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For the builders of the Great Pyramid of Giza. I love your work.
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THE HUMAN THIGHBONE WAS THE wrong tool. Sam had worked that out pretty fast, stuck on his stomach in the cramped confines of the badly made tunnel. The idea had been to use it to sweep away the sand that had seeped in over the years, but it was too long and chunky for such a delicate job. The first time Sam accidentally hit one of the pieces of packing crate that had been used to shore up the walls and roof, he triggered a miniature waterfall of sand.

What he should have brought was something thinner, easier to handle. What really sucked was he could have. There had been a whole skeleton to choose from. But it was too late now, and it looked like the decision would be the last mistake Sam would ever make.

Sam’s second to last mistake had been entering the aging tunnel in the first place. But he reminded himself that he was going to die anyway. At least this way he’d go out trying to escape.

As Sam pushed the ever growing mounds of sand out of the way with his bone spade, the tunnel creaked and groaned. Protestations of old age coupled with the indignation at having been invaded after so long.

A narrow path opened up, but already the sand was raining down, greedily claiming back the empty space. Sam tried to slither forward, but couldn’t. His body was paralyzed from the waist down. While he’d been focused on the work in front of him, the tunnel had conspired to trap him from behind. Sand, flowing in silently through the new wounds Sam’s trespassing had opened up, had buried his lower half in a warm cocoon. He tried to kick free. It was like swimming in concrete. His attempts became more frantic as panic took hold. Then, without warning, the physical effort paid off as one leg erupted from the mound.

It seemed Sam had been wrong about the thighbone. That wasn’t the last mistake he’d ever make. Kicking was.

His leg’s bid for freedom ended when it smashed into the roof. The loud crack that followed signaled the beginning of the end.

Sam twisted, desperate for a look at the damage behind him. As he did, a plank of wood above gave way. Powered by hundreds of tons of desert sand, it crashed down onto his head. The miniature waterfalls became one horrendous downpour, and Sam’s world went black.


Five days earlier

1

BUMS ON SEATS

“YOUR PHARAOH HAS A BIG bum,” said the girl in 18B.

Sam stopped sketching, but he didn’t look up. He had a few rules for plane trips. Actually, he had three:

Always order the chicken.

Always try for two cans of Coke when the drinks cart rolled by.

And, most important:

Always avoid conversation with the person in the seat next to him.

Sam had survived the eight-hour flight from New York to London without one word passing between him and the elderly Indian man next to him. He had also enjoyed a semi-dehydrated chicken breast, stuffed with something orange that the menu claimed was an apricot, and four cans of Coke. The second leg of the journey was the four-hour flight to Cairo. They’d made it just over halfway before the girl finally spoke.

Sam had been happy when he first saw her. He had just taken his seat when a huge Egyptian man began stuffing his backpack into the overhead locker above Sam’s head. He wasn’t fat, just really, really big. Big, like a professional wrestler or scary bodyguard for some sheikh. That, Sam thought, wasn’t out of the question, seeing as the flight was heading to the Middle East.

Spillover was one of the many downsides to flying in the cramped confines of economy class. Sam shuddered at the thought of losing half his seat to the fleshy overflow of the man mountain next to him. The only upside was that he didn’t look like much of a talker. But Sam was still relieved when a girl with shoulder length brown hair, who looked about thirteen—his age too—squeezed past the giant Egyptian and slid into seat 18B.

Now, two hours into the flight, she went and wrecked everything by speaking.

It wasn’t that Sam was antisocial or had a problem with girls, he just hadn’t hung out with many. That was one of the downsides of being at St. Albans, the all-boys boarding school he attended in Boston.

Girls weren’t a completely unknown quantity. There were girls in the mixed rowing team he was part of, and sometimes, after practice on a Saturday, they’d all go out for a pizza or a movie. The outings were always supervised by one of the dorm teachers, but on those Saturday nights he could almost imagine what it was like to go to a normal school, where he would talk to girls on a daily basis. But he’d never pictured it happening at thirty thousand feet.

From the snippets of conversation Sam had heard between the girl and the air hostess, she sounded friendly enough. Under normal circumstances Sam imagined they could probably find stuff to talk about.

But it wasn’t normal circumstances. They were on a plane.

Sam worked out pretty quickly that his aversion to airplane small talk was a direct result of the fact that he was always traveling alone. The person who ended up seated next to him would see a thirteen-year-old by himself and assume he was feeling lonely, perhaps a little nervous, and could do with a friend on the long flight ahead. It would start with a cheerful introduction and then, because they were on a plane, there would be an inquiry about Sam’s destination. From there it was only a matter of time until the conversation led to questions about the whereabouts of Sam’s parents. And therein was the problem: Sam was sick and tired of telling strangers about his parents. Instead, he had come up with several techniques to kill such a conversation before it could start.

Pretending to sleep was the simplest and the most effective. Unfortunately, it meant he almost missed out on the free Cokes and chicken, so he used this only in extreme situations.

Headphones on, music up, and a blank stare out the window worked well, but Sam’s favorite method was to pull out his sketch pad and start drawing. Given that this was how he spent a lot of his spare time after school, it wasn’t hard at all, and half the time it also helped him forget he was crammed on an airplane in the first place.

Sam liked to draw. He found it easy to tune out everything except the lines he was making on the page. When he combined this with his headphones, it was almost guaranteed to prevent fellow travelers from trying to break the ice. Unfortunately for Sam, this time his drawing had worked against him.

Only a few seconds had passed since the girl’s comment on his pharaoh’s rear end, but the clock was ticking, and the gap would soon become an awkward silence. He couldn’t avoid conversation without looking like a weirdo, so Sam scrambled for a response that acknowledged her comment without opening the door to a full-blown conversation.

But before he could speak, the girl jumped back in again.

“With a bum like that he definitely wouldn’t be sitting in one of these seats,” she said, thumping the armrest between them. “He’d be up front in business class, don’t you think?”

Sam nodded and couldn’t help smiling. “I bet that guy sitting behind you wishes he was up in business,” he whispered, nodding toward the man. “It’ll probably take a couple of air hostesses to pull him out of his seat.”

“You mean Bassem,” said the girl, glancing over her shoulder.

Sam’s face dropped. “I . . . I didn’t realize you were traveling with him,” he offered apologetically. But if he expected her to take offense, he was mistaken.

The girl laughed. “Believe it or not,” she said, her voice rising, “he’s one of the smallest in his family. Aren’t you, Bassem?”

Sam cringed as the girl turned to face the Egyptian giant, but the man didn’t move. He’d had his face buried in a book since takeoff and he either didn’t hear the girl or had chosen to ignore her.

She turned back to Sam, unfazed by the lack of response. “Bassem’s not big on talking . . . just big. I’m Mary, by the way.” She stuck out her hand. “And you’re Sam Force.”
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“How did you know that?”

Mary pointed to the small, crumpled piece of paper lying next to the two empty Coke cans on Sam’s tray. “It’s on your boarding pass.”

“Oh.”

“So why are you off to Cairo, Sam Force? Searching for big-bummed pharaohs?”

Here we go, thought Sam, regretting that he’d slipped up on his “no chat” rule. “Nothing that exciting,” he mumbled. “My uncle lives there. He’s an Egyptologist. I have to spend the summer with him.”

“You don’t seem too thrilled.”

That was putting it mildly. For five summers Sam had traveled to Egypt to stay with his uncle Jasper, a man of weird words and whiskers. At first it had all been a bit of an adventure. It had held the promise of discovering ancient tombs, mummies, and chests full of treasure. But the reality was quite different. Sam’s summer tended to involve a lot of time spent sitting in tents, sifting through piles of rocks, looking for bits of pottery. Trouble was, old bits of pottery look a lot like small rocks, and that makes the whole process very time consuming and incredibly boring.

Sam was thirteen now, and in the past couple of years the long, hot days in the desert had lost their allure. He wanted to have a normal vacation, doing the kinds of things other kids in his class did. Going to the movies, swimming, and hanging out with friends. If there was going to be any sand involved, he wanted it to be on a beach. The thought of yet another summer wasted in the Egyptian desert bored him to tears.

Apparently it showed on his face.

“I’m not really into all that old Egyptian stuff,” Sam said.

Mary laughed. “Well, I’m afraid you’re heading to the wrong country, because pretty much everything in Egypt is Egyptian and old.”

There was another reason Sam would never truly feel comfortable in Cairo. If he was honest with himself, it was the real reason he hated his summer vacation. Memories that he had spent five years trying to bury in his mind like unwanted artifacts. His school counselors tried to dig them up on purpose, and sometimes inquisitive travelers did it by accident.

Mary elbowed him in the ribs.

Sam started. “Sorry, what?”

“I was asking what your uncle is working on at the moment.”

“Some old pharaoh.”

Mary smiled. “Yes, well, they all tend to be pretty old. Any idea which one?”

“Akon something,” Sam said as he pulled the copy of his uncle’s last e-mail out of his pocket. “Akhenaten,” he pronounced slowly.

“The heretic king.”

Sam skimmed the first few lines of his uncle’s e-mail. “Yeah, that’s what my uncle called him. Are you into Egyptian stuff?”

Mary’s eyes lit up. “Mad for it. I’m Egyptian, you know. Well, half, anyway.”

Sam glanced back at the giant Egyptian with a book for a head, sitting behind her. “Is that your dad?”

Mary laughed again. “Bassem? No way. He’s more like a . . . what would you say, Bassem, a minder?” Bassem lived up to his nontalkative reputation by keeping his nose buried in his book.

“My mother was Egyptian, and my father is English,” continued Mary, “but my interest in Egyptology comes from him. It’s a hobby for him, but I want it to be more than that for me. I’m going to be just like your uncle.”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Trust me, you don’t want to do that.” But even as he spoke, a plan formed in his mind. “Mary, I don’t suppose you could tell me a bit about this Akon guy?”

“Akhenaten? Sure. What do you want to know?”

“Not too much,” Sam assured her. “Just the basics.”

Mary tapped her chin with one finger, as though she were a professor pondering an important question. “Did you know that he got his name as the heretic king because he banned the worship of all the gods and decreed there would be only one? Aten, the sun god.”

“Why did he do that?”

“I’m not sure. Make things a bit easier for his people, perhaps. There were more than five hundred different gods back then.”

“Okay. What else?” Sam asked as he added a sun above his big-bummed pharaoh.

“There’s a lot written on him. I bet your uncle has a few books.”

Sam was sure he did, but that was what he wanted to avoid. “Can’t you just tell me the important stuff?”

“Well, I’m not really an expert on him. Why are you so interested anyway? I thought you weren’t into old Egyptian stuff.”

Sam looked up from his sketchbook. “I’m not, but I really want to go to the new water park in Cairo.”

She frowned. “I don’t follow.”

“Well, my uncle always likes me to do a bit of research on his current dig before I arrive. I never do. I just kind of fake my way through it. But if I turn up and impress him with all the stuff I learned on this Aken guy . . .”

“Akhenaten.”

“Whatever. Then he might let me go to the water park.”

“Let you?” said Mary. “Is your uncle some kind of tyrant?”

“No, not at all,” said Sam. “It’s just that he thinks I’m into all this ancient Egypt stuff as much as he is. He always sees my visits as a chance to teach me. He wants to pack in as much as he can. I’ve tried to drop hints about movies and trips to places that aren’t the desert, but it’s like he thinks I’m there for Egyptology School and not summer vacation.”

“So you think that if you really impress him, he might be more inclined to grant you a special wish?”

Sam frowned. “Well, now you are making it sound kind of dumb, but yeah. That was the plan.”

“So what’s in it for me?”

“I dunno. You can come too, if you want.”

“Sam Force, are you asking me on a date?”

Sam’s face dropped. “What? No. Not like that. I just meant . . . you know . . .”

Mary laughed. “Relax, Force. I’m just messing with you. If I can help you impress your uncle enough to get you a trip to the water park, then that’ll be my good deed for the summer. Now, for starters you’re going to have to learn to say that Aken guy’s name properly.”

  *  *  *  

BY THE TIME THE FLIGHT landed, sam had scored two more cans of Coke and what felt like a school year’s worth of information on Akhenaten. Mary had well and truly backed up her claim about being “mad” on all things Egyptian. Sam knew he wouldn’t remember most of it, but hoped enough would stick to impress his uncle.

After the Egyptian lessons, they had moved on to other topics, and thankfully none of those had been his parents.

They chatted about music, where they quickly discovered they had totally different tastes. Sam was into guitars, the louder the better, while Mary was into dance music and listed half a dozen DJs Sam had never heard of. Unable to find any common ground in music, they moved on to movies. When the plane touched down they were trying to rank the Harry Potter series from best to worst, but had come to the conclusion it was more a case of best to most awesome. For once, the conversation had been easy and light. Mary never pushed Sam for more personal information.

It never failed to amaze Sam how, within seconds of hitting the runway, the calm and ordered interior of a plane transformed into a writhing mass of bodies and arms as everyone leapt to their feet and wrestled their bags from the overhead lockers. Repeated requests from the cabin staff to remain seated were always ignored as the urge to be the first to get out the door swept through the plane like a virus.

Sam, as always, sat back to enjoy the show and was about to comment on the chaos when Mary’s giant guardian plucked her from her seat to join the fray. As the river of passengers swallowed them up, Mary had time to manage only a quick smile and point to her seat. On it was a piece of paper with a note:

Good luck with Operation Waterpark.

Call me if you need more help.

Mary 555-7563.

When Sam looked up again, Mary had been lost in the flood of cheap shirts and Windbreakers.

  *  *  *  

THE MAD RUSH TO EXIT the aircraft seemed even more comical when you knew you weren’t even at the terminal. Like a lot of international airports, Cairo received more flights than it had room for, so many passengers found their plane parked in a distant corner of the runway and were forced to endure a bumpy bus ride that seemed to take almost as long as the flight itself.

Sam gave up all hope of catching up with Mary again when his bus stopped and disgorged him and forty others into a throng of more than five hundred people, all pushing toward the next challenge: the very limited number of customs desks.

The first time he had arrived in Cairo alone the process had been freaky, but after five summers, there was no longer any fear. Now it was just depressing. The wait in the long winding queue was tedious and a fitting intro to a vacation that promised nothing but more of the same.

After answering a series of questions from a customs official who seemed as unhappy about being there as he was, Sam collected his bag and slipped out through the automatic doors into the cavernous arrival hall. The sensation always reminded Sam of something he witnessed at a fish farm on a school trip: baby fish, being tipped from the relative safety of a bucket into a big blue lake. At Cairo airport, passengers were funneled out into a sea of brown faces sprinkled with sets of gleaming white teeth. Cries of “Taxi! Taxi!” rippled through the mob as each new potential customer, or victim, as Sam liked to think of them, appeared from behind the sliding doors.

Strolling calmly along the crowd barrier, Sam put on his best “been here, seen this” look, but despite his obvious disinterest, he still received a “Taxi! Taxi!” from every face he passed. He didn’t take it personally, it was just how the place worked, and he really had seen it all before. After running the “Taxi! Taxi!” gauntlet he would reach the end of the crowd barrier, and standing there in a hideous Hawaiian shirt and old faded blue cap, with a face full of white whiskers, would be Uncle Jasper. After a rib-crushing hug, Jasper would grab Sam’s bag and usher him to the door, swatting off “Taxi! Taxi!” related inquires as he went.

That was how it had always happened.

But not this time.


2

THE POLYESTER WALL

THE TRICK WAS TO KEEP moving. If you stopped, even for a moment, the “Taxi! Taxi!” men would take it as a sign that you were contemplating their message. Then it was down to who would get the job. Closest man to the victim was the way that worked. In seconds you’d find yourself surrounded by a tightly packed group of drivers, all trying to grab a piece of you. Literally. The problem was, Sam had to stop. He was at the end of the crowd barriers. This was where Uncle Jasper always stood. Always.

The cries of “Taxi! Taxi!” were becoming more urgent as competition for Sam’s business increased. Eager hands grabbed for his bag, and as Sam wrenched it free, he scanned the crowd for a glimpse of a garish Hawaiian shirt. Instead, he was confronted by an ever shrinking circular wall of stinky polyester.

Suddenly, a smiling face topped with a mop of greasy black hair appeared at Sam’s feet. Even by Cairo standards, tunneling between the legs of the other drivers was a cheeky move. Howls of protest rippled through the group as the teen forced his way to his feet. Sam’s first thought was that he looked way too young to drive a taxi.

The boy leaned in close so he could make himself heard above the racket. “Your name is Sam, yes?”

Sam let out a sigh of relief. “Yes. Yes, it is. Did my uncle send you?”

“I know nothing of your uncle, but there is a man looking for you. He has your picture.”

Sam was confused. “Okay. Maybe my uncle sent him. Can you take me to him?”

The boy shook his head. “No, my friend. This is not a man you want to see.”

“Why not?”

“He is police. In this town, that is not good. Come, come.” The young driver picked up Sam’s suitcase and began burrowing through the crowd.

“Why are the police looking for me?” asked Sam, but he already suspected it had something to do with his uncle. “You need to take me to him,” he said more forcefully.

“No, no. You come with me,” the boy insisted as he squeezed through a gap in the polyester wall. “It’s better.”

The faint trace of panic building in Sam since he’d gotten to the end of the crowd barriers now threatened to overwhelm him as he watched a complete stranger disappear with his gear. “Stop! Take me to the police,” he shouted, lunging for his suitcase.

The mention of the P-word had a magical effect on the taxi drivers. They melted away in an instant, stepping away from both Sam and the rather surprised Egyptian boy who was holding the suitcase. Sam saw a flicker of worry in the boy’s eyes, and he spun around to see a chubby, middle-aged man in a faded brown suit waddling toward them. “Is that the man who has my picture?” Sam turned back for an answer, but the boy had made like a taxi driver and disappeared, leaving the suitcase on the ground.

“Sam Force?” wheezed the man in the brown suit. “You are Sam Force, yes?”

“Yes, I am. Where’s my uncle?”

The policeman either didn’t hear Sam, or chose to ignore him. Wrapping a pudgy hand around the suitcase, he motioned toward the far end of the arrival hall. “Come with me, please.”

  *  *  *  

SAM FOLLOWED THE POLICEMAN AND his bag through a door with a large sign that read AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. They shuffled down a long white corridor, up two flights of stairs, and down another identical corridor. At the far end was their final destination: a small room with a battered steel table and two matching chairs.

“Please have a seat,” said the policeman as he collapsed into his. The walk from the arrival hall had exhausted him. His forehead was covered in beads of sweat that sparkled like little jewels under the naked bulb hanging above the table. He made a show of flicking through the papers in the file that had been waiting there, but Sam suspected this was an excuse to get his breath back.

Minutes passed. The silence and the man’s lack of urgency began to get to Sam. If it was some kind of interview technique, it was working. At first Sam had been glad to be free of the mad crush of taxi drivers and the insistent boy. He was with a policeman now. Everything would be all right. But the man in front of him was making no effort to reassure him. In fact, he was acting like he was barely aware that Sam was there.

Sam had been determined that he wouldn’t be the first to speak, but he couldn’t stand the silence. The fat man had won. “Where is my uncle?” He’d tried to deliver the question calmly, but he sounded like a whiny kid.

The policeman looked up from his file and smiled, but the act wasn’t meant to offer comfort. “That,” he sneered, “is what we were hoping you could help us with.”

“What do you mean? I just arrived. I was supposed to meet Uncle Jasper here.”

The cop closed the brown folder with a theatrical thump. “Yes, we are aware of that and had hoped to make contact with your uncle ourselves. But it seems he has decided not to show his face.”

Sam’s mind raced. “Why would he do that? I mean, maybe something is wrong. Maybe something happened to him.”

“Something is wrong, all right.” The policeman thumped the folder again to make his point. “Your uncle has disappeared, along with a great deal of his employer’s money. A great deal of money,” he repeated, then looked down at his notes. “And a metal detector.”

“From the EEF?” Sam shook his head. “He took money from the EEF? They don’t have any. That’s the problem. My uncle is always complaining that his work is underfunded.”

The policeman’s eyes sparkled like the sweat on his forehead. He thrust a chubby hand inside his jacket for a pen. Throwing open the file, he began to scribble furiously. “I see. So you are saying your uncle has had money troubles with the EEF?”

Sam had a feeling things were getting out of control. “No . . . I mean, well, he works for them. The Egyptian Exploratory Fund . . . they fund his work. It’s what they do!” Sam sat back and took a deep breath, aware that the policeman was writing what he was saying, word for word. “Listen,” he said calmly. “My uncle wouldn’t steal money. If you knew him, you’d know how stupid that idea is. He just wouldn’t. There must be some mistake.”

The policeman made a show of slipping his pen back into his pocket, as if to let Sam know he wasn’t interested in his theories. “Young boy, the evidence speaks for itself, so perhaps I would say to you there are things you do not know about your uncle.”

“What evidence?”

“You don’t need to concern yourself with that. Now, before we conclude the interview, there is something you can help us with. We are having trouble locating your uncle’s residence. It seems the EEF has no record of it.” The pen was produced again, placed on the folder, and slid across the table. “If you would be so kind as to write down the address, then we can proceed with organizing your departure.”

“Departure?”

“Naturally, you cannot stay in Egypt. Arrangements will be made to return you to your boarding school in Boston.”

“But what about my uncle? You’re not listening. My uncle wouldn’t steal money. If he’s disappeared, then he must be in trouble. You need to find him.”

The policeman leaned across the table, a trace of menace tainting his tone as he spoke. “We will do everything necessary to find your uncle and bring him to justice. You can be sure of that.”

“You’ve already decided he’s guilty.”

“He is guilty!” The policeman heaved himself to his feet. “Your uncle will be hunted down and put in jail for a very long time. Do you understand? Now give me his address.” He rammed a chubby finger into the folder.

The sudden outburst caught Sam by surprise, and the fright must have showed on his face. The policeman smirked and lowered his considerable bulk back on his seat. He was about to say something else when he was interrupted by a polite knock.

“Excuse me, sir. Ahmed from the front desk needs to see you. Your car is about to be towed away.”

Sam was in a daze, but the voice in the doorway registered somewhere in his brain. He looked up to see the boy who had tried to take his bag.

Muttering and cursing, the policeman pulled himself out of his chair again and waddled out of the room. He left without a backward glance, slamming and locking the door behind him. Sam was still trying to work out what had happened when the door opened again, and the smiling taxi driver slipped in.

The boy darted over to the suitcase. “I tell you, you do not want to speak to this man. You agree now, yes?”

“Um, I guess.”

“So, I come get you. But we must hurry,” the boy urged. “The policeman will be back soon.”

It was Sam’s turn to spring from his chair as the boy and suitcase disappeared out the door. “Is the policeman’s car really being towed away?” he asked as they raced down the corridor.

“No,” the boy answered over his shoulder. “I don’t even think there is a front desk. So we need to hurry before that policeman finds out.”

  *  *  *  

AS THEY CAME DOWN THE stairs, the door that opened into the terminal seemed a long way off to Sam. Surely, the fat policeman would bust them before they made it out. The boy had reached the same conclusion. At the bottom of the staircase he slipped around behind Sam, motioning for him to follow.

“Come, come. We wait here.”

“What’s your name?” asked Sam as they squeezed into a space that made Harry Potter’s bedroom look big.

“Hadi,” he whispered.

“Why are you doing this?”

The door at the other end of the corridor opened.

“Quiet,” hissed Hadi, pushing Sam’s head down into the shadows behind the suitcase. The sound of shoes slapping on concrete got louder. Sam didn’t need to see to know it was the policeman. It was probably the most exercise he’d had in years. The heavy footsteps and labored breathing faded as he climbed the stairs.

“Let’s go, my friend,” said Hadi. “The big man will discover you have gone very shortly.”

That thought propelled Sam out of their hiding place, and he led the way toward the door. He grabbed the door handle and pulled. It didn’t move, and his panic must have shown.

“Push,” said Hadi calmly. “And do not rush. We don’t want to draw attention.”

Sam’s heart was beating so fast it felt like it was going to burst out of his mouth. He took a deep breath, pushed the door open, and stepped out into the bustling terminal. The gaggle of “Taxi! Taxi!” chanters had formed around the arrival gate again. Nobody gave the two boys wandering toward the main doors a second glance, but it still took all Sam’s self-control not to break into a run. Hadi must have sensed this, because he spoke softly from behind. “Slowly, slowly, my friend. We have plenty of time. The fat man is far behind us.”

The airport’s cool air dissolved as the sliding glass doors parted for the boys, and they were engulfed by the hot, humid Cairo summer. Hadi took the lead now, crossing the road into the huge airport parking lot. As they moved deeper into the sea of dusty late-model cars, Sam couldn’t help checking over his shoulder for a sign that they were being pursued.

The third time he did it, he walked straight into Hadi, who had stopped next to a battered old purple Skoda. Nearly every taxi in Cairo looks like it had just taken part in a demolition derby, but they all had the same color scheme—and it wasn’t purple.

“I thought you were a taxi driver,” Sam said as Hadi tossed the suitcase into the trunk.

The boy shrugged. “I drive. People pay money. That makes me a taxi driver, yes?”

“Fair enough. But why go to all that trouble to help me?”

Hadi opened the passenger door for Sam. “I don’t like the police. They make much trouble for everyone. That man with your picture, I know he is police straightaway, so when I see you, I decide to make a little trouble for him.”

“Lucky for me.”

“And maybe lucky for me if you decide to reward me.” Hadi beamed a choirboy smile as he shut Sam’s door and skipped around to the driver’s side.

  *  *  *  

IT SEEMED ODD TO SAM that after going to all the trouble of getting him out of the airport, Hadi was going to kill him before he got paid. But that was how things looked as the young Egyptian coaxed the Skoda to a crazy speed down the main road into the city.

Hadi swerved from lane to lane, hunting the empty spaces between cars and trucks or making his own by nudging his car across the painted line and forcing the driver next to him to brake.

Sam thought their mad dash was over when they caught up to two huge trucks blocking both city-bound lanes. Hadi thumped his horn impatiently as he raced up behind them, like an angry dog harassing two lumbering elephants. One of the trucks drifted out of its lane, and a narrow gap appeared, but it was too small for the Skoda. Or so Sam thought.

He watched wide-eyed as Hadi slotted his car in between the moving walls of steel with just inches to spare. The stereo roar of truck engines drowned out the sound of Hadi’s horn as they raced up the truck canyon. Sam gripped the faded old dashboard so hard that cracks appeared around his fingers. The gap of sunlight ahead shrank alarmingly, but just as Sam readied himself for the screech of metal on metal they popped out onto open road.

“How long have you been driving?” Sam forced out through gritted teeth.

“Many years,” Hadi replied with a beaming smile. “I drive good, yes? That is why all my clients like me. Fast man around town.”
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