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A (broad) Timeline of Egypt



	2675–2130 BCE


	Old Kingdom





	1980–1630 BCE


	Middle Kingdom





	1539–1075 BCE


	New Kingdom





	356 BCE


	Birth of Alexander the Great





	332–305 BCE


	Macedonian Period





	69 BCE


	Birth of Cleopatra VII





	31 BCE


	Battle of Actium (Deaths of Cleopatra and Marcus Antonius)





	31 BCE


	Beginning of Roman rule





	639

 

969

 

1517


	Arab invasion of Egypt

 

Cairo established as capital

 

Egypt absorbed into the Turkish 

Ottoman Empire

 





	1798


	Napoleon’s expedition to Egypt 

(discovery of Rosetta Stone)

 





	1822


	Champollion deciphers hieroglyphs

 





	1869


	Opening of Suez Canal

 





	1870


	Thomas Cook’s first Nile tour

 





	1882


	English fleet bombs Alexandria and destroys fortresses

 





	1922


	British Protectorate abolished; discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb

 





	1953


	Egypt’s independence












Capítulo Cuatro

The man in question kicked off the wall and sauntered into the room. “You’re more resourceful than I thought you would be,” he said cheerfully. “It’s been duly noted, so don’t try that shit with me again.”

I opened my mouth, but Mr. Hayes pressed on with a smirk. “Before you cast judgment on my language, I’ll venture to guess that a young woman who traveled across the ocean, pretending to be a widow, has most likely consigned the proprieties to hell.” He bent his knees, his blue gaze level with mine. “Where they belong, I might add.”

“I wasn’t going to cast judgment,” I said stiffly, even though I had been. Mamá expected me to observe the proprieties, no matter what I personally believed. Sometimes, though, rebellion beckoned like a siren, and I couldn’t resist.

Hence my being here at all.

“Oh no?” he asked with an irritating smile. Then he ventured farther into the room, leaving the door open behind him.

“Well, Mr. Hayes,” I said, turning my body to keep him in my line of sight. He seemed like the type of person one ought to meet head on while standing. On the docks, I’d written him off, but there was something different in the way he carried himself now. Perhaps it was his brawn, or the faintly smirking line to his mouth. He looked and felt dangerous, despite his informal conversation. He lazily walked about the


































































































































Capítulo Cinco

My uncle’s shoulders stiffened. He gave a minute shake of his head and then half turned in his chair. He lifted his chin and met my gaze. The sight of him, the familiar hazel eyes he shared with my mother, robbed me of breath. I’d forgotten how much they’d resembled each other. The curling dark hair, the smattering of freckles across the bridge of the nose. He had more wrinkles, more gray strands than my mother, but the shape of his brows and the curve of his ears were identical to hers.

Which meant I looked like him, too.

For one breathless second, fury detonated across his face, eyes narrowed into slits, his breathing harsh. I blinked and then his expression turned welcoming, a smile stretching his lips.

Master of his emotions. What a useful skill set.

“My dear niece,” he said smoothly, getting to his feet. “Take this seat and I’ll request another from—oh, I see they’ve already anticipated me.” Tío Ricardo stepped closer to allow room for an attendant to dart forward, carrying a dining chair. I couldn’t quite believe that after all this time, after the long weeks in getting here, my uncle stood not even a breath away. He towered over me, and while he wore his age in every line of his face, his bearing denoted a subtle strength.

His smile still in place, he patted my shoulder in a way that felt almost fond. “You’re no longer the girl I remember with dirty knees and scraped elbows.”

“Not for some time,” I agreed. “You look well, Tío.”

“And you,” he said softly, “look just like my sister.”

The room softened to a hush. I felt, rather than saw, the stares of everyone in the room. Mr. Hayes and the other gentlemen stood, the latter two watching me with unabashed curiosity.

“Your niece,” one of the men said in a thick French accent. “Incroyable! But this must be the daughter of Lourdes, then.” The Frenchman fell silent, a deep blush marring his pale cheeks. His balding head shined in the soft candlelight illuminating the dining chamber. “Forgive me, je suis désolé. I was very sorry to hear what happened to your parents.”

“Monsieur Maspero, Sir Evelyn, allow me to present my niece, Miss Inez Olivera. She’s come for a quick visit”—I stiffened, but didn’t argue—“to enjoy the sights. My dear, I trust that you’ve met Mr. Hayes?”

Since my uncle had sent him on the errand to the docks, he knew that I had. But I played along. “I have, gracias.”

Sir Evelyn inclined his head and we stood as the waiters brought an additional place setting. We sat down once all was arranged for five guests. My uncle and I were squeezed together on one side, our elbows brushing, while Mr. Hayes sat at the head of the table on my opposite side. Bookmarked by the two people who wanted to send me packing.

Mr. Hayes eyed the cramped space. “I can switch with one of you.”

Tío Ricardo glanced at me. “I’m comfortable, if you are?”

There was the slightest hint of challenge in his voice.

“Perfectamente.”

The waiter brought menus printed on buttercream-hued sheets, the paper thick and luxurious. Conversation lulled as we examined the offerings, the only sound coming from Monsieur Maspero, who murmured appreciatively at the selections. They were extravagant: boiled sea bass, hens glazed in white wine with buttered rice, roasted wild duck paired with a seasonal salad, and Turkish coffee for dessert, with chocolate cake and fresh fruit. I wanted to try one of everything but restrained myself and ordered the chicken prepared the Portuguese way. Everyone else requested the fish, which made me think they knew something that I didn’t. The waiter left, promising to bring several bottles of French wine.

“Next time order the fish,” Monsieur Maspero said. “Caught fresh from the Nile daily.”

“That sounds delicious. I’m sorry if I’m interrupting,” I said. “I arrived just in time to hear you insulted, Sir Evelyn.”

Mr. Hayes let out a choked laugh. Monsieur Maspero’s light eyes darted from my uncle to Sir Evelyn. Tío Ricardo folded his arms, angling his face in my direction, amusement lurking in his hazel eyes. I could only imagine the thoughts that swirled in his mind as he tried to figure me out. But the truth was simple. I deplored empty conversation and my uncle clearly had a reason for dining with people he didn’t seem to like. I wasn’t going to let my presence distract him from what he was after.

That wouldn’t put me in a favorable light.

Before anyone could reply, the wine came and was promptly poured into gorgeous, long-stemmed glasses. Mr. Hayes took a prolonged sip. Not partial to just whiskey, then. Sir Evelyn sat stiffly in his chair, coldly silent.

“You are correct, Mademoiselle,” Monsieur Maspero said. “Your uncle sought to offend, and he succeeded. How this will help his cause, I have no idea. But perhaps it’s a clever ruse to get what he wants.”

“And what is his cause?” I asked.

“Are you going to answer that, Mr. Marqués?” Sir Evelyn asked in a frigid tone. “You’ve done most of the talking, so far.”

The two men stared at each other, hardly moving except to breathe. I took my cue from Mr. Hayes, who remained quiet, his fingers fiddling with the edge of the knife next to his side plate. Finally, my uncle turned to me. “Egypt has been overrun with people who spend most of their lives in grand hotels, visiting many lands but not bothering to learn languages, who have looked at everything, but seen nothing. They ruin the planet with their footsteps, and they disrespect Egyptians by taking priceless historical objects and vandalizing monuments. These two men have the means to improve the situation here.”

“Well, you have just said it,” Sir Evelyn said. “We are only two men. How are we to keep tourists from defacing archaeological sites? To keep them from smuggling artifacts in their trunks? It is impossible.”

Tío Ricardo adjusted his thin, wire-framed glasses. “You set the example by allowing duplicates out of the country. Hardly anything is being recorded or studied or made available to the people here. Thousands upon thousands of objects pertaining to Egyptian history are disappearing—”

“Now, be fair,” Monsieur Maspero protested. “I curate the Egyptian Museum myself—”

“Oh, I know all about your sale room,” my uncle said. “I’m shocked the mummies you’ve unwrapped over the years don’t all have a price tag on them.”

Despite Tío Ricardo’s mild tone, his polite smiles, I sensed his profound dislike of the two men. It was in the way he clutched his flatware, the way the corners of his eyes tightened whenever either Monsieur Maspero or Sir Evelyn spoke.

Monsieur Maspero flushed, his mustache quivering madly. “You go too far, Ricardo!”

Slowly, I leaned closer to Mr. Hayes. His scent reminded me of the morning mist shrouding the grounds of our estate: woodsy, with the slightest hint of salt and musk. When I was close enough, I cleared my throat softly. He tilted his chin down in acknowledgment without taking his attention off the men arguing.

“Yes?” he asked under his breath.

“Sale room?”

His expression remained carefully neutral, save for the tightening of his jaw. “Maspero allows tourists to buy excavated artifacts in his museum. Statuettes, figurines, jewelry, pottery, and the like.”

I blinked. “Historical objects of significance are for sale?”

“Correct.”

“To tourists?”

“Correct again.”

My voice rose. “And the money goes where, exactly?”

Their conversation abruptly stopped. All three men shifted in their seat to look at me. My uncle’s expression held reluctant admiration.

“Back to the government, of course,” Sir Evelyn said, his lips stiff and barely moving. When I had sat down he had regarded me curiously, but now he glared at me with obvious dislike. How quickly I had fallen from grace.

I straightened away from Mr. Hayes with as much dignity as I could muster.

“And the money will eventually end up in Britain. Isn’t that how it works, Sir Evelyn?” Tío Ricardo asked with a knowing gleam. “I think it’s fair to say that you’re becoming a wealthy man.”

Sir Evelyn’s expression turned stony.

My uncle laughed, but it sounded off to me. As if he weren’t actually amused, far from it. Tension gathered in his shoulders. “You say you’re only two men, when I know countless valuable artifacts are sold in that room by foreign buyers. No one is worse than Mr. Sterling,” Tío Ricardo said. “The man is a deplorable rogue.”

I let out a gasp and covered the sound by coughing loudly. No one noticed. No one except for Mr. Hayes.

“Are you all right, Señorita Olivera?” Mr. Hayes leaned forward, intently studying my face. “Did you recognize the name?”

My uncle handed me a glass of water and I took a long sip, biding time in order to carefully think of my answer. Should I admit to having met the vile Mr. Sterling? But to do so, I’d have to reveal what Papá had done. He’d sent me an ancient Egyptian ring, smuggled it out of the country and never explained his reasoning. Tío Ricardo would hardly approve, nor Abdullah. Not to mention what I thought of what he’d done. Papá had lost his senses.

I lowered the glass. “He doesn’t seem like someone I would care to know.”

“And you shouldn’t,” Tío Ricardo said. “The man ought to be in prison.”

“Now, see here. He’s a friend—” Sir Evelyn interrupted.

My uncle snorted. “Because he makes you an obscene amount of money—”

“Who follows the law to the letter—” Sir Evelyn said.

“Laws that you have made as the consul general of Egypt,” Tío Ricardo said, his hand curling into a fist around the cloth napkin. “You oversee the country’s finances. It is you who has stripped Egypt of any progress instigated by Ismail Pasha. It is you who has closed schools, barred Egyptians from higher education and opportunities for women.”

“I notice how you don’t mention how Ismail Pasha sank Egypt into debt,” Sir Evelyn said dryly. “He’s the reason for Europe’s involvement in this country’s affairs. Egypt must pay back what it owes.”

My uncle rubbed his temples, weariness etched into every line that crossed his brow in deep grooves. “Don’t start with that. You’re deliberately missing the point I’m trying to make.”

“Eh, bien. What is it that you want?” Monsieur Maspero asked.

“Gentlemen,” Tío Ricardo began after inhaling deeply. “I’m asking that you put my brother-in-law Abdullah in charge of the Antiquities Service. He deserves a seat at the table.”

“But that’s my job,” Monsieur Maspero sputtered.

“He’s hardly qualified, Mr. Marqués,” Sir Evelyn said coldly. “When was the last time your team discovered anything? Every season you and Abdullah turn up empty-handed. You’ll forgive me if I’m hardly inspired.”

“If we didn’t allow a legal way for objects to be excavated and removed from Egypt, then we’d have a rampant return of illegal auctions,” Monsieur Maspero mused. “You must admit that my tenure has already seen a marked decrease in objects leaving the country. We must all learn to bend a little, I think.”

“Ask my brother-in-law how he feels and then perhaps I’d be inclined to listen to you,” Tío Ricardo said. “You know as well as I do that it’s impossible to ascertain how many objects leave Egypt’s borders since so many are stolen. And you yourself have granted permits to the Egypt Exploration Fund.”

“They must ask before taking anything out of the country,” Monsieur Maspero said, outrage dawning. “It’s all under the supervision of the Antiquities Service.”

Which begged the question, did the Antiquities Service employ any Egyptians? I glanced at Tío Ricardo and his clenched jaw. He was a teapot, filled with boiling water, and nearly ready to whistle. It ought to be Abdullah sitting here, arguing the point. But I understood my uncle’s earlier words, his frustration that Abdullah wasn’t even allowed a seat at the table.

“Have you forgotten what you do for a living, Mr. Marqués?” Sir Evelyn asked. “You’re a treasure hunter like all the rest of them, and a terrible one at that. Bleeding money every month. I’ve heard of how you and Abdullah run your excavation sites, paying your workers exorbitant sums—”

Tío Ricardo sneered. “You mean a living wage? No one works for me for free—”

“—You’re a fool dressed up as an archaeologist,” Sir Evelyn said, his voice bellowing above my uncle’s.

Monsieur Maspero let out a noise of protest. Mr. Hayes narrowed his eyes into dangerous slits. His knuckles brushed the handle of the knife near his dinner plate. I shifted in my chair, my heart thundering wildly. I stared at my uncle, at the stubborn line of his jaw, his clenched hands. Despite my earlier frustration, despite him not wanting me in Egypt at all, my admiration of him grew. I agreed with his words, and even with the ones he hadn’t said.

Everyone deserved a living wage. No human ought to be treated as if their work didn’t matter, or their choices, or their dreams.

“You’re not a fool,” I whispered to him.

Tío Ricardo glanced down at me, partly in surprise, as if he’d forgotten I was sitting next to him, practically bumping elbows.

“A fool,” Sir Evelyn said again, and this time, his words were aimed at me.

I glared at him, my fingers reaching for my glass. I wanted to throw it in his face.

“Whitford,” Tío Ricardo warned in an urgent hush.

Mr. Hayes released his hold on the knife and instead lifted his drink and emptied it in one long swallow. He leaned back against his seat, hands folded calmly across his flat belly, a serene expression settling over his countenance, as if he hadn’t been contemplating murder one second ago.

Someone approached our table, an older Egyptian with a regal bearing and a shrewd gaze. My uncle noticed where I was looking and glanced over his shoulder, then immediately stood to greet the man. Mr. Hayes followed suit, but Sir Evelyn and Monsieur Maspero remained seated. I didn’t know the proper etiquette, and so I remained in my seat, too.

“Judge Youssef Pasha,” Tío Ricardo said smiling hugely. Then he lowered his voice and said something only the judge could hear. They exchanged more words and then my uncle and Mr. Hayes returned to their seats. The mood at the table soured further. Sir Evelyn’s face had turned tomato red.

“That man is a nationalist,” Sir Evelyn said stiffly.

“I’m aware,” Tío Ricardo said cheerfully. “He’s an avid reader of the newspaper run by Mostafa Pasha.”

“Those are the people you are spending time with?” Sir Evelyn asked. “I’d tread carefully, Ricardo. You don’t want to find yourself on the wrong side.”

“Are you talking of war, Sir Evelyn?” Mr. Hayes spat.

I blinked in astonishment. Until now, he had seemed content enough to let Tío Ricardo take the lead in the conversation. Fury radiated off Mr. Hayes’s tense shoulders.

My uncle reached across me and laid a hand on Mr. Hayes’s arm. “Sir Evelyn would prefer we all behave like Tewfiq Pasha, I’m sure.”

Tewfiq Pasha, the son of Ismail Pasha. I knew little of the present khedive, except that he supported Sir Evelyn’s atrocious policies, dismantling whatever progress his father had made in Egypt. I recalled Papá lamenting the man’s meek submission to British policy.

Sir Evelyn threw down his linen napkin and stood. “I’m done with this conversation. And if I were you, Mr. Marqués, I’d be careful with your ideas. You might not have permission to dig anywhere in Egypt, isn’t that right, Monsieur Maspero?”

“Well, I . . .” Monsieur Maspero floundered.

Sir Evelyn’s nostrils flared and then he strode off, spine rigid. He didn’t look back as he left the dining room.

“There is much work that must be done,” Monsieur Maspero said quietly. “Not all is bad, I think.” The Frenchman sighed and stood, going after Sir Evelyn.

Judging by how the conversation went, this evening would have lasting repercussions. I hadn’t remembered earlier, but I recalled that it was Monsieur Maspero who allowed excavators to work in Egypt. He accorded licenses as he saw fit.

My uncle might not get another.

“That went well,” Mr. Hayes said dryly.

“Would you please—” my uncle began.

“Certainly,” Mr. Hayes murmured. He quickly made his way through the numerous tables and chairs, the hushed gossip, and rudely staring hotel guests, and disappeared through the arched entrance.

“Where is Mr. Hayes going?” I asked.

Tío Ricardo folded his arms across the breadth of his muscled chest and studied me. Any trace of his earlier politeness vanished in the space of a blink. We eyed each other warily. Whatever assumptions he’d made about me, I wasn’t leaving just because he told me to.

“Are you angry?” I asked in Spanish.

“Well, I would prefer you hadn’t disobeyed me,” he said. “When I think about the manner in which you traveled here, to a different continent . . . what do you think your mother would have said, Inez?”

“I’m here because of them.”

Something shifted in his expression, a subtle tug at the corners of his mouth. A faintly discomfited look. “They wouldn’t want you here, either.”

His words opened a yawning pit deep in my belly. The chatter surrounding us seemed distant. I struggled to find something to say, but my throat had tightened.

His expression turned ruthless. “In all the years that they’ve come to Egypt, have they ever extended an invitation?”

I could only stare. He knew the answer.

“No, they haven’t,” he continued. “Their will named me as your guardian, and as such, you are in my care and I mean to go on as they would have wished.”

“Your letter left me unsatisfied.”

His dark brows rose. “¿Perdón?”

“I spoke quite clearly. What happened to them? Why were they traveling through the desert? Did they not have guards or assistance? A guide?”

“It was an unspeakable tragedy,” he said through stiffened lips. “But nothing can be done. The desert eats people alive and after a few days without water or shade or reliable transportation, survival is impossible.”

I leaned forward. “How do you know they didn’t have any of those things?”

“It’s simple, Inez,” he said quietly. “If they did, then they’d still be alive.”

Two waiters came to the table, laden with steaming dishes. They placed the food before us, correctly remembering who ordered what, and then left us to enjoy the meal.

“Should we wait for Mr. Hayes?”

Tío Ricardo shook his head. “Eat your dinner while it’s still hot.”

I took several bites, and though everything tasted divine, I hardly noticed. My uncle’s behavior cut deep into my skin. While traveling on the ship carrying me from Argentina to Africa, I had dreamed of a reunion in which he’d welcome me with open arms. He was family, after all. Together we’d work through what had happened and then he might take me under his wing in the same way he had my parents. His refusal had struck a nerve close to my heart. He wouldn’t talk to me, and he didn’t want me here. I took a sip of wine, thinking furiously. How could I persuade him to answer my questions about my parents?

I thought about the golden ring Papá had sent, and the way Mr. Sterling had ogled it as if it were a diamond. An idea struck, brilliant like a lit match against shadows.

“Mamá mentioned you have a boat.”

My uncle inclined his head. “A recent acquisition.”

“And what pharaoh did you name it after?”

“I chose the name Elephantine,” he said. “After an island near Aswan.”

“How curious!” I said, taking another sip. The wine tasted sharp. “I would have thought you’d choose something like . . . Cleopatra.”

Tío Ricardo smiled small, and then said, “I have a little more imagination than that.”

“A fascinating character in Egyptian history, wouldn’t you say?”

He paused lifting his fork to his mouth. “What do you know about her?”

I weighed my next words carefully. My idea felt tenuous; one wrong slip and he might continue to dismiss me. But if I could surprise him, show him that I was familiar with his life’s work, and somehow allude that my parents told me more than he knew, perhaps he might let me stay.

I threw down the gauntlet.

“She loved two powerful men and bore them children. She was a brilliant strategist, and knew how to raise a fleet, and she spoke ancient Egyptian when none of her ancestors had bothered to learn.” I leaned forward and whispered, “But that’s not all, isn’t that right, Tío Ricardo?”

“What are you talking about, querida?”

I leaned forward even more, inclining my head. He matched my posture with an amused eye roll. Very slowly, I cupped my palm around my mouth and whispered into his ear, “You’re looking for Cleopatra’s tomb.”

Whit

I followed the pair into the lobby, taking care to keep far enough away so they wouldn’t see me, but close enough that they were still in my line of sight. Not that either of them would expect to be followed. They strode out into the night and paused on the open terrace of Shepheard’s, overlooking the busy Cairo street. Four-wheeled broughams carried tourists away into the night, while donkeys with henna-stained manes cluttered the path. I hid in the shadows, near a potted palm, within hearing range of my marks. Neither disappointed my efforts.

Sir Evelyn snapped his fingers and one of the hotel attendants rushed over. He ordered a carriage and the young worker rushed off to do his bidding.

“He’s only grown more intolerable,” Sir Evelyn muttered. “I don’t know how you can bear his arrogance.”

“Mr. Marqués is usually quite charming and there’s no denying his expertise, or that of his business partner—”

“Who is an uneducated Egyptian.”

Monsieur Maspero made a noise of protest at the back of his throat. “I believe he has studied extensively abroad—”

“Not,” Sir Evelyn began in a flat voice, “where it matters.”

“You mean in England,” Monsieur Maspero said in a slightly disapproving voice.

The Englishman didn’t notice. “You should take my advice and bar their ability to work in Egypt. They are unpredictable and can’t be controlled. If there’s another ‘Urabi revolt, trust that Ricardo and Abdullah will be in support of it. Them and the disingenuous Mr. Hayes.”

I clenched my fists, forced myself to breathe slowly though my blood had begun to riot in my veins. The revolt had been led by Egyptian nationalists, but they lost the battle against Britain two years earlier. And now the country was under England’s dominant thumb.

“I can’t without grounds,” Monsieur Maspero said.

“You have many!” Sir Evelyn spat. “His refusal to comply with our methods, his failing to report any of his findings, his vague and unsatisfying explanations into Abdullah’s digging plans. He’s a loose cannon who won’t play by our rules.”

“I’m not convinced his methods are all that untoward.”

Sir Evelyn turned to face his companion with an air of disbelief. He seemed to visibly work to restrain himself from shouting, his mouth opening and closing. “If you need proof, I can acquire it.”

Monsieur Maspero shifted on his feet, and nervously twirled his mustache. “Here! I believe the carriage comes.”

But Sir Evelyn reached out and gripped his arm, his face turning a mottled red. He was like acetone drawing near a flame, readying to explode. His next words were a shout. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“I did,” Monsieur Maspero said quietly. And then he said something else I didn’t catch, not with the noise of another party moving out into the terrace from indoors.

“I have the perfect man in place, and I already have agents at Aswan to assist him. He can gather whatever you need,” Sir Evelyn said.

The words set my teeth on edge. Aswan was a little too close to Philae for my comfort. I shifted, drawing out of the shadows, trying to get a better view of the Frenchman’s face. But whatever he’d said I missed it. The pair walked forward and down the steps, and ultimately climbed into a carriage. Sir Evelyn turned his head halfway, as if finally realizing they might have been overheard. It didn’t matter, he wouldn’t see me. And besides, I’d heard enough.

Sir Evelyn had a ready spy on his hands.





Capítulo Catorce

The next morning, the wind continued to push us upstream, much to the relief of the rowing crew. The sails billowed outward, resembling full bellies, propelling us past extraordinary monuments, golden in hue and half torn down. On either side of the Elephantine the sandbanks stretched at both ends, a never-ending scroll filled with picturesque scenes of ancient temples and fishermen sitting in their small boats, throwing out nets. Kareem named all the villages we passed.

Some were mud-walled, surrounded by marshes, and others appeared more stately with squat buildings overlooking the sharp green of the water. It spread like a vein to the rest of the land, and I understood why the river was revered in Egypt. It gave life and sustenance, it carried one to adventure and discovery, and it also brought you home. Kareem taught me the names of the gods associated with the Nile: Hapi, the god of flooding; Sobek, the god of the river crocodiles; Anuket, goddess of the Nile’s cataracts.

“You know a lot about ancient Egyptian religion,” I told him.

“Only because of Abdullah,” he said. “He’s the scholar among the team.”

Kareem led me away from the railing so we could work. I scrubbed the deck, my head lowered, ears straining for any sign of Tío Ricardo or Mr. Hayes. His other companion, Mr. Fincastle, didn’t look twice at me, so I didn’t bother keeping track of his movements. Around noon, we stopped so the cook and Kareem could go out on land to use one of the public ovens in order to make bread. The main meal, I learned, consisted of a toasted flatbread soaked in olive oil and flavored with salt and pepper, with lentils stirred in until the whole thing turned into a kind of thick soup. For dessert, we munched on dates, and some of the crew enjoyed tobacco and coffee.

After lunch, I continued scrubbing until I reached the very back of the ship, working my way to the mast. My fingers were cramped from curling them around the bristled brush, and my back ached from having spent the majority of the day bent and on my knees. I pushed through the discomfort, liking the immediate improvement to the deck. One good swipe, and the dirt cleared to reveal the handsome wooden planks.

Someone shouted, indiscernible words carried off by the sudden furious wind. I looked up, my hair pulling free in a riot of tangles from out of my hat. Sheets of paper danced across my vision and I jerked back to avoid getting smacked in the face.

“No!” the reis hollered. “Grab them, you fool!”

The captain looked wildly around, pointing in every direction, clearly desperate.

The scene unfolded in a mad rush as several crew members raced around the deck, snatching the loose papers fluttering like wayward snowflakes. I jumped to my feet and pulled two as they rippled over the boards. Another caught my eye, whipping up and over the railing—

I lurched forward, one arm outstretched, fingertips spread wide. The dahabeeyah rocked, the water rippling roughly. My mistake became all too clear. I had no purchase and I’d leaned out too far, and when the boat dipped, I flew forward and flipped down into the river.

No time to scream for help.

Warm water engulfed me, smacking my palms hard. Bubbles erupted in a dizzying dance around me. I blinked, and righted myself, kicking hard. I burst through the surface sputtering.

“Man overboard! We lost one!” someone yelled from above.

I coughed up more water and fought hard to keep myself from going back under. The current pulled, a powerful force, determined to win. Something drifted past my ankle and I let out a horrified shriek. I’d never swum in a river before, and the deep water fueled my imagination to terrifying heights. What lurked below the surface? The water was too dark to see anything clearly and it curled around me in a frightening fist. I tipped my head backward and looked up and met the amused blue gaze of Mr. Hayes. He folded his arms on the railing and his handsome features twisted in laughter, auburn hair gleaming like polished amber in the sunlight. “Did you swim all the way here, Olivera?”

“Hilarious.”

“It’s a pretty day for it, isn’t it?”

“Mr. Hayes,” I said, spitting water, “I would greatly appreciate your assistance.”

He examined his fingernails. “I don’t know. What’s in it for me?”

“I thought you had scruples.”

Without skipping a beat, he said dryly, “I only know how to spell the word.”

That would have made me smile if I weren’t splashing loudly, trying to keep my nose above the water. “I’m not a strong swimmer,” I said, unable to keep the panic out of my voice.

In an instant, his genial expression turned murderous. “What did you say?”

“I wasn’t planning on getting in the river.”

“Bloody hell.” He turned away for an instant and then returned, carrying a long coil of rope. He threw one end down and it spooled a few yards away from me. I hadn’t realized the river had taken me outward.

“Can you reach it?”

I struggled forward, slowly but surely propelling myself back to the Elephantine. But the current swept me backward; with a muttered curse, I kicked wildly and managed to draw closer to the rope.

“I think I can manage on my own.”

“We are going to have words,” Mr. Hayes said in a grim voice, preparing to launch himself over the railing. “Several of them.”

“Looking forward to it,” I said and then spat out more of the river.

“Shit.” His eyes widened as he looked at something behind me. “Inez!”

I half turned my head to find an obsidian ridge cutting through the surface, a large shadow moving like a bullet under the water line. Horror seized my body and I stopped swimming, paralyzed.

A Nile crocodile. Ten yards away and gaining ground.

There was a loud scuffle overhead, frantic conversation, but it seemed to come from a million miles away; the noise might have been from the moon. I couldn’t take my gaze from the predator swimming toward me. I came to my senses and clumsily swam toward the dahabeeyah. A blur of movement came from somewhere next to me, a large body crashing into the river near me. Mr. Hayes came up, shook his head, his hair dark brown and wet, plastered across his face. He reached me in one breath and gripped my hand.

“Oh no, oh no,” I babbled.

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” he said calmly. “Take a big breath.”

I’d barely done it before he dragged me below the water.

I couldn’t see in front of me, my vision obscured by the murky river. But I knew we went down, down, down, swimming to the bottom. Weeds and long stems of grass reached around us, threatening to ensnare us in the deep. Mr. Hayes’s rough palm engulfed mine, his large shape curled around me. An unshakeable tether against the current. Sand billowed out and around as my lungs began to burn. I made to swim up toward the light, but Mr. Hayes held me in place, shaking his head.

He cupped my face in his hands and gently pulled my head forward until our mouths met. Neither of us closed our eyes, and the contact rippled outward, an electrical current I felt in every corner of my body. Bubbles of air passed through his lips and into mine. The pressure in my chest decreased and I turned away, not wanting to take more from him. We waited for three more beats, our fingers interlocked, and then Mr. Hayes kicked off the sandy ground and we shot straight upward, his legs brushing against my own as he propelled us to the light.

We broke through the surface, and I wiped the water from my eyes in time to see Mr. Fincastle take aim and then shoot down into the water from up on the dahabeeyah. Furious bullets rained down ahead of us. His daughter, Isadora, joined him, standing at his side, the dainty wildflower. The wind pulled at her hair as she slowly pulled out a sleek handgun. It looked slim and delicate in her gloved hand.

With utter calm and poise, she pulled the trigger.

My respect for her soared as, together with her father, she shot at the predator.

“Clear?” Mr. Hayes yelled.

“I believe so,” Mr. Fincastle yelled back. The Elephantine crew surrounded him and his daughter on either side. At his words, they loudly cheered, including Isadora. I could see her smug satisfaction from where I bobbed in the Nile.

“Yes, by all means celebrate what was an entirely preventable situation,” Mr. Hayes muttered under his breath. He turned to me, the lines around his eyes tightening with strain. He pulled me into the circle of his arms. His words came out in a half shout. “Are you all right?”

I let out a shaky laugh, trying not to stare at the water droplet high on his cheek. “That wasn’t so bad.”

“Oh yes, it was a jolly good time,” Mr. Hayes said, sounding so much like a British aristocrat that I blinked. His light blue shirt matched his eyes and outlined his muscular shoulders. He kicked back, creating distance between us, and gestured toward the boat. “After you, Olivera.”

I swam with him at my side, the wind tearing overhead, rocking the Elephantine dangerously. The rope was still hanging off the side. Another was thrown for Mr. Hayes and he wrapped it around his fist once. To me he said, “Tie the other around your waist. They’ll pull you up.”

After an uncomfortable interval where I was roughly tugged up and over into the boat, I was able to fully breathe for the first time since falling overboard. I recognized the exact moment everyone discovered my gender. The crew surrounded me, gaping at me, the clear curves of my body in full display under the white tunic I wore. I crossed my arms over my chest.

Mr. Fincastle stood before me in his khaki trousers and tall boots, the gun propped over his shoulder. “We have a stowaway it seems. And who might you be?”

The breeze brushed against my wet clothes and my teeth chattered. “I-Inez Emilia O-Olivera. Pl-pleasure to meet you. Thank you for saving us.”

Mr. Hayes threw me a disgruntled look. I suppose I ought to have thanked him, too.

With one fluid motion, Mr. Fincastle moved his gun and aimed it at my face. “And why were you on our boat? Here to spy on the excavation?”

I stared down the barrel of the rifle, my heart thumping loudly in my chest. Isadora let out a gasp, and my attention flickered to her.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mr. Hayes said, stepping in front of me. “This is Ricardo’s niece, you bloody idiot. Put the gun down.”

But he didn’t. Mr. Fincastle observed me coldly, as if I were a viable threat to everyone on board. His daughter regarded me with a discreet, sympathetic glance. Her father took a step closer. If he pulled the trigger, I wouldn’t survive the consequences. I wanted to rail against him, but I instinctively understood that if I moved a muscle, he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot me.

“Put the fucking gun down,” Mr. Hayes said quietly. He didn’t disguise the menace in his voice.

“Are you vouching for her?”

“I am.”

Isadora raised her brows and looked between us with an interested air.

Mr. Fincastle tucked the weapon under his arm and held his hands up. “We can’t be too careful.” And then he strode away, as if he hadn’t just threatened my life, moments after saving it.

Isadora stripped off her muslin jacket and handed it to me. “For your modesty.”

I blushed, and hastily put it on. “Gracias. I mean, thank you.”

She dimpled at me and with one last look at Mr. Hayes, she darted after her father, tucking her handgun within her skirt pocket.

“You can all resume your work,” Mr. Hayes said to the remaining spectators.

The crew dispersed. He slicked his dripping hair off his face. With a sudden look of alarm, he began patting down his pants and then muttered a low curse. I almost didn’t hear it, my gaze locked on the wet fabric clinging to the sharp lines of muscle delineating the flat plane of his stomach. The wet cotton of his trousers clung to his muscled thighs. He might as well have been naked.

I forced my gaze away, my head oddly swimming. “Did you lose something?”

“My brother’s flask. He was very fond of it.”

Another crocodile most likely had it now. “Probably for the best.”

He glowered at me and then began working the knot at my waist, his warm fingers brushing against me. Warmth pooled in my belly, flushed my cheeks. My mouth went dry, dryer than the golden sands surrounding us. He dipped his chin, focused on the knot, his face inches from mine. His blue eyes were lined with dark lashes, spiky with wet. A warm flush danced across my skin and I shivered. Mr. Hayes paused, raised his eyes to meet mine. It annoyed me that I found him handsome when I couldn’t trust him. I bit my lip, and he tracked the movement, his eyelids lowering to half-mast.

Mr. Hayes’s expression softened, his gaze warm. “Are you really all right?”

The tender concern in his tone was like sipping something hot. We stared at each other, my breath catching at the back of my throat. Dimly, I was aware that I was dancing too close to the edge. One misstep, and I’d find myself on unfamiliar ground.

Mr. Hayes cleared his throat and glanced down, attention back on the rope. “This is quite an ensemble,” he said mildly, voice neutral. “Acquire it recently?”

“I had an extra tunic lying around in my luggage. Seemed a waste not to use it.”

He yanked on the rope, and it fell away. A dangerous gleam lurked in his blue gaze. “You’re sunburned. Where the hell is your hat?”

“I was wearing one.”

“You were wearing a fez before you went over, which doesn’t offer even the littlest bit of protection from the rays. The sun can be murderous at this time of day.”

“My other one didn’t go with my outfit,” I said. “I had to have a practical disguise.”

“My God, it was you,” he said in a marveling tone. “Serving us dinner. I thought I smelled vanilla.”

“What?”

“Your soap,” he said, imperturbably. “I ought to have known. But I thought it impossible . . .”

“You really ought to pay better attention to your instincts. They won’t lead you astray.”

Mr. Hayes flinched as if I’d struck him. He abruptly took a step back.

“What is it?”

He shook his head and smiled, but it wasn’t one of his real ones. This one was hardened, made of stone. “Come with me, Señorita Olivera.”

“No, I’d rather not. Gracias.” I gestured to my dripping clothes. “I really ought to change.”

He eased one elbow onto the rail and regarded me coolly. “You have to face your uncle at some point.”

I bent down and wrung the hem of the long tunic. “I will when I’m ready. What about a few days from now?”

Mr. Hayes gave a short laugh. “What makes you think he won’t find you before then?”

Fear skittered down my spine. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized how badly I needed an ally. I didn’t trust Mr. Hayes in the slightest, but he’d jumped into the Nile after me, even after he spotted the danger. I didn’t want to face my uncle alone. “Will you stay with me?”

Mr. Hayes narrowed his gaze. He assessed my face, seeing what I desperately tried to hide. “What are you nervous about?”

“He’ll be furious. It would help if you took my side.”

He looked appalled. “Absolutely not.”

Half-frantic, I thought of something to say that might buy me more time. “After our day together in Cairo, I thought we’d become friends.”

“I don’t have those anymore,” Mr. Hayes said matter-of-factly. “Why on earth would you think so?”

A deep flush burned my cheeks. “You’ve just saved my life. We’ve dined together. You kissed me goodbye?”

“It was your mistake to read into my behavior. I treat everyone the same. And if you thought we were friends, you might have not lied to me, pretending to be someone else on this damn boat.”

Red-hot embarrassment flowed under my skin. I recalled staring stupidly after him as he vanished inside of the hotel, touching the skin his lips had grazed. “So, you kiss every person you meet.”

The corners of his mouth deepened. “Is that a question, Olivera?”

“Well, why did you?”

“Why not?” He lifted an indolent shoulder. “Not everything has to mean something. It was just a kiss.”

“Be careful. Your cynicism is showing.”

“No sense in hiding something you’ve seen from the beginning.” He sighed. Without disturbing his seemingly casual pose, his hand shot forward, ensnaring my wrist in a tight hold. He grinned at my astonishment. “Let’s get this over with. Am I dragging you to him, or will you walk with me?”

I lifted my chin, my jaw set, and I fought to ignore how the warmth of his fingers was wreaking havoc on my heartbeat. “Have it your way, then.”

“Good girl,” he murmured, releasing me.

We strode side by side, Mr. Hayes somehow leading me to the saloon, without actually stepping in front of me or touching me again. He had that kind of presence that commanded obedience. But for some reason, I got the impression that he pushed any form of leadership away with both hands.

He glanced down at me.

I swallowed hard and grimly stared ahead, not wanting to show any of the inner turmoil I felt. Sweat gathered in my palms. I had to make my case to stay.

Mr. Hayes stepped aside at the entrance of the saloon.

I leaned in close, close enough to see every faint line across his brow, the subtle narrowing of his gaze. “If my uncle does decide to turn us around and take me back, then I want you to know something.”

He watched me warily. “What is it?”

I knew just how to unbalance him. “Thank you for saving my life. And regardless of what you might think, I do consider you a friend, Whit.”

He blinked with a quick inhale that was so quiet, I might have missed it had I not been standing less than a pace away from him. The words were true. He’d jumped in after me, just like a friend would have. I didn’t trust him, or his involvement with my uncle’s schemes.

But Whit had helped save my life.

I strode past him, my heart clamoring against my ribs. My uncle sat at the round table, poring over documents, a cup of black coffee at his elbow. His pen scratched in his journal, and he muttered something to himself in Spanish. He heard our approach but didn’t look up.

“What the hell was all the commotion, Whitford? Mr. Fincastle make good on his threat to shoot crocodiles?”

“That he did,” I said.

My uncle turned to stone.

I felt, rather than saw, Whit’s presence. He stood behind me, lounging against the wall, his ankles crossed. Absolute silence stretched, thickening with tension. Tío Ricardo’s fingers flexed around his pen, and then relaxed. Slowly, he lifted his head, his mouth hammered into a thin, pale slash. He regarded me in stunned horror, his attention drifting to the long tunic enshrouding my slight frame, dripping water onto the saloon’s carpet.

“Why are you both wet?”

“We had an encounter with the aforementioned crocodile,” Whit said.

“Jesucristo.” My uncle shut his eyes and then opened them, hazel ones so like mine. “You disobeyed me,” he said in marveling tones. “Do you have any idea of what you’ve done?”

“No, because you won’t—”

Tío Ricardo stood abruptly, his chair flying backward. “Did you help her on board, Whitford?”

Whit gave him a pointed look.

My uncle splayed his hands, half-angry, half-exasperated. “Why would you do this?”

I lifted my chin. “It was the only way.”

My uncle opened his mouth, and then slowly shut it. He seemed afraid to ask me what I meant, but intuition told me he already knew why I had come. I wanted the truth, I wanted answers. And I would get them any way I could.

I swallowed hard. Sweat beaded at my hairline.

“Get Hassan,” Tío Ricardo quietly.

I blinked in confusion—did he want me to . . . no, he’d spoken to Whit, who remained motionless against the wall, his hands tucked deep into his pockets. He might have been posing for a photograph.

“Let her stay,” Whit said. “I think she’s earned the right to be on the team.”

I swung around to face him, my lips parting. He didn’t look in my direction. His attention remained focused on my uncle.

“Have you lost all sense?” Tío Ricardo asked.

“We can’t turn around, and you know it,” Whit said. “She figured out a way on board with no help from either of us; she just survived swimming in the Nile. She’s their daughter.”

“I don’t care. Bring Hassan to me.”

“We turn around and we’ll lose days that we don’t have. Are you sure you want to risk it?”

My uncle swiped at the contents on the table. Everything went crashing to the ground. He breathed heavily, his buttons straining against his broad chest. His hands were clenched into tight fists, his knuckles turning white.

I jumped back with a squeak. I’d never seen such violent temper. My father had been a mild-tempered man, his tone soft and approachable. My mother was the yeller, but she didn’t throw anything when in a rage. Tío Ricardo paced, tugging at his beard.

Then he stopped and faced Whit with a calculated look.

Swift comprehension crossed Whit’s face. “No,” he breathed. “I won’t do it.”

“I pay you a great deal to do what I need,” my uncle said. “You’ll take her back after we disembark.”

Whit pushed off the wall. “You need the crew, and I can’t sail the Elephantine by myself. Consider that she won’t ever give up, and short of going with her to Argentina—”

Tío Ricardo’s head snapped back, his mouth going slack. Panic stabbed me in the gut. I didn’t like the look on his face at all. Neither did Whit for that matter.

“Absolutely not,” Whit snapped. “You’ve gone too far. I didn’t agree to the job only to become a babysitter.”

I flinched.

Desperation carved deep grooves along my uncle’s brow. “She can’t stay here.”

I cleared my throat. “I might have to, if only to help you.”

My uncle inhaled deeply, clearly fighting to keep calm. “My dear niece—”

But Whit cut him off, his eyes narrowing in my direction. “Explain what you mean.”

My attention flickered to my uncle. “When my father sent me the ring, I felt an immediate reaction. It was a spark that I felt everywhere. And then I tasted roses.”

Whit shut his eyes and let out a humorless laugh.

“Roses,” Tío Ricardo said in a hollow sort of voice. “Are you sure?”

“What is the significance of the rose?” I demanded. Neither of them replied. Annoyance and frustration warred within me. We would get nowhere if they didn’t start trusting me. “Without the golden ring, you will need my help to find Cleopatra’s tomb.”

“You don’t know that,” Tío Ricardo said, but he didn’t seem as adamant. The fight had gone out of him, and he tilted his head to the side.

“Some of the magic latched on to me. I can sometimes feel her. As if I were in a private memory belonging to her. She’s immense, covered in shadow, but I can see a white ribbon in her hair, adorned with pearls. Her feet shimmer from the gems on her golden sandals. That magic reminds me of flowers in bloom.” I paused. “The rose.”

“Impossible,” my uncle said. “Impossible. We all feel the remnants of magic whenever we touch an object that’s a carrier.” He frowned, silently considering for a moment. “The ring must house an incredible amount of magical energy for you to see . . . her. It must not have been handled by too many people since the spell was first cast. And it doesn’t necessarily mean it will lead you to her burial site.”

Whit let out another short, humorless laugh, and then turned away, his shoulders shaking. I glared at his back, knowing that he understood what I wouldn’t say out loud. After all, he was there the day that I had bought the trinket box. The magic in me had led me straight to it.

That he didn’t reveal what had happened to his employer confused me. It was as if he were protecting me in some way that I didn’t understand.

Tío Ricardo wavered, clenching and unclenching his fist.

Whit turned around, his attention solely on my uncle’s immovable frame. No one spoke; I hardly dared to breathe. I didn’t know why my father had sent me the ring. I didn’t know if the ring or the trinket box would really lead me to her. I only knew that the answers were within reach.

“All right,” he said quietly. “You’re in, Inez.”

Elation curled deep in my belly, made my hands shake. But then his words sunk in.

You’re in.

What had he meant by that?

But I didn’t care. I only wanted to know what had happened to my parents. I couldn’t do that from Argentina, or even Cairo. Nothing mattered but discovering the truth.

“Give her the storage cabin,” Tío Ricardo said. “Inez, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the team. Let me handle everything. Understood?” When I nodded, he relaxed, the tension leaving his shoulders. “I’ll find a way to explain your presence to Mr. Fincastle. Appearances must be maintained for the sake of your reputation.”

“What reputation?” Whit muttered.

“Inez, why don’t you go and get settled?” Tío Ricardo said loudly. “Go straight to the last cabin on the right.”

“I can take her,” Whit said.

“Actually,” my uncle said, “I need a quick word.”

Whit straightened, his shoulders tense. He didn’t take his eyes off my uncle. I left the saloon, making sure my steps were audible. And then I doubled back on tiptoe, tucking myself in the shadows, my ears straining.

“Do I need to be worried about you?” Tío Ricardo asked.

No response from Whit—unless he’d spoken very softly. I pressed closer to the wall. I kept my breathing steady, but my pulse danced wildly.

“I can’t have you distracted. There’s too much at stake, and you have a job to do.”

“Which I’m handling. I’ll find out more in Aswan.”

“How?” Tío Ricardo asked.

“My contact assured me they’ll stop for supplies. It won’t be hard to find out what we need. There are only a few places agents frequent in a city as small as Aswan.”

Agents? The only one I knew of was the odious Mr. Sterling. Regardless, it seemed Whit had been tasked with acquiring information for my uncle. I recalled his answer when I had asked him if his errands for Tío Ricardo were legal.

Sometimes.

“You mean the Cataract Bar,” my uncle said.

“Perhaps,” Whit said coolly. “I know of other places to check. Wherever they are, I assure you I’m on top of it, and there’s no need to fear any distraction.”

“Come now,” Tío Ricardo said. “I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

“Well, she has a certain charm,” Whit said dryly. “It comes out when she’s lying to your face.”

“Whitford.”

“Her beauty doesn’t turn my head, trust me. I have zero intention of courting her.”

“Inez is off-limits to you,” my uncle pressed. “She’s my niece, do you understand? Both of her parents are gone. None of my plans involve any attachment between you and her. Not even in friendship. I don’t mean to be rude, but I would never allow it.”

“Trust me when I tell you,” Whit said without a trace of irony, “that she’s entirely safe from me.”

“Give me your word.”

“You have it.”

“Good,” my uncle said. “She may be more useful than either of us realized.”





Author’s Note

My first glimpse of this story, the first spark, was of a young woman, sailing to Egypt—but not for tourism. I sensed she had a story to tell, and I was particularly interested in exploring a young woman in a position of relative privilege who decides to boldly stand for something against the common ideals of the time period. Inez knows that she can’t—and shouldn’t—take on the governing forces in Egypt, but she can fight in her own corner, even if that means against her own mother.

While What the River Knows is a historical fantasy, I wanted to ground it with as many details from the late 1800s as possible. Egypt saw a sharp increase in tourists from all over the world and Cairo became a metropolitan city, with new hotels springing up every decade, welcoming royalty, dignitaries, explorers, entrepreneurs, missionaries, and countless people from all over the globe looking for work and a new start. It was a time of colonial expansion, imperial rule, and also a pivotal moment in archaeology.

After Britain bombarded Alexandria, many Egyptians lost their government jobs to foreigners, and they were also disallowed from studying their own heritage and ancestry. It would take decades before Egyptians took their place in the pursuit of archaeology, and meanwhile unrestricted tourism often resulted in the desecration and pillage of temples, monuments, and tombs. Statues became lawn ornaments for stately homes. Millions of artifacts disappeared, the majority of which Egypt has never seen again.

In What the River Knows, I included two historical figures who played a significant role in the 1880s, with the hope that they would provide a glimpse into the unsettling attitudes of non-Egyptians who held powerful offices in Egypt. Monsieur Gaston Maspero was a French Egyptologist who was the director general of excavations and antiquities for the Egyptian government. He allowed duplicates to leave the country, despite legislation that had restricted Egyptian artifacts from leaving its borders since 1835. This system, known as partage, greatly benefited museums and educational institutions that sponsored British archaeological projects because it paved the way for them to receive countless archaeological finds. For many Egyptians, it meant these finds were inaccessible—sometimes permanently. Infamously, Maspero established the sales room at the Egyptian Museum, allowing tourists to buy legitimate historical artifacts.

Sir Evelyn Baring, or Lord Cromer as he was later known, served as the controller general in Egypt, overseeing its finances and governance. His politics were appalling, particularly his belief in the Western world’s superiority over Egypt, and his insistence that Egyptians were not capable of governing themselves. His policies barred many Egyptians from receiving higher education, men and women alike. As for the latter, he sought to discredit female professionals at every turn. To me, he’s a villain, and he showed up in my book as one. I took liberties with his dialogue and his actions, but I hoped to portray the spirit of his unseemly arguments as accurately as possible, with as much care and sensitivity as possible, too.

Whit’s experience in the British military was inspired by the real-life rescue attempt of General Charles Gordon in Khartoum, but for the sake of fiction I moved up the events surrounding his death by about three years. There are a variety of conflicting sources regarding his last days, but the general consensus was that he was able to evacuate some two thousand women, children, and sick or wounded soldiers out of Khartoum before his death. In Gordon, I fictionalized a softened, fatherlike figure for Whit, while in reality the man himself, sometimes romanticized as a martyr and saint in the eyes of the British, was complicated. But in the framework of this historical fantasy, he fit as a background character who had cared for Whit.

The 1880s were an exciting time for photography, and I hope you’ll forgive my including a Kodak. It was the first portable camera, allowing anyone to snap a picture with a click of a button, but wasn’t in widespread use until 1888—though the patent was filed in 1884!

My last note is on the spelling of colloquial Egyptian Arabic. There is no standard or uniform Romanized version, and as a result, spelling differs from region to region and in different time periods. For example, shokran, “thank you,” can also be spelled as shukran, depending on where you’re from. I ended up using the Egyptian Arabic spelling as it was taught to me by Egyptian friends and Egyptologists.

Incidentally, Egyptian Arabic differs wildly from that of other Arabic-speaking nations. It’s said that other countries have no trouble understanding Egyptian Arabic, which tends to be more informal, while an Egyptian might have trouble understanding Arabic from other Arab nations. The reason behind this is because most Arabic films and TV shows are filmed in Egypt, and as such, Egyptian Arabic is widely understood.
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