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			For my cat, Captain Flash. 
May you never run out of socks to terrorize.

		

	
		
			1

			Tomb Raiding Isn’t All It’s Cracked Up to Be

			Noon, about two stories underneath Alexandria

			I brushed another chunk of two-thousand-year-old dirt off the horse femur. It was lying in a shallow alcove in the Hall of Caracalla, part of the catacombs that ran underneath Alexandria. I readjusted my baseball cap and cleared the sweat off my forehead before glancing up at the man crouched on the other side of the mummified horse remains. Mike, the dig supervising postdoc I’d been saddled with, was a couple years older than me and suffered the poor posture and starters’ beer gut rampant amongst grad students everywhere. Especially the ones who spend more time than wise hunched over a computer and/or things buried in the ground.

			Annnddd Mike was still engrossed with the front end of the ­skeleton . . .

			I swore silently. Great. Just fantastic. Out of all the dig sites on my list, leave it to me to pick the one in the middle of a heat wave with stifling stale air and the overattentive postdoc. I’d been stuck in Egypt for three days now on a job that should have taken hours. If Mike would just leave me alone for fifteen minutes even, I could find my way into the lower levels, grab my Medusa head, and get the hell out before anyone double-checked my paperwork.

			“Shit.” I dropped my brush and braced against the wall as the entire burial chamber shook; the catacombs ran under a main artery of the city, and every time a heavier-than-average truck passed overhead, the whole thing trembled. On the bright side, the truck meant it had to almost be lunchtime. Maybe I could convince Mike to take a long break . . .

			Artifact or not, three days in this tomb with Mike—the one postdoc in the entire IAA who doesn’t shunt his work on to grad students—and I was well past my breaking point . . .

			Come on, Owl, keep in character: you’re Serena, a young, impressionable grad student trying to wrangle a decent dig for her PhD, not an antiquities thief with personal space issues . . .

			Mike shifted, leaning further over the horse’s skeleton.

			Curious, I glanced up and caught where he was looking—not at the horse skull.

			Oh screw staying in character. Captain would be getting restless, and this job was taking too long anyways.

			“I swear to God, you stare down my shirt one more time, I’m going to break your nose with my pickax,” I said.

			Mike sat up and feigned shock—or maybe it was shock at getting caught. “What? I swear, I wasn’t—”

			I glared. “Mike, I’m tired. My sinuses are filled with enough dust to last a week, and the only thing I want right now is a cold beer, which is now impossible because the beer fridge broke yesterday—meaning I’m stuck with warm beer, only half an excavated horse, and you staring down my shirt.” I derived some satisfaction as the shock on his face faded to a resigned white pallor when he realized I wasn’t buying his protest.

			“I refuse to take my frustration out on the skeleton,” I continued. “The horse can’t help that it’s caked in two thousand years’ worth of dirt—and the beer is technically still drinkable. Guess which of the three things pissing me off right now that leaves? I’ll give you a hint, Mike. It’s the one acting like a dick.”

			He shifted and wiped the fresh sweat off his face with a dirt-covered palm. He gulped, “I’ll—ah—how about I go grab us water and lunch?”

			I glanced back down at my horse femur. “You do that,” I said, and went back to brushing sediment off the bone until Mike’s last footstep was followed by the gate clanging shut behind him.

			Finally. I pulled my cell out of my pocket and dialed Nadya. From now on no more sneaking in as a grad student . . . For whatever reason, these days the IAA was upping security just about everywhere. Where normally I’d only worry about the dose of sedative needed to knock out an overly attentive postdoc like Mike, now I had to contend with security checking up on us at random intervals. Understandable, considering the boom in demand for antiquities, but that didn’t mean it didn’t still piss me the hell off . . .

			The IAA, or International Archaeology Association, is the organization that governs every single university archaeology department on the planet. They’re also the self-appointed authority responsible for keeping all supernatural elements under wraps, and they aren’t shy about enforcing it. Creative bastards too. They’d not only tanked my career but also driven me half off the grid.

			Which was another reason I needed to get a move on.

			Come to think of it, if I’d just let postdocs like Mike stare down my shirt while I’d been in grad school, I’d probably have had my PhD and a cushy museum job by now . . . I’m sure there’s a life lesson to be learned in there somewhere.

			Nadya picked up after the second ring. “Alix? What is taking you so long?”

			“Not now,” I said, keeping my voice low on the off chance the echo carried. “I’ve got ten, maybe fifteen minutes until Mike gets back. Do we know where the hell the Medusa head is yet? And I don’t mean ‘it’s in the crypt’; I mean exact location down to the room corner if you’ve got it. I really don’t want to have to break in here at night.”

			The IAA guards were only half the problem; I was more worried about the vampires. Just because Alexander and the Paris boys hadn’t crawled out of their hole in three months didn’t mean they weren’t skulking around looking for me. This was the third job back-to-back in North Africa. If Alexander had gotten word about the Morocco catacombs and my impromptu pit stop in Algeria, he’d have feelers out in every city along the Barbary Coast and right on through to Istanbul.

			There was a pause on the other end. “Alix, we can abort the job and come back in a month—after things cool down,” Nadya said.

			I read between the lines. The Morocco catacombs hadn’t been the problem. It’d been the Algerian private collection. Let’s just say helping myself to a couple Pharaonic pieces hadn’t gone well with the owner . . . or the Algerian police.

			I shut down that train of thought. Out of principle I couldn’t have bypassed Algeria—even if I’d wanted to, and provided Rynn, Mr. Kurosawa, and Lady Siyu never found out . . .

			“Nadya, if you get me the exact location, I can grab the Medusa head and still be out of here before anyone’s the wiser.”

			“I couldn’t find the exact location—notes on the Russian archaeology server were spotty—but it should be somewhere under you.”

			“Under me? There’s an entire flooded catacomb underneath me.” The underground rooms and chambers spanned three floors, all decorated with images of the Greek Medusa, the protector, mixed in with the Egyptian pantheon. A spiral staircase connected the first two floors, winding its way from the burial dining hall past the carved Medusa heads to the second-level burial chambers, and then on to the flooded third. Since no one had figured out how to reroute the rainwater away from the dig site and drain the last level, the third level had been cemented off decades ago. Considering the state of Egyptian sewers after the recent string of revolutions, opening up excavations down there was a moot point.

			“I am not a genie, Alix—I do not make maps appear out of thin air—and Alexandria was your stupid idea.”

			“Hey, not fair—”

			“Mr. Kurosawa told you to get either the Moroccan death mask or the Caracalla Medusa head, not both,” Nadya said.

			I shut up. It had been my bright idea to hit both jobs . . . and stop in Algiers. And no, it’s not greedy; it’s good game planning and time management. Speaking of time management, I checked my watch. Two minutes had passed since Mike had left. Half an hour was his usual lunch break . . . Now all I needed was the map. Considering the upped IAA security at the catacombs—and everywhere, for that matter—I hadn’t dared bring one on me. Hard to explain a treasure map stuffed in my backpack at a random spot search . . .

			“Nadya, you’ve got my laptop ready?”

			“Give me a minute.” I heard Nadya fiddling with my laptop, followed by a stream of Russian curses a moment later. “Alix, I can’t make head or tail of the login screen—call the elf and get him to do it for you.”

			By “elf,” Nadya meant Carpe Diem, my World Quest buddy . . . and actual elf. The real deal, supernatural version. Yeah, I hadn’t been too happy about finding that little fact out either. I had enough supernaturals to deal with in my life right now, including my boss, Mr. Kurosawa, and my on-again-off-again boyfriend, Rynn. Off again if he ever found out about Algiers . . .

			There were a couple good reasons why I didn’t want to call Carpe; near the top of my list was the fact that though he might be my World Quest teammate, deep down at the bottom of his sorcerer’s black heart he was just another goddamn thief. Giving him access to my inventory was more temptation versus trust than I cared to test—I know I’d have a hard time not pilfering his game inventory. There was one other reason though, that topped that one. “Because every time I talk to Carpe he starts whining about that stupid book.”

			“I thought that was in Egypt,” Nadya said.

			“My point exactly—look, it’s easy, log in to my World Quest game and pull up my maps inventory. The red one, top-right corner.”

			I heard more swearing on the other end as Nadya typed. “Found it. Egypt, no?”

			I shifted the phone so I could rummage through my backpack for my GPS. “Yeah. Under that there should be a list of cities. Pull up Alexandria and go to the Caracalla’s tomb. Left corner will have a legend shortcut search. Enter Medusa head.” In fact, there were many Medusa heads in the Caracalla catacomb, but only one that would register as worth stealing in World Quest. I’d had the map in my inventory for a while now but had never really considered going after the World Quest version—not worth the time or effort lootwise. But, if I knew World Quest and the developers’ penchant for historical accuracy bordering on obsession, the location would be dead-on.

			And no, there is no ethical debate about using my video game to make my day job easier. Consider it an out-of-game exploit.

			“I found it,” Nadya said, and gave me the coordinates to plug into my GPS. Hunh, it really was right underneath me, give or take twenty feet.

			“You’re by the horse burial, yes?” Nadya said. “There should be another burial chamber directly below you—a circular chamber, about twice the size of the one you’re in now. The map shows the Medusa head on the north side above a sarcophagus.”

			Sarcophagus? Out of reflex my heart sped up. I don’t have the best track record with sarcophagi. To be honest, I was more worried about the highway caving in above us than any lingering supernatural residents. The IAA wouldn’t have let Mike down here without a half-decent sweep, and up until a few decades ago the entire catacombs had been flooded. Any supernaturals should be long gone.

			Still . . . “Any red dots on the map?” I asked. Red dots on World Quest maps denoted in-game monsters.

			“No—nothing.”

			I let out my breath. No red dots, no monsters.

			“OK, Medusa head, north side, chamber below me.” I made certain my phone compass still worked underground and checked the time. Twenty-five minutes tops before Mike returned from lunch. I could explain away a five- or ten-minute absence, but I’d have to be fast. If things went as planned, we’d be back on a flight to Vegas by early evening.

			Get to work, Owl, and get the hell out. I scribbled on a sticky note—bathroom break—and stuck it by the horse femur, then ducked through a narrow passage to a side burial chamber—one where I’d scouted out loose tiles the day before during one of Mike’s washroom runs.

			I kneeled down, pulled some heavier tools from my backpack, and set to work lifting the corner tile. Within a moment I pulled it free and shone my flashlight down. The light reflected off stagnant water and an exposed stone surface. I cracked the first light stick and dropped it down.

			As it struck the water and sunk to the bottom, the tiles decorating the floor flared into existence. Greens and blues that hadn’t seen sunlight in almost two thousand years depicted a mosaic of Medusa heads arranged in circles that wound their way in and out of the light stick’s glare.

			I gave a low whistle. Not every day you get to see something that untouched.

			On a positive note, I gauged the water at only a few feet deep. The exposed stone surface I’d picked up with my flashlight, however, was a more disconcerting matter; a second sarcophagus . . .

			Emperor Caracalla, the guy who built the catacomb, was the head of the Roman Pharaonic cult of Alexandria in the second century AD. His lifelong obsession was getting his hands on the Egyptian burial spells that would grant him a Pharaoh’s ticket to the immortal afterlife. As part of his spirit quest, he massacred twenty thousand Alexandrians, slaughtered a perfectly good set of chariot horses—one of which I’d spent the last three days excavating—and assassinated his own brother. A real all-around, outstanding citizen . . . Shame he never did find the right Egyptian burial spells.

			I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what—or who—Caracalla stuck in the second sarcophagus.

			I took another breath. The IAA cleared the place, and World Quest had no monsters listed in here . . . and Caracalla at least had the good taste to bury himself with a gold-and-emerald-encrusted Medusa head . . .

			I set a climbing hook into the stone pillar above the hole and secured my rope, doing my best to think about the Medusa head and not the second sarcophagus.

			I started lowering myself down the hole, when my phone started to buzz and chime in my pocket. I frowned. I was sure I’d turned the damn ringer off—in fact, I know I had . . . I glanced at the number. Son of a bitch . . .

			“What the hell do you want?”

			“You missed game time,” came Carpe’s voice, closer to feminine than masculine on the sliding gray scale of male vocal texture.

			Goddamn it—he must have been monitoring my or Nadya’s phone. “I’m working—” I started.

			“You’re in Egypt,” he said, his voice thick with accusation.

			I closed my eyes; I didn’t have time for this. “Carpe, I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, I’m not getting your goddamn book!”

			“You’re doing this out of spite because I didn’t tell you I was an elf.”

			Ha. Far from it. In fact, I wished to hell he’d never told me. “No, I’m not refusing out of spite, I’m refusing on grounds of self-preservation.”

			“It’s a quick trip past the pyramids, you could be back in a day—”

			“I don’t care! I’m more interested in my neck—specifically that at the end of the day it’s still attached to both my head and body.”

			“Alix, it’s a matter of life and death—”

			Knowing Carpe, I doubted that very much. I started to lower myself through the hole. If I lost reception, all the better. “No, if you keep this up, I’m going to take out hits on you in World Quest—then it will be a matter of life and death.”

			I heard the rumble overhead before I felt the chamber shake around me. I swore.

			“Owl? What’s that noise?” Carpe said, his voice wary.

			“Got to go,” I said, and shoved the phone back in my pocket. I grabbed the edge of the floor with my free hand and held on to the rope with the other. I wasn’t risking my neck going against a real mummy just for Carpe’s stupid spell book . . .

			As the growl of the truck above faded into the distance, the chamber didn’t stop shaking. I felt the hook holding my rope give.

			Shit. I threw my weight against the edge of the hole as the rope slipped through my fingers and disappeared into the shadows of the pool below. With a last look down at the pool I started to pull myself up. That had been way too close—

			A snap echoed through the chamber as the stone tile I was holding onto cracked.

			My legs were still suspended over the crypt. I held my breath and carefully pulled myself up. I could still climb out and get the hell out of this mess . . . I kept thinking that even as the tile snapped cleaned through.

			“Son of a—” The rest of that sentence was distorted by my hitting the stone sarcophagus.

			Pain shot up my side as the ornate lid of the stone sarcophagus broke my fall, knocking the wind out of me. I lay there for a moment, my ears ringing as I mentally checked that everything was working and still where it was supposed to be.

			Well, look at the bright side: at least the sarcophagus stopped me from plunging into the stagnant water. It smelled so much worse down here . . .

			Back still smarting, I pushed myself up to seated. By the weight, I knew my flashlight was still tucked inside my jacket, so I fished that out first and turned on the high beam to quickly survey the burial chamber and get my bearings. The entire room was roughly sixteen by sixteen feet, maybe bigger, and consisted of rounded, arched walls and a vaulted ceiling. All four walls were decorated with carved and painted Medusa heads, a common protection symbol Pharaonic Romans buried themselves and their goods with. For some strange reason, out of all the Greek and Roman gods out there, the Pharaonic Romans had focused on Medusa as a protector. Thank God Gorgons were isolated to the northern side of the Mediterranean—something about a deep-seated fear of water. They don’t actually turn you into stone, in case you were wondering. That’s a myth. They cover their victims with ash and a gluelike substance that cauterizes flesh on impact before solidifying—think Pompeii.

			Still intact above the waterline were paintings of the usual Egyptian pantheon suspects: Horus, Isis, Anubis, Osiris. The entire chamber was overly elaborate for the time period and depth, even for an emperor.

			As my flashlight illuminated the north wall directly across from me, I picked out the second sarcophagus sitting in a raised alcove, Latin words carved into the wall above it, and underscored with hieroglyphs.

			Caracalla.

			Pass go and collect two hundred dollars.

			Next, I checked the hole in the ceiling I was partially responsible for. There was no way I’d reach it standing on the sarcophagus—too high. Climbing was out—the walls arched inwards towards the ceiling. I was trapped until Mike and the rest of the dig team came looking for me.

			Well, at least with the collapsed floor I wouldn’t have to explain what the hell I was doing down here.

			I spotted my backpack a few feet away from where I’d landed on the sarcophagus. Flashlight in mouth, I made my way towards it. Get bag, get Medusa head, figure way out . . .

			Unfortunately the sarcophagus had different plans. Years of dampness had covered the domed lid with a slick slime. A hand’s reach away from my backpack, my knees shot out from under me. “Oh you’ve got to be kidding—damn it!” I said as I slid off and landed in knee-deep, stale water.

			Soaked and smelling worse than I had any right to, I pushed myself up and noticed a hole in the side of the sarcophagus—a small one, but a crack nonetheless. I swallowed. Sarcophagi and tombs in general don’t bother me—they come with the territory; it’s when they’re broken open in a sealed-in room that I start to worry.

			OK, Owl—here goes the hard part . . . I edged my flashlight beam through the crack to see if there were any remains left inside . . .

			I yelled as two rats shot out. One dove headfirst into the water, but the second leapt off the stone lid and landed on my head. I shouted again and tried to pull the rat off, but it held on to my hair for dear life. I shook my head in an attempt to dislodge it, but that only gave it the bright idea to dive down my cargo jacket. I batted my body until the rat fell into the water, squeaking once before swimming off after its friend. I shook my head; I’d seen a lot of rats on dig sites, but I’d never had one try to use me as a hiding spot. I chalked it up to rat cabin fever and turned my attention back on the sarcophagus.

			Empty.

			My calves steadied in the water. Empty was good.

			I checked the submerged floor for uneven breaks or outright holes before wading through the knee-deep warm water towards Caracalla’s sarcophagus. Halfway there the stale water deepened past my waist. The floor must have shifted over the past few thousand years. From the blue-white light cast by my submerged light stick, I got a better look at the green-and-blue Medusa-decorated floor, which was even more impressive up close. Days like this, what I wouldn’t give for a few hours and a decent camera . . .

			I also noticed there wasn’t a passageway out in sight, with the exception of the one in the ceiling directly above me.

			Caracalla had been sealed in. Couldn’t blame whoever made that call. With the exception of an IAA fiber optics camera, I was probably the first evidence of humanity to set foot in this chamber in almost two thousand years. Two thirds of the way across, my flashlight beam caught gold, and a glint reflected off the lid.

			Bingo.

			The water shallowed out as I approached the platform. The sarcophagus was raised high enough off the floor that I’d have to climb on top to reach the Medusa head. The left corner of the stone pedestal was cracked where it met the water, but otherwise it looked sturdy enough.

			It was by chance that I caught the submerged tiles switch from pictures depicting Medusa heads to a Roman numeral five inches from my foot. I checked the rest of the floor between me and the pedestal; laid out in a four-by-eight grid was a series of Roman numerals, each one different.

			Shit. A Roman numeral code? But how many numbers, and what was the sequence? More importantly, what happened if I screwed it up?

			Time to call Nadya.

			“Alix, what the hell happened? The entire city shook.”

			Leave it to Nadya to bypass all pleasantries . . . “Just a minor ­cave-in—I’m fine, in fact it might have bought me some time.”

			“Where are you?”

			“Let’s just say the good news is I don’t have to explain to anyone what the hell I’m doing down in Caracalla’s tomb since the floor collapsed underneath me. You should see the artwork—”

			“Alix, just the Medusa head!”

			“All right, all right.” I transferred the phone to my shoulder to get a better look at the layout with my flashlight. “Listen, off the top of your head, have you ever heard of a Roman numeral booby trap associated with Caracalla’s tomb?”

			“I don’t see anything on this map, but the Romans were fond of math problems. Is there an equation nearby?”

			I scanned the area, but nothing stood out. I also didn’t see any major levers or plates—nothing that would indicate poison darts or giant rocks.

			Oh hell, I was never good at math anyways . . . I tossed my bag onto the sarcophagus. “Never mind, Nadya—I’ve got it.” I shoved my phone, which was still on, in my pocket, backed up to the edge of the shallows, took a running start, and leapt right before my foot touched the first Roman numeral.

			I landed halfway on, halfway off the sarcophagus. I was ready for the slime this time and dragged myself up before I slid back into the water.

			I pulled my phone back out of my pocket and balanced it between my ear and shoulder. “OK, I’m on the sarcophagus—”

			I heard Nadya swear. She was not a fan of my run-and-jump method of avoiding traps. “Just be careful with the head piece. It’s high carat.”

			The purer the gold, the easier to dent. That noted, I started to work on the surrounding rock with my chisel. I winced as the chisel hitting rock echoed around the room.

			“Alix, quietly! I can hear you banging over the phone.”

			“I can’t do it any quieter,” I said as I hit it again. The sarcophagus stone chipped as I struck it, and I cringed at the damage. Normally I’d use something more elegant, like acid or some other solvent, but I was short on time.

			“Come on, you stupid decoration—get out of the damn stone,” I said, and wedged my chisel further into the groove. The gold Medusa head lifted a quarter of an inch.

			Two or three more strikes and I’d be able to work it out . . .

			Something larger than a rat scraped against the stone wall, and I got a whiff of something astringent and rotten at the same time.

			A chill ran down my spine. I spun in the direction the noise had originated in, careful to watch my footing on the sarcophagus.

			Nothing moved as my flashlight illuminated the shadows, and the noise didn’t repeat. I chalked it up to my own personal brand of paranoia.

			Still, I picked up the pace on the Medusa head. A minute later it popped free. I switched the phone to my mouth so I could use my chin to hold the head while I fetched the duct tape out of my bag. Trust me, duct-taping an artifact to your stomach sounds a little gutter trash as far as thieves go, but I’m a hell of a lot less likely to lose it that way than if it’s stuffed in my bag or pocket—especially if I have to run.

			Which, if things went as planned this time, wouldn’t happen . . .

			Oh God, I hope to hell I don’t have to run this time. I had enough of that in Algiers . . .

			“Alix, do you have it?” Nadya’s voice came over the phone.

			“Uh—ye-ah—” I finished securing the Medusa head to my stomach and retrieved the phone from my mouth. “Yeah, got it—” I scanned the ceiling and wall on this corner of the chamber, looking for a way out I might have missed. Nothing . . . Shit. “Look, I’ve got to find a way out of here—I’ll call you back as soon as I’m out of the dig site,” I said, then hung up the phone and stuffed it in my front cargo pocket before she could argue.

			Maybe I could figure out a way to get back out that hole in the ceiling . . .

			I grabbed my bag and, after one last pat on the duct tape, leapt off the sarcophagus past the Roman numerals. I swayed as I hit the water and overcompensated, stumbling forward to avoid falling back on the grid . . .

			Something solid brushed up against my leg.

			I swore, more from surprise than anything else—I hate running into things in the dark. I aimed my flashlight to remove the dark factor.

			The front half of a fresh rat corpse brushed up against my khakis. Son of a— Out of reflex, I scrambled back.

			I felt the tile sink under my foot.

			“Oh shit.” I stood perfectly still as the room grumbled, the sound of stone grating on stone. Now what the hell had I just triggered? No holes in the wall, no trapdoors underneath me . . . I glanced up and caught the stone slab sliding open above.

			I dove out of the way before the first cannonball-shaped stone hit the water in front of me, making a loud clicking noise as it struck the tile floors beneath. I let out an involuntary yelp as the second cannonball hit my shoulder. I heard more slabs begin to slide open above.

			So much for keeping my head dry. I took a deep breath and dove under the surface towards the broken sarcophagus on the other side of the room. The stones pelted the water around me, but soon I was in the deeper section and out of range.

			As soon as I reached the shallow end I stood up and pushed wet hair out of my face before glancing back at the stone trap . . . Damn, that had been awful easy. On the one hand, I should be thanking my luck; on the other hand, as a general rule, my luck sucks in situations like this.

			I heard another scrape along the far wall and aimed my flashlight, hoping to catch whatever had made the noise. I had a sinking suspicion it was whatever had bitten the dead rat in two. Like before, whatever it was clung to the shadowed recesses my flashlight couldn’t penetrate.

			The sooner I got out of here the better. I crawled back up on top of the cracked sarcophagus. The hole was only nine feet away, but high enough that I couldn’t reach the edge. I angled my flashlight along the wall, searching for foot- and handholds, but I only found a carved depiction of Anubis, which wasn’t recessed enough for me to get my toes in, or pronounced enough to hold my weight. I turned the flashlight as I heard the scraping noise for a third time, swearing I caught movement just outside my light stick’s range . . .

			I heard a door slam shut a few floors above me, followed by hurried footsteps. “Hey, Serena?” Mike called.

			Five minutes early, but under the circumstances . . .

			I shone the light back through the hole and waved the beam around for good measure. “Down here, Mike.”

			His face appeared over the hole.

			“The floor gave way when the building shook,” I yelled up. More or less the truth. “I need you to throw a rope or something down,” I added, keeping the far side of the room in the corner of my eye.

			“Just wait there, I’ll go get help,” Mike said, and disappeared from view.

			The thing in the corner moved again, and this time I caught a glimpse of what looked like an arm. Yeah, not a chance in hell—

			“No!” I yelled, maybe a little too desperately. When Mike’s perplexed face returned, I added, “I don’t think the room is stable—do you have your rope up there?”

			“Found it,” he said.

			I hoped that either Mike didn’t notice the climbing hook, or, if he did, I could talk myself out of it. “Tie it to something sturdy and lower it down.”

			I heard Mike moving in the cramped space above me.

			The “thing” hiding in the corner grunted, and this time I was ready—I managed to hit it in the face with my flashlight beam.

			An embalmed head, showing too much decay to be recognizable, looked up at me with empty eye sockets. What had to be the mummified remains of Caracalla snarled at me, displaying a rotting mess of sharpened black teeth.

			“Make it faster, Mike,” I yelled. Leave it to me to find the one IAA dig site with a mummy still in it . . . What the hell was the IAA doing nowadays? They were supposed to clear supernaturals out before hapless researchers like Serena and Mike showed up.

			Caracalla said something . . . or I think it tried to say something; its vocal cords weren’t exactly in the best shape. I mean it when I say the Romans messed up the Egyptian incantations. On top of that, I might be a genius at translating written languages—I can read and write ten, three of them dead—but I can’t speak one of them to save my life.

			Caracalla’s mouth twisted up into something reminiscent of a smile, and he began to wade through the water towards me.

			I scrambled as far back as I could until the carved Anubis idol dug into my back.

			“Mike, I mean it, get me the hell out of here—now,” I screamed. There had to be something around here to throw . . .

			Caracalla reached the end of the shallows and stretched one of his black arms towards me before submerging under the water.

			Son of a bitch, they could swim? Mummies weren’t supposed to swim . . .

			“Almost there,” Mike said as the end of my rope slipped over the edge.

			I searched the water for Caracalla as I waited for the rope . . .

			Crack.

			Above me, a fracture line appeared in the floor near the hole. Mike swore.

			“Mike, out of the way—” Son of a bitch—I jumped back into the knee-deep water as a slab of stone, followed by a screaming Mike, crashed into the sarcophagus. The rope followed him down last, sliding off the slippery stone surface and disappearing underneath the water.

			Damn it. I headed over to where Mike sat in the water. “Mike, are you OK?” I said, shaking his arm, hoping nothing had broken.

			He shook his head. “Fine—yeah . . .” His voice trailed off, and his eyes widened as he stretched out his hand, still shaking from the fall, and screamed.

			I glanced over my shoulder. Caracalla stood a few feet away. This close it really resembled a walking corpse rather than an Egyptian mummy. If it’d been a proper mummy, maybe I could have reasoned with it, but this? Not exactly the top of the supernatural food chain . . . though somehow fitting, considering how big an asshole he’d been.

			Mike regained his voice. “Oh my God, it’s a mummy—a real mummy—” In a surprising show of agility, he jumped out of the water and wedged himself up against the sarcophagus—behind me.

			“Hey!” I grabbed his jacket and pulled him back out so he was standing beside me. “Not cool, Mike,” I said, and slapped him hard on his injured shoulder. I didn’t care if this was his first supernatural; hiding behind coworkers was not cool.

			Mike ran his fingers through his hair as he attempted to regain something resembling composure. If anything, I was impressed with how well he kept his balance on the narrow ledge, reminding me of a beer-gutted, facial-hair-wearing ballerina.

			Don’t ask me why that visual came to mind; it’s amazing what adrenaline does.

			“The handbook . . . the handbook says something about this,” Mike said.

			I rolled my eyes. The IAA student handbook was next to useless when it came to supernaturals. One chapter on ghosts and a few phrases in ancient languages—most of which seemed to loosely translate to “please don’t eat me.”

			I’m paraphrasing, but you get the picture.

			“We’re supposed to try and reason with him until the IAA gets here,” Mike continued, turning panicked eyes on me. “Quick, Serena, offer him something.”

			I glared. “It’s living in a pit full of water, eating rats. I don’t think there’s anything we can offer it that we’d be willing to part with.” Though a small part of me was wondering whether I’d be willing to part with Mike. It was a very small part, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit it was there.

			I have to give Mike credit; he didn’t give up. “Greetings, Emperor Caracalla,” he said, clearing his throat.

			Oh this was going to be good . . .

			From the growl Caracalla let out, my guess was he thought about the same. I kept searching for something I could use as a weapon.

			“There are some nice people on their way to get you out,” Mike continued, shaking in fear.

			The mummy growled again, flashing his black teeth.

			Mike stepped back into the sarcophagus. “They’ll feed you all the rats you want—promise!”

			Oh for crying out loud. “Grow a backbone, Mike.”

			Mike whirled on me. “I’m trying to negotiate,” he said.

			“You’re making an idiot out of yourself. Now help me find something to skewer it with before that sorry excuse for a mummy decides we look better than the rats.”

			Mike snapped out of his fear-induced panic and focused on me.

			“That’s more like it—hey!” I said, as his eyes went wide with excitement and he gripped my arm with both clammy hands. He wrapped his arms around my waist and neck in a reverse bear hug, placing me directly between him and Caracalla.

			“What the hell?!” I pried at Mike’s arm wrapped around my throat, but it didn’t budge. Stronger than he looked when terrified . . .

			“Here! Emperor Caracalla. Let me go, and you can have her—”

			“Are you out of your mind? Since when the hell is toss your dig mate to the mummy in the manual?”

			“Extreme measures. I’m making it up as we go along right now,” Mike told me. Louder and to the mummy he said, “Wave once if you are amenable to my terms, great Caracalla.”

			Oh you got to be fucking kidding me.

			I could have sworn Caracalla laughed . . . then again, it was hard to tell. It could just as easily have been growling.

			Time to stop playing Serena, the grad student. “Hey Mike, remember what I said about breaking your nose for looking down my shirt?”

			“Shhh! Quiet. I read that Caracalla liked his women meek and docile.” To the mummy he added, “She’s a little rough around the edges, but not too bad once you clean the dirt off.”

			I shook my head and readied my foot. “Just wanted to let you know trying to trade me to a mummy deserved a hell of a lot worse than a broken nose, that’s all.”

			Mike howled as my foot connected hard with his precious bits. He let go and doubled over, eyes wide in shock.

			“And you also get a broken nose.” I grabbed Mike’s head—already conveniently doubled over—and connected his nose with my knee. Mike’s eyes glassed over for a brief moment before he sunk to the floor and passed out against the sarcophagus. I turned back to Caracalla, still approaching through the water. As tempting as it was to offer the mummy Mike, I wasn’t willing to cross that line. It was just safer for everyone involved, especially me, if Mike was left out of the negotiations from this point on.

			Now, left with only the mummy to deal with, I had a chance to better scan the room for options. By some unknown miracle, Mike’s rope had fallen near the sarcophagus in the shallows. I hopped down from the pedestal lip and felt under the surface for the rope, never letting the mummy out of my sight as he paced the edge of my side of the shallows. “You stay on your side, I’ll stay on my side . . .” I said, more of a hope than a threat.

			Caracalla glanced up toward the hole in the ceiling before spreading what was left of his lips in macabre mimicry of a smile.

			Great, just fantastic. The mummy had the wherewithal to figure out there was a new exit.

			My fingers brushed against the nylon rope. I wrapped it around my wrist and searched my bag for my grappling hook. In general, I stay the hell away from grappling hooks. You’re more likely to eviscerate yourself or fall to your death than orchestrate a timely escape. Having said that, I was desperate.

			I tied the rope end off fast and reeled the hook back for a throw. It bounced harmlessly off the ledge and fell back down in an arc. Right idea, wrong execution . . .

			I shoulder-checked Caracalla in time to see him reach into the water. I got a good look at what he retrieved: a jagged, broken bone—femur was a good guess . . .

			And human.

			“Hello—anyone?” I yelled, hoping someone else had come back down to see what had happened to me and Mike. “Need some help down here, like right now.” But all that came back was the echo of my own voice warped by the water in the tomb—that, and another truck running overhead.

			The mummy made a grating, laughing noise that reminded me of a monster on a bad amusement park ride.

			Come on, you stupid rope, come on. I threw it again and was rewarded with a catch.

			Caracalla dove under the water.

			Son of a bitch. Why the hell hadn’t I ever read anything about swimming mummies? I might be able to shimmy up the rope, but not before I could pull Mike out. Maybe I should just leave him for Caracalla . . . but I dismissed that thought and repeated my newest mantra: I am better than Mr. Kurosawa and also the IAA.

			I shone the flashlight over the surface but didn’t spot Caracalla. Damn it, what the hell was I supposed to do with a swimming mummy?

			I retrieved my phone and made the call I’d gone out of my way to avoid making since setting foot in Egypt.

			I called Rynn.

			To give him credit, he picked up on the first ring.

			“Alix.”

			No detectable anger, no accusations . . . this was good. “Hey Rynn, listen, I’m in a bit of a jam—what do you know about Egyptian mummies from the Roman era? The ones who look more like rotting corpses.”

			There was a brief pause. “What the hell are you doing in Egypt?”

			“Yeah, about that—I decided since I was already on the continent, I might as well hit both the Moroccan and Egyptian jobs. Last-minute decision, and I didn’t have time to call.” I winced at the white lie. I’d had the time to call, just not for the argument that would have followed.

			“We agreed you’d tell me what jobs you were doing.” Rynn tried to hide his frustration, but I’d gotten a lot better at picking up on it lately.

			“And I’m telling you now—” I started.

			“Before something tried to kill you!”

			“Well, we also said you weren’t supposed to become Mr. Kurosawa’s new security.”

			“I told you that’s temporary—”

			“Well, so is Egypt!”

			Rynn sighed. “Roman mummies don’t do well with bright light. UV is best. Has to do with degeneration of the retina.”

			OK, that was useful. I patted my jacket until I found my UV flashlight. Never leave home without it. I aimed and shone it on the surface. “He’s under the water—how do I find him?”

			“Just keep the flashlight on the water. He shouldn’t resurface.”

			I switched the setting to flood, illuminating the whole room. “Rynn, I know you hate the whole thieving thing, but man, if you saw half the stuff in here . . .”

			“Keep me on the phone until you’re out of whatever hole you’ve crawled into.” Rynn kept his voice professional. He usually did on business, but there was genuine concern under the irritation.

			I was guessing Rynn also needed me on the phone to get a signal on my whereabouts—considering the circumstances, I didn’t think that was half as bad an idea as I normally would. “All right, what do you want to talk about?” I said, and began tying the loose end of the rope around Mike, making sure it would hold.

			“I think the fact you’re in Egypt is a good start.”

			“There’s not much to tell. I saw an opportunity to get both pieces on Mr. Kurosawa’s list, so I took it.”

			“We agreed to do it my way—”

			I tested the rope one last time to make sure it would hold me as I climbed up. “Yeah, but your way means I end up aborting the job halfway through because it’s too dangerous.”

			“No fucking offense, Alix, but considering the circumstances, I’m the only one in this conversation with a point. And this is the second time you’ve done this.”

			My first instinct was to tell him this conversation would end as soon as he quit Mr. Kurosawa’s security job, but my thought process was interrupted as bony, clawlike fingers reached through the water and dug into my khakis.

			Shit.

			“Got to go. Work is rearing its half-rotting head,” I said, and tossed my pack and phone onto the sarcophagus before Caracalla pulled me under.

			Eyes closed, I kicked at Caracalla’s face with my free boot as he towed me under and towards the deep end. I dragged my hands across the bottom on the off chance I’d come across something to use as a weapon.

			My lungs were burning by the time my fingers grazed something that felt like a stick. I gave one last kick at Caracalla’s head. I didn’t dislodge his hand, but I did dislodge my boot. Good enough. I broke through the surface and swam for the safety of the sarcophagus in the shallows. I heard, rather than saw, Caracalla surface a few feet behind me.

			I scrambled back up on top, finding my flashlight on the edge of the pedestal just short of the water. I reached for it just as Caracalla broke the surface.

			He offered me another grin as I jumped back, tightening my grip on the bone.

			“Well, you can’t blame me for trying,” he said, his voice raspy from vocal cords as dry and tight as sinew. “Why don’t you leave me the large one and we’ll call it even?”

			I almost dropped the bone out of sheer shock. “Wait just a fucking minute. You speak English?” To think I’d spent the last ten minutes terrified I was dealing with some ancient, mindless monster . . .

			Caracalla’s smile widened. “Of course I speak English. I’ve been listening to you insects natter for over a century—your kind, and your superiors,” he said, and I picked out the mix of British- and American-­accented words, along with something else foreign to my ears. “And I see they’ve sent me—what is it your ilk calls it again?” I got a good look at just how many black teeth he had. “Takeout.”

			I eyed the flashlight, wondering if I could reach it in time. “They won’t like you eating one of their archaeologists,” I said.

			I could have sworn his empty sockets glittered.

			“You really think they’ll care what I’ve done with your corpse?” he said. “Only a decade or so ago I had the pleasure of drowning a young man who swam through my lower catacombs. He thought your superiors might care what I did to him as well. Your very presence here disproves that theory spectacularly.”

			That made me pause. OK, the IAA was evil, but they weren’t in the habit of feeding archaeologists to the odd supernatural . . . Were they? “I don’t believe you. It had to be an accident.” OK, even I can admit that sounded naïve.

			Caracalla laughed and picked up what I thought at first was a rat. It was a black walkie-talkie, an old one. “Oh I think not. Not the way he screamed. I ate him very slowly, and all the while they listened on the other end. Chatted with me even, until the ‘batteries’ died.” He pronounced the word batteries as if it were still strange and foreign to him.

			The IAA was made up of a bunch of bureaucratic assholes, but I’d always assumed their particular brand of fuck-off only extended to throwing miscreants like me under the bus. Not actively sacrificing the ones who toed the lines . . .

			“Why the hell would they do that?” I said.

			Caracalla inclined his head at an unnatural angle, as if considering my question. “Hard to say, but I suppose they hope I’ll one day tell them where my treasure is buried. Or maybe they hope I’ll tell them the incantations for immortality.” He leaned towards me. “I’ll let you in on a little secret before I kill you. I won’t tell them. Eating archaeologists like you is much too much fun.”

			Somehow I thought I should be a little more surprised, or angry. Then again, it was the IAA . . .

			“Well, not that it hasn’t been a nice chat,” Caracalla said before disappearing under the surface. I launched myself at the flashlight, but he was faster underwater than I’d wagered. A desiccated arm covered in sinew and tattered linen wrappings shot out like a viper.

			Before his hand could close around my neck, I grabbed his wrist and started tearing through the skin and what was left of his wrappings. He smiled and leaned in to smell my skin. “I haven’t killed anyone in years. I eviscerated the last fellow. I wonder what I’ll do to you? Shame you don’t seem to have one of these,” he said, shaking the old walkie-talkie. “I would have preferred an audience.”

			I grunted and kicked at his midsection. Something gave way, but it did nothing to dissuade him. Come on, Owl, think. You studied the Pharaonic cults, for Christ’s sake . . .

			“You could always start to scream, beg for your life?” Caracalla suggested. “The noise might make it more interesting.”

			I snorted. I had a better idea. I tightened my grip on my bone—it probably belonged to one of the archaeologists he ate.

			“Or you could simply accept the end of your life and worthlessness to the IAA. Just another disposable archaeologist,” Caracalla continued.

			I may suck with supernaturals in general, but I’m an expert on mummification. Caracalla might be walking and talking, but there was one thing the Romans hadn’t bothered to do.

			“You’re wrong,” I said, now struggling to keep his hand at bay—there wasn’t much left to peel off.

			What was left of Caracalla’s lip curled up.

			“About the incantations,” I said. “That’s the last thing the IAA wants from you, on account of how much you screwed them up.”

			The muscles in his face contorted into a snarl. “And how would you know that?”

			“Because if you’d gotten the incantations right, I wouldn’t be able to do this,” I said, and rammed the femur through one of his eye sockets.

			Caracalla screamed and grasped at the bone protruding from his face.

			The Roman Pharaonic cult hadn’t bothered removing the organs.

			He fell back into the shallow water, still batting at the bone. As he floated out, I heard the first high-pitched squeak. Rats, apparently flooding out of thin air and shadows, began swimming towards his body as it drifted towards the deep end.

			Hunh, apparently humans aren’t the only species who like a little revenge.

			And time to get the hell out of here.

			I made sure the gold Medusa head was still safely taped to my stomach, then rechecked the grappling hook to be sure it wasn’t going to come loose and clock me in the face. Once that was done, I shimmied up the rope and climbed the hell out.

			No one had come looking for us. The chamber was empty.

			I glanced back down the hole. Caracalla wasn’t going to be getting up anytime soon, and I could always send someone else in for Mike as soon as I reached the stairs . . .

			I started for the main hall and stopped. Damn it, why can’t I ever be the bad guy? Because then I’d be just like them, that’s why . . .

			I looped the rope through my hook and used a pillar as a lever to pull Mike out.

			“That was amazing—” Mike called up when I started to pull on the rope I’d secured around his waist earlier.

			Fantastic, he was conscious. Blood streamed from his nose as I helped him over the ledge, but his eyes were wide, almost manic.

			“I can’t believe you took out a mummy with a stick—”

			Bone, actually, and one of Caracalla’s victims at that. And I’d really been hoping on Mike being unconscious for that part. “Yeah—well—adrenaline does wondrous things.” I reached into my backpack, wrapped my hand around the bottle of chloroform I kept for emergencies, and dunked it over the sleeve of my shirt. I hesitated, but only for a moment. I did not need Mike conscious so he could tell people how I took out a mummy single-handedly. For one, it was against IAA rules to engage supernaturals. Granted, there are no protocols for when they try to eat you—IAA mediated or not—but they still get in a bunch about breaking rules to save your own neck. More importantly though I was ready to blow this popsicle stand.

			When I went to knock Mike out though, he grabbed my wrist. “That wasn’t from the IAA handbook,” he said. “You’re not a grad student, you’re the Owl.”

			You know, it’s always when they’re safe and sound that they remember I’m the bad guy. Why is that?

			Well, at least I didn’t feel bad about what I was about to do anymore. “You know what, Mike? After trying to trade me to the mummy, you should have quit while you were ahead.” I elbowed him in his broken nose—no such thing as fair in a street brawl—and rammed my ­chloroform-soaked sleeve in his face.

			His eyes went wide, but he passed out before he could make a half-assed attempt at swiping my arm away.

			“Sleep tight,” I said. And by that I meant he should have horrible nightmares filled with supernatural monsters for the rest of his archaeology career . . .

			I ditched my one remaining boot and slipped on my runners, which were, miraculously, still dry in my bag. I weighed the pros of losing the jacket too but decided not to waste the time.

			I thought about calling Rynn, but he’d only yell at me about Egypt some more, so I sent him a text instead. Ditched mummy. Running for border. He’d get the message. I called Nadya next. And yes, my phones are now heavy duty and waterproof. Another one of Rynn’s changes as part of Mr. Kurosawa’s security . . . God, I hated his new job . . .

			“Alix?”

			“I’m still in the catacombs. Mike tried to play supercop—don’t worry, I knocked him out, but he made me when I shoved a chewed-off bone through Caracalla’s eye socket. I’m leaving now—I’ll tell them there was a cave-in and bolt for the hostel,” I said, as I jogged down the narrow passage towards the spiral stairs. All I had to do was run to the guys at the front gate and tell them there was a cave-in. Nothing about Caracalla, nothing about Mike. They’d head in and find him on their own, and by then I’d hopefully be halfway across the city.

			“Alix—you need to run!” Nadya said, a new level of panic in her voice. “Don’t stop, and whatever you do, don’t go through the gates! Go around back and hop over the wall, and run!”

			I reached the door and peeked out. There wasn’t even a guard on duty—probably on lunch break. “But I’ve got a clear path to the street. Jumping over the fence will only get me attention,” I said, and almost opened the door and bolted for the road.

			Except Nadya didn’t get scared without a reason, and if there was one thing she could smell out, it was trouble.

			“I’m already in the building across the road and just saw a van of IAA agents pull up.”

			Across the street from the dig site, the door to a nondescript white van slid open. Five suits exited, led by a woman with brown hair tied in a severe bun, dressed in a pencil skirt of the color I like to call “lawyer black,” along with matching heels.

			“It’s a trap, Alix. I don’t know how, I don’t know why, but the IAA found you.”

			My heart rate spiked as the agents turned the corner and headed for the catacombs gate. Shit. “Nadya, running—now—” I said. I threw up my hood and bolted out the door, not bothering to see if the IAA agents saw me.

			“I should have known that tip Mr. Kurosawa received on the Medusa head was too good to be true,” I said to Nadya, then stopped. It hadn’t been the Medusa head that had tipped them off; that lead had been fine. It had been Algiers . . . Son of a goddamn . . . they’d known I’d hit the Algiers job, and they’d known exactly what bait to use—the gold prisoner chains and cuffs Cleopatra II wore . . . my very first excavation . . .

			And I’d been stupid enough to fall for it.

			Damn it, why the hell hadn’t I stopped at Morocco?

			Because I have lousy decision-making skills at the best of times, that’s why.

			“We need somewhere to meet—” Nadya began.

			I reached the stone wall that ran along the back of the dig site. Instead of replying to Nadya I dropped my phone in my pocket so I could scramble up. When I reached the top of the wall, and because I’m a sucker for morbid punishment, I shoulder-checked the approaching IAA. They were at the gates now, five in total, and I watched the lead as he raised his arm and pointed straight at me.

			I dropped down on the other side and hit the ground running. I fished my phone back out of my pocket before I’d turned a corner. “Screw it, Nadya we’ve got bigger problems than a meeting place right now. The IAA agents just spotted me.”

			“Lose them in the crowd before you grab Captain—”

			“I know that!” Still running, I slid out of my jacket and shoved it and my red baseball cap into my bag. I slowed to a jog and turned down the first crowded side street I came across that was still travelling in the general direction of my hostel.

			My name is Alix Hiboux, archaeology grad school dropout and international antiquities thief for hire.

			Have I mentioned I don’t do supernatural jobs?

			Welcome to my life.
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			Mummies, Monsters, and the IAA

			Ah—12:45 p.m., maybe? Oh who cares what time it is, I’m running from the IAA.

			I broke out the other side of a crowded alley onto a more or less empty street twenty feet from my hostel, the Queen of the Nile.

			I thought it was a whorehouse too, but no; just catered to back­packers.

			I might not have had the sense to stay out of Egypt mid-revolution, but at least I’d picked a nondescript hostel close to the dig site. I ducked back into the alley and scanned the street, ready to run at the first sign of IAA. There were none waiting outside.

			Well, the universe didn’t completely hate me today. Not that I’m dumb enough to trust my own judgment . . .

			Breathing hard, I bolted for the hostel entrance.

			“Excuse me—sorry—dumb tourist,” I said as I pushed past a group of backpackers huddled around the front desk. No one paid me any mind—everyone’s attention was glued to the TV. More protests, if the glimpse I caught of the newsreel was any indication. That had me worried. No matter how noble the cause, large aggregates of angry ­people are destined to leave hordes of dead and unconscious bodies in their wake. And millions of dollars’ worth of property damage.

			I threw a quick wave over my shoulder that no one paid attention to as I ran up the stairs. Relief flooded me as I unlocked and scanned my room. No sign of rifling through my things or tampering with the lock.

			“Pssst, Captain,” I said.

			Captain, my vampire-hunting Mau, chirped and exited from under the bed. He gave me a big yawn and another whine before snorting and sitting on his haunches. “Trust me, you’d have hated the catacombs—full of water, no vampires.”

			I upended my dig backpack and took only the flashlights, cash, and Serena’s fake ID. I ditched my dig backpack, cargo jacket, and tool kit out the window behind a balcony flowerpot, then stripped off my wet clothes and discarded them in the room’s trash can. I made sure the Medusa head was still strapped to my stomach. No way in hell was I risking dropping this thing while I ran for my life.

			I retrieved my red backpack from the closet and dumped my spare clothes on the bed. I grabbed a pair of clean jeans, T-shirt, and a white anorak—this one fitted with a drawstring hood. The next thing I ditched was Captain’s food. I earned a meow for that.

			“We’re running, not vacationing. I’ll buy you more when we get out of Egypt,” I said, and opened the backpack compartment I’d modified into a cat carrier. “Now hurry the hell up and get in before the IAA has a stroke of genius and decides to search the hostels.” Or the revolution moved in. The way Egypt’s last few revolutions had gone, I figured the looters had to be wetting their lips while they waited in the wings.

			I did one last sweep of the room to make sure I hadn’t left anything incriminating, then double-checked to make sure my extra ID and more cash were in the red backpack before looking for IAA out the front ­window.

			No sign of IAA suits, but an angry crowd was assembling a few blocks away. Damn it. I pulled out my phone and called Nadya.

			“Alix, where are you?” There was a slight panic to her voice, and she was keeping the volume down on purpose.

			“Gee, Nadya, I’m in my hostel with a revolution brewing outside. What the hell happened? You were supposed to be looking out for protests while I was two stories under the city stealing our Medusa head.”

			“I was—something is very wrong. One minute everything was peaceful, the next—” Nadya broke off. I heard angry shouting in the background, half of it from Nadya in broken Arabic. I thought I picked out the distinctive crash of a TV breaking, followed by more swearing in both Russian and Arabic.

			“Nadya! Vent your anger later—at me—not Egyptian protestors who might decide they’re better off shooting first.”

			She lowered her voice. “It’s fine. I’m in a bar not far from the cruise docks. We just had a differing opinion of what constituted closing time.”

			I rolled my eyes. I’ll just bet. “Where did they come from? It was peaceful last week—hell, it was peaceful this morning.” In fact, there’d been no riots or violence on anyone’s forecasted horizons. Protests, sure, but not riots. Granted, it’d be naïve to pretend I understood the nuances of the current Egyptian political environment . . .

			“Unless the IAA trucked in rioters this morning,” Nadya continued. “Even you have to admit it was a powder keg waiting to happen. It wouldn’t have taken much.”

			It struck me as a little too convenient as well, though starting a citywide riot to chase down a thief was outside even their normal operating standards . . .

			The IAA supernatural rules were why I’d been thrown out of grad school. I’d accidently uncovered a supernatural artifact during my PhD research. No one—including my supervisors—had caught on until after the paper had come out. They’d convinced naïve and impressionable me to retract everything with the promise they’d fix any and all fallout. Technically they’d followed through on that . . . for them, not me . . . by throwing me under the bus and ruining any negligible chance of a career I’d had left. Apparently that had been easier. Or more fun, take your pick.

			But this? Granted, the IAA had made some passing and laughable attempts to flush me out over the last two years, but baiting me in Algiers and orchestrating this complex a sting operation? I always figured they were more pissed off about the damage to a couple dig sites early on in my thieving career than anything I’d taken.

			All right, they might have been pissed about me using what was left of my fine-excavating tool kit to pick the lock of the livestock freight container they threw me in while they arranged to disappear me somewhere in Siberia, but still . . .

			Time to leave while the going was still marginally possible. I went to grab my backpack and swore. Captain was still sitting on the bed. When he caught me looking, he meowed.

			“Get in the carrier now,” I said, and pointed to my backpack less subtly.

			Captain only meowed louder.

			Of all the spoiled . . . “Look, I don’t have time to give you a cat treat. Now get in the carrier—unless you want to test the whole Egyptian cat reverence thing.” Talking to my cat is probably the first sign of madness, but I figure the more I say, the better chance I have of getting my intentions, if not message, across.

			Captain chirped but this time complied.

			Finally . . .

			“Any sign of the IAA where you are, Nadya?” I asked.

			“Just a moment”—I heard scuffling—“no, none where I’m at. What about you?”

			Sliding my backpack/Captain carrier on, I checked out the window one last time. The crowd down the street was getting closer, but still no sign of IAA black suits or vans. “Coast is still clear. I’m getting while the going is good, where do you want to—”

			Angry shouting carried down the hall. “Just a sec, Nadya,” I said. I flattened up against the dry and peeling wallpaper so I could edge the door open a crack—just enough to see what the commotion was down the hall.

			Two suits were forcing open the doors to all of the rooms, one by one, regardless of what the current inhabitants thought about it.

			I shut the door—quietly. “They’re here. Must have shown up on foot,” I whispered to Nadya. I grabbed the desk chair and wedged it underneath the door handle, then checked outside the balcony facing the back of the hostel. Two IAA agents—these in street clothes—were waiting below, and I only spotted them because I knew to look for the headsets. I went to the front window and hazarded a glance down. Still no agents milling around there. That meant these two pairs had to be an exploratory team, probably canvassing every hostel and budget hotel in the city.

			“Damn, someone at the IAA got up on the right side of the bed this morning,” I said under my breath. Must have been real early too, in order to organize all this.

			“Don’t you dare do anything stupid.”

			I always figured “stupid” was a matter of circumstance and opinion. There was a bang and someone shouted in English-accented Arabic for me to open the door.

			Now or never . . .

			“Got to run. Call you when I’m clear.” I stuffed the cell phone inside my jacket and hopped up onto the ledge. I was on the top floor, and an awning forked out over my window a foot or so above me. I stood up, balancing between the ledge and frame, and reached for it. It was an inch outside my grasp. I glanced down . . . three stories . . . that wouldn’t necessarily kill me on impact, would it?

			There was another bang at my door, followed by someone trying to turn the handle and force it open. Thank God the chair held. I reached for the awning again, standing as far on the tips of my toes as I dared. Goddamn it, why the hell couldn’t I be an inch taller? I’d have to jump it.

			As if knowing what I planned, Captain let out a shrill whimper. “We’re not jumping, we’re climbing,” I said, putting more confidence into the words than I felt, as if saying it convincingly enough made it true.

			Just don’t look down, Owl. And with a silent Hail Mary, I jumped for the awning.

			My fingers gripped the wood rail, and I pulled myself up. I heard the door inside my room crack while my feet still dangled outside the window.

			Adrenaline coursed through me. I edged my feet to the side of the building and out of view as the door gave, then I scrambled up onto the roof.

			Like most median-income buildings in Alexandria, the hostel roof was made of red mud brick and exposed rebar protruding at various intervals—part property-tax shelter, part keeping your building expansion options open. I ran to the side that bordered a narrow alley. On the neighboring building there was a fire escape ladder within reach.

			The IAA suits’ voices carried to the roof.

			“—potential suspect on foot, may be headed your way, team five—”

			They’d found my open window. I didn’t wait around to hear more. Not one to look a minor miracle in the mouth, I threw myself at the ladder and straddled between the two buildings. The metal groaned against its mud-brick-buried hinges . . . Don’t look down, Alix, you don’t need to see how high up you are . . .

			I looked down. The street was a lot farther away than I thought it’d be. Damn it, I hate heights. There’s a video game involving a lot of leaping between high buildings I avoid for that very reason. Captain mreowled in his carrier.

			“Yeah, I think this is a stupid idea, too, but it’s the only one we have right now.” I was about to start climbing down when I heard the door crash open in the room directly below me. A few feet down was another window, albeit smaller, but still easy to spot me through.

			I changed direction as fast as my feet would take me and threw myself onto the roof as I heard an agent fumble with the window catch. I pulled my feet over the edge and peeked back down in time to see an agent stick his head out.

			“No sign of her out here. Head up to the roof, I’ll stay here—”

			Praise be to Egypt’s loose building codes, I was able to jump two more roofs and one balcony before I ran out of leaping-distance options. I searched for a way down and found an alleyside balcony about six feet below me with a clothesline strung between it and the next building that I guessed would hold me for the remaining two-story drop to the ground . . . or break as soon as I put any weight on it.

			At this point I’d take whatever the hell I could get. Besides, from the increased volume of screaming and breaking glass, the protest-turned-riot was close on my heels. It was get on the ground now, or get trapped on the roof between the IAA and the mob.

			I lowered myself over the edge and braced for the six-foot drop to the balcony . . .

			I heard the distinct chime of my phone. I swore, wishing I’d had the brains to turn the damn ringer off. Captain mewed, loud and baleful.

			“You adding to the noise isn’t helping,” I told him as I dropped down and checked my cell—in part to silence it, but also to see who the hell it was.

			Rynn.

			Damn it, not the time for an update. At least that was a good indication we were still on versus off . . . despite Egypt . . . and provided he never found out about Algeria . . .

			“I’m out—” I started.

			“What the hell did you just do?”

			I paused. Answering questions like that with Rynn was tricky. “OK, I thought we’d come to an agreement about you asking me things you really don’t want to know the answer to—”

			“Knock it off, Alix. I’m serious.”

			Yeah, he said that now . . . funny how sentiments changed when details emerge . . .

			“Apparently the IAA is more pissed about me knocking off a mummy than usual,” I said.

			“There has to be more to it. The Egyptian cell phone and military lines are so plugged I can’t make head or tails of anything going on in Alexandria. There are reports of explosions and gunfire from your end of the city—”

			Somehow I doubted that was entirely the IAA’s fault. Even if they’d hacked every cell phone in the city trying to flush me out, it wouldn’t get messy this fast. “I think that has less to do with the IAA and everything to do with the riot—speaking of which, the masses are heading my way, so if you don’t mind—” I swore as I caught sight of an IAA suit on the neighboring building’s roof. My cover behind the worn patio set wasn’t foolproof, and he spotted me in a matter of seconds, pointing to his friend.

			Wait a minute, what was in his hand . . . “Oh hell no, when did the IAA start carrying guns?” I said. They wouldn’t shoot though, would they? Not in a crowded city . . . In answer, a bullet struck the mud brick not too far from my head.

			Damn, they meant business this time.

			“Alix?” Rynn said.

			“Got to go.”

			He swore. “Run—call back when you can, I’ll try to keep tabs on the IAA.”

			I hung up and glanced down at the alley, then up. On the roof across the street stood another three IAA agents. If I climbed down to the street now, I’d be a sitting duck.

			Lucky for me the balcony door was ajar. There was a lull in the bullets, so I threw Captain inside and dove in after him.

			The apartment was modest; a couch and TV took up the bulk of the living space, accompanied by a small kitchen. I spotted a family of three—maybe four—hiding behind the couch, staring at me, their eyes wide.

			Never underestimate the value of pure, unadulterated shock. It means people don’t react.

			I jerked my thumb back at the destruction outside their balcony. “One hell of a protest,” I said in broken Arabic.

			The man nodded, slowly, but didn’t say anything. “Door?” I asked, or hoped that’s what I asked. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: languages are not my forte.

			The woman, huddled around a kid and wearing a bright green headscarf, nodded and pointed through the kitchen.

			With no intention of wearing out my shock value, I grabbed Captain and bolted out the front door and down four flights of stairs. When I hit the street, I was met by a sea of people in a mix of traditional white robes and typical Western wear of jeans and T-shirts. I wedged myself against the doorway, hoping they’d pass. They didn’t, endless and thick enough to crowd the narrow street. A woman screamed farther back, and I heard glass breaking.

			The riot had caught up.

			I shoved my hair inside my hood and tied it tight. Somehow I doubted there were many blond tourists fitting my description racing through the city now. “Hold on tight, Captain. The ride’s about to get rocky,” I said, and only after making damn sure my backpack was well strapped to my front did I dive into the crowd.

			The thing you have to remember about mobs is that they’re their own entity. The only way to navigate one is in a Zen-like state of calm—go with the flow . . .

			Well, that and throw a punch at anyone who tries to trample you and hope to hell no one decides this is the day to mug a tourist . . . or has the bright idea to throw something flammable.

			I kept my eyes peeled for the IAA as I rode the sea of people down a narrow side street, one that would take me to the docks.

			It’s always a pain to navigate a mob—especially if you’re short; the landmarks and road signs just, well, vanish. I caught sight of mosque spires I recognized five or six blocks to my right as the mob came up to a fork, and I rode the section that broke to the right. Turn left at the mosque, and I’d almost be home free.

			I heard screaming behind me, pitched enough to indicate fights breaking out. A quick glance over my shoulder told me exactly what the problem was; more people were flooding into the street and causing a traffic jam. That didn’t bode well.

			Someone fell into my back, catapulting me over a man who’d tripped ahead of me. Captain shrieked—out of fear or indignation, I couldn’t tell. I was too busy getting my feet to land under me and ducking a bottle as it soared overhead—striking a woman a few feet ahead wearing a bright blue scarf. She disappeared, whether trampled or escaping to the side I couldn’t be sure as two more bottles shot overhead.

			So much for riding the mob in a Zen state . . .

			I dove under a picked-over and abandoned date cart. The wood of the cart creaked as people climbed over it, but it didn’t upend.

			I realized my pocket was buzzing. I answered to a tirade of Russian cursing from the other end.

			“Nadya?” I said, plugging my ear.

			“Yes, Alix, I’m here—” I heard something crash on Nadya’s end, followed by more Russian cursing.

			“Nadya?” The crowd was thinning now, so I watched for a good spot to make an exit.

			Through the crowd of feet I picked out the black pants and leather shoes of two IAA agents. Damn it . . . I placed the phone back to my ear and heard more screaming in Russian. “Nadya, what the hell is happening on your end?” I whispered as loud as I dared. “And where the hell are you?” I asked when the yelling didn’t stop.

			“I’m hiding in a bar, and me and the management have come to an agreement.” I didn’t miss the threat heavy in Nadya’s voice. Now I knew what the shouting had been about.

			“How the hell did I end up in the riot and you in the bar?” I said, keeping track of the IAA’s feet.

			“Because unlike you, I’m capable of planning ahead,” Nadya replied.

			“Oh come on! I could hardly have predicted a riot and IAA—”

			“Alix, move or you won’t make it. I have an out, but it is time ­sensitive—a half hour only. Call me when you reach the docks—I’ll keep my eye out for you,” she said, and hung up.

			Damn it, barely any time at all. I set my stopwatch for thirty minutes and hoped I didn’t screw it up.

			I picked out a third pair of black IAA-issue shoes on the other side of the cart. The only way he could have gotten in was through the other end of the alley . . . Son of a bitch, I hate playing cat and mouse—especially when I’m the mouse. On top of the IAA closing in, the crowd was filling back in again fast. I needed to move now, or I’d be boxed in. And I had no illusions about my chances up against three agents.

			Well, there’s one advantage to me being shorter than most people: I’m harder to shoot in a crowd.

			The cart I was hiding under had been picked over, but it still carried dates. Let’s hope enough to cause a commotion in an already volatile environment. “Time to change the game the IAA’s playing, Captain,” I said, and checked that he was still secure in my backpack. I grabbed the handles and pushed the cart up and over, spilling the dates into the crowd.

			There were a few indignant yells—some for the dates, but mostly for the fact that the wooden cart had pushed an already volatile crowd into a nonexistent corner. Already short tempers flared at the loss of even more personal space, and one by one they turned on each other—including the IAA agents.

			While someone threw a punch at large agent number one, I shot out from behind the cart and vaulted over it. I kept Captain closely clutched to my stomach—though I’m the first to admit there’s comedic value to the idea of some hapless Egyptian lifting my backpack and being rewarded with a face full of claws.

			I pushed past two more mob goers/protestors and climbed over another food cart, toppling it over to get myself more than an arm’s length away from the fray.

			I checked for the IAA agents as I aimed for an alley—one that was too narrow by far for the mob’s purposes. The IAA agents were still standing, but too far back in the crowd to reach me anytime soon. Ducking a wild punch aimed at anyone dumb enough to get in the owner’s way, I climbed over a fallen pair of brawlers and bugged down the alley as fast as my feet would carry me.

			I was breathing hard now—my cardio had gotten better since Bali, but I was still a long way off from marathon material. I checked over my shoulder for the IAA again. They’d reached the alley and were moving faster now . . .

			There was a window a few feet ahead that had been opened a crack—not enough to tempt looters, but large enough I could wedge myself through. I vaulted up and crawled through.

			I’d landed in a restaurant kitchen, where half the staff was madly trying to shut everything down while the remainder tried to chase out customers still left up front. An angry cook glared and shouted something derogatory before reaching for a cricket bat.

			No time for niceties. “Sorry,” I offered in Arabic as I darted past him into the dining area. Another man behind the bar shouted, and I noticed a gun. These guys were ready to shoot looters. I pushed past a customer and opened the front door.

			Two IAA agents were standing in the doorway, mid-conversation on their communicators and about ready to open the door.

			“Oh you got to be kidding me,” I said.

			For a moment none of us moved, including the men in the bar.

			Who says there isn’t a common international signal for we’re all about to get screwed?

			I recovered first—years of practice and paranoia—and managed to stumble back and put a booth between me and the IAA.

			The IAA does not recruit slow. Both agents reached into their jackets, though neither was willing to pull out a gun—yet.

			“Alix Hiboux, aka Owl, we’re detaining you on IAA authority for breaches against regulation,” the one closest to me said, a midforties agent sporting a crew cut. I rolled my eyes. Where did they get these people? Probably poached from some military department, maybe even CIA. The IAA was funny that way. They might be the Grand Poobah of clandestine operations, but clandestine was the operative word. Officially they didn’t exist, so recruiting practices consisted of cloak-and-dagger-style poaching from various military and government spy departments. The mix of agents that resulted was eclectic, and more often than not a little crazy. Have to be to believe half the supernatural stuff that’s out there . . .

			Stall, Alix, stall . . . I raised both my hands over the booth’s ledge. “OK, seriously, guys, this is overkill for a minor dig site. Don’t you have anything better to deal with? Like hiding supernaturals or something?”

			Blond crew cut sneered. “You are our top supernatural threat.”

			“Seriously? Caracalla’s catacomb barely rates petty theft on the antiquities scale, let alone supernatural. And the only supernatural in there is Caracalla—and I didn’t steal him, I shoved a femur in his face. Hard distinction for you guys to make, I know—”

			“Put your hands on your head and drop to your knees,” crew cut yelled, interrupting me.

			Yeah, not happening . . . “This isn’t about Algiers, is it? Seriously guys, traps don’t count, and those aren’t supernatural either. Hell, you guys practically owed me the Cleopatra cuffs in damages and back pay,” I yelled back.

			“You’ve got to the count of five, Hiboux.”

			There must be some universal rule about the kind of people who want to become IAA agents . . . something along the lines of “assholes only need apply” . . .

			“OK, we might not like each other very much, but everyone in the IAA knows I don’t deal with dangerous artifacts or digs.” To be fair, the IAA might be dicks, but I figured that was why they’d never mounted a serious manhunt for me before. On their sliding scale of threats, I rate somewhere between a mosquito and a pigeon—mildly annoying, swat it if you can, but otherwise ignore it.

			I glanced around the bar and noticed patrons and staff were filing out through the kitchen—had to be another exit.

			“Just hit her with the tranquilizer so we can get the hell out of here,” IAA agent number two said, a contrast to crew cut, with dark skin, no hair, and falling somewhere in his midtwenties.

			Tranquilizer? Yeah, I did not plan on sticking around for that. Besides, number one looked like he’d rather spend a few rounds beating me up first—you know the type— to teach me a lesson for not following the sting operation script.

			Don’t think about the IAA logic too much—I know I try not to.

			I licked the sweat off my lip and checked the bar out of the corner of my eye. I noted a jar of what looked like boiled eggs and garlic sitting on the bar within reach.

			“All right, the hard way it is,” I said. I grabbed the jar and launched it at crew cut’s head.

			You know what’s better than seeing an IAA agent slip and fall on a pile of dates? Watching one start an international incident.

			Crew cut’s gun came up, and Arabic-voiced madness ensued. Everyone in concert seemed to dive for cover as a loaded-gun standoff ensued.

			As bullets flew in both directions, I dropped to the floor and crawled after everyone who didn’t have a gun—the minority, in this case.

			The route led through the kitchen, and I happened to pass what had to be the cooks’ tip jar. I stuffed twenty bucks inside. I know, it barely scratched the surface, but I wouldn’t have felt right not leaving anything.

			Out of all the people who spilled out of the restaurant into the alley, no one gave me a second glance as they ran for their lives. I could relate. I was in a different alley—a little off course for the docks, but the hell away from the IAA—I hoped. My bigger problem was that I’d fallen behind the mob. I checked my phone timer. Twenty minutes left. I wouldn’t make it past them in time. I needed another route.

			Behind the mob. Need another route to the docks, I texted Nadya.

			The nice thing about text was Nadya couldn’t yell.

			The dig site, came Nadya’s text.

			Oh screw that. I dialed. “Nadya, no! I’m stupid, not suicidal—and they have guns that they’re shooting . . . at me.”

			“They’re still searching for you in the riot, and Rynn says the mob is giving them logistic problems as well. They never expected you to beat them out of the dig site, and they won’t expect you to double back,” she said calmly.

			I pulled up a mental picture of Alexandria as best I could. If I doubled back, I’d shave maybe ten minutes off my run . . . still, I didn’t buy the IAA leaving the catacombs unmanned.

			I peeked out the alley again to gauge the mob, the bulk of which was now a few streets over, leaving only the stragglers, looters, and injured behind. “Oh you got to be fucking kidding me.”

			“Alix?”

			“Dig site it is,” I said as I watched three new suits moving amongst the mob stragglers. They were zeroing in on me again. One of them glanced my way. I ducked back out of his line of sight and swore as glass shattered above my head.

			On the bright side, all I had to do was run like hell a few blocks past the catacombs and I should end up at the docks. “Keep me on the line and I’ll be able walk you through it,” Nadya said.

			I fished the Bluetooth piece out of my pocket. “Just make sure you keep the directions coming. I’ve got no bearings over here.”

			“There should be an alley coming up on your left; take that one.”

			“Fine, great, awesome, alley on my left—” I turned left as instructed and skidded to a halt a few feet in. There was a collapsed wall blocking the way in the form of a pile of rubble . . . guarded by two chickens and a goat. The chickens ran for cover, but the goat just dropped the T-shirt it was eating and bleated at me. “Nadya, it’s a fucking pile of rubble with farm animals!”

			“Then find a fucking way over it—and hurry! I can’t hold our ride out forever.”

			“I didn’t avoid the open sewer so I could run through a flock of livestock,” I mumbled. With the revolutions, garbage and other city services had gone to the wayside, and the open canals that ran through Alexandria had taken the brunt of it. The ones that hadn’t already been filled in with concrete to stem waterborne diseases were swimming with discarded livestock and other assorted garbage.

			“Alix! Do it!”

			I swore, switched Captain to my back, and started to climb.

			At least the goat got out of my way.

			Halfway up, Captain let out a baleful howl.

			“Yeah, I hate livestock too,” I said, and continued to climb.

			It was followed by a second, louder cry.

			I glanced back over my shoulder to see what had riled him up.

			“Shit . . .”

			A trio of Egyptians stood at the bottom of the rubble pile, watching me, grinning. Two of them were a good foot taller than the third, and all three were wearing traditional robes and headdresses. I wasn’t sure if it was the difference in size or the smaller man’s years, but he appeared to be the most intelligent. That, and his eyes never left me.

			“That is her, boss?” one of the larger men said to the shorter one in Arabic.

			The smaller man smiled, displaying a set of teeth a few baskets shy of a picnic, and nodded. “Same as in the picture—more or less.” He switched from Arabic to halted English. “This isn’t your lucky day,” he said to me.

			“Got to go, Nadya,” I said.

			“Don’t you dare hang up—I need you online so I can reroute you.”

			Two larger goons started towards the pile. “Extenuating circumstances,” I said, and hung up.

			I climbed faster, wracking my brain for anything big I’d stolen of late, but it wasn’t like Mr. Kurosawa had me lifting artifacts of note. Damn, the IAA needed to come up with better things to do with their spare time.

			“Why don’t you come down so these men don’t have to hurt you?” the shorter man yelled.

			Screw that.

			I made it two-thirds of the way up before I felt the tug at my foot and face-planted in rubble. Hands gripped my backpack like a handle and dragged me down. Captain howled; might not be vampires, but that doesn’t mean my cat can’t tell trouble when he sees it.

			One of the men cursed my cat as teeth hit their mark through the nylon.

			My stomach turned. I’d stuck Captain in there so we wouldn’t get separated—not to hand him over gift-wrapped to a thug residing in a country whose current dietary selections were suspect. Not a slight to the Egyptians, just that supermarkets are the first casualty in a revolution.

			Captain howled, and I heard nylon tear. It was followed by more Arabic cursing as my cat dug his teeth in again.

			Teach them to manhandle my cat . . .

			I saw a baseball-sized piece of rubble within reach and edged my hand towards it as Captain fought.

			A swift kick was delivered to my gut, followed by one to my leg.

			I winced but wrapped my hand around the brick. Too bad for them I’d gotten a lot of experience having the shit kicked out of me this last year.

			“Hey asshole,” I said.

			There was a grunt followed close by another yell and a high-pitched cat screech. I felt claws dig into my back as one of the goons tried to wrench Captain away. I clenched my teeth; if they so much as tore a tuft of hair off my cat . . .

			“I’ll come down, but you got to do one thing for me,” I yelled. I’d only have one chance to take them by surprise.

			There was a grunt of acknowledgment—as much of an encouragement as I was going to get from these guys.

			I tightened my grip on the rock and flipped over. Only one of the goons had made it up the rubble pile—the other was having difficulty scrambling up, and the leader hadn’t bothered trying. Between Captain’s teeth and my sudden movement, the backpack was wrenched out of the goon’s hand.

			I slammed the rock into the goon’s head. “Leave my cat the hell alone!”
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