Yes, you’ve moved on to ‘sweetie,’ ‘darling,’ ‘doll,’ and ‘brown sugar.’”

			“I’m so affectionate,” Nevada said, raising her sunglasses back over her eyes. “I thought you Europeans were into that.”

			“Let’s review. When I went to sleep, because I’d been driving the tank we’re on for ten hours straight, I assumed you’d be driving the tank.”

			“There are sayings about assumption.”

			“Instead, when I wake up, I find that you are sunbathing.”

			“Oh, that reminds me.” Nevada turned over, prompting an almost instinctive averting of Candice’s eyes. “What’s your damage, sweetheart? I don’t know if you’ve noticed the ratio of melanin between us, but clearly, I need to tan more than you do. Besides, we’re still making good time. Ismail’s driving.”

			“Yes, Ismail’s driving,” Candice emphasized, arms crossed.

			“Yeah, and he’s doing a great job.”

			“He’s twelve!”

			“And this is a valuable life skill he’s picking up.”

			“How to drive an M60 main battle tank?”

			Nevada turned onto her side. “Well, you’ve got a point there, it is a pretty old model. But I think if he can figure this out, an M1 Abrams shouldn’t be too hard.”

			Candice sat down on the turret with a sigh like a zeppelin deflating. “Tell me we’re almost there.”

			“Yeah, yeah, any day now. We reach this hunting lodge turned refugee camp that the boss made a big donation to, they put us up, Jacques gets there with the plane, we fly out, more crazy adventures and simmering sexual tension.” Nevada flopped down onto her belly again. “Hey, there’s some suntan lotion in my bag, could you put another layer on my back?”

			“You brought suntan lotion on your tomb raiding—of course you did. I’m not even surprised at this point.”

			“See? New chapter, new book.”

			“Stop that. You sound like Oprah before she’s had her coffee.” Candice stood again, hovering over Nevada. “And what do you mean, hunting lodge turned refugee camp?”

			“You’re in my sun.”

			“Nevada.”

			“Candice.” Nevada craned her neck to look up to her. “What, it’s some missionary operation. They’ll even take the kids off our hands—I did ask.”

			“Okay,” Candice said, sliding out of Nevada’s sunlight.

			“What do you mean, ‘okay’?”

			“Are you being funny?” Candice asked.

			“No, no, you said it in this total Real Housewives way like it’s not okay, but you’re going to put up with it. You’re not some Richard Dawkins type, are you?”

			“No, I’m not Richard Dawkins. I have a sense of irony. What about you? You’re not some Focus on the Family type?”

			“Candice, I’m pretty much a sexy cat burglar. Clearly I’m not the most religious person. But it’s missionaries. Who has a problem with missionaries?”

			“Well, the many millions of indigenous peoples around the world who were forced to convert on pain of death.”

			“Don’t worry,” Nevada said condescendingly. “I’ll defend you from the big bad youth pastors who don’t want you to swear so much.”

			“And a lot of them don’t distribute relief so much as they throw around Bibles and… socks…”

			“Candice, we’re doing the missionaries’ position and that’s final.”

			Candice simmered for a moment on the pun she’d walked into. “I hate you.”

			“But it’s an erotic hate, like James Bond and the villain’s sexy henchwoman.”

			“I’m going back inside,” Candice said, pulling the hatch up.

			“So you’re really not doing my back?” Nevada called after her.

			The hatch clanged shut.

			“Okay, send Uday up, he has strong hands. Candice? Hello?”
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