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CHAPTER 1
 
 
This was supposed to have been the Great Experience of his young life. Who knew that death would be lingering so near?
This was to have been the big one, the one that he would always remember and look back upon when he was middle-aged, jaded, and hemorrhaging hope. Remember that semester when you were twenty-one, Jabari? A real archaeological dig in the desert sands of Egypt. The land where your own family history was written. Man, that was your Everest!
And Jabari supposed that as the years passed and the little hurts and unexpected disappointments of this Egyptian semester were sanded away to dull blemishes by the passing of time, it would be remembered fondly. After all, he was here, doing what he had always dreamed of doing: excavating tombs and artifacts that had been buried for thousands of years. And he was doing it in Egypt, where he had been born. When he was ten, his parents had moved the family to the United States. A job opportunity in some tech company for his father. Too good to turn down. And so off they had gone to a new home, Jabari, his father, his mother who wrote children’s books, and two younger sisters, one now fifteen, the other a college freshman. But Jabari had always dreamed of returning.
“You’re brilliant, you know. Why do you want to dig in the dirt when you can make good money in AI or medical research?” He had lost count of the number of times his father had asked this. He no longer argued. “I just do.”
His grades at the university in Austin had been top notch, and his adviser, Professor Entwell, had found the special fall semester internship, had written a glowing recommendation, and had spoken to a few people. Jabari’s parents were well off, so the money to supplement what the program grant failed to cover was not an issue. And so, that was that. In September, he had been on a plane to Cairo, more excited about the opportunity than he had ever been about anything.
Professor Mosi Hassan, a small, thin, bald man referred to as Angry Gandhi by his students when he was out of earshot, might have been anywhere between forty and one hundred. Though he seemed bereft of any sense of humor, he was the leader of the Tarkhan project in which Jabari was a participant, and his pedigree was extensive. Even the least promising among his neophytes listened attentively when he spoke. However, the lion’s share of contact with the students was handled by Bast Zaki, a lighter-skinned associate professor with a neatly trimmed beard who had for reasons unknown taken an immediate dislike to Jabari. 
While it is true that some professors cultivate churlish temperaments and are difficult to approach, it wasn’t as if Zaki hated all of the students. He was friendly with the French student, Joseph Allard, with the other American, David Beal, with Jeffrey the red-headed Brit, and with the young man from the University at Cairo, Akim Salem. Perhaps it was because at age twenty-one, Jabari was the youngest. Slim, physically awkward, a touch naïve, with a rebellion of dark hair—the sort who made the cruelty gland throb in bullies. Jabari suspected, however, that the greatest reason was Aya.
Aya was twenty-one, but older than Jabari by several months.  He had met her in Cairo at their orientation. She was dark and pretty and full of energy, and the two of them had clicked. They were never far apart during the day in Cairo. But Aya had captured Zaki’s attention as well. At every opportunity, he seemed to fawn over her. And every time Jabari spoke with the young woman, he could almost guarantee that, if he looked, he would find Zaki giving him the stink eye.
Of course, Cairo was just the beginning of their adventure. Tarkhan was a mere thirty miles south. They spent half a day settling in, learning the routines and rules. And then, when the digging started, it seemed Zaki was always close to Aya, instructing, encouraging, praising, a hand always on her forearm or shoulder. And Jabari was always given tasks that would keep him at a distance from her.
“Go help Karim,” Zaki would say, directing him to a staked-out area fifty feet away where Karim Nassry, in his mid-thirties, one of two other supervisors, was sifting through pebbles. 
Before too long, pranks began. Always Joseph and David. Always directed at Jabari. Sand in his lunch box. His tools hidden so that he had to search for them like a fool. And the time they hid a human turd of recent vintage in the sand for him to find. While Jabari had no proof, he suspected that at least some of these pranks were initiated at the urging of Zaki, for a belittling comment from the professor accompanied each humiliation. And always when Aya was around to see his embarrassment.
It hardly surprised him when he heard the whispers that Aya was sleeping with Zaki.
“Why are you—” He did not know how to phrase it delicately. “—friendly to him, Aya? My god, he’s an old man!”
“He’s barely forty,” she had replied. “It’s not like we’re going to get married. His influence and recommendations can help me.”
Jabari was too embarrassed and a bit afraid to ask more questions. However, he wondered how such liaisons were possible for Aya, for she shared a tent with Dr. Galal, who wore a hijab, stood barely five feet tall, and had defeated both Joseph and David in arm wrestling matches. 
Professor Hassan seemed blithely unaware of these breaches of decorum by his associate, or perhaps he noticed but did not care or preferred to turn a blind eye in order to avoid becoming embroiled in any contentious situations. Unlike the others, Hassan spent at least half the day in his tent. “Working on his memoir,” Karim had said, and while at first they had thought he was joking, they later discovered that Karim possessed no greater affinity for humor than did Angry Gandhi.
Despite these abuses and disappointments, Jabari had enjoyed the actual work. Yes, the people he was with were feckless hubl, but in the grand scheme, that was merely an inconvenience. He was in Egypt. A dream come true. He was doing what he had wanted to do ever since he could remember. And someday, he would be working digs with people he could have real relationships with, people who weren’t suck-up college boys or cruel professors intoxicated by a false sense of their own importance. And Karim wasn’t so bad. Akim was probably okay, too, although he rarely spoke, so it was hard to tell much about him. And there were Darius and Rah, two adult hires who helped to move sand when necessary and provided security, particularly at night. Neither had much education, but they spoke acceptable English and treated Jabari like a kid brother. One evening, Rah had shared a joint with him that had made him want to swim in the stars.
And they uncovered something unexpected. The excitement over this almost led to the cessation of pranks. Angry Gandhi even smiled and slapped Jabari on the shoulders once.
A rectangular stone. Then another. Steps. More sand was shoveled away. They went deep into the earth. Karim had wondered whether they led all the way to hell. There were thirty-six steps altogether, and with more digging, they had uncovered a slab that sealed the entrance to a mastaba.
At the onset of the semester, Jabari had expected to spend a great deal of time working a small square of ground marked off by a string grid. Perhaps, if he were lucky, he would uncover a pottery fragment. The jackpot would be finding part of a tool or a human bone. To actually discover a new tomb was far beyond what the university had promised when describing the educational opportunity.
The tomb had, in some ways, been a puzzle and it had naturally excited Professor Hassan as much as anyone. “Its origins are Predynastic times, perhaps as much as five thousand years ago,” he told them as the entrance was cleared of sand. “You’ll note it is not carved from limestone bedrock as was the tomb of Tutankhamun and others buried in the Valley of the Kings, but rather it is constructed of stacked stone.”
The occupant had almost certainly been important, for Jabari knew most of the dead from this period were buried in sand pits. Only the wealthy or those with significant titles merited mastabas, which were typically built at ground level or slightly below. Their roofs were flat, and sometimes, additional levels were built atop them so that they resembled step pyramids. Of course, in fifty centuries, sand could bury even the tallest of mastabas.
“But the thirty-six steps,” said Hassan, wagging a crooked finger at them. “This suggests a tomb intentionally built to be hidden, or particularly difficult to disturb.”
The gleam in his eyes, the subtle bounce in his step, the barely noticeable hint of hauteur in his voice suggested to the others that Hassan believed his memoir was about to find itself undergoing major revisions.
It had taken days to clear away enough earth to be able to move the stone, even with an assist from a diesel backhoe, for care had to be employed to avoid damaging the tomb itself or any artifacts. Then came the moment of truth. Everyone was excited and hopeful, for the location of the tomb and the efforts that had been employed to hide it suggested to Hassan that this was the untouched resting place of Shendjw, the Crocodile King. If the legends could be trusted, he had ruled over Tarkhan five thousand years ago at the end of the Predynastic Period. And those legends told that he had been powerful and feared. 
“Shendjw had what must have once been a grand palace half a mile away on the shore of the Nile,” Hassan had added as they worked. “But nothing is left. After the city was abandoned, stones from many of its buildings were transported to new locations to become part of new structures.”
While most of the city was gone, the tombs and graves remained, many unexplored or undiscovered. The mastaba which they had uncovered was just beyond the northernmost tip of one of Tarkhan’s extensive cemeteries. Death had been Tarkhan’s business.
And now, the ancient Egyptian preoccupation with death would enrich them all. While any treasures buried with the dead king would go to the Egyptian Ministry of Antiquities, the university that guided the team in discovering the tomb would benefit from the publicity. Being part of this historic success would give the young people a leg up in securing employment in the field. Of course, Hassan would become the man who discovered Shendjw’s tomb and all of its wonders. There could be no more fitting conclusion to the old man’s memoirs than this final exclamation point.
Thus, the disappointment was great when the slab was finally removed to reveal an empty room. 
“It is strange,” said Hassan. “The tomb has been sealed, yet no stelae or carvings on the lintel indicate a name. The same is true inside. See the small, open chamber on the left? Likely intended as a serdab, which should house a statue depicting the deceased. But it is empty. And the walls are unadorned. No scenes depicting the deceased in life. No false door, which should also contain his name. On one hand, the tomb seems unfinished. Perhaps unused. But if this is the case, why seal it?”
He let these questions hang for a bit before continuing.
“Of course, you are all aware of the possibility that this is a ruse to discourage thieves, that a ghost door will be discovered that will lead us to an anteroom full of treasure. And perhaps the remains of Crocodile himself.”
“Then we must search for this ghost door,” said Karim with unaccustomed enthusiasm. 
“Yes!” said Hassan, his eyes sparkling.
“Tomorrow,” replied Dr. Galal. 
Hassan was clearly surprised by this remark. “But we are so close. I can sense it. There is more to this tomb.”
“That may be so,” said Galal. “But the sun is already down. We will need to replenish the diesel fuel for the generator. That in itself will take an hour and a half. What then? If we work hastily to attempt to uncover the tomb’s secrets before we are overpowered by sleep, we are more likely to make mistakes, to destroy that which is important. The tomb has been here five thousand years. It will be waiting for us still in the morning.”
This was sensible advice, and after a moment, Hassan’s shoulders drooped as he relaxed.
“How can you think of just sitting in your tent when historic discoveries are imminent?” asked Karim, ignoring Dr. Galal and speaking directly to Hassan.
“There is no need to sit in tents,” responded Dr. Galal. “Finding this tomb, no matter what it holds, is a great achievement. Breaching it today is worth celebrating. Go to the Oasis.”
Ramses’ Oasis was the name of a licensed bar half an hour north in one of the hotels, an oasis for tourists, non-Muslims, and believers willing to overlook that consumption of alcohol was haram—forbidden—in Islam. “Yes,” said Hassan, nodding slightly after considering the matter. “We’ve all been working hard without recreation of any kind. A little libation tonight. And then tomorrow, we will be refreshed and ready to pry the secrets from the tomb.”
“Tomorrow we will be hung-over,” argued Karim.
“Weren’t you the one responsible for making sure the generator had ample fuel?” Dr. Galal asked Karim pointedly. “Yet, you berate us for our inability to work all night long.”
Karim hung his head. Among the others, it was evident the idea of consuming alcohol had gathered steam and now seemed clearly preferable to working late in a dusty subterranean cavern.
“I will buy the first round,” said Hassan.
Zaki raised an eyebrow. “You will be coming with us, Professor?”
Hassan nodded and spoke loudly. “I am Coptic, so a little drink can be overlooked. A thank you for everyone’s hard work.” And then, in a lower voice to Zaki: “And I am only Coptic because here, it is wise to be something rather than nothing.”
This rare show of comradeship and generosity by Hassan lifted the spirits of all. The others went with him, even Karim. Darius went along to drive the van. Rah said no thanks and disappeared to the tent he shared with Darius and went to sleep. Dr. Galal also remained at the camp, for she did not consume alcohol.
Jabari declined, even though no one had asked him to go. In fact, he looked forward to the quiet. Once the others had departed, he lay in his cot for quite a while re-reading a favorite book: The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. But on this night, other thoughts kept intruding.
There were questions. On one hand, robbers might have cleaned out the tomb and resealed it. But there would have been no need for them to bury it again. Jabari was aware of the Khamsin winds that occurred some years in the spring, sometimes reaching speeds of over eighty miles an hour. Those winds had ground Napoleon’s Egyptian military crusade to a halt in the 18th century. Even a thirty-six-step staircase could be consumed in a single day. So perhaps it was Mother Nature who had reburied the mastaba. However, thieves who were clever enough to find this tomb and diligent enough to dig to this depth would have known about ghost doors. Yet, there was no evidence that any of the stone or plastered interior walls had been disturbed in a search for hidden entrances to additional rooms.
Hassan seemed to believe that ghost doors might exist and lead to hidden chambers. But what would they find, particularly in an unmarked tomb? When he had arrived in Egypt, Jabari’s expectations were muted with respect to what might be found in a dig where students were involved. The opening of a newly discovered tomb today had upped the ante significantly. His imagination conjured Howard Carter, who had uncovered King Tut’s tomb, and Mary and Louis Leakey, who first unearthed hominid fossils in the Olduvai Gorge. As the silent minutes in his tent ticked by, Karim’s words rang in the background. How can you think of just sitting in your tent when historic discoveries are imminent?
As he thought this, the overhead light in his tent blinked out. He sat up, reached beneath the cot for a battery powered light, switched it on. Putting his book away, he pulled on his boots, then stepped outside. Lights in the other tents were out as well, although since most of their occupants were at Ramses’ Oasis, that was not surprising. And Professor Hassan had mentioned that they were almost out of fuel, although Jabari had expected that with only the few lights in the tents to power, it would last until morning. What did surprise him was movement near the tomb entrance. As he squinted, he made out the figure of Dr. Galal emerging from beneath the canopy protecting its entrance and striding through the darkness to the small, secure shed where important items could be locked away. Letting herself inside, she was out of sight for only seconds and then emerged on a trajectory to the diesel generator that supplied light for work and power for tools as well as lighting to the tents. Dr. Galal grabbed two red fuel containers and set them in the back of the ATV. Then she got on, started it up with the keys she had appropriated from the shed, and headed off down the packed trail, presumably to the university’s other Tarkhan dig five miles south, where she would find more diesel.
But what was she doing in the tomb?
Jabari calculated he had more than an hour before she returned, and so he grabbed two battery-powered lanterns, walked the short distance to the awning above their excavation, and headed down into the mastaba. He stepped into the room at the bottom of the stairs and switched on one of his battery lamps. 
He gasped in surprise.
Dr. Galal had been working. One of the battery powered lanterns sat on the floor. A flick of the switch confirmed that it was out of juice. A tool pouch and a large, electric masonry drill rested next to it, useless like the lights until power was restored. No air was being pumped into the tomb either, but Jabari did not plan to be there very long.
The outer walls were limestone. The wide back wall was plastered, but not as carefully as he had seen in photos he had studied of other tombs. And plastered walls were often used as an artist’s canvas, a place where pictures could be etched or painted to represent the history of the one interred in the tomb. This canvas was blank. While there might be many reasons for this, the lack of pictographs and the crude workmanship suggested to Jabari that the plaster had been applied quickly. And this was the wall that Dr. Galal had attacked.
He took out his phone and snapped several photos of the wall, although these did not chronicle anything of importance other than the current condition of the tomb. Galal had chiseled a fist-sized hole into this wall before the lights and power had gone out. He held up his lantern, put an eye to the opening. However, he could see nothing.
Still, the hole confirmed that there was a chamber behind the wall.
Jabari stood for a moment, thinking, his heart beating loudly. 
What he planned to do next might get him into trouble. Hell, it was certain to get him into trouble. But Dr. Galal was the one who had put the hole in the wall. It was really her fault.
And anyway, fuck them. After being treated like garbage for weeks, it no longer mattered to him what they thought—even if Hassan and Zaki were so outraged that they sent him home. Based on Zaki’s transparent contempt for him, what sort of endorsement of Jabari was he likely to pass along to Hassan, even if Jabari were now to exit the mastaba and sit obediently in his tent?
He slipped a dust mask from the tool pouch over his face, knelt at the center of the wall, took a hand pick from the pouch, and began to chip at the plaster covering the brickwork. It did not take long for him to uncover a ghost door.
Ghost doors were doorways that had been completely bricked shut and then concealed behind plaster that covered the entire wall. Jabari smiled.
It was true. Whoever had sealed this tomb was trying to hide something. Or someone.
He threw his shoulder into the brickwork once, twice. Then he rushed back up the stairs to where the more cumbersome hand tools were stored, grabbed a sledgehammer, and returned to the anteroom. Half a dozen swings and several bricks tumbled inward.
There was indeed another chamber.
Part of him wanted to pat himself on the back in celebration of his cleverness. But he knew that the others already suspected there might be more to the tomb than they had initially uncovered. Pushing a couple more bricks aside, he held up one of the lanterns to direct some light inside.
Jabari’s heart beat faster. Just on the other side of the wall, on the floor, human skeletal remains. And there! Just off to the right, another skeleton. But these sights, while darkly fascinating, were surpassed by what stood just beyond: on a raised stone platform in the middle of the room, a closed sarcophagus. 
“Holy shit!”
He held his phone up to the opening, set the flash, took several more pictures.
I should stop. I should text Hassan and Zaki and tell them what I found. Of course, he knew that Hassan in particular would be furious, knowing that he would have been the one to lead them into the sealed crypt and possibly into a place in history if Jabari had stayed in his tent. And Zaki would be furious because Jabari had no authority to do what he was now doing. The brazen disobedience. The insolence.
But Jabari remembered the man’s mockery. A man well-liked by others, a man he might easily have looked up to and respected if not for the disdain and cruelty.
Fuck him.
Even if he had wanted to tell them what he had found so that they might rush back and push him aside, he had no mobile number for either man, so that settled the matter. Besides, the more Jabari thought about it, the more it seemed to him that what he was doing really wouldn’t matter in the end. Hassan and Zaki would not allow a pathetic nobody like Jabari to grab the spotlight, no matter what he did on this night. They would scold him for his audacity, rearrange the facts to suggest the discovery occurred the following day under Hassan’s supervision, create photo documentation that would direct credit to Hassan, Galal and Zaki, and threaten those who might offer a contradictory narrative—particularly Jabari. He seemed to recall a quote attributed to Napolean: “History is a fable agreed upon.” Angry Gandhi’s memoir would have its big finish.
So it was decided. The temptation of the moment was too great. Jabari squeezed carefully inside, setting up the portable lanterns to illuminate the space. He took photos to document everything. He had no desire to ruin this discovery. Very much the opposite. He would not touch the skeletons. Doing so could damage them or change the narrative with respect to what they were doing in the tomb. All Jabari could tell was that it appeared they may have suffered sudden, violent deaths, heaped upon the floor as they were without ceremony.
But he had to take a look at the sarcophagus. It was beautiful, painted with blues and reds and inlaid with what might be real gold. Yet, there was nothing else in the chamber. Egyptians almost universally buried household items, foods, valuables, and decorative items with their dead. This room was as spartan as a cave. It would be interesting to work out the puzzle of this place when the whole crew returned to work on it tomorrow.
Of course, it was also possible that Zaki would have him on a plane back to the United States. 
Yet, perhaps not. While this was clearly not in the same league as King Tutankhamun’s tomb, it was a substantial find, and perhaps if Jabari merely pretended ignorance of his transgressions, blamed the initial breach of the wall on Dr. Galal—which was true—then the others might be so buoyed and distracted by this wonderful discovery that he would go unpunished. He ran the scenario in his mind. Yes, he could blame most of it on Dr. Galal. I was just curious, so I came down and spotted the hole in the wall. When I leaned against it for a better look, a whole section came away. I was almost crushed by falling brick! Maybe they would be so excited over the hidden room and sarcophagus that they would not question.
As he approached the sarcophagus, he observed that it was not as ornate as those that were crafted in the dynastic period. Instead of narrowing toward the feet, its dimensions seemed consistent. There was a tapered and raised area at the crown where the likeness of the inhabitant had been carved and painted. Jabari took more photos. A man in royal headdress, it seemed. 
Shendjw! The Crocodile!
It had to be. He had to look inside. He had to be sure. This discovery, and to be alone here in this chamber, to see these things…this made it all worthwhile.
Jabari placed his hands against the coffin lid, pushed. The damned thing was heavy, and he lost his footing, steadied himself, pushed again. This time, the lid moved a couple inches. He quickly realized that if he continued to push as he was now, the lid would fall to the floor and possibly break. That would be the sort of catastrophe that he must avoid. Not only would it ruin a valued artifact, but it would also obliterate his innocent bystander alibi. He went to the opposite side of the coffin and pushed against that end. This moved the bottom portion of the lid a couple of inches. If he continued to alternate between top and bottom, he could balance the lid with equal parts of it hanging off the coffin on the left and right. And he wasn’t going to open it very far. Perhaps six inches, just to get a look inside, to confirm that the mummy of Shendjw was still there, that tomb robbers had not taken it and somehow concealed their escape.
He pushed again at the feet, then went around and pushed at the head. He now had a gap of a couple inches and could see that there was indeed a body inside. A few more inches would give him a better look. He pushed once again at the carved head, went to the feet, pushed, returned to the head, gave another good thrust.
The head and left shoulder of the mummy were now visible. It was incredible. As long as he lived, he would never forget this moment. The wrappings were hard, brown, deteriorating in many places. The arms, which had been wrapped over the chest, seemed to have fallen free with the left hanging straight at the mummy’s side. The face was still mostly wrapped, except for the eyes. The right appeared closed while the left was partly open, exposing a dry, hideously corrupted eyeball. Jabari had seen several mummies in museums and textbooks whose bodies were shriveled like so much beef jerky, but this one appeared far less decayed. And he knew that a specimen that was better preserved would be of far greater value in scientific terms. Jabari shook his head, smiling at the genius of the Egyptians when it came to embalming.
The skin on part of the arm was exposed. Dry and lighter in color than most of the photos he had seen. And less shriveled, he observed. Kind of like when they found bodies in the ice that had been there for a thousand years and it was almost like they were just taking a nap. Only this body wasn’t napping. The skin was wrinkled, parched, like an old person. Not Crypt Keeper old, but definitely corpselike.
Jabari frowned. There was a thickening in the chest more consistent with the female anatomy. However, this might be explained by the individual having been buried wearing a usekh, a broad collar of pendants. He looked at the eyes again. Eyeliner, yes, but Egyptian men often wore such makeup. He laughed aloud. Wouldn’t that be a joke? To discover the tomb of the Crocodile and find that a woman had been buried there?
Then he stopped laughing. A sound, almost like a soft gasp. It had seemed to come from right there, right in the sarcophagus. But that was impossible. It had to be his own laughter, bounced around and corrupted as it echoed off the stone walls. Yet, he suddenly felt uneasy. The room seemed to have grown smaller, and he felt like he had not merely broken down a limestone and plaster door into a burial chamber, but had crossed the threshold into a place that was terrifying because it was unknown and beyond understanding, a place from which he could not return. The rational part of his brain knew this was simply the result of too many movies featuring werewolves, mummies, and vampires when he was younger, and of too many superstitions that had not been fully educated out of him. Yet he could not shake the sudden ice in his veins or the sense of dread. Perhaps once he replaced the heavy lid and returned to his tent, he would laugh at himself for believing in ghosts. 
He placed his hands on the lid and braced himself to pull, taking one last look at the face of the mummy inside. 
Its right eye was now open.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
“Shit! Shit!”
Jabari fell backwards and landed on the pile of bones to the right of the coffin pedestal. He scrambled toward the opening between the rooms and, in moments, stood in the dimly lit outer chamber.
He looked back toward the sarcophagus, terrified of what he might see, but it sat there benignly, its lid slightly ajar, illuminated by the two battery powered lanterns. His heart thudded so hard and fast he truly feared he might suffer a heart attack.
“What the hell!”
In the movies, this was where the doomed rube waited just a little too long to flee the danger and found himself caught by werewolves, creatures from black lagoons, aliens, or ax murderers. Or mummies. But this wasn’t a movie.
The eye wasn’t open. It couldn’t have been. Nerves and muscles wouldn’t function like that after 5,000 years. It was my imagination. Or a trick of the light.
Then he heard another gasping sound, this one like a long exhale.
And after a moment, he laughed. The fear gone as quickly as it had come, for he suddenly understood what was going on.
“Son of a bitch!” He looked around the antechamber. “You assholes! Where are the goddamn cameras!” Joseph, David, maybe goddamn Zaki. Hopefully Aya was not in on it.  They were probably streaming his reaction online right now. He cautiously poked his head back into the burial chamber. Were the cameras up in those hard to see, dark corners? Were they hidden in chinks in the limestone brickwork? It was so obvious now. Leave Jabari behind. Have Dr. Galal create a disturbance that would get him into the crypt. The video probably already had a million views.
But…
His smile faltered. It would have taken some time to set up everything. When had they been able to do it? They would have had to discover another entrance without Jabari knowing it. The plastered limestone wall that he had just destroyed was clearly ancient, which meant no one had entered from that direction. He so wanted the idea of a joke to be real, but the more he thought about it, the more the idea crumbled to dust. There was no other way anyone could have entered the tomb.
A third long gasp came from the sarcophagus.
“Fuck!”
There was no denying it. There was someone in there. He had to go wake Rah. But if he was wrong, if it was all imagination, he would feel like a fool. And it would be a hundred times worse than his earlier victimizations. He could envision Rah telling the story. It was a quiet night. Except for when Jabari thought the mummy in the sarcophagus was alive.
A new sound came from the coffin, raspy, almost a hiss, almost inaudible. “Haaaaaaaaaaa.” It wasn’t a laugh, but rather as if someone was simply trying to say a word that began with the letter H.
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 
He wracked his brain for a logical answer to why there should be a living thing in the coffin. A reason that didn’t involve the supernatural.
“Puh. Puh.” Softly from the sarcophagus.
Okay, okay. What if…what if tomb robbers found a way in. Couple of weeks ago. I don’t know how. Maybe another entrance. A tunnel we don’t know about. Or maybe they dug out the stairway and filled it back in afterwards. They got inside and…they took all the artifacts. All the treasure. Yeah! That’s why there’s nothing! But one of them double crossed the others and they wrapped him up like a mummy, trapped the poor bastard inside the sarcophagus. Left him to die. Now he’s freakin’ mostly dehydrated, almost at the end.
He only half-believed this story, but it seemed more likely than a five-thousand-year-old mummy coming to life. He ran back up the stairs, grabbed his water bottle, and returned to the anteroom.
For a moment, he dared to hope.
It was all a dream, right?
Then, another gasp. This one a bit louder.
Well shit.
He set up his phone on a brick pile, pointed it toward the sarcophagus and set it to record.
If I get fucked up by Boris Karloff, at least there will be a record of it.
He edged toward the coffin, trembling. Halfway there, he called out, “I’m bringing you water! Don’t hurt me.”
There was an almost immediate response, this time a low moan with an almost pleading tone.
He edged closer, feeling light-headed for a moment. Then he was standing beside it again, his heart beating like a jazz timpani solo. The thing’s right eye was looking at him, wide open now, alert, maybe even a bit afraid, and it seemed clear to him now that this was not a man, but an older woman.
“It’s okay,” said Jabari. He would work out later how she became trapped here. “I have water.” The mouth was covered with bandages. “Wait a minute.” He scrambled back to his tool pouch, emerged with  small scissors. He held them for her to see. “I don’t want to hurt you. Can I cut your wraps?”
The question seemed to confuse her at first. After a long pause, he thought he detected a slight nod.
Jabari found an edge near the chin, made a cut. The wraps seemed to flake into dust and fibers as he snipped, and in short order, he pulled back enough bandages to expose her mouth, the lips wrinkled and puckered. He wished he had a syringe or some way to give her a small amount. He trickled a stream from the bottle onto her lips, and then she opened her mouth a bit and accepted the trickle. Suddenly, she coughed, moaned, and her whole body shook in a violent spasm. Then she was quiet again and opened her mouth for more. It took several minutes, but then, the bottle was empty.
“Can you talk?” he asked. “I am Jabari.”
She opened her mouth, but nonsense came out. “Mow mow new.”
Probably in shock, thought Jabari.
“We need to get you to hospital. I’m going to get you out of there.”
He pushed the lid of the sarcophagus until it clattered to the floor. He did not study it sufficiently to see if it had been damaged. He now saw that her legs were wrapped as one. He used the scissors again and cut between them. The wraps continued to disintegrate, and Jabari now realized that the woman was either mostly naked underneath the wrappings, or that her clothing had disintegrated as well.
This set off an alarm somewhere in his brain, but just why did not come to him immediately.
The woman seemed very weak, and Jabari understood he would have to help her out of the sarcophagus.
“I’m going to lift you.”
She seemed to weigh almost nothing, like a papier-mâché replica of a woman. More of her wrappings flaked away, and now there was little covering her emaciated form. He set her down, her back against the brick wall.
“I’ll get more water.”
Up the stairs he went again, refilling the water bottle and grabbing a bandana and a white-with-pinstripes dress shirt from his duffel, which he figured would be easy for her to slip into. When he returned to the chamber, she sat as he had left her, staring zombie-like at something in her hand. He realized as he neared that it was a prosthetic eye that had deteriorated badly. Was it hers? he wondered. Had the eye weathered the past couple of weeks that poorly?
More alarms.
A scar from forehead to chin ran down the left side of her face, although this appeared to be an old injury or botched surgery. This time, when he brought the bottle close, she attempted to hold it herself, and after several clumsy drops, managed to maneuver it successfully to her mouth. As she drank, he helped her into the shirt, attempting to avert his eyes. Dressing her, however, involved pulling away the rest of the rotten wraps, and as Jabari did so, it seemed to him that he had miscalculated her age. Perhaps she was only mid-fifties or early sixties. He pulled the shirt round her shoulders and buttoned the front as she drank greedily. Now she used one hand to pull more of the wrapping away from her mouth, and Jabari helped remove it from the rest of her head. Long, red hair fell across her shoulders.
She finished the second bottle and sat back, seeming exhausted. Then her eye traveled to the skeleton a few feet away, and she put her face in her hands and began to wail.
The alarms were clanging loudly now.
“Do you think you can walk? I need to get you to hospital.”
She did not yet seem able to make words, but Jabari was able to get her onto shaky legs. It was a difficult climb, but eventually, they stood beneath the stars. The woman fell to her knees, covered her face with her hands.
“You’re going to be okay. You’re safe now. We’ll get the people who put you in there. But right now, we’ve got to go.”
He wanted to get her out of there before Galal, Zaki and the others returned. Pleading ignorance seemed to be off the table, in light of the extraordinary new circumstances. He had no desire to face the accusations that would require him to explain his actions in the tomb, or the barrage of questions about the woman. In truth, he had very few answers. There was a hospital half an hour away. They usually did not have cell service here at the dig, and getting an ambulance there would take more than an hour. After her ordeal, he sensed she required medical attention sooner rather than later. If he drove, she would be at hospital in half the time or less.
Jabari led her to his tent where he paused to change into a clean shirt and to grab a pair of sweatpants for her. He also pocketed his wallet and fetched three bottles of Gatorade from a mesh bag near his bed. The electrolytes would do her good, he figured. The van was gone with the bar group, but the Jeep Wrangler was there. Jabari grabbed the fob from the key safe, helped the woman into the passenger seat, and moments later, they were heading off into the night. He had left Rah a note: BACK SOON. That would at least convince them that the Jeep hadn’t been stolen, though it would add to the sins Jabari had committed this night, for driving the vehicles was limited to the teaching staff, Karim, Darius and Rah.
He would definitely be on a flight home tomorrow. Possibly later tonight. Or in jail.
He handed her the bandana and more or less talked her through the process of tying it so it covered the dead eye socket. As he drove, he opened one of the bottles of Gatorade and gave it to the woman. She tasted it, coughed, and then sucked it down greedily.
“I’ll give you more in a bit,” said Jabari. “It’s good for you. And they’ll run tests and give you stuff to make you feel better at hospital.”
“Noooooooo!”
It was the first word Jabari had heard her speak. He tried to split his attention between her and the road.
“You need to go to hospital. They’ll help you get better. And they can have the police come and talk to you right there.”
The woman shook her head. The infusion of liquid seemed to restore some of her energy. In the glow from the Jeep’s dashboard lights, she even looked a bit younger than he had previously estimated. Ahead, he saw the lights of a twenty-four-hour gas station. 
“Are you hungry?”
The woman nodded. “Yeee. Yes.”
If she had been trapped in the sarcophagus for weeks, he reasoned she had to be starving. It would take only a few minutes to pick up some snacks, and he hoped these might distract her enough that she would be less anxious about continuing to hospital. He pulled off the road and stopped in a parking space near the entrance to the convenience store. The woman shielded her eye against the bright lights.
“I’ll get you something to eat,” said Jabari. “You stay here.”
If she went inside, the owner of the store might think she was on drugs. He left her in the Jeep and walked to the entrance. Inside, he bought a bag of chips, some snack cakes, a banana, and two more bottles of Gatorade. He paid for the items and returned to the Jeep. 
When he opened the driver’s side door, he discovered that she was gone.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
The passenger side door hung open. 
“Shit!”
He tossed the food items onto the front seat, shut his door, looked around.
Nothing.
Jabari ran out to the highway. A car rushed past. He looked north, then south but saw no sign of her. Yet, he knew in her condition, she could not have gotten far.
Where the hell?
He reached for his pocket, which was where he usually kept his mobile. He could use its light to help him search. The phone wasn’t there. He was about to rush back to the Jeep to see if he’d left it on the dash when he remembered. He had set it on some bricks to film his investigation of the sarcophagus. It was likely still there, still recording.
“Shit!”
Not only was he without communication, this meant that Hassan, Zaki and the others would find the phone when they returned. And they would see everything.
“Shit! Shit!”
Then he heard a high-pitched, moaning cry that seemed to come from across the road. He sprinted in the general direction, continued down a mild embankment before hearing another cry just ahead. Moments later, he almost tripped over her. The woman crouched down.
“Hurts!” she said.
“Did you fall?” he asked. “Did you break something?”
She grunted. He heard the trickle of water, realized she was no longer wearing the sweatpants. She was urinating. Or trying to.
“Oh!” Embarrassed, he turned around and faced the road.
She cried out again and repeated the word. “Hurts!”
A few minutes later, she finished. He found the sweatpants and helped her into them. Then they trudged back to the vehicle. She walked haltingly, but without need of his support. They were soon on the road again. 
He doubted it took ten minutes for her to finish off all the snacks and one of the Gatorades.
“My name is Jabari,” he told her, doubting that she remembered him telling it to her in the tomb. “What’s yours?”
The question seemed to confuse her for a moment. Then she laughed, yet there was no humor in it. It was the sickening laugh of one who was unwell.
“I’ll have to know your name when I check you in.”
“No,” she said again. 
“No to your name or no to the hospital?”
“No ho…no hospital!”
Jabari sighed loudly. “What’s your name?”
The woman seemed confused again. “Pan. Panya. And Rick. Eeee. Ricky.”
“I don’t understand.”
She shook her head in frustration. “Fucked me up. Long in the sarcoph. Whatever.”
He smiled. Almost three sentences. “You’re making progress.” But as he took quick glances at her, he worried that his senses were playing tricks on him. She keeps looking…healthier. Younger.
“Ricky. My name.”
“Nice to meet you, Ricky.”
“Thank. Thank you for help. For helping me.”
“I couldn’t just leave you there,” said Jabari. “But…how did you get in there? Did someone put you there?” The minute he said it, he felt like a complete idiot. Of course someone had put her there. It wasn’t the kind of thing one did to oneself.
“A bad man.”
“Can you describe him to the police?”
Ricky shook her head. “No police. No hospital.”
Jabari shot her a glance. “You need help.”
“You helped me. I’m good.”
“I’m serious,” said Jabari, growing more frustrated. “And right now, I don’t think you’re thinking clearly, which is to be expected.”
“Clearly enough. No police. No hospital.”
They were silent for a bit before Jabari spoke. “How did he get you in there? That mastaba
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