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			Prologue 

			Kasmut & Milfonnos

			Kasmut tugged back the tapestry—adorned with an image of his Pharaoh hunting an oryx—and peered into the dark courtyard. Only one torch burned; the others had been doused by the wind, and no one was awake to tend them. It was quiet, save for the relentless trill of a nightjar roosting beneath a thorny shrub. Perhaps it is calling its mate, Kasmut thought bitterly. If only I were a bird! I could fly far away from—

			“Well?” His Pharaoh’s deep timbre seemed to shake the ground beneath Kasmut’s feet. It was a voice that commanded an army thousands strong, but most importantly, it steered Kasmut. Milfonnos’ voice preceded his every move, whether he liked it or not. 

			Kasmut sighed, releasing the tapestry. “It is quiet, Pharaoh. Not a soul in sight. Just a bird.” 

			Resting his palms on the altar, Milfonnos squinted at the Book of Heka. He had been struggling to read since the tumors invaded his sinus cavity and compressed the optic nerve in his right eye. 

			Kasmut didn’t bother to glance at the page—he couldn’t read even with perfect eyesight. He would never say so out loud, but these days, his Pharaoh looked more like a man than the godhead. Once, Milfonnos was as muscular as an ox, but now he was as slight as a jackal, the sickness eating the meat off his bones. The ostentatious leopard pelt draped over his drooping shoulders made him look even smaller. They had killed the leopard together, riding side-by-side on camelback. Kasmut had pulled back his bow string first, but it was Milfonnos who cut the dying big cat’s throat. 

			“Pharaoh?” 

			“Silence, Kas. I’m reading.” Milfonnos reached for the ruby resting beside the book. It was the largest gem Kasmut had ever seen—as big as his palm and heavier than a gurma fruit. As Milfonnos held it up, the gem reflected the candlelight in a kaleidoscope of refracted pinpoints. “Once I start, no one may enter this room. Do you understand?”

			Kasmut bit his lip, resting his hand on the scimitar at his hip. He hadn’t minded the talk about the magical spell that could make his Pharaoh immortal, both curing his disease and making him invulnerable. But now that the book had been found and the day of the ceremony had arrived, Kasmut wasn’t so sure. “Why must we start at all?” 

			“If we do not do something soon, there will be no reason to begin. Time is running out.” Milfonnos sighed. He tapped the golden armbands on his thin upper arms, the bangles resting in the crook of his elbows. “Even these cannot protect me anymore.” The Pharaoh turned to his loyal bodyguard, the fighter he had known since childhood. “You can wait outside, if you’d like.” He gestured to the door, which they had blockaded with a wooden chair with legs carved to resemble a lion’s. “You don’t need to see this.”

			The thought made Kasmut even more uneasy. He didn’t want Milfonnos to be alone, especially if he had to straddle the boundary between the Duat and the living world. “And leave you alone to traverse the lake of fire or scale the iron walls?” Kasmut snorted. “I’ll stay. I am your faithful servant.” 

			Milfonnos nodded, steeling himself for what was coming. The Pharaoh had researched the spell that would both restore his vitality and keep him safe, but he couldn’t be certain that the magic would work. “Thank you, Kas,” he said, before turning abruptly to the book resting on the altar, scanning the instructions he had memorized months ago. 

			He placed the gemstone back on the altar; as before, it caught the light, bands of crimson stretching across the rough-hewn worktop. Kasmut shuddered, thinking of the blood that would soon dampen the altar. Milfonnos’ blood. “Once I start, you mustn’t interfere,” Milfonnos reminded him.

			“I won’t,” Kasmut promised. 

			Milfonnos scoffed. “You blither like a woman if I so much as scrape a knee.” 

			“Because it’ll be my head if you’re hurt,” Kasmut grumbled. 

			Milfonnos clapped a hand on his bodyguard’s shoulder. “No one is going to cut off your head, Kas. Not while I’m around.” 

			What if you perish? 

			Kasmut swallowed the question where it sat like a stone in his gullet. He mustn’t doubt his Pharaoh, at least not aloud. He didn’t doubt that Ra would rouse the sun come morning, or that Osiris would greet him when he closed his eyes for the last time, so he could not doubt Milfonnos. 

			Resigned, Milfonnos heaved a sigh. “Let’s begin. Give me your scimitar.” 

			Kasmut’s hand flexed about the hilt. “I—”

			Milfonnos shot him a dark look, baring his squarish teeth like an animal. “Now,” he snarled. “Listen to your Pharaoh.” This close, Kasmut could see the dark circles beneath Milfonnos’ bloodshot eyes. When had he last slept? 

			Kasmut slowly drew the weapon from its scabbard, handing it over hilt-first. Milfonnos’ face paled as he hefted it, but his expression remained impassive. “Will it be worth it?” Kasmut asked, the words spewing out of his mouth like vomit. If he kept the Pharaoh talking, perhaps the ritual could be delayed for one more minute, one more hour, one more night. 

			“If you could be impervious to a knife in the back, wouldn’t you do it?” Milfonnos countered.

			“If you keep your head on a swivel, there’s no need to bring magic into it,” Kasmut remarked. 

			Milfonnos chuckled. “I have too many enemies. Surely, my head can’t spin fast enough.” 

			Without another word, Milfonnos cut his palm open with the scimitar and muttered in a language Kasmut didn’t understand. The words seemed to bounce off Milfonnos’ tongue, the vowels no louder than an exhale. 

			Thick droplets of crimson speckled the book’s page. Milfonnos swayed. 

			Suddenly, the door buckled inward, the chair skittering across the mud tiles. When it toppled over, Milfonnos’ head snapped toward the sound. “No!” he cried as men in black robes and keffiyeh poured through the doorway. One raised a sword high, the sleeve pooling down his arm.

			“The Amun Henet!” Kasmut shouted, recognizing the winged sigil burned onto the hand of the closest invader; they’d come for the ruby. He snatched his scimitar from his Pharaoh’s hand to defend him. He knew he couldn’t take on all five men, but he would try. For Milfonnos. “We have to go, Milfonnos!” He hadn’t called him by his name since they were children. 

			Milfonnos picked up the ruby with his bleeding hand, holding it aloft. Not even the Amun Henet could stop him. Blood trickled down his arm, not unlike the Nile traversing the desert. He shouted in the strange language of magic as Kasmut’s sword clashed with many. 

			“Stop him!” one of the men shouted, his voice familiar. Where did Kasmut know that voice? It brought to mind memories of long diatribes over roasted mutton and copious glasses of beer. 

			“The gemstone!” another cried. “He has stolen it from Amun-Ra’s temple!”

			Milfonnos had done nothing of the sort. It was Kasmut who had ridden into the temple complex at Karnak, his way lit only by the sliver of the moon. It was Kasmut who had subdued the priests who lived there, whispering apologies as he tied their hands and feet. It was Kasmut who had entered the chapel, prying the ruby out of the obelisk with his knife. 

			Kasmut parried a wildly swinging scimitar, elbowing the attacker in the face. His nose crunched. Before Kasmut could swing his weapon again, he was overpowered by three men and driven to his knees. Someone struck him in the temple with the hilt of their scimitar and his ears rang. Heat scored along his back, and then he fell forward, his body numb.

			He caught one last glimpse of Milfonnos. Perhaps it was the concussion, but he swore the Pharaoh floated a few feet above the floor, the ruby embedded in the bleeding socket of his right eye. The gem glowed. As Kasmut’s vision darkened, the Amun Henet surrounded the Pharaoh, their blades smeared with red. 

			[image: ]

			Kasmut was dead, a growing pool of blood spreading beneath his prone corpse. Milfonnos was not sad, even though they had suckled at the breast of the same wet nurse and learned to walk while holding hands. 

			Milfonnos only felt euphoria. 

			The Amun Henet swarmed around him like ants on honey, but he was only dimly aware of the blade placed against his throat, dimpling the skin. When it sawed through his jugular, he felt no pain, only the warmth of blood soaking his leopard-spotted mantle. The static of magic raised the hair on his arms and scalp. 

			It worked. 

			He should be dead like poor Kasmut, but he felt only elation. He reached up, feeling the new skin of his throat. Blades plunged into his belly, but it was no more painful than a bee sting. He glanced down at the golden armbands encircling his upper arms, flexing his muscles and marveling at the return of his former body. He had always been aware of the dim thrum of protection magic contained within the armbands, but now they were energized, their abilities amplified by the gemstone and the ritual. 

			“How are you doing this?” the apparent leader of the Amun Henet shouted in his face, spittle dappling the Pharaoh’s cheeks. Milfonnos recognized him—Rahil, one of his supposedly devoted ministers. “What have you done?” 

			Milfonnos laughed, powerful magic crackling beneath his skin. “I have done what had to be done.” 

			Rahil blanched, fear tingeing his eyes. “This is blasphemy—an affront to the gods. No one can escape death, not even you, Milfonnos.” For a moment, Milfonnos could hear the honest concern in Rahil’s voice. Even now, he feared for his Pharaoh’s precious soul. A small part of him heard the words, felt the truth in them, but the rest of him knew that without this power, he was doomed. Besides, he was a Pharaoh—he deserved to live forever. Rahil could never understand.

			“I am a god. Can’t you see?” Milfonnos felt drunk and giddy. For months, he had been exhausted, too weak to do much more than slump upon his throne, waving away subjects asking for more, more, more. Now, he felt like he could traverse the unforgiving desert, as hardy as a camel. He gripped the hilt of one of the scimitars embedded in his belly, pulling it free. His blood coated the blade, glinting in the candlelight, and Milfonnos triumphantly held the blade aloft. 

			“You are no god,” Rahil snarled. Quick as a snake, the Amun Henet leader dug his fingers into Milfonnos’ eye socket. The gem shifted and Milfonnos dropped the sword to grab for Rahil’s wrist. As soon as he touched Rahil’s bare skin, his palm sizzled and blistered as though he’d grabbed a piece of hot coal. 

			Rahil’s lip quirked. “Do you feel that? That is power endowed by the gods.” He cupped the Pharaoh’s cheek with his palm. 

			Blisters erupted on Milfonnos’ face, the pustules bursting. He tried to open his mouth to speak—to scream—but his lips were melting. 

			Rahil’s dexterous fingers attempted to pluck the ruby from Milfonnos’ eye socket, and the gemstone cracked—Rahil holding a chunk aloft in triumph. Milfonnos’ vision doubled, and the pain was immediate as the magic rebounded. As tumors filled his lungs, he found that he could not breathe. Milfonnos reached for the magical armbands he still wore, seeking the meager protection he had left. 

			The other Amun Henet quickly pinned the Pharaoh’s arms as Rahil held the gem up, the ruby drenched in scarlet. Even with the echo of powerful magic still coursing through his veins, Milfonnos could not escape their clutches. When Rahil struck again with his blade, the Pharaoh crumbled. Pain came like a rolling wave. 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 

			Jack

			“Get it together, Doctor Who,” Jack Manning growled at the idiot studying the book on the far end of the burial chamber. “We don’t have all day.” Jack draped an arm over the rung of the ladder. 

			The wannabe archaeologist gave him a dirty look, then returned his attention to the battered tome resting on the stone slab in front of him. “You wouldn’t understand any of this,” Reese Eldin snapped. “You’re just a hired thug. Ancient ritual magic is complicated. It takes time.”

			“We have time—just not a lot of it. You know we aren’t supposed to be down here without the overseer.” Jack listened for the telltale sound of footsteps above. No one seemed to notice their presence in the tomb—not yet anyway. “Besides, who said anything about performing ritual magic? You said you were making sure some artifacts were still down here.” He snorted. “You worried the British Museum is going to steal ’em before you get the chance?”

			“Tosh,” the British man scoffed. “I’m only double-checking the contents of the tomb before tomorrow—making sure the contents match the official reports.” He looked up at Jack, lingering too long on the fighter’s athletic physique. Was that jealousy Jack saw in his eyes? Reese was younger than Jack by a few years, somewhere in his late-20s, but he was soft in the middle, the body of a man who never did actual labor. “And you’ve been hired to make sure nothing happens to me in the meantime. Do your job.” 

			Reese flipped a few pages with more force than Jack thought necessary, given the age of the book. What do I know? As he said, I’m only the hired help. Jack frowned, checking that both guns were within hands’ reach. “I don’t work for you, you little British goober. Shogun Security works for the dig site.” 

			“And I’m running this site,” Reese snapped, “so right now, you work for me. Stand there and let me do my job.” His finger slid along the page he had open, clearly searching for something. Jack wondered if he could speed things up by offering to read some of it for him. His Hieratic was a little rusty, but he could still make sense of most of it. Staring at the odious man, Jack decided not to offer. The nerd would probably be offended at the idea that the “dumb” security guard actually had a brain and knew about more than just guns and strategy. 

			Also, it would serve the bastard right if they did get caught down here. Then Reese wouldn’t be running anything any time soon. They took their dig sites seriously here in Cairo. He may be “running” the site, but he wasn’t allowed down here to examine the artifacts without the overseer or some of the crew—just in case he decided to slide something small into a convenient backpack and sneak it back to England. 

			Sighing, Jack stretched, knowing that he wouldn’t do anything except stand around and make sure nothing happened to the artifacts inside. He may wish ill on the Englishman, but he wouldn’t say or do anything to jeopardize his position. He wasn’t willing to risk this sweet gig for a few moments of satisfaction—no matter how annoying Reese could be. 

			Jack’s jobs were normally more eventful—mercs in Africa, terrorists in the deep desert—but he went where the money was, and he kept people alive until he collected his paycheck. Babysitting a dig in Egypt was a cakewalk compared to his last three assignments. If it wasn’t for the oppressive heat and uptight pricks like Reese Eldin, he might even be enjoying himself. The scenery wasn’t bad, especially the woman running the food truck serving the dig.

			And the extra paycheck from his secondary employer made everything a little bit easier. Both wanted the same thing—security for the artifacts on the site—so Jack didn’t see a problem working for both at the same time. It wasn’t like Shogun prohibited moonlighting. 

			Reese’s voice drifted just above the pages, mumbling words in a language Jack didn’t understand—which was odd because Jack knew a lot of languages. For a moment, he was sure something else was with them in the tomb, a presence that Jack didn’t like. 

			“Hey,” Jack snapped. Startled, Reese yelped. “Don’t go reading from ancient books while we’re literally standing in a mummy’s tomb. Honestly, have you never seen a movie before?”

			Reese shook his head, closed the book, and tucked it beneath his arm. “You know nothing, foolish American. Just stand there with your muscles and your guns and let the grown-ups work.”

			Jack let the insult slide, though he wanted to ask where these proverbial grown-ups might be. He decided on a different tactic to speed things along. 

			“So some armbands and a ruby—that’s what you’re looking for?” Jack kept his voice casual. “You know that those little jars are worth way more, right?” He gestured at the alabaster canopic jars, each lid carved to resemble one of Horus’ four sons. “You could get a cool million on the black market.” 

			Reese’s head jerked in his direction, guilt plastered on his features. He really needed to work on his poker face, or everyone would know what he’d been up to. Jack wasn’t sure if his goal was straight theft or something else, but he would figure it out eventually. “H-h-how do you know about that?” Reese stammered.

			Jack shrugged. “I pay attention. That’s actually what they pay me for.” He cocked his head, listening to the distant rumble of an approaching engine. When it backfired, Jack smirked. He recognized it as the food truck that camped out on the outskirts of the dig site, offering up pitas stuffed with meat and vegetables to the sweaty archeologists and laborers alike. The girl who ran it was a tiny thing with “fuck me” eyes. Jack would like to take her up on that.

			“Speaking of, we are out of time.” He gestured to the ladder leading to the ground above. “I hope you found what you were looking for.”

			“You wouldn’t understand,” Reese snapped condescendingly, but he obediently headed to the ladder, zipping the book up inside his windbreaker. Jack shook his head but said nothing. His employer wasn’t particularly interested in the book—not yet anyway. If Reese wanted to keep it close, that was his business. Jack could always get it from him later—it wasn’t as if the man could put up a fight against Jack Manning. Looking up at the exit, Jack saw that the Englishman was slow to climb the ladder, huffing like he’d just run a marathon. 

			Jack lingered in the tomb a moment longer, watching Reese’s feet as they disappeared into the light above. There it was again: the feeling that Jack was being watched. A thorough scan of the excavated chamber assured him that he was alone, and he removed his hands from his guns. 

			He shook himself, letting the feeling go. Perhaps the heat was getting to him. As he climbed out of the tomb, his mind drifted back to the girl in the food truck. He could swear she’d been checking him out a few times over the last week, flirting just a little as he ordered his lunch. 

			I’ll take her over a mummy any day, he thought. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			Eliza

			The truck was sweltering. The oscillating fan—which no longer oscillated—only offered a meager breeze, which did little to counteract the heat emanating from the sizzling cooktop. Eliza Cunningham, proud owner of the Shawarma Warrior King food truck, gathered her hair up in her fist to cool the back of her neck. 

			“Hey Duckling, hot enough for you?” Reese Eldin, Eliza’s worst mistake, sidled up to the window, drumming his fingers on the countertop. He grinned, revealing a row of pearly white veneers. Despite spending the morning processing artifacts, his khaki outfit was pristine. He probably had the local laborers do all of his dirty work while he stood in the shade. 

			Eliza scowled at her old friend, if he could even be called that. Reese had been a nuisance since she was in primary school. He used to tug on her pigtails and snap her training bra, and his irritating behavior only escalated when they went to university. She hated the nickname “Duckling,” but he refused to drop it—much like he refused to stop pursuing her despite her objections. “Are you ordering something or just here to bug me?”

			“Don’t be like that,” Reese said. “I just wanted to say ‘hello’ to my best friend—that’s all.” He tugged down the brim of his baseball cap, shrouding the crow’s feet that wrinkled the corners of his eyes. 

			“You’re scaring away my customers,” Eliza said, and she meant it. No one wanted to be around a know-it-all prat, a pompous ass, a—

			“Fine, I’ll order,” Reese huffed. “Lamb and tabbouleh on a pita. Extra tahini.”

			Eliza resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Reese ordered the same thing every day. “Coming right up,” she said sweetly as she reached for her serrated knife. She cut a thin slice of lamb off of the rotating skewer, catching it in a folded pita, then scooped a spoonful of tabbouleh on top and grabbed the bottle of tahini. Before she could add her signature zigzag, a cloud of dust poured through the window, accompanied by the whirring of a helicopter’s rotors. 

			Even though his lunch was now generously seasoned with dust, Reese beamed. “The investors!” he squealed, clapping his hands like an overstimulated toddler. He took off his hat and smoothed his sweat-dampened hair. 

			The laborers tried to throw tarps over the excavated artifacts, but the wind ripped them from their hands. “Imshi!” they shouted. Go away. 

			As the helicopter touched down, Eliza wiped the thin layer of dust off of the countertop with her fingertip. “Assholes,” she grumbled. 

			Reese raised his eyebrows. “Have some respect, Duckling. These guys gave us millions of dollars.”

			“I’m sure they are going to turn a sarcophagus into a coffee table,” Eliza mused. “They can sell it at West Elm.” 

			“That’s rich coming from you,” Reese snickered. “Don’t forget: you’re making money because those investors gave you an exclusive contract—on my recommendation. Do you think you’d make as much money competing with the other food trucks in Maadi?”

			How could she forget? He reminded her of that fact incessantly. She also wasn’t too keen to go back to the city. Getting up at the crack of dawn for a prime spot on the curb had started taking its toll. It felt like each day blended into the next, separated only by a few restless hours of shut-eye. 

			The helicopter’s rotors slowed, and two men in linen suits climbed out. One of the men wore a cream-colored Panama hat and boat shoes. As they strolled toward the dig site, Reese picked an imaginary piece of lint off of his shirtfront. “I’d better go,” he said. “Time to turn up the charm.”

			You have the charm of a shit-covered pig.

			As Reese trotted away, Eliza opened the lid of the trash can with her foot and dumped his lunch inside. She would have to throw all of the doners away and defrost a fresh batch. “Assholes,” she grumbled again, resting her elbows on the countertop. Her fingers found the familiar red gemstone hanging around her neck, her mother’s necklace a comfort as she fought her annoyance. She couldn’t see the investors—or Reese—anymore; they must be down in the pit. For the briefest of moments, a trench opened up in Eliza’s stomach. She should be down there, covered in dust. Not in a rusty old Citreon … covered in dust. 

			No, she reminded herself, dropping the necklace and moving to wash her hands in the basin sink before skewering a half-frozen hunk of lamb onto the rotisserie. You walked away from that life. Cooking is your calling. She spun on her heel, facing the interior of the truck that was her life now. 

			She was lost in her work when a voice drifted in through the window. “Hey, sweetheart. Can I still get that lunch special, or did I miss my window?” 

			Eliza recognized the voice. She smiled as she turned to face the handsome security guard standing outside her truck. “I only have the packaged pitas left. That okay?”

			“I missed the run on the fresh ones, huh? I guess I’ll have to get here sooner if I want a proper taste of you…r food.” He slid his sunglasses down and winked at her, the afternoon sunlight shining on his blond hair. 

			Eliza laughed, not missing the innuendo. “No need to hurry. I usually have more, but today’s batch got ruined.” She gestured behind him where the helicopter sat like a rotund sparrow, waiting for the return of the investors. 

			“Ah,” the guard said, nodding in understanding as he hooked his sunglasses in his front breast pocket. His eyes were a bright blue. “The suits never seem to care about the mess they leave for everyone else.”

			“Truth,” Eliza agreed. She cocked her head at him. “Though I didn’t expect to hear that from one of their people.”

			“I’m my own person,” the guard told her, leaning in to rest his muscular forearms on the small metal counter outside her window. 

			“I’m glad to hear it,” she replied. “What are your own thoughts on tzatziki sauce?”

			“Love it,” the guard drawled, watching as she reached for the big knife and sliced chunks of meat into the pita in her hand. She made a show of zigzagging sauce across the top. “Veg?” she prompted, already reaching for the lettuce. 

			His hand shot out, reaching through the window to gently grab her wrist. “No,” he said, letting his fingers linger on her skin for a moment. “Just like that.”

			“A plain man, I see,” Eliza said as he released her. “Mysterious yet simple. Just the way I like them.” She slid the pita into a wrapper, folded it in half, and handed it to him. “American dollars, I assume?”

			“Do you take cards?” he asked. 

			Eliza put her hands on her hips, narrowing her eyes at him. “This may be Egypt, sir, but we are still civilized.” She reached into her apron pocket and withdrew her phone with the small card reader plugged into the bottom. 

			“I know,” he said, flipping his wallet open with one hand and pulling out a black card. “This is actually the cradle of civilization.”

			Eliza took the offering, surprised that he had an exclusive Black Card. She’d heard about them but had never actually seen one. She squinted, reading the name printed along the bottom. “‘Jack Manning.’” She looked up at him. “Seriously?”

			“That’s me,” he assured her. 

			“A plain man indeed,” she murmured, still staring at the card. “And you’re seriously using this to buy a pita?”

			“Even plain people need to eat,” he joked, taking a bite of the pita and closing his eyes in appreciation. 

			Eliza shook her head, then she ran the card. Of course, it went through without a hitch. She held out her phone to him. “Receipt?” she prompted, handing him back the card with her other hand. 

			He took the card first, sliding it back in his wallet with a one-handed grace she envied. Then he winked at her and tapped the screen a few times. “Done,” he announced. 

			“Thanks,” Eliza said, sliding the phone back into her pocket without looking at the screen. “It’s been my pleasure… Jack.”

			“The pleasure is all mine,” he replied, leaning on the counter. “Will you tell me your name?”

			“Come back tomorrow,” Eliza teased. “I’ll have a fresh pita for you.”

			“But who will I ask for if you’re not here?” he pressed, though his tone was easy-going. 

			“I’m the only one who is ever here,” she assured him, gesturing to the truck around her. “This is my truck: Shawarma Warrior King.”

			Jack choked on the bite he had just taken. Hands on his knees, he spit into the sand. When he had regained his composure, he looked up with teary eyes. “Are you kidding me? That’s the name of your truck?” 

			“Yes,” she said, handing him a bottle of water. “Drink that before you die. I have a rule about not killing customers.”

			Jack accepted the bottle, downing half of it in one gulp. Eliza enjoyed watching his neck muscles work as he swallowed. With a tight t-shirt highlighting the line of his shoulders and his pants hugging his thick thighs, Jack Manning was a beautiful man. 

			He put the bottle down on the small aluminum counter then narrowed his eyes. “So you’re looking for your warrior king?”

			Eliza nodded. “Always.”

			“Do you have any rules about American security guards who hate vegetables?”

			“Not yet,” she retorted. “But I may have to develop some. You Americans can’t be trusted.”

			“Nor can you Brits running around the desert,” he said. “Either running to something or running away… I wonder which you are?”

			“I’m just a girl with a food truck,” Eliza replied casually then gave him a full smile. She wasn’t about to tell him about her past—how she’d left university when her parents died, fleeing as far as the insurance money would take her. “I’m Eliza.” 

			“Eliza,” Jack repeated, nodding. “So British by birth as well as by upbringing.”

			She shrugged. He wasn’t the first person to call her out for being a foreigner in Egypt, and he wouldn’t be the last. “I’ve been here long enough to get used to the heat.”

			Jack snorted, gulping what remained in the water bottle. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.” He tossed the empty bottle into the garbage can a few feet away, sinking the shot without even looking. He retrieved his half-eaten pita off the counter. “Until tomorrow, then, Eliza.”

			“You too, Jack.” Eliza watched him leave, waiting until he was a decent distance away before pulling out her phone to snap a few quick pictures of his ass. She had promised to send Poppy some visual evidence of the sexy security guard. Her last transaction was still on the screen.

			Tip: $100.

			Her stomach dropped. Seriously? Part of her was annoyed, feeling like he was trying to buy her off, but then the feeling passed. If sexy men wanted to give her money, she wasn’t too proud to take it. It didn’t mean she owed them anything more than she’d already given him—a few smiles and a warm meal. And maybe a tiny choking fit.

			Jack Manning may not be a warrior king, but he was a damn fine man. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 

			Jack

			As Jack unscrewed the cap of his canteen, the unforgiving sun beat down on the back of his neck. The pit and its artifacts are protected with an awning, but fuck me, right? He’d kill for even a sliver of shade. He would do worse things for a cold Budweiser in an icy glass. 

			His deodorant had worn off hours ago, no match for the unrelenting heat, and he caught a whiff of himself. Pungent. At least, on a dig site, everyone smelled horrible. 

			The water in his canteen was warm and tasted faintly metallic. It did little to soothe the 7000 grit sandpaper that was once his tongue. Jack longed for an oasis—a real one, not a Wile E. Coyote hallucination that turned into sand as soon as he swan-dived. Is Ahm Schere a real place? I’ll brave the pygmies for some cool water in the shade.

			Jack shifted his weight from foot to foot, the heels of his boots sinking into the sand. When he was a kid, he was terrified of the desert because he walked in on his parents watching some movie where the protagonist sank to his neck in quicksand. That little snot-nosed kid wouldn’t be able to cope if he knew where he would eventually travel for work—scary places, shit-your-pants scary. 

			There was that one time in Kandahar when he ran headlong through a bush of crown-of-thorns because the alternative was getting shot in the head. The sticky sap stuck to every inch of exposed skin on his arms and legs and burned like a son of a bitch. He had blisters for weeks and sorta-kinda wished the mercenaries had shot him instead. 

			There was that other time when he escorted an Exxon-Mobil exec with a target on his back through Jakarta. While Jack knew the guy was partially responsible for the razing of the rainforest, a buck was a buck. He would have escorted the Unabomber if it meant he would get paid afterward. Money talked and Jack listened. 

			Even though they’d checked into the hotel under a fake name—Ethan Hunt, after Jack’s favorite action hero—they were rudely awakened by armed men in baklavas shouting in Javanese. Jack still had nightmares about being forced onto his knees on a stinking carpet, wearing only a pair of boxers. Though, sometimes, they were nice dreams where the hand that curled around his throat was soft and wore spade-shaped press-ons. 

			“Menengo!” the men yelled, even though Jack hadn’t said a word. 

			The executive was crying pretty hard though, a snot bubble blooming beneath his nostril. He wore tighty-whities and an undershirt with yellow stains beneath the arms. Before they had been dragged from their twin beds, the man had been snoring like a chainsaw. 

			They had been forced into the back of a box truck with canvas bags over their heads. Jack’s bag smelled like rotting potatoes. While the executive whimpered, Jack worked on the zip ties, glad he hadn’t fallen asleep in the nude. Their kidnappers hadn’t given them time to get dressed. 

			He knew there were armed men in the box truck with them, but he couldn’t tell how many. There had been four men in their hotel room, but he wasn’t sure how many were guarding them. 

			“Anyone see any good movies lately?” Jack quipped. The potato sack tickled his nose, and he sneezed. 

			“Ora omong,” a man growled from directly across from him. One.

			“Yeah, yeah, ‘no talking,’” Jack grumbled. “I remember. What about books? I’m not much of a reader, but—”

			A rifle butt slammed into the side of his head. Jack saw stars. A tiny giggle escaped him. Two. 

			“Tough crowd,” he managed, tasting blood in his mouth. Had he bitten his tongue? “If I’m going to get Stockholm syndrome and fall hopelessly in love, we’ve gotta get acquainted.” 

			“Menengo, Amerikan,” the first man said, exasperated. 

			Two guards. Hopefully there wasn’t some strong, silent type in here too. But Jack didn’t have time to keep antagonizing them. If they got to wherever they were going, the executive would be killed, and Jack wouldn’t be paid. Worse, he’d probably be killed too. 

			Jack twisted his wrists and snapped the zip tie. He threw his shoulder into the man who’d hit him with the rifle, knocking him off-balance. As soon as he tugged the potato sack off of his head, the other man opened fire. Bullets ricocheted off the floor (plink, plink, plink!) and the blasts lit up the cargo hold. A searing pain lanced through Jack’s shoulder—

			“Are you okay?” 

			“Huh?” Jack was suddenly back in the desert, his shirt sticking to his back. “What did you say?” 

			He absently rubbed his shoulder and the knot of scar tissue beneath his shirt. He’d dug the bullet out in a bus station bathroom and puked in the rust-stained toilet afterward. He still got phantom pains sometimes. Maybe he’d missed a fragment or two. 

			The food truck girl—Eliza—looked up at him, a roll of toilet paper tucked under her arm. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Her British accent was like music to Jack’s unsophisticated ears. 

			“Something like that.” Jack slung the strap of his canteen over his shoulder, trying to look nonchalant. Truth was, that night in Jakarta made him persona non grata in the field for a long time. It’s hard to book jobs after your client gets strung up in Menteng. The Exxon exec had been found by a group of yogis looking forward to an early morning sun salutation. A picture of the sign that had been pinned to his blood-soaked chest graced every newspaper. “No Peace For Big Oil.” 

			Shogun Security hired him a year later. As Hak said during their first meeting via telephone, “There’s nothing more deadly than a man with nothing to lose.” And he was right. Jack took any job—no matter the odds. Whether he came home sitting in economy or in a body bag in the cargo hold, it made no difference to him. 

			“I’m alright,” Jack assured Eliza. “It’s just the heat.”

			“It’s a hot one today.” The corner of Eliza’s lip quirked. It’s hot every day in the desert, Jack thought. They may as well be commenting on the sky. It’s awful blue today, isn’t it? “If you want, you can come sit in the food truck. I have a fan.”

			“Does it help?” He couldn’t help but imagine undressing her inside the cramped food truck, the oscillating fan cooling the sweat on their naked bodies. In his fantasy, he would press her back against the humming fridge and slip his hand between her quivering thighs. She’d taste like sweat. 

			“Not really,” she admitted. She tucked a strand of sweat-soaked hair behind her ear, revealing a tiny sterling silver earring shaped like a bumblebee. Jack would have never thought she was a bumblebee kind of girl. Maybe they were a gift from a boyfriend. 

			Jack rested his hand on the handle of his pistol. “I’m supposed to be watching the site anyway.”

			Eliza snickered. “What are you protecting it from? Camels?” 

			“I would never shoot a camel. I’m not a monster.” Except, he was a monster, wasn’t he? He tilted his chin toward her roll of toilet paper. “What’s that for?”

			“I’m too posh for the one-ply they keep in the porta-john.” She laughed. 

			“My American ass is used to it,” Jack joked. 

			“And on that note, I’ll see you later,” Eliza said, turning the roll of toilet paper in her hands. She flashed him a brilliant smile. “The offer stands. Though, I might put you to work.”

			“All I know how to make is scrambled eggs, but I’m a quick learner.” 

			“I’m sure you are.” Her teeth dimpled her plump lip. Is she flirting with me? “I’ll see you later, Jack.” Her fingers brushed against his arm as she passed. She was definitely flirting with him. 

			“Looking forward to it,” he called over his shoulder. 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 

			Eliza

			Even standing on her tiptoes, Eliza couldn’t quite reach the pull cord that closed Shawarma Warrior King’s awning. Each time her fingers made contact with the handle, it swung out of her reach. “Damn it,” she hissed through clenched teeth. 

			“You look cute when you’re angry,” Reese said with his typical posh condescension, reaching over her shoulder to pull the awning down. He stood far too close, his hot breath tickling her earlobe. 

			“What did I tell you about calling me ‘cute’?” Eliza turned on her heel to glare up into his smug face. While Reese may be handsome—in his own weaselly way—Eliza couldn’t see it anymore. Not even the pinkish glow of the waning sun highlighting his high cheekbones could stir her heart. A half-liter of Bacardi? Maybe. 

			“I call it like I see it,” Reese said with a shit-eating grin. “Do you need any help closing up? It’ll be dark soon.” 

			“I’ve got it,” Eliza said testily. 

			“Suit yourself,” Reese chuckled, gripping her shoulder. “Honestly, Beth, you are independent to a fault.” 

			Eliza deftly ducked under his arm, not bothering to ask him yet again not to call her Beth. Her parents had called her Beth, and they had been dead for years. She was Eliza now. “It’s grease trap night,” she replied smoothly. “I can’t imagine you’d want to get anything on those pristine khakis.” 

			“What do you mean by that?” He scoffed but ran his hands over the ironed pleats in his slacks. The jab rattled him. 

			“That’s why you don’t dig anymore, right? Surely it’s not because you’re a corporate kiss-ass? You know, you used to have a little bit of dignity, back when we were…”

			“Just friends!” Reese burst into Eliza’s dorm room without knocking, dramatically draping his body over the overstuffed armchair she had rescued from the curb. He threw his arm over his head. “Can you believe that?” 

			Closing her battered copy of ’Salem’s Lot, Eliza took a measured sip of wine. “Don’t you ever knock?” She had planned to have a quiet night in—emphasis on quiet. It was the last day before winter break, and she was using it as an excuse to eat and drink everything in her mini fridge. She had already tucked into a bag of crisps and a sleeve of Oreos. 

			“The door was open.” He pouted. “Can we focus? I was standing in line at Starbucks, and Winnie was right in front of me. I asked her out, and she fed me that old, tired line. Friends! I’ll never be able to show my face in that Starbucks again.”

			“How ever will you cope? Imagine walking one more block for a macchiato! Winnie is too good for you anyway.” 

			“Bitch!” Reese playfully tossed a throw pillow at her. 

			“Hey!” The pillow glanced off of Eliza’s forearm and the Pinot Grigio sloshed, soaking her wrist. “You made me spill. You… you … brute!”

			Reese sat up. “Elizabeth Cunningham, are you drunk?” His eyes flicked toward the nearly empty bottle of wine. “And you didn’t invite me?”

			“You were too busy flirting with other girls.” She didn’t intend for that to sound so possessive—so jealous. Was she jealous? No. No. She and Reese were just friends. He was like a very annoying cousin that ate all of the canapés at Christmas. In fact, he had done that very thing. 

			“I would cancel any plan for you,” Reese said seriously. “You know that.” He sat up in the chair, resting his elbows on his knees. “How are you feeling about the break?” 

			“Fine.” The lie was easy. It was the same one she had told thousands of times since her parents’ accident in April. I’m fine. “Poppy’s family is great.” She tilted her chin toward Poppy’s obnoxiously pink side of the dorm room. It was neat and tidy, the bed made and the pillows arranged just so. Eliza’s side was a little more lived in. Her bed was unmade with a pillow on the floor and half of her laundry piled on top. 

			That part was true. The Beuragards treated her like a long-lost daughter. They had turned their multipurpose room into her bedroom, complete with a new coat of olive green paint. Poppy’s mother had even taken care of the funeral arrangements when Eliza couldn’t stomach it. She picked out the most beautiful couple’s headstone with a quote from Shakespeare: “Love comforteth like sunshine after rain.” 

			“Are you sure you don’t want to come to Kensington with me?” He plucked the wine glass from Eliza’s hand and gulped down the last dregs. “You love my mom’s Yorkshire puddings.” He wiped his mouth. “Plus, there’s a wine cellar. None of this boxed stuff from Tesco.” 

			“I like the boxed stuff from Tesco. I’m fine, Reese. I just… this is the first Christmas without them.” She swallowed the stubborn lump of emotion in her throat, swiping at her watery eyes. Pinot Grigio always made her emotional. “It all feels … very lonely.” 

			Reese carefully placed the empty wineglass on her desk and came to kneel before her, resting his hands upon her thighs. “Duckling, you aren’t alone.” He looked up at her with serious eyes. “I will always be here. Always.” 

			She sniffled as he wiped the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs. It should be embarrassing—crying in front of him. He should be poking fun, like he always did. “Why are you being so nice to me?” 

			“I’m always nice to you,” he countered, trying to look offended. The corner of his lip quirked, giving him away.

			“You drank all my wine,” she pouted. 

			“You drank all of your wine.” He rose. “How about I go buy us another bottle? We can watch a movie.”

			When Eliza stood, the room seemed to tilt beneath her feet. She stumbled, and Reese deftly caught her by the elbow. They were so close she could smell his aftershave—sandalwood, vetiver, and a hint of spice. “Maybe you’ve had too much,” Reese amended. 

			“The ground is just uneven, is all.” Dizzy, she gripped his shirt front. 

			“Let me tuck you into bed,” Reese urged. “C’mon, Cunningham.” He led her to her bed, sweeping the pile of laundry onto the floor. “Honestly, you’re a mess.”

			“Those are clean,” she lamented. Still, Eliza let him guide her onto the mattress. 

			He pulled the sheets up to her chin and leaned close to kiss her forehead. “Sleep tight,” he murmured with uncharacteristic softness. His breath commingled with hers. “The offer stands,” he added, his rose-petal soft lips brushing against hers as he spoke. Was it an accident? “Just say the word, and we’ll do it. Christmas, I mean.” 

			“Reese—” The loneliness was unbearable; if she was left alone, she feared it would swallow her up. Was it so bad she wanted him to make her forget? She knew he wanted to. It was why he told her about all the girls that climbed into his bed. He didn’t say the quiet part out loud, but she could hear it—plain as day. I’d rather it was you. 

			“Hm?”

			Her lips ensnared his, and he slid into bed without another word. 

			“I’m just looking out for you. It’s going to be dark soon,” Reese huffed, and Eliza could feel the years that stretched between that lonely night and her life now. Reese still didn’t believe her when she insisted it would never happen again; he lingered in her life, hoping she’d let her guard down.

			“I didn’t know you were scared of the dark.” Eliza climbed up into the truck and opened the cabinet beneath the sink, dragging out the enormous gray bin that collected grease and greywater. 

			“You don’t have to be such a c—”

			Eliza’s head snapped up, and he wilted under her glare. “Careful. Go home, Reese.” 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 5 

			Eliza

			After sundown, the desert transformed into a new beast altogether. The wind tussled with the tarps, throwing menacing shadows across the site. Eliza’s mind played tricks on her. Each shake of canvas was the wingbeat of an enormous vulture circling overhead. The squeak of an abandoned wheelbarrow’s loose wheel became a disembodied voice. I seeeee you. There were other sounds too—sounds Eliza couldn’t quite place nor explain away. 

			Eliza stuck close to the food truck, cursing her own lack of foresight. As always happened, emptying the grease trap made her look too closely at the floor, which meant she had to mop. A sparkly clean floor made her want a sparkly clean counter and cooktop, so she had to sprinkle a bit of Barkeeper’s Friend on every surface. It got dark much more quickly than she had anticipated. One minute, the sky was a brilliant orange, and the next, she couldn’t see her hand in front of her face. The site cleared out just as quickly; it was Friday, and payday besides. Most of the laborers and archeologists would be three drinks deep at a karaoke bar right about now.

			A scorpion with a pearlescent exoskeleton skittered through the beam of Eliza’s iPhone flashlight. Shrieking, Eliza hopped from foot to foot. The scorpion paid her no mind. “Almost done,” Eliza muttered, rubbing away the gooseflesh on her arms. It seemed silly to talk to herself, but there was no one else
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