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        Egypt

        Twenty-Five Miles South of Cairo

        February 20, 2002

        Half-past Midnight

      

      

      Fifteen-year-old Sam stared around him in horror as smoke filled the train car. The burning locomotive raced southward as people shoved and panicked, trying to escape the flames.

      Sam and his new friend, Zahara, were knocked down and fell to their knees in the narrow aisle.

      “Get up, Zahara,” Sam said. “The crowd’s going to crush us!” Frantic, he tugged at her arm.

      “I’m trying,” she gasped.

      They struggled to help one another to their feet.

      “Move back! Try to make it to Car Six,” Sam shouted.

      His heart pounded in his throat as they charged along. On the overhead luggage racks, chickens squawked. He was a long way from America, and he’d never felt so far from home.

      Tendrils of smoke wound through the open windows. A spark singed his forearm, and he risked a backward glance.

      The door from which he’d come was wedged open by writhing people. He could see back into Car Four. Orange licks of flame quivered, throwing ghastly shadows around the frenzied passengers.

      The locomotive screeched around a bend and picked up speed, careening deeper into the darkness.

      What was the driver’s problem? Did he not know they were headed for disaster? Was it possible the engineer had no clue his train was on fire?

      Sam thought of his parents trapped in the second car. At least, up there, they were safe from the fire but they must be going crazy with worry.

      “Where’s the alarm on this thing?” Sam gasped.

      “The alarm?” Zahara glanced around wildly.

      “Yeah, you’ve ridden these trains before! Where’s the alarm?”

      Cinders swirled through the air, whipping on wild currents through the windows. The smoke thickened, and the shouts grew.

      “Zahara, hurry! We have to pull the alarm. We have to make the driver stop this thing. Where is it? We’re in serious trouble if he doesn’t stop soon!”

      Zahara frowned and shook her head. “I’ve never seen one.”

      “Are you telling me there’s no way to warn the driver?” Sam said.

      Zahara swallowed, her eyes bright with fear.
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        30 Minutes Earlier

      

      

      Darkness surrounded the train as it rocked and swayed and screeched through the night. Next to the tracks, the ancient Nile River gleamed like spilled ink. In the distance, the crumbling pyramids grew smaller, disappearing into the shadows.

      The locomotive driver propped his feet up, settling in for the long ride south. In the second carriage, one train car back, yellow lights cast a pale glow over the crowd packed inside.

      Fourteen-year-old Sam stood in the aisle, both feet planted firmly to the floor as they careened around a bend.

      Lucky I’m on the rowing team back home in Washington, DC, he thought. Standing on a swaying train isn’t a whole lot different than standing in a rocking boat.

      It was handy having good balance since seats were hard to come by. The train was jammed from end to end with travelers. There was barely room to move.

      “Your turn to sit down,” his dad said, grinning and starting to get up.

      “No, thanks, I’m fine, Dad,” Sam said, grinning back.

      “Suit yourself but let me know when you want to trade-off.”

      “Will do.”

      This commuter train was exactly where you ended up when your parents worked at the Smithsonian Museum. Compared to the trains back home, it looked antique. Wooden seats, rickety windows, rusty overhead racks, and lights that flickered as though preparing to die. Plus, you didn’t often see chickens perched atop someone’s luggage, a goat nibbling a stranger’s scarf, or hear people singing in boisterous voices in the middle of the night. Sam was pretty sure they were the only Americans aboard.

      Most tourists chose the cushy, first-class trains over these slow-poke ones. But according to Mom and Dad, traveling was all about blending in with the locals. Seeing life from a different perspective.

      Which was pretty cool. When there was an adventure to be had, Sam wanted to be there. Careening along with this jam-packed crowd for the next ten hours definitely qualified.

      His mom shouted up at him. “Do you want your headphones? They ended up in my purse.”

      “No, but I’m kind of hungry,” Sam said. “Do you think they sell food anywhere?”

      His dad said, “Should be a couple of vendors hawking potato chips and drinks, I’m guessing.”

      “Can I go look?” Sam asked.

      “Sure. Sounds like a worthy crusade. Here’s some money.” His dad fished in his pocket and handed him a bunch of Egyptian piastre coins. “Have fun.”

      “Thanks.”

      His mom grabbed his forearm. “Tiger chips for me.”

      “Got it. Dad? You want something?”

      “Soda, or water. Whatever they’ve got.”

      “Sounds good. Pass me my backpack? So I can carry my haul.”
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      His dad shifted their luggage, which lay piled under his feet. He was careful with the case that held the ancient, mummified cat that they were bringing home to display in the museum.

      The tiny cat mummy had ears, and a face had been drawn on the wrappings. Sam had never seen anything like it. He wasn’t sure if it was creepy or cute. Maybe both.

      After some rummaging, Sam’s dad pulled the backpack from under the seat and handed it over.

      The pack was half empty, containing Sam’s wallet, a jackknife, a flashlight, a book, his baseball cap, and the souvenirs he’d bought for his friends back home. A glow-in-the-dark mummy keychain for Jack. A pad of actual papyrus paper for Aria. A ‘Pop Tut’ for Noah—a mini sarcophagus that worked by sliding open the lid to make King Tut pop up from inside.

      He couldn’t wait to tell them how cool the pyramids were inside and how huge the Sphinx looked up close.
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      He’d even gone behind the scenes at the Cairo Museum with his mom and dad—into the secret storage vaults. Plus, their trip was only half over. They still had to visit the Valley of the Kings, the Karnak Temple, King Tut’s tomb, Abu Simbel, the ruins of Amarna—all sorts of mysterious places.

      Sam strapped his pack to his chest, a trick he’d learned when traveling in crowded locations. Wearing it on your front made it easier to weave through crowds. You didn’t risk accidentally bonking someone in the face.

      “See you in a bit,” Sam said.

      His mom said, “Be careful, honey.”

      Sam rolled his eyes. “Mom!”

      “What?” In the heat, her blond hair stuck to her forehead. “That’s my job—to worry.”

      “I’m going for chips and soda. What could possibly go wrong?”
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      Sam set off toward the back of the train. There was no point in going forward since he was in the second carriage, and forward only led to the engine car.

      Sweat beaded on his forehead. The press of bodies made it feel like a sauna.

      The seats were wooden, mostly laid out like his school bus back home. Except some faced backward, allowing families to huddle with their knees all jammed together. Mothers held babies on their laps while little kids stood balanced on their father’s legs and peered out of open windows. Despite the rushing air, it smelled of diapers and unwashed bodies.

      Sam stopped to watch a pair of grizzled, gray-haired men playing a game of cards on a piece of cardboard. How on earth were they managing to balance the card game on their knees in all this chaos? How did they keep the cards from falling off?

      Shaking his head and grinning, Sam turned away. He stumbled over something in the aisle. Looking down, he froze. It was a body, and it wasn’t moving.
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      But then the body shifted, and a teenager’s sleepy face blinked up at him. The teen growled something in Arabic and shook his fist.

      “Excuse me, ʿafwan,” Sam said, having learned a few basic words for the trip.

      The teen nodded, turned onto his side, and tucked his head under his arm.

      Probably not the best place to sleep, but hey, what did Sam know? Maybe he’d crash out on the floor later, too. It was after midnight, and they still had countless hours to go on this rollicking ride.

      Hot wind snaked through the open windows, ruffling Sam’s hair. He carefully hopped over the snoozing passenger, using the seatbacks for leverage. Walking onward, he checked the floor for bodies. He didn’t want to crush any fingers or toes.

      After a scramble, he finally reached the rear of his train car.

      A closed, metal door blocked his way into the third car beyond.

      There were eleven cars in total. He’d seen them all lined up at the station before they climbed aboard. Maybe in the third car, the one behind theirs, he’d find some hawkers. Or even a café service! He’d heard some did contain café cars, but maybe those were only the tourist trains.

      His stomach growled, and the Egyptian heat made him thirsty.

      A boy could hope.

      Sam peered out through the soot-smeared window before trying the door handle. It was only then that he realized what should have been obvious since he’d seen the train from the platform. The door led outside. No enclosed walkway connected the cars.

      But there must be a way across. Right? He’d watched someone come through fifteen minutes earlier and hadn’t thought much of it at the time.

      Cautiously, Sam twisted the handle. It was tight. He twisted harder.

      Suddenly the handle gave way.

      The door swung wide.

      Sam pitched outward. Holding onto the door for dear life, he shouted in alarm and stared down at the rails whizzing past. The only thing between him and the ground was a heavy mechanical linkage connecting the cars.

      Hot wind battered his ears.

      The screech of turning wheels sang in the night.

      The ground flew past, a blur of metal rails, wooden ties, and scrub.

      And Sam’s free hand struggled to find a grip on the gaping doorway behind him.
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      Sam sucked in a breath of oily diesel fumes, his heart pounding out of his chest. His sweating fingers were losing their grip on the door handle. His backpack jolted up and down on his chest, the straps smacking him in the face.

      This was crazy. He was supposed to be hunting down chips and sodas, not falling to his death from a speeding locomotive!

      Sam gritted his teeth and clenched the handle with everything he had. But his free arm kept windmilling wildly. The speeding vehicle flew over a bump. He reeled, his feet sliding on metal, and was flung back against the car. His grip on the latch began to slip. Flailing, he found a hold. Rusty, paint-chipped metal dug into his palm. With a shout, he hauled himself to safety.

      Then he straightened, backed into Car Two, and slammed the door shut.

      Sam stood gasping. Who knew a simple errand could turn into a life-or-death experience? Had other people fallen off? Why were there no caution signs?

      Glancing over one shoulder, he saw a little dark-haired girl watching him, wide-eyed. Sam swallowed hard and wiped the sweat from his forehead. After a moment, he waved.

      The kid waved back.

      Seemed like she was the only one who noticed his near-death experience. Everyone else on the train was either sleeping, playing games, singing, or having some heated conversation. It was a relief. He felt pretty stupid.

      This really shouldn’t be that hard.

      Bracing himself, Sam put his weight on his back foot and wrenched the door handle downward. The door released, swinging wide. This time he was prepared.
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      He took a last glance behind him, trying to catch sight of his parents. He thought he could just spy the top of his dad’s blue baseball cap over the seatback in the distance, but he couldn’t be sure. Well, at least they hadn’t seen him nearly fall. Sam would probably never get to go wandering around on his own again!

      The clattering noise of the moving train assaulted his ears as he held the door wide and inspected the flimsy platform between the two cars. A narrow metal ledge jutted from the door.

      Beyond the platform, the grimy steel coupling thrummed and shuddered.

      One hand on the doorway, Sam held his breath and stepped onto the ledge. There were no guard rails to keep him in place. The warm night air smelled swampy, signaling that the mighty Nile River must be nearby.

      Stretching forward as far as he could with his free arm, he couldn’t quite reach the far side. That left only one choice. Sam inhaled a deep breath and jumped. His fingers found the far door handle, and he clamped onto it for dear life. Quickly, he turned the handle. To his relief, the door to Car Three opened easily. He stepped inside.

      If anything, this car was even more crowded than Car Two. He sensed eyes on him and looked up to see a guy around his dad’s age stretched full out in the overhead rack. Wow, that was a different way to ride. On the other hand, it beat sleeping on the aisle floor. It was probably somewhat comfortable. Plus, no one would step on you!

      The guy gave him a huge grin, his buck teeth gleaming in the flickering yellow light. Lean and wiry, he stuck out his hand, blocking Sam’s way.

      “Hey, America,” he shouted. “High five!”

      Sam laughed and slapped his palm against the man’s leathery one. He loved how friendly people were here.

      “Nice bunk bed,” Sam shouted.

      “Eh?” The wiry man wrinkled his face.

      Sam pointed to the rack and gave him a thumbs-up.

      “Ah!” the man cried, then laughed and nodded vigorously. “Good, yes.”

      Sam moved on, weaving his way slowly down the crowded aisle. He scanned left and right, searching for a food vendor but saw nothing of the kind. Next to him, two small boys fought over a toy gun. Their mother tore them apart. Somewhere, a baby cried.

      A few seats ahead, a local girl clambered over two passengers and stepped out into the aisle. She looked around his age, and her sporty, dark ponytail bobbed as she turned away from him.

      Wait—was that what he thought it was, emblazoned on the back of her shirt? Sam stared in surprise. He couldn’t read the Arabic words stenciled above the image. What he could see was the picture: a rowboat.
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      A coxed-eight rowboat—eight rowers, one coxswain—to be exact. Just like the team he rowed on back home.

      Curious, he walked closer.

      The girl reached into some luggage in the overflowing overhead rack and pulled out a book. Then she returned to her seat by climbing back over several passengers.

      Sam wanted to say something to her, but it felt awkward now that she was seated again. She probably didn’t speak English anyway. She probably didn’t even row. Most likely, she bought the shirt because she liked the picture.

      As he neared, she glanced up. Bright, intelligent eyes met his. They stared at one another for a moment, and Sam nearly said something, but then he put his head down and kept walking.

      He reached the back of the car without spotting a food vendor. Standing at the rear door, he once again peered out the round window into the night. Then Sam grasped the latch, turned the handle, and began another treacherous crossing, heading into the fourth car.
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      Sam stayed loose but alert as he forged outside. Moving onto the connecting linkage to the next doorway was like stepping out of a bobbing rowboat onto a floating dock. You had to flow with it.

      Halfway across, the blaring horn sounded, and then a stand of palm trees shot past. The backdraft sent him swaying, and he braced himself, hauling open the far door by its rusty handle.

      Once inside, heat seemed to pour off the throngs of travelers.

      This fourth car looked way older even than the last. It looked ready to fall apart. What century was this thing from? Cracked paint came away on his forearm when he bumped against the wall. Half the flickering lights had died. The few working lightbulbs sent ghoulish shadows over the passengers, like something out of a scary movie.

      Someone had smashed open the nearest window and jagged glass still jutted in the frames! You could gash your fingers on that. Metal grilles covered a bunch of the other windows; they’d been screwed into place. He guessed metal grilles were cheaper than new glass, but still. It was kind of creepy, not being able to see outside.

      Not that there was anything to see. It had to be past midnight.

      Halfway down the car, two men shouted at one another in sharp Arabic. Their loud, unsettled voices carried over the din, and their angry faces were mere inches apart. The tense scene made the train seem claustrophobic and airless—despite the hot wind rushing through the smashed window.

      Something wrapped around Sam’s ankle, startling him. He jerked back against the now-closed door, staring down. To his right, three steep steps descended to a second exit: the door people used to get on and off the train at the station.

      A family of three sat in the stairwell. What had grabbed him was a set of small fingers belonging to a boy of around eight or nine.

      “Marhaba,” the boy called up.

      Sam knew this meant hello. It was the first word he’d learned when his parents told him they’d be going to Egypt. It seemed like knowing how to say hi would be handy, and that had proved to be true.

      “Hello, marhaba,” Sam said back.

      The boy chattered up at him in rapid-fire excitement, but Sam could only shake his head. “Sorry.”

      The boy slumped back, disappointed. Below him on the steps, the boy’s parents dozed, oblivious. His mother had her shoulder propped right up against the door. It didn’t seem safe. What if the latch gave way? If it sprang open, she’d be thrown from the train. In fact, all three would probably be thrown from the train.

      Then again, this appeared to be their only choice of seating given the crowds.

      Why the heck did they pack these trains so tightly? If an emergency struck, it would be chaos. People would probably get wedged in the aisle. Everyone would be yelling at each other to get out of the way.

      They’d never jam trains like this back home. But Egypt had its own way of doing things, and Sam was a guest in this country.

      Besides, according to his mom, tomorrow was a big holiday here, so tons of people were traveling to visit relatives. He wondered if the holiday was like Thanksgiving, where Egyptian families got together to eat their version of roast turkey and pumpkin pie.

      Pumpkin pie . . . how good would a slice of Aunt Lucy’s pie be right now? With cold whipped cream and a crust that flaked apart when you hit it with your fork?

      Sam practically groaned out loud.

      He should have eaten two dinners instead of one before they got on the train. Who knew staying up all night built such a big appetite?

      The pair of shouting men abruptly fell silent. They glared at one another, jaws clenched. Finally, the taller one shoved his way to a seat in the distance and squeezed down between a pair of women. Well, that was a relief. Sam hadn’t been looking forward to walking past them.

      Curious eyes glanced his way, and he was pretty sure he stuck out like a sore thumb. He smiled. Most people stared him up and down, but a few smiled back. Sam started weaving his way along.

      Ahead, three people were singing an eerie tune.

      Wait—was that a singer holding a bag of Tiger-brand potato chips?
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      Yes, the bearded man waved his arms, the bag swinging to-and-fro. A second bag was being eaten by a woman with dark hair piled up on top of her head. Beside her, a woman guzzled a can of Coca-Cola.

      Sam could just spy a makeshift vendor’s stand two-thirds of the way down the car. The vendor had a pole with chips and snacks clipped to it.

      Jackpot.

      Sam’s stomach rejoiced.

      The treasure was at hand. Like a marauding pirate, he surged forward to claim his prize.

      Well—not exactly like a marauder—he’d buy it, of course, with his piastre coins. But it was still fun to imagine himself on a pirate ship at sea as the train careened around a corner, sending every passenger tilting to the left.

      Sam walked at an angle, grinning at the sound of screeching wheels that howled through the broken windows. He could hardly believe it was safe to drive this old rust-bucket this fast. Talk about an adventure. He couldn’t wait to tell Jack, Aria, and Noah all about this crazy ride when he got home.
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      The train chugged and picked up speed. Sweat trickled down Sam’s ribs under his backpack as he stood waiting his turn to buy snacks. His feet were cooking in his Nikes. He was glad he’d worn his basketball shorts instead of pants.

      The vendor had taken over a full bench with his wares. He was a wiry, nut-brown older man with a hunched back and gnarled fingers that curled at every knuckle. His eyebrows jutted like grey, feathered wings, and his left eye shone with a ghost-white haze.

      The vendor looked up at Sam out of his good eye.

      “Chips?” Sam asked, pointing at the potato chips clipped up and down the pole.

      “Chips,” the man echoed.

      “Two bags.” Sam held up two fingers.

      The man nodded and pulled two bags off his rack.

      “Coca-Cola?” Sam asked, pointing at a battered cooler on the seat. Alongside it, packages of snacks spilled from two duffel bags.

      The man opened his cooler and handed Sam a can. The can was actually pretty cold, even though the cooler contained no ice. Sam grasped it gratefully in his sweltering palm, pointed at the duffel bag, and said “Peanuts?” in a hopeful voice.

      “Eh?”

      “Do you have any peanuts?”

      The gnarled man started talking quickly and angrily and yanked the soda can out of Sam’s hand.

      “What? Wait, what happened?” Sam said, confused. “I have money, I’ll pay.” Sam dug into his pocket. “I have money!”

      But the vendor grew more agitated, jabbering and shaking his head.

      A girl’s voice behind him said, “Don’t worry, I will help you.”

      Sam spun around to see the girl in the rowing T-shirt. Her eyes were large and framed with thick lashes. A few strands had escaped her ponytail and curled around her face. He stared in surprise as she grinned at him.

      Then she spoke to the vendor in fluent Arabic.

      The vendor threw up his arms.

      The girl spoke again, and the man huffed and dug around inside his duffel bag. He came up with a packet of what appeared to be mixed nuts and raisins.

      “Great, that works,” Sam said.

      “Do you have the money?” the girl asked Sam.

      
        
          [image: Zahara]
        

      

      “Right here.” He held out his hand.

      She took the coins, making change with the vendor. Together, the kids loaded up Sam’s backpack with the soda and other snacks.

      Customers grumbled, impatient, and the new friends moved out of the way.

      Sam still had no clue what he’d done to set the vendor off. He glanced again at the hunched man, and what he saw made his brows shoot up.

      Sam tapped the girl’s arm. “Uh, hey, sorry—what’s he doing?”

      The girl leaned to look. The vendor had pulled out a small propane camping stove. He set the stove on the wooden seat and unscrewed the fuel canister lid.

      “He makes tea,” the girl said. “For the passengers.”

      “Makes tea? You mean he’s going to light the stove? In here?”

      “Why not? It is very common. You do not do this in America?”

      “Light fires on trains? No, I’m pretty sure that would be illegal. In fact, I’m positive that’s illegal. Besides, that bench is made of wood. He’s going to light a propane stove on a wooden bench? That’s asking for trouble.”

      “Hmm.” The girl took a second glance, wrinkling her nose. “I think he makes tea like this for many years, and he is still alive. I think it is safe?”

      “I guess you’re right.” He laughed. It was one more story to tell Jack. “I’m Sam, by the way.”

      “I’m Zahara.”

      “How come you speak such good English?”

      She leaned sideways to let someone pass. “Do I? Thank you. My family, we take American exchange students at our house. I learn from them. Do you always wear your backpack on your front?”

      “Uh . . . haha, no. I was trying not to whack anybody.”

      “Oh! I thought maybe it was a new American style.”

      The sulfur scent of a match drifted on the air. With a whump, the vendor’s stove blazed to life. Talk about unbelievable! He was really lighting that thing up.
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      Something occurred to Sam. “Didn’t I see you in the third car?”

      She shrugged. “Yes. I saw you walking by me.”

      So, she’d come across from where he’d first seen her in the third car into this one? Like he had? Duh, obviously, how else would she get here?

      He blurted, “You weren’t freaked out, changing cars?”

      “You mean the crossing?” She shot him an impish grin. “Pretty scary, huh?”

      “You can say that again. I mean . . . yeah. Kind of.”

      “Ha. Kind of?”

      They sized one another up.

      “Hey,” Sam said. “Can I ask you about your shirt? What does it say on the back?”

      “My shirt?”

      “Yeah, above the picture of the rowers?”

      Zahara twisted as if to look over her shoulder. “It says Row like a girl.”

      “Are you telling me you’re on a rowing team?”

      Zahara nodded vigorously. “I am. For a long time. We row on the Nile River. I love it.”

      “That’s awesome!” Sam cried. “I row, too. Back home in Washington. We row on the Potomac River.”

      “No way.” Her eyes widened beneath the flickering yellow lights. “This is a big coincidence. Especially because, like me, you’re also traveling by yourself. I almost never see kids travel alone. And you are American, on a local train. Americans do not ride local trains. How should I say it? You impress me, Sam.”

      “Well, I—”

      “This is my first time traveling alone. I am going to see my grandparents for the holiday. My parents, they worry.” She rolled her eyes. “But I am fine. It is easy. Get on, go for a ride, get off at the station. We are both fine, right?”

      “Er, right. Yeah.” He knew he should tell her he wasn’t traveling alone. But was there any harm in saying nothing? It’s not like they’d ever see each other again once they got to Luxor. And she clearly thought he was pretty cool, being a solo traveler in a foreign country. He kind of liked the idea himself: her thinking he was cool and him traveling alone.

      Zahara’s eyes lit with excitement. “I have an idea.”

      “Really? What?”

      “Let’s go look out the back window. Do you want to?”

      “You mean from the last car?”

      “Yes, we can watch the tracks disappear behind us. Do you want to?”

      That did sound pretty neat. But how long would that take? They’d have to cross through seven more cars. His parents might start wondering where he went.

      Then again, what if the food vendor had been in the last train car? He would have walked down there anyway. And he didn’t want Zahara to think he was scared of making all those crossings.

      Sam glanced back the way he’d come. His parents wouldn’t be worried. They had to know he was perfectly safe.

      “What is wrong?” Zahara asked.

      He tightened the straps on his pack. “You know what? That sounds awesome.”

      His stomach growled, but he ignored it as best he could. He’d eat later.
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      Sam forged his way to the rear door with Zahara on his heels.

      His stomach gave another fierce growl. Stopping to eat would slow things down, and what if Dad came looking for him? How would he explain that to his new friend?

      He shot her a look, trying to play the cool, solo traveler.

      Zahara said, “Everything A-okay, Sam?”

      “What? Oh, yeah. Great. Really great. Look, here’s the door. Do you want me to help you across?”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Perhaps I help you. I ride these trains many times.”

      “Oh, er .  .  . right.”

      Zahara clapped a hand over her mouth, shaking her head and smothering a laugh. “I am teasing you. Yes, please help. I do not want to fall off. And I will help you.”

      Sam laughed, too. “Good idea.” He grabbed the door handle. “Who gets first dibs on the balancing beam?”

      “I can go, you keep me steady. When I am across, I will hold onto the next train car and reach for you. Yes?”

      “We’re going to make a great team.”

      “Go train rowers!” she said and then colored. “Eee. This sounds stupid.”

      “No! I like it. Go train rowers.”

      “You are too nice. Okay, take my hand. I’m going.”

      Sam took it and knew right away from her strength she wasn’t lying about rowing. Her fingers grabbed on tight to his, making a solid connection. She signaled him with a nod, her shiny black ponytail bouncing in the yellow light.

      “Ready,” she said.

      Carefully, Sam opened the door. “Wait. Do you smell smoke?” He turned to study the crowded train car. Nothing seemed amiss. Still . . . “It almost smells like something’s on fire.”

      “I think the vendor burns the tea,” Zahara said and reached her right foot out into the rushing air.

      Burns the tea? How do you burn tea? That made no sense. Tea was a liquid.

      But Sam let the thought go, for Zahara—who had stepped fully outside—let out an ear-piercing scream.

      “TRAIN!” she shouted.

      Then he felt it. A passing train was coming from the opposite direction on a parallel track. Everything began to shake—the metal car, the floor under his feet.

      “Hold on,” he shouted.

      Zahara crushed Sam’s fingers in a death grip.

      For an instant, she was pinned in the oncoming train’s blazing headlight. She looked like a Parkour athlete, one of those people who leap across buildings. She was half crouched, holding her free arm out for balance.

      The air stilled into an eerie vacuum.

      Then the headlight blasted past, plunging Zahara into darkness. The rest of the train came behind it, rocketing in the opposite direction, so close you could nearly touch it. Sam’s basketball shorts flapped against his legs in the frenzied gale, and his shaggy brown hair half-blinded him.

      He saw shiny steel, the gloss of luxury chrome. He caught snippets of dimly lit windows with people staring out. Passengers in well-padded seats pressed their faces against the polished glass. Their sleepy eyes widened, seeing Zahara out there, her free arm straining for the far door.
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      And just like that, the luxury train was gone, leaving only the rhythmic clickety-clack, clickety-clack of their ramshackle locomotive and the wild pounding of Sam’s heart.

      Zahara let out a whoop that sounded half-relieved, half-triumphant and Sam echoed it with a whoop of his own. He leaned out further, keeping a tight grip on his side of the rusty car, his other hand holding Zahara steady.

      She grabbed the far door, wrenched it open, and stepped to safety.

      “Your turn, Sam!” she shouted, reaching for him.

      Fresh smoke drifted to him, acrid and stinging. It was probably coming from the wheels grinding against the tracks. He ignored it and straddled the distance, clamping onto Zahara’s arm and letting her pull him the rest of the way.

      “That was crazy!” they said in unison.

      Eyes wide and excited, they laughed at each other.

      “Ha, jinx,” Sam said.

      “Jinx at you!” Zahara cried.

      Then they both fell silent because the whole of Car Five appeared to be sleeping. People slept in the overhead racks; they curled up in clumps on benches; they stretched out on the floor. Even a pair of fluffy chickens dozed in a cage, like plump, downy bundles.

      “Shh,” Sam said.

      Zahara cupped her mouth and whispered, “Okay. We must creep along. The first one to step on someone is the loser.”

      They’d barely covered five feet when the door flew open at their backs.

      A harried-looking man, his creased face red and sweating, hurried through. He held a whimpering baby under one burly arm. Turning, the man braced himself to help two others make the dangerous crossing: a woman in a flapping, ankle-length dress, and a startled, hunched old man. They looked like a family.

      The new intrusion woke a handful of passengers, who glanced up in annoyance.

      Sam paused, too, staring.

      This was odd.

      The harried-looking man met Sam’s eyes and gasped something in Arabic.

      Beside Sam, Zahara stiffened.

      “What’s he saying?” Sam asked. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      But somehow, he already suspected the frightening answer.

      “Fire,” Zahara said. “The train—it is on fire!”
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      Sam’s first thoughts were of his parents. He had to get back! What was he thinking, wandering away?

      He shoved his fingers through his hair, his pulse slamming in his ears. He’d smelled the smoke; why hadn’t he taken a second look?

      That reckless snack vendor and his crazy stove. You didn’t light fires on wooden tables and benches. How obvious could that be? But surely the vendor knew how to put out a fire. Right?

      Sam pictured the gnarled vendor with his one good eye and unsteady hands. His stomach flip-flopped.

      Maybe the vendor couldn’t put it out, but Sam could. He knew he could. He’d been camping enough times to know how to smother a fire.

      He had to move. It had to be done right now. The blaze would grow out of control, fast, with the wind feeding the flames. Either way, he had to find his parents.

      “We have to go back,” Sam said.

      Zahara hesitated, but only for a second. “Yes, we must go back. Quickly, quickly! We must help.”

      Together they made for the door, but the burly man shook his head and thrust out a hand to stop them.

      “Get out of the way,” Sam said. He tried to shove between the man and the seats. The baby started wailing.

      The exit door flapped open a third time. Frightened people struggled through, pulling one another into the rocking fifth car. Three people. No, five. Ten. More.

      The surge of frenzied humans crashed into Sam like a wave, sending him stumbling backward. He tripped over Zahara, and they fell to the floor, landing in the aisle on top of a wide-eyed passenger.

      People started hollering, the foreign words loud and jarring and terrifying.

      “Get up, Zahara,” Sam said urgently as they struggled to help one another to their feet. “Out of the way, move back! They’re going to crush us.”

      Together they reached an open space and paused to catch their breath.

      The flow of newcomers slowed and stopped.

      Had someone put out the fire?

      Or was it just too crowded for more people to come through? Sam couldn’t see. Tendrils of smoke wound through the open windows. The door, wedged open by writhing people, gave him a tight view of Car Four. In the carriage, he could just spot orange licks of flame. They quivered, throwing ghastly shadows around the frantic passengers.

      As Sam gulped in terror, something heartening began to happen.

      The train began to slow.

      Oh, thank God. It was over. He’d never do anything crazy again. He’d never wander off in a foreign country alone. The driver was stopping this thing. Sam would get off and find his parents. They must be freaking out! They’d be furious. Furious!

      But then the locomotive screeched around a bend and picked up speed, careening deeper into the darkness.

      What was the driver’s problem?

      Did he not know they were headed for disaster? Was it possible the engineer had no clue his train was on fire?

      “Where’s the alarm on this thing?” Sam gasped.

      “The alarm?” Zahara glanced around wildly.

      “Yeah, you’ve ridden these trains before! Where’s the alarm? We have to pull the alarm. We have to make the driver stop this thing. We’re in serious trouble if he doesn’t stop soon!”

      “I—I have not seen an alarm before. I have never looked. But yes, we must find it . . .” She tugged his sleeve. “Maybe there!”

      Sam looked to where she was pointing. A metal box, fastened high up near the ceiling, gleamed in the flickering lights. He lunged toward it, desperate to signal the driver. He wanted out. Now. Someone had to stop this nightmare.

      Stepping up onto a crowded seat, Sam leaned past a pair of cowering women. His fingers searched for a latch or some kind of button. In desperation, he ripped the metal faceplate off, slicing his fingers in the process.

      He sucked in his breath, clenching his fingers, then slowly opening them to check the damage. There was blood, but he’d survive. 

      As for the box, wires dangled out, spiderlike and tangled.

      There was no button. Nothing to push. It wasn’t an alarm.

      But hold on—a wire stretched along above the windows, from one end of the carriage to the other. He’d seen a wire like this on a city bus. You pulled it to signal the driver to stop! It rang a bell upfront so that the driver could hear.

      This was it. He’d found it.

      Sam yanked and yanked.

      The wire came free. It slithered down the wall, and he saw it for what it was: a plain old nylon curtain string. This was no emergency wire. It was a cord for holding up window curtains. The curtains had long since been taken down. This cord was all that remained.

      Beyond the window, a dark, sandy world raced by. He longed to be out there, breathing in the clean air. Movement in the darkness outside caught his eye. There amongst the scrub, ghostly beneath the partial moon, a dog-like creature stood watching him. Watching . . .

      “Anubis,” breathed Zahara. “The jackal. Ancient Egyptians called him the God of the Dead.”

      Anubis. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard the God of the Dead mentioned. Yesterday, when Sam and his parents were deep inside the Great Pyramid, the tour guide had said something creepy:

      When death is near, Anubis will find you. He will come in the form of a jackal and steal you away to the Underworld. Beware the jackal!

      It had seemed cheesy at the time. Now, as Sam stared out the window, every hair on his neck stood on end.

      The jackal raised his snout, opened his mouth, and howled. Despite the wind, despite the roaring train, Sam heard it. A howl so primal and otherworldly it seemed to tear through him from head to toe.
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      Sam jerked away from the window. Zahara shivered beside him.

      Sweat prickled above his upper lip, and smoke began to fill his nostrils.
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      Everyone in Car Five was wide-awake now. People shouted and screamed, and some began to cry. Near the front, seated passengers shoved newcomers away, yelling in furious, confused voices.

      Others opened windows, desperate for fresh air.

      “Stop,” Sam cried, grabbing the hands of the nearest passenger—a wiry man in a wrinkled, collared shirt. “Keep it shut! You’ll let the smoke in!”

      The wiry man shook him off, elbowing Sam in the nose, hard. Sam staggered back, tasting blood. 

      A bright spark whipped through the window carried on drafts of churning smoke. It landed on the wiry man’s shirt, and he slapped at it.

      “Zahara,” Sam said. “We have to do something.”

      Her eyes were like giant saucers, but she nodded. “Yes. But what? Come, move back. We must keep moving back.”

      “There has to be some sort of call button or some way to reach the train driver,” Sam cried. “Maybe there’s a telephone at the front.”

      “A telephone?”
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      “Yeah, you know, like they have inside elevators in case you get stuck. Or maybe there’s a call panel with a speaker and a microphone. There’s got to be some way to reach the driver. I mean, what if there’s an emergency?”

      “You’re right, there’s got to be.”

      “Good luck trying to get up there, though,” Sam said, eying the chaos between them and the front of the car.

      “Maybe we could ask someone for help? Hold on.” Zahara tried to grab a man as he shoved past. He said something in a loud, angry voice and pushed her out of the way.

      She tried speaking to other people rushing past. No one would listen. No one would stop. People screamed, get out of the way! Everyone was shoving.

      “It’s no use,” Sam cried. “And it’s getting really smoky.”

      Zahara said, “We need to move back to the next car.”

      Sam coughed. “Let’s go.”

      They pushed away from the window and tried to join the stream of passengers. A big man rammed Zahara, and she nearly fell. Sam had a sudden vision of her being trampled. 

      He punched the man’s shoulder and yelled, “Back off!”

      The man might not have understood the words, but he understood Sam’s actions. Scowling, the man took hold of Zahara by her elbows and propelled her in front of him. Well, that was one way to get moving. Sam dove in behind the two of them into the traffic flowing toward the back door.

      Outside, people were leaping across the gap between wagons, away from the source of the smoke. The man grabbed Zahara under both arms. Before Sam could stop him, the man tossed her across the gap towards the open door!

      She shrieked but managed to land squarely in the center of the opening. She thrust out her arms and stabilized herself.

      The man was massive and made the crossing with little trouble. Sam was surprised when the man turned and reached out a hand to help him across.

      “Thank you,” Sam shouted, the wind tearing his voice away.

      The man surprised him with a grin. The big guy squeezed past Zahara and disappeared into the crowd.

      “Let’s stay right here and look for a call box,” Sam said. “Maybe there’s one by the door.”

      He edged in front of three passengers who sat squished into the front seat. They stared up at him, their eyes wide, all apparently frozen in fear.

      Behind them, a young couple prayed loudly, foreign sounds that only made Sam’s fear grow. 

      Then the lights flickered off. The whole cabin was plunged into darkness before Sam could find a call box. Frustrated, he felt around with his hands as the train rocked back and forth. 

      “There’s got to be something, there just has to be!”

      His fingers touched something sticky as the lights blazed back on. Ugh! He pulled his fingers away, trailing strands of pink goo. Someone’s old gum. He tried to wipe his hands on his pant leg, but that just made the bleeding start again.

      “There’s nothing on this side,” he said. “What about the other side, anything over there?”

      “No. It’s just a flat wall.”

      “The faster this train keeps moving, the more the wind is whipping up the fire. Why doesn’t the driver stop? He has to see. He has to know! Why aren’t alarm bells ringing in the front?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe he’s hurt? Maybe he passed out from smoke?” Zahara said.

      “But wind’s carrying the smoke away from him, isn’t it?”

      “Maybe the driver is drunk,” Zahara said.

      “Okay, I just had an idea. I saw this in a movie once. The train had an emergency handbrake that you could pull between the two cars. It’s outside, and it looks like a lever. It’s supposed to stop the train.”

      Zahara looked hopeful. “Let’s find it.”

      “Won’t be easy with all these people,” Sam said as a fresh crush of passengers squished him against a wooden seat. The wood jammed hard into his thigh, and he grimaced. There were so many people, he couldn’t wiggle free.
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      Zahara pulled on Sam’s arms. He popped loose, and they fell against a pair of frightened-looking grandmothers who cowered on the bench seat.

      “Sorry!” Sam gasped. “Sorry.”

      The women inched closer to the window, giving Sam and Zahara a bit more space.

      “Sam, we’re not going to get out,” Zahara said. “The train driver, he won’t stop!”

      The train curved around a bend, the wheels on the rails screeching and singing in the blackness. The breeze through the open window sent one of the grandmother’s scarves flapping into Sam’s face. She pulled it down with apologetic noises.

      “We will get out,” Sam said. “We’ve just got to look for that brake.”

      “Yes. Yes.” Zahara visibly fought back her terror, clenching her jaw and nodding. “Listen, you help me stand on the seat. I must shout to these people. I must try to explain about the brake. Hold me steady. Yes?”

      “Great idea.”

      Sam helped Zahara up onto the bench. She stood above the crowd while he fastened his arms around her knees and held her steady.

      In a loud voice, she began to shout. Those nearest to her glanced up with panicked eyes. Everyone was still trying to move back as more and more people shoved in through the front door. Parents held their children tight and rushed down the aisles. A young man half-carried an older woman toward the back. Everyone was focused on trying to survive.

      No one paid Sam any mind. And why should they? He was just a kid! He felt lost and alone. Maybe they knew a brake didn’t exist. He wished he knew, or that someone one tell him.

      “It’s no use,” she said. “No one’s listening.”

      “Ask them if there’s a brake!”

      “I tried.” She started shouting again from her perch on the bench, screaming at the top of her lungs. Her voice got lost in the chaos.

      Smoke stung Sam’s eyes. One row ahead, a flurry of sparks swirled through the open window. As sparks landed on his shirt, he swatted at them, feeling the singe on his skin.

      The fire was coming for them. It was coming through the windows. The sparks would soon set this whole carriage alight.

      “Close your windows!” he shouted. “Close them!”

      When a few people twisted to gape at him, he let go of Zahara with one hand and made a window closing motion. When no one paid any attention, he reached to shut it.

      A dark-eyed man with hawk-like eyebrows smacked Sam’s arm.

      “Zahara,” Sam called. “Tell him and everyone else to close the windows. They’re letting the fire in.”

      The man was talking in fast, angry Arabic.

      “He says he can’t breathe,” Zahara said.

      “None of us will be able to breathe if this thing is on fire.”
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      Sam stared around in horror. Some passengers sat frozen in their seats like first-graders waiting to be told what to do. Some shoved and tore at each other like kids in a playground turf battle. Others moved with focused determination, whisking family members out of danger as they beelined for the next car.

      Sam knew one thing: if he gave into panic, he and Zahara would be dead.

      “We can’t stay in this car,” he cried. “We need to move back.”

      Zahara, still standing on the wooden seat, wound her fingers into the bars of the overhead luggage rack that ran the length of the carriage. “We must swing.”

      “Swing?”

      “I think you call it the monkey bars?”

      Sam almost smiled. “Now that is smart thinking.”

      “Let’s go!”

      “Right behind you.”

      As Zahara half swung, half shuffled her feet carefully over the seatbacks, Sam decided that Zahara was someone you wanted as a best friend for life.

      Together, they made excellent progress. Sam moved quickly but carefully, making sure not to kick anyone in the head. In various spots, passengers lay curled with their knees to their chests. All were wide awake, the whites of their eyes showing in the flickering glow of the weak lightbulbs.

      “Almost there!” Zahara cried.

      Sam’s hand was slick from blood. He could see the door; it was less than ten feet away. He focused all his energy on getting closer. Once he got outside, he’d find the brake and end this stupid circus.

      A small, inner voice warned that the brake might not exist.

      He ignored it.

      A spark singed his forearm, and he risked a backward glance.

      Cinders swirled through the air, whipping on wild currents through the windows. The smoke thickened, and the shouts of alarm grew.
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      Sam clung to the overhead rack and wished with all his heart that he was back home. Or that at least he was in the front carriage with his parents. They were smart. They always knew what to do.

      He only hoped they weren’t trying to come find him. He didn’t want them stuck in this mess.

      How could this be happening?

      Was it really only ten minutes ago he’d left them to find something to eat?

      Between the dim light, the men in long robes, the women in headscarves, the smell of sweat and foreign foods, and the jackal he’d seen out the window—he felt lost. Separated from his family and from everything he knew.

      Thinking of the jackal gave him a sudden, uneasy feeling. He recalled the mummified cat in his parents’ traveling case. Weren’t cats treated like gods in ancient Egypt? Didn’t they have some kind of superpower? In fact, yes, there was a cat goddess—Bastet, or Sekhmet, or maybe something to do with lions.

      Regardless, that cat in the traveling case was a mummy. And mummies could curse you.

      Right?

      He swallowed. Mummy curses weren’t real. Were they?
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      Here, in this place where people talked about ancient gods, about the curse of King Tut’s tomb, and all sorts of unsolved mysteries, anything seemed possible.

      Just the other night at dinner, he sat beside the famous archaeologist, Zahi Hawass, who said he’d actually been haunted by mummy curses. Multiple times. Once, Dr. Hawass took two mummified kids from their family tomb and stuck them in the Cairo Museum. The kids’ ghosts started haunting him. But as soon as he returned the mummies to their family, the haunting stopped. There was a second story, but it was too scary to even think about.

      Sam’s stomach churned. He chewed his lip, thinking about the mummified cat in his parents’ case. What if the cat didn’t want to leave Egypt? What if it didn’t want to be put on display at the Smithsonian in Washington? What if it had cursed this whole train?

      He squinted back the way he’d come as if he could somehow see through the crowds, across the linked cars, all the way to his parents. Were they in danger, too?

      He saw only smoke and frantic people.

      His whole chest clenched. The blaze was moving backward, fueled by the wind and speed, so maybe it hadn’t caught fire upfront yet. Maybe Mom and Dad were safe. He could only pray and hope.

      But what about him. What if he never made it home? What if he never got to hug them again?

      That couldn’t happen. He was a kid. He had his whole life in front of him. He wouldn’t die here. He wouldn’t.

      Then, something strange happened. The smoke began to clear.

      “Sam!” Zahara gasped, pulling on his elbow. “Come on.”

      “Wait, something’s happened,” he said as more smoke drained out the window vents. “I think . . . I think it might be all right.”

      The crowd seemed to realize the same thing, for the noise level dropped. People stopped shouting and pushing. A great sigh of relief passed up and down the long, packed aisle.

      Zahara said, “Oh, Sam! We are saved. Do you see? It means they put out the fire. There is no more danger.”

      Some passengers sat, claiming seats, holding their bags against their chests. Others talked in excited voices. Some returned the way they’d come.

      Sam wiped sweat from his forehead. His hand came away black. Next to him, in the weak yellow light, soot smudged Zahara’s cheeks.

      Feeling suddenly awkward, he said, “I have to head back.”

      “Head back? To where?”

      He nodded vaguely toward the front.

      She frowned. “No, it is safe here. Those other cars, they are damaged.” She wrinkled her nose. “Full of smoke.”

      “I have to get back to—” He paused. He still hadn’t told her that he wasn’t a cool solo traveler like she thought. He’d said nothing about his parents. “To where my bags are.”

      “You left your baggage?” Her eyes widened in shock. She plucked at his backpack. “Is this not your baggage?”

      “No, I have another . . . bag. And stuff.”

      “You left a bag?” She rubbed her neck. “I don’t know if this was a good idea. Your things might have been taken. In America, do you leave your things?”

      “No . . . but what about your bags?” Sam asked. “I saw you get a book.”

      “My bag only had a book and food. It is not important now.” She motioned at the small purse she wore strapped crosswise. “This is what I brought. My grandmother keeps clothes for me. I leave many things at her house.”

      “Right. Makes sense.”

      Zahara twisted her ponytail, looking as awkward as he felt. After what they’d been through, it seemed weird to walk away and never see her again. Oddly, he felt nearly as close to her as he did to his best friends back home.

      But he had to get moving. His parents would be going mad with worry.

      “I . . . better go.” Sam stuck out his hand, immediately wishing he hadn’t. Who shakes hands? He felt stupid.

      Zahara took it, though. The small calluses at the base of her fingers from rowing matched his own.

      “Sam, I know you left your bags. But maybe you should wait?” Her dark eyes flitted toward the front of the car from where they’d come. “Until we arrive at the station?”

      It was time to tell her the truth. “Zahara, I can’t.” He felt so stupid. “The thing is—”

      Before he could finish his sentence, the air rushed out of the cabin. It felt as though it was being sucked out into Car Five, the one they’d just left. A low whump sounded in the distance. The sound a gas barbecue makes when the flame bars whoosh to life.

      “Get down!” Sam shouted.

      Too late. A massive explosion shot from Car Five. It blasted through the entrance of Car Six, straight down the aisle, and sent them both flying.

      Sam somersaulted head over heels, engulfed in supercharged heat. He shouted, and Zahara shrieked as they flew through the air. Sam hit the wall next to the back door and slid to the ground. Zahara’s head bashed into his stomach. They landed in a heap.

      “Stay down,” he gasped.

      It looked like an angry dragon was trying to blast its way in at the far entrance. Scorching hot flames shot through the open door. The noise was deafening. Sam stared in horrified awe. Then, with a sucking sound, the flames withdrew, and the door flapped shut.

      Passengers sat in stunned silence as the temperature dropped a few notches.

      “Are you okay?” Sam gasped.

      “Yes,” she managed. “I think so.”

      That’s when the shouting started. The crowd seemed to find its wits at once. Passengers leaped from their seats, yelling in Arabic, and stampeded to the back where Sam and Zahara lay.

      The two friends hauled each other up, all elbows and knees, scrambling in panic.

      “Time to go,” Sam said, knowing he couldn’t go find his parents now. He’d have to run with the crowd, to the back of the train, always to the back of this awful train, trying to outrun the fire.

      Zahara was already wrenching open the door.
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      Sam and Zahara held each other steady in the open back door. Sam’s ears still rang from the explosion.

      What had happened?

      How was the train still moving? The engine ground onward, the wheels hissing and screeching as they flew along.

      Next to the tracks, a snaking body of water undulated, glittering in the night. The Nile River. Its mirror-like surface reflected the flaming train cars.

      “The crowd is coming, jump across!” Zahara screamed in the wind as the train careened along at dizzying speeds.

      “No. We have to find that brake. We have to get off this death trap!” Sam bent low, trying not to headbutt people’s knees, hauled off his backpack, and dug for his flashlight.

      Smoke rolled over him, and he lost all sense of direction. The hem of a woman’s drab green dress flapped in his eyes, momentarily blinding him. He teetered off balance and flailed wildly with his free arm. His fingers clamped around something warm and bony—a slender ankle. The owner, a woman, screeched and kicked out.

      He reeled backward, hand losing his grip on his backpack. The bag tumbled off the platform, hit the linkage between cars, hopped once, and flew off into the night. He managed to find a handhold and stared in agony at where it had gone.

      His stuff. He had all his stuff in there. His wallet, his flashlight, his precious jackknife. The food that had brought him here in the first place. The presents for his friends. All gone.

      “Sam!” Zahara shouted.

      More people were shoving. The endless shove. Would it ever stop?

      He wanted to yell. He wanted to rage. He wanted to tell the people to get out of his way so he could look for the stupid brake again.

      He swallowed it down. What use would yelling do?

      The clatter and shriek of the wheels rattled him to his teeth.

      Sam had wanted to see the furthest carriage from the front. At this rate, there would be no avoiding it. The fire kept moving, eating up the cars. They’d be forced back there soon enough. And then what? Where would they go when they had nowhere more to run?

      He coughed, his eyes watering as grey smoke blanketed him. He couldn’t stay out here; he couldn’t breathe, let alone see any brake lever, and the roaring crowd pressed into him. It was no use—he’d have to keep going and try at the next doorway.

      Squinting, he leaped across the linkage, taking hold of Zahara’s outstretched arm. She pulled him into Car Seven.

      This new car wasn’t like the others. Only two dim bulbs glowed in the noisy gloom, one at either end. Why was it so dark? It wasn’t smoky in here. Yet.

      Then he glanced left and right, and he understood. Every window was sealed with a metal grill. You couldn’t see out. In fact, you couldn’t get out. A wary feeling of claustrophobia clutched at his chest. This car was a tomb.

      “This car’s not safe,” he told Zahara, hesitating on the threshold. “It’s a trap.”

      In the dim light, her brown eyes were red-rimmed and watering. She looked scared. As scared as he felt. “I think the same thing.”

      Scared or not, she was no wimp. He was glad they were together. They’d survive this. They just had to.

      “We should jump off.”

      She studied his face, her eyes seeming to process this suggestion—weighing the danger of staying against the risk of jumping.

      “We’re close to the Nile—” He was shoved forward, losing his grip on the door. “We could jump into the water—” He was shoved forward again.

      The mob was relentless. He was pushed into the stifling wagon, unable to hold back the tide.

      “Too late,” Zahara said.

      She was right. The door was now ten feet away. They’d lost their chance to escape.

      Without his backpack, he felt bereft as he stumbled after her. The crush of passengers swept them deep into the car. Yet there was nowhere to go. Like waves breaking on the shore, the crowd smashed into the logjam of people.

      In a seat to Sam’s right, a man wearing a traditional robe and white cap tried to wrench off a window grate. A sun-scarred guy in an embroidered Egyptian shirt tried to help. They wedged their fingers under the grate and roared, pulling until their neck tendons stood out.

      The world seemed to be closing in on Sam from all sides.

      He just wanted to be home. Rowing, with the sound of his oar dipping and rising in the cool water. With the rustle of reeds, where muddy rabbit tracks dotted the river’s edge. With trees swaying overhead, stretching their branches in the chilly morning mist.

      Anywhere but trapped in this searing metal oven.

      He looked up, imagining those trees. At first, he saw only the hard, rusty ceiling. Then his eyes focused, and his heart began to pound with hope.

      “Look. Up there,” he said to Zahara, pointing.

      She squinted, following his finger. Her eyes grew large. “Is that a—”

      “Trap door. Come on. We’re out of here.”

      Sam wedged his foot between a man’s suitcase and a woman’s back and got one leg up onto a seat. The train rocked and swayed, and he strained to keep balance.

      On the rack above, an arm’s length away, a cage held a pair of chickens. Sam hauled himself up on top of the seatback. He clambered onto the rack next to the chickens, and they flapped and squawked against the bars. 

      Zahara moved quickly, climbing up beside him. They had to duck against the low roof. Below, everyone pushed and fought in the half-light, slamming elbows into one another like a bar fight in a Western movie.

      Sam turned his attention to the roof hatch. To his relief, opening it was a simple matter of turning a metal knob and pushing upward.

      Hot air rushed in, laced with smoke. Beyond, he saw the starry sky.

      “Go,” he told Zahara as he opened the chicken cage. “I’m right behind you.”

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Letting these chickens out. No one else is going to save them.”
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      She nodded and reached her arms and shoulders outside. Like a gymnast, she pulled herself through the gap and was gone. A moment later, her face reappeared.

      “Hand me the chickens, Sam!”

      The first struggled in Sam’s grip. It was surprisingly light, a big ball of feathers and frightened squawking. Somehow, he got it up to her. She was gone a moment before appearing again.

      The second chicken seemed resigned to her fate. She nestled against Sam a moment, all soft and warm, before he handed her up.

      Below, the frenzy had grown to mammoth proportions. People had nowhere to go. He cupped his mouth and shouted into the din.

      “Up here!” he called from the rack. “Climb up here! Through the hatch!”

      No one paid him any mind.

      “Sam,” Zahara shouted. “Come on!”

      “Hold on.” He couldn’t just leave these people. He dropped onto a seat. Frantic, he grabbed a woman’s shoulder and pointed upward. She smacked his face and shrieked at him, shoving him to the floor.

      He barely avoided being crushed. Righting himself, he tried again with a businessman carrying a briefcase. The businessman elbowed him in the jaw, barely registering Sam’s face. Sam staggered and nearly fell.

      Above, Zahara was screaming. “Sam, Sam!”

      The blow had him seeing stars. Before he got hit again, he clambered back up onto the luggage rack. Zahara stuck a hand through the hatch to help him. A moment later, he crawled outside. Together, they lay panting in the rushing air.

      The train roof was a platform of rough, grimy metal. He lay on his belly, afraid that if he got up on all fours, he’d be ripped away by the insane wind. The hot, speeding air took his breath away, and the clatter was deafening.

      His eyes stung in the fierce heat and smoke. Sparks flashed over him, spewing from the snake of burning cars. Here and there, flames shot from open windows—from the cars where he’d just been! If he’d stayed, he’d be a goner. But this one wasn’t safe either; the flames were rushing backward at an alarming rate. They’d reach this car soon.

      He looked down and realized with stomach-churning fear that it was too high to leap off, even if the train was stopped. They’d never survive the jump at this speed.

      Below, a rural cluster of mudbrick buildings raced past, glowing orange in the light of the flaming locomotive. A pair of skinny dogs ran barking next to the tracks.
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      A single bulb illuminated a man’s face in the nearest hut, a stark portrait in the black surroundings. The man wore a white cap, and his mouth hung open in shock. Sam wondered what the train looked like to him. Probably a flaming creature from hell.

      Sam’s eyes moved upward to see Zahara. Somehow, she was clutching both chickens and kneeling on all fours. He’d figured the chickens would be gone by now.

      “You all right?” she shouted.

      Embarrassed to be lying there like some scaredy-cat, he nodded and raised himself into a crouch.

      “The chickens, what do we do with them?” she yelled.

      “Throw them. The chickens should be fine, they can fly.” He hoped it was true. “Here, hand me one. Someone down there will be happy to get them.”

      Zahara handed him the sweet one, the chicken that had nestled against him.

      “Good luck,” he whispered to the bird.

      A field with soft-looking vegetable tops poking through the dirt opened up below. It glowed orange, illuminated by the flames.

      “Ready?” Sam shouted. “One, two, three . . . now!”

      Together they tossed the birds outward. Both flapped and sailed a dozen feet before touching down.

      “They made it,” Sam breathed.

      “High five,” Zahara said.

      Carefully, from their precarious position, they smacked their hands together. It felt like a win.

      Now they needed a win for themselves.
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      For a long moment, Sam and Zahara crouched low against the top of the train, holding on for dear life as it roared through the night. Mixed with the billowing smoke came snatches of fresh night air. One moment they were coughing, choking in grey clouds; the next, they were gasping clean breaths.  

      “Bend in the tracks, dead ahead,” Sam shouted, “Hold on!”

      They clamped onto the hatch opening. It felt like riding a dragon. As they screeched along, Sam wished this crazy train would just go off the rails. Then, at least, it would stop. Maybe it would plow into some sand dunes, and they’d all be saved.

      Instead, they freight-trained along.

      As they rounded a bend, he got a clear view of the front cars.

      “See that?” he shouted, pointing down the length of the train. “The fire is only from the fourth car back. Wagons one, two, and three look perfectly normal.”

      Zahara stared. “That is why the driver keeps going. He doesn’t know there is trouble. It must not be hot. All the smoke and fire is flying away from him.”

      Sparks whirled over them like a Fourth of July gone wrong. 

      Eyes intent on the second car that held his parents, Sam whispered, “At least they’re safe.”

      Strands of Zahara’s long hair whiplashed her face. “What?” she hollered.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, his eyes widened as something began to happen on that far-off roof. The second car’s roof hatch was beginning to rise!

      “Look,” Sam said.

      A man’s head poked through, then his shoulders, then his torso. The man pulled himself up into a crouch. Slowly, he straightened to his full height, bracing his legs in a wide survival stance. 

      Zahara cried, “Someone’s there! Do you see him? A man.”

      Oh yes, Sam saw him. It might be dark. The air might be full of smoke and sparks. A great distance might stretch between them.

      But a boy recognizes his father. 

      Tears pricked in the corners of Sam’s eyes. 

      Had Dad come looking for him but got blocked by the fire? Did he climb up to see how bad things were? To see Sam’s chances of survival?

      Sam shouted at the top of his lungs. His chest ached with the longing to hear his dad shout back. 

      The distance was too great. 

      To Zahara, he cried, “Hold my legs. I’m standing. I have to signal him!”

      She nodded and gripped him tight. 

      Would Dad see him? Recognize him? Sam just wanted to make a connection, to show his dad that he was still alive.

      Sam stood as a fresh billow of smoke roiled over them, monstrous in size. It swallowed Sam and Zahara whole. He coughed, bending double, unable to breathe. Tears streamed from his eyes.

      When the smoke finally cleared, his father was gone. 

      Sam sagged, overcome with a crushing sense of loss.

      “Sam,” Zahara shouted. “We must move. It is too smoky, too hot.”

      She was right. It felt like he was barefoot on a blazing beach, despite his running shoes. “To the back. Come on, careful!”

      “Keep hold of each other,” she shrieked. 

      Sam looped one arm through Zahara’s cross-body purse strap. They half-crawled, half-crab-walked, wincing at the awful heat that singed his hands and forearms. Several times, the train bumped them both into the air and they scrabbled for a hold, gaining their footing just in time.

      Sam whooped in relief when he discovered a ladder built into the far end of the train car. It led down to the tiny, crowded platform by the rear door. At the base of the ladder, people surged outside, jumping recklessly into the next car back.

      “Let’s wait on the ladder for our turn to jump across,” Sam said.

      Long moments passed as they hung, waiting.

      Countless passengers crossed over: a grandmother clutching her husband; a father with a baby under each arm; a skinny young man in a King Tut t-shirt; a child holding a stuffed rabbit; a teenage boy cradling a dog; the line was endless.

      Finally, when the ladder was growing nearly too hot to hold, a gap appeared in the crowd. Sam jumped down and held the people back long enough for Zahara to leap to the next car.

      There was no ladder on the far side. They’d be unable to use the roof this time. 

      Together they entered Car Seven and didn’t stop. They didn’t slow. They kept going. 

      “You wanted to see the back of this thing?” Sam shouted to Zahara. “Well, let’s see the back of it. How fast can you run?”

      The next five minutes were a blur. All around them, people were smashing windows and climbing outside, hanging on for dear life as they gasped for fresh air. Others crouched under seats, frozen as if waiting to be saved. And still others, like Sam and Zahara, kept pushing backward. 

      She led the way, shouting in Arabic. Sam had no idea what she was saying, but he was glad they were together. Even in this nightmare dash, she was a force to be reckoned with, and he couldn’t help admiring her. What if he’d been alone? Would he have made it this far?

      The further back they went, the more the crowds thinned. No one could keep up with Sam and Zahara’s frantic pace. 

      The full force of the fire hadn’t reached the last few cars yet. Many passengers sat, eyes peeled in terror, as though trusting the driver would stop. But they hadn’t seen what Sam had seen. Sam knew this driver wasn’t stopping. These carriages would be gone before the driver stopped.

      “There!” Zahara shouted suddenly, her ponytail swinging as she glanced back. Soot smudged her whole face now and sweat poured down her cheeks. “Almost there! Look, I see the back door!”

      She was right. The back door was coming up fast. 

      Through the open exit of Car Eleven, he could see railway tracks disappearing at an alarming rate. A single passenger hesitated on the precipice. The man with the briefcase, his jacket flapping at his sides. 
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      Then he jumped out and disappeared into the night.

      Sam’s heart thudded offbeat. Could he and Zahara survive the jump? He’d decide when he got there. He simply had to get there and see for himself.

      A hand shot out from one of the seats, jolting him to a halt.

      “Boy,” cried the woman who had stopped him. She looked around his mom’s age, but she was tiny. “Boy, you help us. Please, you help us?” Her dark eyes pleaded from beneath wispy black bangs. Freckles sprinkled her dusky skin. In her small arms, she held a squirming baby.

      Zahara only now seemed to realize Sam wasn’t with her, for she doubled back. “Sam? Hurry! We must go, now.”

      Sam felt frantic. “I’m sorry, I can’t,” he told the woman. “What can I do?”

      “Please, my family, my baby.”

      Zahara looked stricken. “Sam! We must go.”

      “Please!” The woman held the baby toward him. “Save my son. You are big, strong.” 

      “I—I can’t!”

      “Please, boy,” croaked the man beside her. He was in the seat by the window, standing half-bent under the overhead rack. He held a second child, a girl of around three, in his arms. 

      Sam again glanced toward the back exit. He didn’t even know how to save himself.

      The man spoke in broken English. “Together, you help us jump? All of us—” He indicated with a finger, waving to encompass his family and Sam. “We all go now. My wife, she cannot do. She cannot hold. We jump. You understand?”

      Sam tried to make sense of it. “She can’t hold the baby and jump from the train? Is that what you mean? But you can hold that one? The little girl?”

      “Yes, yes! We jump. You hold. Understand?”

      Sam wanted to say no. He didn’t want to be responsible for anyone’s life, let alone a tiny baby. Yet when he opened his mouth, he said, “Okay. All right.” 

      “Thank you,” the woman cried and pressed her baby toward him.

      Its little face bunched up and went red.

      Dread washed over Sam as he took the small bundle into his arms. He was supposed to keep a baby alive when he jumped? He didn’t even know if he could keep himself alive.

      Around them, passengers began to stir, the panic level rising. Soon, there would be a rush for the back door.

      “Let’s go,” Sam said.

      Zahara turned and ran. 

      The woman followed Sam so close that she stepped on his heels, tearing one of his shoes off. He stopped to wiggle it back on as the woman shouted frantically in his ear. But if they were jumping, he wouldn’t do it in socks. He needed every bit of help he could get, including what little protection his Nikes offered.

      Seconds later, they reached the end. There was nowhere else to go.

      The car’s exit gaped a mere three feet away.

      And outside, like a metal snake in the night, the track raced away.

      “I’m sorry,” Zahara said.

      Sam stopped short. “For what? It’s not your fault.”

      “For this train. For this mess. For you, stuck on here. I think this would never happen in America. I am sorry.”

      “That’s not true. Fires happen everywhere. None of this is your fault. We’re going to survive. Got that? We can do this.”

      Zahara didn’t reply. She merely looked into his eyes as though trying to come up with a response but finding none.
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      As Sam stared out at the racing tracks, he couldn’t believe that it had come to this: a wild jump into darkness. Away from the train carrying his parents, out into unknown terrain, with a stranger’s baby in his arms.

      What chance did he have of surviving the jump?

      Then again, what chance did he have of surviving if he stayed aboard?

      None.

      Sam knew fire only grew hotter when you blew on it, and the buffeting wind had been blowing for long, blazing miles. Soon, the raging flames would arrive, along with the crowds. The people would catch up, stampeding toward them.

      This brief calm wouldn’t last more than a minute. They had to make use of it and jump without anyone pushing or shoving them. With no pressure from the crowd, they could choose their landing. That might just save them.

      Sam’s mind raced back to the vendor with the propane stove. Sam had known the dangers, but the vendor had blown them off. Why hadn’t he said something then? Done something? Stopped him? Turned off that stupid stove and thrown it out the window?

      All this could have been avoided.

      He should have known better. He should have acted.

      “Sam,” Zahara said, cutting into his thoughts. “This train is going very fast.”

      “I know.”

      “Can we make it?” She searched his face.

      Sam was a rower, but he played a lot of sports. He’d had his fair share of falls—from trying to pull off crazy stunts on his BMX bike to tricks on his skateboard involving the school steps or the mall railings. You learn from falling, and he’d fallen a lot.

      The baby curled into Sam’s chest.

      Yes, Sam had fallen before, but not while holding a child.

      To Zahara, he shouted, “Listen to me. Jump backward. Not face forward. And whatever you do, don’t try to break your fall with your hands. Don’t stick out your arms.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Then how—”

      “Turn yourself backward, edge out the door onto that platform. Get as close to the side as you can and look for a soft landing. Then jump out and aim for it. You got that? Backward. Land on your back, okay? As soon as you hit, pull your knees into your chest and try to roll. It will be fast and hard and shocking as heck. Just think, tuck and roll. Tuck and roll.”

      “Jump backward?” she said. “I cannot. I must look, I must see where I am landing.”

      “No! Just look over your shoulder and aim for a soft spot on the slope. Trust me!”

      She shook her head. “I can’t. No way.”

      “Well, if you won’t, then at least tell the family. In Arabic, so they get it. Let them make up their own minds.”

      She glared. After a moment, she turned and spoke quickly. The man held his daughter tighter, his eyes calculating. The woman said nothing, merely stared at Zahara in shock.

      Sam said, “I’m just trying to keep everyone alive.” He held the baby, his right hand on the back of the baby’s head. The boy’s hair was downy soft, and his skull felt so fragile. Sam pointed at the mother’s shawl. “Give me that.”

      After a moment of confusion, she handed it over. Sam wrapped it multiple times around the baby’s head, swaddling him like a mummy. “I’ll go first,” he said.

      Then, he inched outside, his heart pounding, holding the train with one hand and the baby in his free arm.
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      Wind tore at his hair. Palm trees whipped past, dark against the rising moon.

      The train began to screech. He realized it was rounding a bend, and he felt the tiniest bit of hope—this was good! It was slowing to take the turn. Even the slightest decrease in speed would improve their odds of survival.

      Even better, the ground here sloped away, soft with vegetation.

      “This is our chance!” he shouted. “I’m going!”

      He turned backward, crouched as low as he could manage, and cleared his mind. Turning his head sideways, he spotted his landing.

      There. Right there. A soft patch of green.

      Sam sprang upward from his crouched position, exploding with all the power he could muster. He hoped it would be enough to clear the train without the backdraft sucking him onto the tracks. 

      His feet left the platform.

      He rose out and backward.

      Flying, flying, flying through the air. Eyes watching the train move away. 

      Three feet separated them. Four feet, six feet, ten. 

      Zahara’s face glowed pale in the doorway. 

      “Jump!” he screamed.

      He sensed the vegetation rising to meet him. Smelled plants and dirt. Saw stars overhead.

      His spine crashed full force into the side of the hill.

      Instinctively, his arms tightened around the baby.

      He tried to barrel roll sideways. Instead, he flipped head over heels, landed on his butt, bounced, and flipped again. Twisting mid-air, trying to gain control, he smacked down on his shoulder, somersaulted. It was all grass and air and thwumping sounds until, finally, he came to a breathless stop. Every part of him ached and throbbed. His knees and elbows, his shoulders, his skull. He groaned.

      When the stars cleared from his pounding head, his first thought was of the baby.

      They’d fallen far down the slope, yet Sam had somehow managed to keep him cradled to his chest. With difficulty, he unfolded his bruised arms and lay the infant on the ground.

      “Baby.” Sam didn’t know its name. “Baby, are you okay?”

      Silence.

      Fear sparked up and down his skin. Had he crushed it?

      Sam bent closer, pressing his ear to the baby’s swaddled chest. Insects hummed. He peeled away layers of swaddling blankets and heard a strong heartbeat.

      Thank heaven.

      The scarf wrapped around the baby’s head covered most of the child’s face. Sam peeled it back and saw two big round eyes blinking up at him. Then, the baby sucked in a big breath, and color filled his cheeks. This kid was clearly too tough to be killed by a fall. And the thick blankets had shielded him like a shipping package.

      “I guess you’re alright, huh?” Sam managed, amazed and relieved.

      But what about the others? What about Zahara? Painfully, his neck muscles protesting, he glanced up toward the rapidly disappearing train. It was small, now, a toy-sized inferno in the distance. He had to find her. And the boy’s parents.

      “Please be alive,” he whispered.

      He struggled to his feet and began to walk, cradling the baby close.
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      Sam had walked less than ten feet when the baby in his arms seemed to realize something was wrong. He started to cry.

      “It’s all right,” he said quickly. Too quickly. He could hear the panic in his voice. “We’ll find your mom and dad. We’ll find them.”

      He eyed the sloping hillside, wondering how far ahead the others would have landed.

      The baby sobbed even louder.

      Sam bobbed him up and down. In an offkey voice, he sang, “We’re off to see the wizard . . .”

      This got the kid’s attention.

      “That’s right, we’re off to see the wizard, the wonderful wizard of Oz.”

      The kid fell silent, listening, so Sam kept it up, half-muttering, half-singing as he struggled along. If only he really could find a wizard to stop the train and send them all safely home.

      Eyes peeled, he saw no sign of movement beyond the waving brush and low shrubs. The air smelled swampy. A stagnant breeze blew at intervals, carrying the smell of the Nile.

      Somehow, it felt dangerous to raise his voice. What if there were crocs?

      “Zahara,” he called in a low pitch.

      Nothing.

      “Zahara,” he called again, this time louder.

      In reply came a jackal’s long, spine-chilling howl. It sounded close, less than a mile off.

      Sam picked up his pace.

      A second howl joined the first, and then another. 

      “Zahara!” he hissed. “Where are you?”

      Then came a faint moan.

      Sam broke into a run, half loping and wincing as his bruised bones and muscles warned him to stop. He’d heal later. Right now, he needed to find her and the boy’s parents.

      “Zahara, are you there?”

      “Sam?” She sounded groggy. 

      He spotted her, half-wedged into a big scrubby bush. 

      She said, “I am stuck. Ow, ow! The bush—it’s sharp all over.” Scratches raked her face and arms.

      “Hold on, stop moving, let me help.” 

      It took Sam several minutes to untangle her because her clothes and hair were caught in multiple places, and her left ankle was jammed in deep.

      “Can you walk?” he asked.

      She tested her weight and winced, her face turning waxen. “My left leg, it hurts when I step.” 

      The jackals howled again, turning Sam’s skin to gooseflesh. The baby whimpered.

      “We can’t stay here.” Sam bounced the baby against his side. “Hey, kiddo, I got you. Let’s go find your mom and dad, hey?” To Zahara, he said, “Here, lean on my shoulder. Sounds like those jackals are getting closer.”

      “Sam, wait, I must tell you something.”

      “Walk and talk,” he said, driven onward.

      She wrapped one arm around his neck, and he held her by her waist. He adjusted the baby on his hip. Awkwardly, the three set out.

      Zahara said, “The mother and father, they did not jump. They stayed on the train.”

      The news hit him like a jackhammer. He stopped dead in his tracks.

      “Why? But they said—”

      “The mother would not jump. She was scared. The father, he stayed with her.”

      His mind spun. “So, we’re in the middle of nowhere, with someone else’s baby, no way to catch up to that train, and . . .”

      And his own mom and dad were still on that thing. A burning machine that was wildly out of control. 

      A sudden hiss made him jump. Zahara inhaled sharply.

      Not fifty feet away, slithering toward them, came an enormous snake—an Egyptian cobra. He’d seen one in the Cairo marketplace, rising up out of a basket to the tune of a snake charmer’s flute. They were deathly poisonous. Sam’s throat tightened. The baby must have sensed Sam’s fear, for he let out a loud sob. 

      “Shh!” Sam warned.

      This only upset the baby more. He wriggled, trying to get down, shrieking when Sam wouldn’t let go.

      Thirty feet away now, the cobra’s hood flared—brown and glossy and muscular.
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      Its forked tongue shot in and out. The snake’s body uncoiled, sliding along the ground toward them in a creepy, slippery movement.

      Sam hated snakes. More than anything in the world, he hated snakes. He hated them on TV, he hated them in movies, he hated them in the zoo, and most of all, he hated them in real life. 

      “Uh . . . Zahara?” Sam whispered as horror whiplashed up and down his spine.

      “Move back. Slow,” Zahara said. “Together, slowly.”

      From behind came the howling cry of the jackals. They were boxed in!

      The snake kept coming, forcing Sam and Zahara back. 

      She held out a hand to the cobra. “Gentle.”

      The snake’s gaze focused on her outstretched arm. Was this the moment of attack? Would it whip forward and sink in its teeth?

      It took all of Sam’s control to not turn and run. 

      “Gentle’,” Zahara whispered again. 

      The snake slowed its momentum, came to a stop.

      “Yes. Good,” she repeated, her voice impossibly calm. Like his mom’s TV yoga instructor.

      Wait, it was working? Yes, it was totally working!

      Sam stared in awe as the cobra’s hood closed, folding in around its body like a cloak. Then the cobra lowered itself to the ground and slithered away.

      The friends sagged in relief. But then Sam heard what sounded like a pack of panting mutts. He turned to see five scruffy, dog-like beasts around half a football field away. Their pointed snouts sniffed the air, and their tongues lolled out. Sharp teeth glistened in the moonlight.

      They looked hungry. No, they looked starving. Even from this distance, he could see jutting ribs under their ragged coats. One licked its lips.

      Sam tightened his arm around Zahara’s waist and yelled, “Run. To the water.”

      He tried to judge the distance. Could they make it? The river rushed and gurgled at the bottom of the slope. Clinging together, the ragtag threesome limped to it like contestants in a school-regatta-race gone wrong.
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      The awful smell hit Sam before they arrived at the water’s edge. The river was narrower than he expected. Was this the Nile or a tributary? Maybe an irrigation offshoot?

      “POOF, stinks,” he gasped. “What is that?”

      “Garbage,” Zahara panted. “The current is carrying trash here.”

      She was right. An elbow in the river had created a natural trap for floating garbage. A mass of debris was caught up in the shoreline’s curve. Sam spotted bobbing food cans, wooden crates, tangled fishing nets, and bloated fish carcasses as they drew closer. 

      The scrubby hillside echoed with the jackals’ howls. Snouts appeared in the shadows. The howls became barks and snarls. 

      “Into the water,” Sam said, propelling them forward. 

      Zahara dug in her heels. “There could be crocodiles. And the current goes very fast, it can grab the baby.”

      “We have no choice.” 

      “No, Sam, we will lose him!” She peeled away and crouched, grabbing a golf-ball-sized rock. “Better to fight.” 

      Was she crazy? Fight a pack of dogs? 

      She aimed and threw. Bullseye. The rock struck the nearest jackal. The animal snarled, and the whole pack paused. 

      Zahara was a good shot. She aimed and struck a second time and he joined her, sliding the baby onto one hip, bending, scooping, and throwing anything he could find. Rocks, sticks, garbage. 
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      But most animals didn’t track humans unless they were desperate. These jackals were skin and bone and teeth. They were starving. Part of him felt sorry for them. Another part knew that fighting wouldn’t be enough to stop them.

      The baby began to whimper. 

      This drew the gleaming eyes of every jackal. 

      Sam shot a glance at the river. His eyes took in the morass of floating junk. A desperate plan began to form.

      “Try to hold them off,” he told Zahara. “I have an idea.” 

      “Make it fast.” She let out a war cry and kept snatching up rocks and slinging them at the beasts.

      Sam sprinted toward the garbage flotilla and splashed into the river up to his ankles. He’d have to do this holding the baby—it was the only way. He snatched a wooden crate with his free arm and tossed it ashore. He added four more crates to the pile and anything else big and floaty. An empty plastic juice jug with the cap still attached. Half-a-dozen one-liter soda bottles. And a bonus item—a plastic cooler, the kind you put drinks in and take to the beach.

      Last, he awkwardly tried to untangle a huge nylon fishing net covered with plastic floats. The net hooked onto anything and everything. But he needed the net for his plan to work. He shouted in frustration. The baby matched his tone, screaming at the top of his lungs.

      Zahara shouted, “Hurry, Sam!”

      Too frantic to talk, he pulled the net free and waded to shore. Quickly, he spread it out. It was large, at least ten feet across. He kicked the crates and bottles and jugs atop the net. Everything except the cooler—he had a special use for that. Then he started folding the corners into the center.

      “I need help here,” he shouted. “Help me tie this, I’ve only got one hand!”

      Zahara shot him a reluctant glare. Then she limped toward him, muttering under her breath. 

      The jackals closed in, forming a semi-circle, every beady eye trained on the baby. Sam hurled rocks, and they snarled, holding their ground. 

      Kneeling, Zahara made a series of rapid, specialized knots. Thank goodness for rowers and their knotting skills.

      She was nearly done when the closest jackal charged. It moved in a flash of fur and teeth, streaking toward them.

      As the jackal leaped, Sam grabbed the cooler and raised it like a shield. He slammed the cooler into the jackal’s snarling jaws, praying the cooler wouldn’t break. The force of the blow resounded all the way down Sam’s arm.

      The jackal staggered onto its back legs, momentarily stunned.

      “Sam! Come on!” Zahara yelled, dragging the bulging net into the river.

      He edged toward her, eyes on the jackal.

      The baby was screeching like a high-pitched emergency siren.

      He reached the water. The net and its contents floated on the surface, forming a compact raft. Hopefully, it would hold together.

      “Climb on,” he told Zahara, “I’ll push us out into the current.”

      “I’ll help!”

      “Forget it, your ankle’s messed up. Just climb on!”

      Would the jackals swim out? He didn’t know. He waded into the current, trying not to picture crocodiles hiding under the surface.

      “Here, take the cooler,” he said. “Put the baby in it and hold onto him.” Sam unlatched the fingers of the screaming infant, which were curled into his shirt collar. 

      The jackals reached the water’s edge, jaws snapping as Sam shoved the raft deeper into the river.

      But the wild creatures came no further.

      Sam had the uneasy feeling the jackals knew more about crocodiles than he did.

      Zahara took the baby. “Pee-ew, this cooler stinks like rotting fish, I don’t think the baby will like it.”

      “Too bad. Put him in there. It’s not a life jacket, but it’ll keep him from going under if we run into trouble.”

      Zahara, amped-up, laughed. “Baby, I am sorry. This is for your own good.” 

      She tucked the kid into the cooler. Amazingly enough, he stopped screaming. Maybe he liked the smell of old fish? Sam found himself grinning.

      “We did it,” he said. “Now let’s catch up to that train.” Then, more somber, “We have to find the boy’s parents.” 

      And mine.

      Sam and Zahara shared a look, realizing for the first time that the baby’s parents might not make it. Zahara touched the baby’s tiny hand. Teensy fingers wrapped around her thumb.

      Sam maneuvered them out of the river’s elbow and into the main current. “Uh oh.”

      “What?”

      “The river is running against us. We can’t ride with the current.”

      “Oh, of course,” she said with a groan. “I’m sorry. Yes, the river goes north. And we must go south.” 

      “We need some makeshift oars,” Sam said.

      Keeping to the shallows, he walked the bobbing raft upriver. Small sticks floated by, too small to be useful. Finally, an old wooden board drifted past, and Zahara snatched it up. 

      “This works,” she said. 

      “Great, you row, I’ll have to push,” he said, wishing the raft was a real boat and he could climb in alongside them. Everything that floated by looked like a crocodile. Sam was alert to the sound of snapping jaws and swirling waters. Shallow and wide, there was no trash out here, but the water’s black surface reflected the moon and stars and offered no clue of what lay below. 

      Zahara, too, scanned the river cautiously. “We will take turns up here,” she said. 

      He doubted she’d be able to push with that ankle. Aloud, he said, “Sounds good.”

      Sam tightened his jaw and pushed, his feet slipping and sliding over the rocky bottom. Then the river bottom grew muddy; it sucked at his shoes until they felt like anvils.

      Still, they made a good team with her rowing and him wading. They were traveling slowly but steadily upriver. The baby lay in his cooler bed, watching the stars go by.

      Sam’s stomach growled. He’d never gotten a chance to eat those chips, and he’d been starving even back then. Now, he was ravenous. And thirsty. All that smoke had left his throat parched and aching.

       Zahara fell silent, paddling hard, putting her back into it. She had to be sore all over and thirsty, too. 

      There was no energy for talking anymore.

      They needed to find the baby’s parents. 

      Please let them have made it.

      More than anything, though, Sam wanted to see his mom and dad and to know that they were all right.
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      They’d traveled less than a mile upstream in the last hour, by Sam’s guess.

      It was hard going against the current. Zahara kept stopping to wipe her damp palms, and he saw in the moonlight that they’d been rubbed raw. He was too tired to think of crocs any longer.

      They’d talked briefly about abandoning the raft and walking on shore but scrapped the idea. With Zahara’s swollen ankle, floating was the only way.

      On the left bank, a papyrus field rustled in the breeze. On the right bank, the empty train tracks appeared now and then, gleaming in the moonlight.

      The baby dozed. Zahara kept paddling, and Sam kept pushing.

      The horizon turned pale gray, and then orange, and then a brilliant red. With a flash, the sun stepped up into view.

      Zahara whispered, “Dawn is here.”

      “Look at that sky,” Sam said. “Amazing.”

      “Did you know the ancient Egyptian sun god was a rower?” she asked.

      “Really? No. A rower?”

      “Every night, Ra got in a rowboat and rowed.”

      “He sounds cool,” Sam said. “Where did he row?”

      She shot him a small smile. “Across the Underworld.”

      “Whoa. Impressive.”

      “It was. Because dangerous things lived in the Underworld. A big monster—a colossal snake—chased him all night long.”

      Sam remembered the sight of the flaming locomotive, just like Ra’s enemy, a monstrous snake carrying his parents inside its awful belly. Eyes stinging, he kept pushing the raft. 

      Zahara said, “The sun god rowed and rowed, never stopping, always fighting to get to a new day.”

      “But he made it. He always won,” Sam said. “Didn’t he?”
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      She didn’t answer. Instead, she cried, “Sam! Look. Up there!”

      His chin snapped up.

      On a low ridge overhanging the river, two football fields ahead, an emergency-vehicle light spun in the waning darkness. A small crowd moved, some darting to-and-fro, some forming clusters while others carried what appeared to be stretchers. 

      Smoke billowed above their heads.

      The train. They’d found it. Finally. But what would be left of the fiery wreck?

      Mom and Dad. Are you up there? Please be up there. Please be safe.

      A fear-driven jolt of energy surged into Sam. He started pushing the raft faster. The baby, who’d fallen asleep in the cooler, woke, squinting in confusion.

      “Shush, shush,” Zahara said, pausing to pat the baby’s chest. “Almost there now.” She shot Sam a worried glance.

      Understanding passed between them. What if the baby’s family hadn’t made it?

      The smoldering remains of the train came into focus. It lay partially off the tracks. Like the husk of some dead monster. Like the cast-off skin of a massive snake.

      “Apep,” Zahara whispered.

      “Apep?” Sam said.

      “That is who Ra fought every night, in the Underworld. The monster—the giant snake. His name was Apep.”

      Slowly, Sam nodded. “I see. So, did we win? You and me?” Sam found himself asking.

      “We’re alive,” Zahara said.

      “Yes. We are.”

      Sam couldn’t tell her about his parents now. It felt like as long as he didn’t speak about them, they’d be safe, exactly as he left them. Frozen in time. His mom would be asking if he wanted his headphones, his dad would be mulling over his snack choices, and they’d both be telling him to hurry back.

      But if he said their names aloud, he had a terrible fear they’d be gone, nothing but a whisper in the wind.

      “Come on,” Sam said. “Let’s stop talking and hurry up.”

      The sharpness in his tone made Zahara turn and stare.

      “Yes,” she said. “Yes, of course.”

      They struggled onward, closing the gap, mud and silt and water grinding in the soles of Sam’s shoes with every step. Almost there. The baby whimpered and reached for Sam with his chubby arms. Sam pulled him from the cooler.

      “I got you, kiddo,” he said.

      Then, they were staggering ashore. Sam held the baby tight to his side with one arm. Zahara clung to his neck and hopped along over the rocky ground.

      Up close, the burned-out train looked even worse.

      Emergency personnel, along with what appeared to be local villagers and farmers, doused the last of the glowing embers. Everywhere, people were crying and shouting, calling out names, searching the wreckage. Sirens wailed. Fire hoses gushed, sending up hissing clouds of steam as water pummeled the blackened wreck. The air smelled of burning plastic and molten metal.

      Sam scanned the cars. The whole thing looked so much shorter than when they’d left the station in Cairo. Something wasn’t right here.

      He studied it again with growing certainty.

      “How many cars do you count?” he asked, pausing to catch his breath.
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      “It is hard to tell. They are so burned up.”

      Eyes moving from the last car, he began counting up the line. Some cars had flipped, and two were bunched up beside one another. Still, he could only come up with—

      “Seven,” Zahara said.

      “But we started with eleven,” Sam said. “What happened to the other cars?”

      Had they totally burned up? Where were the front cars? Where was the engine?

      “My mom and dad were on those front cars,” he choked out.

      “Your—” Zahara pulled away to look at him. “You were not alone?”

      “No.”

      “But you say—”

      “I know what I said. I’m a liar, all right? It’s stupid now. It’s all stupid. I wanted you to think I was cool. You were riding by yourself, and you thought I was alone. I wanted to be like you. It just feels so dumb now, with that whole mess. I have to find them. Where are they?” he cried.

      “Okay, okay, Sam. We will find them.”

      He couldn’t look at her. He just nodded.

      They climbed the bank, drenched and exhausted, and pushed into the throng. So many people had come out to help. Villagers swarmed the injured, cleaning wounds and applying bandages.

      Sirens wailed as more police and ambulances arrived.

      The sea of people swirled, a strange mix of men in long cotton robes, women with white scarves over their hair, and police oddly dressed in riot gear. All along the tracks, items had spilled out. Suitcases. A wedding dress in a melted plastic bag. A stuffed teddy bear. A Bible.

      A shrill scream was followed by a woman shouting, “Babu! Babu!”

      The baby howled in response.

      Sam spun, making Zahara stumble awkwardly against him. It was the baby’s mother, the woman from the train! She was climbing out of a donkey cart as it pulled up to the scene. She must have worked up the courage to jump. Somehow, she’d woken a donkey cart driver to carry her here.

      The mother sprinted toward them, all timidness gone. The baby’s father followed on her heels with their older toddler clutched to his chest.

      Sam held the child—Babu—out as the mother bounded down the slope. Tears streaked her joy-filled face. She pulled the baby into her arms and sobbed, “Thank you, thank you.”

      Zahara spoke softly to Sam. “You say you are stupid. You are wrong. You are a hero.”
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      Sam was so glad to see the family reunited with their baby, but he was still living in his own nightmare. He felt lost, heartsick, and terrified even as he managed to put on a happy face.

      The baby’s father shook Sam’s hand, holding onto it for a long time. The man’s eyes said more than words ever could. Sam knew they’d probably never meet again, yet he sensed that a bond had been formed between them, one neither would ever forget.

      Zahara tugged on Sam’s elbow. “I see something. Over there.”

      Sam glanced up to catch a speck of blond hair in the distance. Mom? The speck disappeared into the crowd. Was it possible? Was she here? He started toward her as Zahara spoke quickly to the family and then hopped to catch up.

      “Was this them? I think maybe she looks American,” Zahara gasped, panting as she reached Sam’s side.

      “I don’t know.”

      Sam caught another glimpse of golden hair. Then, he spotted his dad’s blue baseball cap bobbing away. The crowd opened just enough for a glimpse of his dad’s familiar broad shoulders as he stopped to question a police officer.

      “Dad!” Sam shouted. “Dad!”

      He was too far away. Sam ran harder.

      “Dad!”

      This time, his father paused mid-stride. Slowly, as if not daring to believe his ears, his dad turned. Their gazes met. Sam’s eyes started streaming with relief and joy. There was his mom, drifting into view, her mouth opening, her shoulders shaking in a relieved sob as she pressed her fingers to her mouth.

      The crowd became a blur, and then he was hugging them, and they were holding onto him, and happiness roared in Sam’s ears.

      He glanced back to see Zahara hopping on one foot to catch up. He went to help. After the jubilant introductions, everyone started talking over each other.

      Sam said, “How did you get here? Where is the rest of the train?”

      Sam’s mom spoke up. “You won’t believe this. The train driver finally figured out the train was on fire, so he stopped. Then he uncoupled the front cars, which were totally fine, and carried on South.”

      Sam and Zahara stared, their mouths hanging open in shock. “The train driver just took off?”

      “Yep,” Sam’s dad said. “We got out to search for you. And then the front end started to pull away.”

      His mom said, “When you didn’t come back with the snacks, we got so worried.”

      His dad said, “We looked out the window and saw the train on fire . . .” He rubbed his head, his face stricken. “I couldn’t get to you. The way was totally blocked. The whole back half was an inferno. I had to know what was happening, to see for myself. I crawled on top of the—”

      “Dad,” Sam cried, “So that was you on top of the train, the person I saw?”

      “Yes! And it really was you back there,” his dad replied.

      Zahara said, “Oh wow, we saw you. That was you!”

      “From where I was, things looked bad, worse than bad, but I never lost hope.” Dad’s eyes turned misty. “I know my boy, and he’s smart and brave. I knew you’d find a way to survive. I was right. I’m so proud of you.”

      His mother hugged him again. “We love you so much.”
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        * * *

      

      Soon, Sam spotted dozens of cars arriving, sending up clouds of dust. Reporters spilled out, some hauling television cameras, others carrying microphones on long poles.

      “Let’s get you two patched up,” Sam’s mom said.

      Sam said, “Yeah, Zahara, sorry, your ankle must be killing you.”

      “I’ve got her,” his mom said, helping her to an ambulance.

      A first responder urged them to sit and wrapped Zahara’s leg in a bandage. She attacked Sam’s cuts with rubbing alcohol, the sting making his eyes water. Until then, he hadn’t even realized that scrapes crisscrossed his arms and legs, that his nose and jaw hurt, and that a raw-looking burn oozed on his shin.

      But that was nothing compared to those who didn’t make it. Sam felt awful for the passengers who hadn’t escaped.

      “It’s time we got out of here,” Sam’s dad said. “I’d like to try and rent a car. I think we’ve all had enough of trains for a while.”

      With Zahara’s help, they found a local villager willing to drive them all the way to Luxor, an eight-hour car ride south. The man’s eyes lit up when he heard the sum on offer.

      “Climb in, come, climb in!” He helped them pile inside.

      There were no bags; they’d all been left on the train. Sam suddenly recalled the case with the mummified cat. He shivered despite the heat.

      As they pulled onto the dusty road, Sam said, “Uh—Mom? You know that mummified cat?”

      “The cat? Oh, yes.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Back in Cairo.”

      “Wait, it’s not on the train? In your luggage? But I thought—”

      “It was quite a gift. It would have made a popular exhibit back home. But we didn’t accept it.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ve become more . . . judicious about moving ancient souls out of their burial lands.”

      “Oh! Wow, okay. Well, then what did you have in that case on the train?”

      “The case? A pottery urn. Too bad it’s gone now.”

      Sam blew out a long sigh. He was glad. The train hadn’t been cursed by an unhappy, thousand-year-old cat. It was an accident. An awful accident.

      Zahara said, “I am so excited that you are museum people! That you know about our country’s famous history.”
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        Abu Simbel

      

      She went on. “My grandfather is a tour guide in the Valley of the Kings, he has been for many years. You must come to my grandparents’ house for the festival. They will want to meet you. And there is so much food and cookies, and you must come.”

      “We would be honored,” Sam’s parents said.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later Sam and Zahara zipped across the Nile’s surface in the sleek rowboat that belonged to her grandparents.

      “Let’s race that sailor,” Sam said as a catamaran glided past.

      “Yes, come on.” Zahara dug in her oars and shouted at the sailor, “Race you to the docks!”

      “Good luck,” the boy cried, catching the wind in his sails.

      Sunlight danced on the water as the catamaran tilted up onto one pontoon and sped off at breakneck speed.

      The two friends laughed, giving up the chase. Still bruised and battered, it would be a while before they were back in top form. Stowing their oars, they floated lazily and watched the ducks putter around.

      That afternoon, sunburned and happy, Sam and his parents joined Zahara and her relatives for Eid al-Adha, or Big Eid, as Zahara called it.

      The home was a sprawling farmhouse in the fertile Nile valley. The nearby river flashed silver beneath a sky the color of a robin’s egg. Fields of crops swayed in a gentle breeze, and distant hills gleamed soft brown and gold.

      Music played, the food was delicious, and Sam ate until he was stuffed. He especially liked the Hawawshi which was kind of like a hamburger with Egyptian spices. The party was a wonderful celebration.

      Still, his thoughts strayed often to those who’d lost their lives in the train disaster. As the sun sank lower, he stepped away to find a quiet spot.

      Zahara found him staring out toward the Valley of the Kings.

      Sam said, “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      He said, “I’m glad your grandfather’s going to show us King Tut’s tomb tomorrow.”

      She paused before speaking, as though knowing he wasn’t really thinking about the tour. Aloud, she said, “Yes, and after that, you are going south to visit Abu Simbel. You will like Abu Simbel very much, Sam. It is what you call amazing.”

      He shot her a wry smile. “We’re lucky to be alive, aren’t we?”

      Softly, she said, “We came close. Many times, I thought we would not make it. But we did.”

      “We really did. You and me.”

      Zahara leaned into his shoulder, the way she had when her ankle was too hurt to walk. He wrapped one arm around her side.

      “We fought hard,” Sam said. “Against all odds. And we survived. We escaped Egypt’s deadliest train disaster.”

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
          [image: Train]
        

      

      

      
        
        Turn the page for survivor quotes,

        facts about the train disaster,

        and much more.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        10 Fast Facts About Egypt’s 2002 Train Disaster

      

      

      
        	The fire began at 2 am on Feb. 20, 2002, in an 11-carriage train traveling from Cairo to Luxor.

        	Someone lit a small gas stove to make tea. The cylinder exploded, setting the train on fire.

        	The third-class train had wooden seats, no proper toilets, and many broken windows.

        	The severely overcrowded train was taking Egyptians home for Eid al-Adha—the biggest annual Muslim festival.

        	Survivors said their cars lacked emergency brakes. Many windows were covered by grills, blocking any escape.

        	The train had no alarm system to alert the driver.

        	The fire consumed seven cars before the engineer heard shouts,  smelled smoke, and finally realized the train was on fire.

        	The driver uncoupled the burning carriages, then went to the next station to raise the alarm.

        	At least 383 people died, all Egyptians.

        	This was the deadliest disaster in the Egyptian Railway’s 150-year history. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SURVIVOR QUOTES

      

      

      
        
        I thought I was going to die anyway, so I jumped.

        - Fuad Amin, who leaped through a  window

        

      

      
        
        It was hell...it was like being in an oven. We were trying to run or jump towards the windows and doors.

        - A survivor speaking on Egyptian television

        

      

      
        
        Fire burst open the door like the devil himself was coming through…People were screaming. I said to myself, `I'm dead.'

        - Yasser Fuad, a fruit seller

        

      

      
        
        We couldn't move a meter, but the flame was moving, eating more people. We were suffocating from the smoke, and the fire caught my head and back. Then I got pushed out of the train.

        - Ali Ahmed, a construction worker

        

      

      
        
        I squeezed out a window and was hanging on to the bars running across it. People were hanging out of the doors and windows, but they got slammed into the electricity poles as the train kept moving. Finally, I prepared myself to die and said, `There is no God, but God' and then I let go.

        - Hassan Ahmad, who broke his shoulder

        

      

      
        
        I've worked for the railway for 32 years and never saw or heard of any event this size.

        - Ahmed al-Sherif, Egypt’s Railway Director

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        DID YOU KNOW?

        READ ON FOR MORE FASCINATING FACTS
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ANCIENT EGYPTIAN MUMMIES
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      Ancient Egyptians believed that if they preserved their bodies through mummification, they could live forever in the afterlife. For them, it was like going to heaven and taking their bodies along with them.

      But did you know they mummified animals, too?

      
        
        CAT MUMMIES

      

      

      Cat mummies have been found in numerous tombs. Bowls of milk and mummified mice were placed alongside the mummified cats. That way the cats could drink milk and chase mice to their hearts’ content in the afterlife!

      
        
        MORE ANIMAL MUMMIES

      

      

      Many other animals were mummified. This is because ancient Egyptians believed animals were sacred. Their gods, like Anubis the Jackal-headed God of the Dead, were often associated with the animal world around them. Many had the heads of various animals and human-shaped bodies.

      
        
        WHAT ANIMALS DID THEY MUMMIFY?

      

      

      Jackals, baboons, horses, birds, gerbils, fish, snakes, crocodiles, cats, hippos—even a lion. All these and more have been found.
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        Crocodile mummy

      

      
        
        A BULL CEMETERY

      

      

      Here's a curious fact. Sacred Bulls from the early dynasties were so well-loved that they had their very own bull cemetery at Sakkara! It was just for mummified bulls. Pretty incredible.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ANCIENT EGYPTIAN CURSES

      

      

      Fascinating, frightening... tales of mummy-curses send chills down our backs and make us check under our beds at night. Some people claim the curses are true. But are they? Read on, if you dare, and decide for yourself!

      
        
        THE POLISH CURSE OF 1699

      

      

      In 1699, a Polish man purchased two mummies in Egypt. He loaded them into his boat and set off for home, across the Mediterranean Sea.

      The first night, two ghosts appeared! They nearly frightened the Polish man to death. Were the mummies angry at being taken away from home? The way Sam worried about the cat mummy? The man didn’t know.

      To his horror, the ghosts returned the next night. And the next ... He was terrified. Soon, huge waves threatened to sink the ship.

      Fearing for his life, he threw the mummies overboard. The storm stopped, the ghosts disappeared, and the man was safe.

      
        
        GHOSTS OF FATHER AND CHILDREN MUMMIES

      

      

      This is the true story Sam heard at dinner: Famed archeologist Zahi Hawass removed two child mummies from a tomb, taking them away from their father's mummy. When he placed the child mummies in a museum, he was haunted by the children’s ghosts.

      Dismayed, Hawass reunited the children with their father. The hauntings stopped.

      
        
        SPINNING MUMMY MYSTERY

      

      

      In Manchester, England, there’s a statue on display, which came from a mummy’s tomb. The problem? The owners keep finding it turned backward in its display case!

      To solve the mystery, they placed the statue under video surveillance. Here's the creepy part: When they played the video back, the statue was spinning around all on its own!

      The cause is still unanswered.

      
        
        MESSENGER OF DOOM

      

      

      When Howard Carter discovered King Tut's tomb, he sent a messenger to his house with the exciting news. But something terrible was about to happen.

      When the messenger arrived, he heard a "faint, almost human cry". Inside, the man was shocked to see a cobra—a symbol of Egyptian power—coiled inside Carter's birdcage. The snake had Carter's pet canary in its mouth.

      The bird was dead.

      
        
        MYSTERIOUS MUMMY CURE

      

      

      Here’s a happier tale: A boy who was ill visited an Egyptian museum. He looked into the mummified eyes of Pharaoh Ahmose I and a  miracle occurred: the boy was cured. The boy became fascinated with Ahmose I and went on to learn everything about the ancient pharaoh. Strange magic indeed!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WHO WAS ANUBIS?

        THE ANCIENT EGYPTIAN JACKAL GOD
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      In ancient Egypt, Anubis was the original God of the Dead.

      According to ancient Egyptians, Anubis invented embalming, which is the art of preserving bodies for the afterlife. He was a protector of graves and helped lead souls into the eternal world beyond. He also presided over each soul’s judgment test, helping to decide if they were good enough to reach the afterlife.

      Anubis could appear in several forms: as an actual jackal or as a man with the head of a jackal. He had many poetic names, from The Master of Secrets to The Dog Who Swallows Millions.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        PYRAMIDS VS TOMBS

      

      

      In our story, the train was carrying Sam’s family south, away from the Egyptian pyramids and down to the tombs located in the Valley of the Kings.

      What is the difference between an Egyptian pyramid and an Egyptian tomb?

      Actually, a lot. In the early years, during Egypt's Old Kingdom, pyramids were popular burial sites for their pharaohs. Many chose to be buried in these grand structures. They were highly visible and took many, many years to build. To put it bluntly, a pyramid was a pretty impressive place to be buried. 

      However, pyramids had their problems. They could be seen from miles away, and thieves would break in and rob them of their treasures. In fact, no mummy has ever been found in an Egyptian Pyramid!

      Egyptian tombs were altogether different. They came later and were built in secret. These pharaohs chose to be hidden away in a place called the Valley of the Kings. It lay hundreds of miles south, and it was all very low-key. There were no outer structures to identify the location of their burial. Not even a tombstone. 

      King Tut, aka Pharaoh Tutankhamen, was buried in a tomb in the Valley of the Kings. No robbers ever found his tomb and his treasures were preserved for thousands of years. He was discovered by archaeologist Howard Carter in 1923. The discovery continues to amaze people around the world. Thank goodness Egyptians switched to tomb burials so that we can learn the history of these incredible, ancient people.

      
        
          [image: Howard Carter discovering King Tut’s mummy.]
        

        Howard Carter discovering King Tut’s mummy.
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