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For my dad, Bill, who left us all too soon
THE WINE OF LOVE
An Ancient Egyptian Love Poem
Oh! when my lady comes,
And I with love behold her,
I take her into my beating heart
And in my arms enfold her;
My heart is filled with joy divine
For I am hers and she is mine.
Oh! when her soft embraces
Do give my love completeness,
The perfumes of Arabia
Anoint me with their sweetness;
And when her lips are pressed to mine
I am made drunk and need not wine.
In the great city of Itjtawy, the air was thick and heavy, reflecting the mood of the men in the temple, especially the countenance of the king and the terrible burden he carried in his heart. As King Heru stood behind a pillar and looked upon the gathered people, he wondered if the answer his advisers and priests had given was their salvation or instead, their utter destruction.
Even should the offering prove successful, the people would surely suffer a terrible loss, and for him, personally, there was no way to recover from it.
Despite the simmering heat of the day, he shivered in the temple’s shadow, surely a bad omen. Uneasily, he ran a hand over his smoothly shaven head and let the curtain fall. To quiet his nerves, he began to pace the temple’s smooth, polished dais and ponder his choices.
King Heru knew that even should he defy the proposed demands, he needed to do something drastic to appease the fearsome god Seth. If only there was a way out, he thought. Putting the proposal to the people was something no king had ever done before.
A king held his position precisely because it was his right, his duty, to see to the needs of his people, and a king who could not make a wise decision, however difficult, was ripe for deposing. Heru knew that by allowing the people to decide, he proved himself to be a weakling, a coward, and yet there was no other outlet he could see that would allow him to live with the consequences.
Twenty years before King Heru’s time, all the people of Egypt were suffering. Years of terrible drought further complicated by devastating sandstorms and plague had almost destroyed civilization. Marauders and old enemies took advantage of Egypt’s weakness. Several of the oldest settlements had been wiped out completely.
In a desperate act, King Heru invited the surviving leaders of the major cities to come to his home. King Khalfani of Asyut and King Nassor of Waset agreed to a one-week summit, and the three of them, along with their most powerful priests, disappeared behind closed doors.
The results of that meeting had been a decision that tipped the balance in the pantheon of the gods. Each city worshipped a different god—the residents of Asyut, which played host to the most famous magicians, were devoted to Anubis; those of Waset, known for weaving and shipbuilding, to Khonsu; and King Heru’s people, skilled in pottery and stone cutting, worshipped Amun-Ra and his son, Horus. The kings had been convinced by their priests that their patron gods had abandoned them and that they should come together as one to make offerings to appease a new god, namely, the dark god, Seth, in order to secure the safety and well-being of the people.
And so they did. That year the rains came in abundance. The Nile overflowed its banks, creating fertile lands for planting. Livestock flourished, tripling in number. Women gave birth the following year to more healthy babies than had ever been recorded. Even more astonishing was when the queens of each city, who had been the most outspoken against the deity change, were appeased when discovering that they, too, had conceived.
As the three queens each gave their husbands a healthy son, they acknowledged their blessings, especially the wife of Heru, who had never had a child and was well past her bearing years. Though in their hearts, the new mothers still paid homage to the gods of old, they agreed that from that time forward they would never speak ill of the dark one. The people rejoiced.
The people prospered.
The three kings wept with gratitude.
In an age of peace and harmony, the sons of each queen were raised as brothers in the hope that they would someday unite all of Egypt under one ruler. The worship of Seth became commonplace, and the old temples were essentially abandoned.
The sons considered each king a father and each queen a mother. Their kings loved them. Their people loved them. They were the hope of the future, and nothing could keep the three of them apart.
Now, even now, on the darkest day of their fathers’ lives, the three young men stood together, waiting for the kings to make a surprise announcement.
In a moment, the three kings would ask the unthinkable. A favor that no king, no father, should ask of his son. It made King Heru’s blood run cold and left him with vivid nightmarish dreams of his heart being found unworthy when weighed against the feather of truth in the final judgment. The three kings stepped into the glaring sunlight that reflected off the white stone of the temple. King Heru stood in the center while the other two men took their place at his side. King Heru was not only the tallest of the three but also the most skilled speaker. Raising his hands, he began, “My people, and visiting citizens from our dearly loved cities upriver, as you know, we, your kings, have been in conference with our priests to determine why the river, which has lapped our shores so gently for the last twenty years, does not flourish as it should in this most important season. Our chief priest, Runihura, has said that the god Seth, the one we have worshipped wholeheartedly these past years, demands a new sacrifice.”
King Heru’s own son took a step forward. “We will sacrifice whatever you think is necessary, Father,” he said.
The king held up his hand to quiet his son and gave him a sad smile before turning back to the crowd. “The thing that Seth asks this year as a sacrifice is not a prized bull, bushels of grain, fine fabrics, or even the best of our fruits.” Heru paused as he waited for the people to quiet. “No, Runihura has said that Seth has given us much, and for the things we have received we must return that which is most precious.
“The god Seth demands that three young men of royal blood be sacrificed to him and that they serve him indefinitely in the afterlife.” Heru sighed heavily. “If this does not happen, he vows to rain destruction upon all of Egypt.”
“Fifteen fifty,” the driver demanded in a heavy accent.
“Do you take credit?” I responded politely.
“No. No cards. Machine’s broken.”
Giving a slight smile to the heavily browed eyes staring at me in the rearview mirror, I pulled out my wallet. As many times as I’d ridden in a New York City cab, I’d never gotten used to the attitude of the taxi drivers; it irked me every time. Still, it was either that or our family’s personal driver, who would shadow me around, reporting every move I made to my parents. All things considered, I much preferred independence.
I handed the driver a twenty and opened the door. Almost instantly, he sped off, leaving me struggling to maintain my footing while coughing in the cloud of gray exhaust he left behind.
“Jerk,” I mumbled as I smoothed my cropped trousers and then bent down to adjust a strap on my Italian leather sandals.
“Do you need help, miss?” asked a young man nearby.
Standing up, I gave him the once-over. His department store jeans, I ♥ NEW YORK tee, and scruffy boy-next-door appearance instantly told me he wasn’t from the city. No self-respecting New Yorker, at least none I knew, would be caught dead in an NYC tee. He wasn’t bad-looking, but when I considered his likely determinate stay in the city coupled with the fact that he would obviously not be parental approved, I surmised that any further dialogue would be a waste of time. Not my type.
I hadn’t figured out exactly what my type was yet, but I figured I’d know it when I saw it.
“No thanks.” I smiled. “I’m good.”
With a no-nonsense stride, I headed toward the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The girls at my school would think I was an idiot for passing up a cute boy/potential boyfriend—or at the very least, a fun distraction.
It was easier not to make any promises I didn’t plan on keeping, especially with a boy who hadn’t met any of my requirements for the perfect guy. The list wasn’t complete yet, but I’d been adding to it for as long as I’d been old enough to be interested in boys. Above all else, I was careful and thoughtful about my choices.
Even though I was very picky, wore only designer clothes, and had a monthly allowance bigger than what most people my age earned in a year, I was by no means a snob. My parents had certain expectations of me, and the money was used as a means to fulfill them. I was always taught that the image one portrays, though certainly not one hundred percent accurate, was an indicator of the type of person you were. Despite my efforts to find evidence that this wasn’t always the case, among the people I went to school and hung out with, it often was.
My father, a successful international finance lawyer, always said, “Bankers trust the suit first and the man second,” his version of “Dress for success.” He and my mother, who spent most of her waking hours in her skyscraper office at one of the largest media companies in the city, dictating orders to her personal assistant, had drilled into me that image was everything.
Mostly, I was left on my own as long as I did what they expected, which included attending various functions, portraying myself as a doting daughter, and getting straight As at my all-girls private school. And, of course, not dating the wrong type of boy, which I accomplished by not dating at all. In turn, I was given a generous allowance and the freedom to explore New York. A freedom I cherished, especially today, the first day of spring break.
The Met was one of my favorite hideouts. Not only did my parents approve of the institution—a definite plus—but it was a great place to people-watch. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do in the future, but this was the week I had to figure it out. I’d already been accepted to a number of parent-approved universities. Mother and Father—they hated being called Mom and Dad—wanted me to major in something that would make them proud, like medicine, business, or politics, but none of those really interested me.
What I really enjoyed was studying people. People of the past, like the ones I read about at the Met, or even just the people walking around in New York City. In fact, I kept a little book full of notes on the most interesting people I saw.
How I would turn this admittedly strange hobby into a career, I had no idea. My parents would never approve of my becoming a counselor, mostly because they believed a person should be able to take charge of their own mental health by merely willing themselves to overcome any obstacle they might face. Consorting with those they considered beneath their station wasn’t something they encouraged, and yet becoming a counselor was the one career path that made the most sense to me.
Any time I thought about the future, my parents came to mind. What they had planned was a constant drumming on my consciousness, and if I entertained the idea of deviating from their plans even an iota, I was filled with guilt, which effectively choked the life out of any little seeds of rebellion.
One of those seeds was where I applied to college. Technically, it wasn’t a mutiny, since they knew about it. I was allowed to apply to places that interested me as long as I sent in the paperwork to the ones my parents approved of as well. Of course they’d been thrilled when I was accepted to them all, but there was no doubt that they were pushing me in a certain direction.
Now spring break of my senior year was finally here, a time most teens loved, and I was dreading it. If only everything didn’t have to be decided right now. Mother and Father had given me until the end of the week to choose my college and my major. Starting college as undecided was not an option.
Stopping at the counter, I flashed my lifetime membership card and swiftly walked through the roped entrance.
“Hello, Miss Young,” said the old guard with a smile. “Here all day?”
I shook my head. “Half day, Bernie. Meeting the girls for lunch.”
“Should I be watching for them?” he asked.
“No. I’ll be alone today.”
“Very good,” he said, securing the rope behind me and returning to help with the line of tourists. There were definitely some perks to having parents who donated annually to the Met. And since I was an only child, I was lucky enough to receive the full “benefit” of their monetary donations, wisdom, and experience. They were loving, too, if love looks like a stiff upper lip of pride and approval. But I was often lonely, and at times felt trapped.
Whenever I started to feel like I needed a real mom type to bake cookies with, I asked to visit my paternal grandmother, who lived on a small farm in Iowa, a woman my parents checked in on exactly once every two months. They visited her annually, though they stayed in a nearby city hotel and worked from their room while I stayed on the farm with her overnight.
Speaking of grandmas, a very interesting-looking older woman was seated on a bench ahead of me and staring at one of my favorite pictures, She Never Told Her Love, by Henry Peach Robinson. The photograph was controversial. Critics said it was indecent and indelicate for a photographer to capture a dying woman in print, but I found the photo dramatically romantic. It was said that the photographer was trying to illustrate a scene from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. I knew the quote on the picture’s description by heart.
SHE NEVER TOLD HER LOVE,
BUT LET CONCEALMENT,
LIKE A WORM I’ THE BUD,
FEED ON HER DAMASK CHEEK.
TWELFTH NIGHT, 2.4.110–12
Consumption. That was supposedly what the woman in the photograph was dying of. I reasoned it was appropriate. Dying of a broken heart must feel like a type of consumption. I imagined it to be a squeezing pain that wrapped itself around a person like a boa constrictor, tightening more and more, crushing the body until there was nothing left but a dry husk.
As fascinated as I was by the photo, I was even more fascinated by the woman who sat staring at it. Her cheeks sagged, as did her heavy body. Strands of limp gray hair hung from a messy bun. She clutched a worn cane, which meant it was well used, and she wore a floral-patterned, butterfly-collared dress (circa 1970). Her feet were planted shoulder width apart in thick-soled Velcro-closed sneakers. The woman was leaning forward, resting her hands on the edge of the cane, her chin propped on her hands as she studied the picture.
For the better part of an hour, I sat at a distance, watching her and sketching her silhouette in my notebook. At one point, a tear ran down her face and she finally moved, digging into a giant crocheted bag for a tissue. What caused her tears? I wondered. Did she have a long-lost love of her own? Someone she had never shared her feelings with? The possibilities and questions swirled in my head as I adjusted my backpack and headed down the hall, shoes clicking on the marble floor. Noticing a familiar guard, I stopped.
“Hi, Tony.”
“And how are you today, Miss Young?”
“I’m well. Hey, listen. I need to do some serious work. Is there a less-trafficked place around here that I can go to before I meet my friends for lunch? The people are too distracting.”
“Hmm.” Tony rubbed his chin and I heard the bristly sandpaper sound that meant he hadn’t shaved that morning.
“The Egyptian wing is roped off,” he said. “They’re adding some new pieces. But they shouldn’t be in there today. The boss lady is at a conference, and nothing in this museum moves without her.”
“Do you think I could go in there and sit? I promise not to touch anything. I just need a quiet spot.”
After a brief frown of consideration, his brows drew apart and he smiled. “All right. Just make sure you’re careful. Stay out of view of the tourists, or they might get the idea to follow you in.”
“Thanks, Tony.”
“You’re welcome. Come back and see me again when you get a chance.”
“Will do,” I said, and headed toward the special-exhibitions exit, then turned back, “Hey, Tony, there’s an old woman over by the photography exhibit. Can you check on her in a little while? She’s been there a long time.”
“I will, Miss Lilliana.”
“Bye.”
I sped past the wall of photographs and headed downstairs to the main floor. The Medieval Art and the Hall of Cloisters, full of tapestries, statues, carvings, swords, crosses, and jewels, led to the museum store and then, finally, to the Egyptian wing.
When no one was looking, I slipped under the fabric rope. Despite the air-conditioning, the dust from thousands of years ago had a sharp enough tang to be noticeable. Perhaps the recent remodeling of the exhibit had released centuries of dust into the air, giving the effect of old things being stirred to life.
The overhead lights were off, but sun came through the large windows and lit up displays as I continued. Tens of thousands of artifacts were housed in a couple dozen rooms, each room focusing on one era. I felt adrift in a black ocean of history, surrounded by little glass boxes that offered fading glimpses of time gone by.
Displays of cosmetics boxes, canopic jars, statues of gods and goddesses, funerary papyrus, and carved blocks from actual temples, all gleaming with hidden stories of their own, captured my attention. It was as if the artifacts were simply waiting for someone to come along and blow the sandstone grit of time from their surfaces.
A sparkling bird caught my attention. I’d never seen it before and wondered if it was part of the new display or just on rotation. The rendering, a beautifully made golden falcon that represented the Egyptian god Horus, was called Horus the Gold.
After finding a cozy corner lit well enough for me to see, I sat with my back against the wall, turning to a blank sheet in my notebook to list all possible majors and major/minor combinations in groupings my parents would approve of. I was matching up my top three choices with their universities when I heard a scrape.
Wondering if a tourist had followed me in, I listened carefully for a few minutes. Nothing. This wing of the museum was as silent as a tomb. Smirking at my own stupid cliché, I went back to my notes and examined a glossy college brochure.
Before I made it through the first page, there was a thumping sound, followed by the same scraping noise. Though I considered myself a rational person, not easily frightened, a chill ran from my scalp down the length of my spine, as if icy fingers were caressing my vertebrae.
I set down my pencil and notebook carefully, trying to not make any sounds of my own, and listened with increasing alarm to the scrapes, scuffs, and distinctly nonhuman groans coming from the other side of the wall. Someone or something was definitely there. Calling forth my sensible mind to dispel my fear, I considered that perhaps the sounds were being made by an animal.
An eerie moan made my hands tremble, and the sight of my shaking fingers steeled me. I was being silly.
“Hello?” I ventured quietly. “Is someone there?”
I stood and took a few steps forward. The sounds abruptly ceased and my heart stilled. Was someone hiding? A museum employee would have answered me.
Sucking in a shaky breath, I rounded the corner only to come face to face with a wall of plastic. This must be the section they’re working on, I thought. It was too dark to make out any shapes inside the room, so I stood there for a full minute gathering my courage.
I ran my fingers along the thick plastic lining until I found an opening, gasping when I saw a figure staring back at me, not inches from where I stood. But the frightened girl clutching the plastic drape was just me: her slightly wavy, product-enhanced, long brown hair, pale skin, and white designer blouse now marked with dust. Yep, me. The tile beneath the large artifact read ANCIENT COPPER MIRROR. I shook my head as I tried to make out what else was in the room.
The polished floor was protected by a heavy drop cloth, which was covered with sawdust, and several boards, cut in various shapes, lay haphazardly on the floor. I used one to prop open the plastic curtain, taking advantage of whatever meager light I could get, and moved deeper into the room.
Dark shapes and statues filled makeshift shelves, with stacked crates blocking every path. Now that I knew this shipment was so recent, I rationalized that what I’d heard was most likely a rat or a mouse making its home in one of the boxes. That would explain the silence since I’d come in.
I saw nothing that looked out of place in a museum. A box of tools here, a circular saw there. Opened crates filled with Egyptian treasures resting on the straw. True to my word, I didn’t touch any of the pieces, and moved through the space carefully and quietly until a golden light behind some boxes caught my eye. I let out a small gasp as I came upon an enormous sarcophagus.
The lid, resting at an angle on the lower half of the coffin, was breathtaking. As I focused on all the little details—the handsome carved face, with polished green stones for eyes, the crook and flail he held crossways on his chest, the precious gold details that meant he was likely someone of importance—my fingers itched for my pencil and notebook.
Right away I noticed the patterns of three—three birds, three gods, three sets of wings, three bands on the arms. I wondered what they signified and began coming up with possible scenarios as I continued exploring. The packing slip on the coffin-sized crate nearby read:
UNKNOWN MUMMY
DISCOVERED 1989
VALLEY OF THE KINGS
EGYPT
Despite my fascination with the upcoming exhibit, I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary. No rat tails or droppings that I could see. No squeaking mouse hiding in a corner. No grave robbers or cursed mummies. Not even any museum employees.
As I turned to leave, I looked down and suddenly realized two things: first, the straw-filled sarcophagus didn’t contain a mummy, and second, there was a set of footprints other than my own in the sawdust, ones made by two bare feet, and they led away from the coffin.
An intense curiosity took hold of me, and ignoring strong reservations, I followed the footprints. They led me on a path between boxes and crates until I met a dead end. No climactic movie music was triggered. No rancid scents of decay or death assaulted my nose. No creepy monster leered at me from the darkness.
Recognizing I’d let my imagination get the best of me, I began making my way back toward the plastic curtain. I was passing the copper mirror when a hand shot out of the darkness and locked on my arm. My choked scream echoed, the shriek bouncing off relics. The golden gods and stony statues kept their icy eyes forward, remaining as still and dead as everything around them.
The hand, which was extremely warm and not covered in ancient mummy wrappings, let go the instant I screamed. I dashed through the plastic curtain and around the wall to grab the can of pepper spray I kept in my bag. I stood there, can aimed, finger on the trigger, as the bare feet that were poking out beneath the curtain retreated into the darkness.
The sound of rummaging soon became obvious as the mysterious person began cracking open boxes. Something, most likely a box, crashed to the floor, and a metallic ringing indicated that a precious object of some kind had also been heedlessly dropped.
“I’m warning you. I’m armed,” I threatened.
Whoever was in there paused and said a few words I didn’t understand before they went back to whatever it was they were doing.
“What was that? What did you say?” I asked. When they didn’t respond, I tried another tack. “Qui êtes-vous? ¿Quién es usted?” The only response was a grunt of frustration and the unmistakable sound of a crate being tossed aside.
“Look, I don’t know who you are or what you’re doing in this exhibit,” I said, switching back to English while I knelt and threw my papers into my bag, “but you really shouldn’t be in there.”
Hoisting my bag over my shoulder without taking the time to zip it, I kept my eyes trained on the sheets of plastic ahead while inching toward the entrance. I hid behind the displays until I reached the main walkway, still holding up the pepper spray in case the stranger jumped out at me. When the plastic sheet came into view, I scanned the area for a sinister shape, but nothing emerged from the closed-off section.
Was the person hiding? Was I being stalked? “Please come out and explain yourself,” I called bravely. Keeping my back to the wall, I waited for an answer.
What I should have done was leave and report what was happening to the security guards, but as I stood there, curiosity overwhelmed me and I couldn’t. If the person had wanted to attack me, they already had had ample opportunity.
Perhaps he or she was lost. What if it was a transient who had wandered into the exhibit and was trying to catch a nap? Maybe it was an employee. Maybe they were hurt. I lowered my aching arm and slowly walked back toward the plastic curtain.
“Hello? Do you need help?” I ventured. I didn’t sound as confident as I had hoped.
I heard a sigh as someone came toward me. Even though I was no longer pointing the can of pepper spray, I was still clutching it, nervously running my forefinger in little circles over the trigger.
“Who are you?” I asked again quietly, more to express the thought out loud than because I expected an answer.
A hand grasped the curtain, pushing it aside as the object of both my fear and curiosity stepped through, mumbling an assortment of words that sounded very much like expletives in another language. Stopping just outside the curtain, he—it was most definitely a he—let the plastic fall and faced me with an irritated expression.
Though we were in the darkest part of the exhibit, I could clearly make out the pleated white skirt that ended just at his knees and the wide expanse of a tanned and very bare chest. His bare feet were covered with sawdust. He seemed young, maybe just a few years older than me, yet his head was bald.
Crossing muscular arms over his wide chest, he boldly looked me up and down and I got the feeling that he found me both surprising and disappointing. “Stay back,” I said, raising the can of pepper spray and feeling like an idiot for getting into this situation. He just raised an eyebrow and smirked, seeming to taunt me.
Jabbing a finger toward me, he uttered something that sounded like a command.
“I’m sorry. I don’t understand you,” I answered.
Noticeably frustrated, he repeated himself, more slowly this time, as if he were talking to an imbecile.
I answered back just as slowly, first gesturing to myself, “I,” then shaking my head, “don’t understand,” and finally pointing at him, “you.”
Crying out in exasperation, he threw his hands into the air and kept them there. At that exact moment, the overhead lights came on. A little squeak escaped my mouth as I got my first real glimpse of the guy I’d assumed had been living with the relics. He was definitely not a transient.
Who are you? I wondered as I studied the person, who was not a man and yet not a teen. He seemed…timeless. Hooded hazel eyes, at that moment more green than brown, beneath a strong brow pinned me with a gaze that was both intelligent and almost predatory. I felt like a mouse looking up at a swooping falcon, knowing death loomed but utterly unable to look away from the beauty of it.
His physical splendor was undeniable: brooding eyes, miles of muscles beneath smooth, golden skin, and full lips that would send any girl swooning. But there was something deeper behind the beauty, something very different about him that made my fingers itch for a pencil and paper. I wasn’t sure I could even capture the indescribable thing I felt when I looked at him, but I really wanted to try. As easy as I found it to put people in categories based on the things I noticed about them—their clothes, the way they moved, the people they were with, or their patterns of communication—I thought that for him I just might have to come up with a new system. He didn’t belong in any particular group. He was unique.
I blinked and realized he was smirking again. Even if the rest of him was a mystery, I could identify the expression. I’d met dozens of boys with expressions like that. International or not, they were all the same. They thought their wealth and good looks made them powerful. This guy was practically dripping with power. Definitely not my type.
“So what are you supposed to be?” I lashed out, heat stinging my cheeks in response to his arrogance. “Are you some international model taking photos down here and now can’t find your pants?” I scoffed, indicating his costume or lack thereof. “Well, believe me,” I said, using my best condescending voice and punctuating each word with a dramatic gesture for emphasis, “nobody would look twice at you, so just…move along.”
Sighing, Model-boy mumbled a few words as he swirled his fingers in the air. Suddenly, there was a funny taste in my mouth, a kind of fizzing, like an effervescent candy had just dissolved on my tongue. The sensation quickly disappeared and I was trying to figure out what he was doing when he said a word I finally understood.
“Identify.”
“Identify?” I repeated dumbly. “Are you asking my name?”
He nodded once.
Shifting my weight, I answered tersely, “Lilliana Young. What’s yours?”
“Good. Come along, Young Lily, I have need of your assistance,” he said, forming his lips around the words like they left a bad taste in his mouth, and effectively ignoring my question.
Presuming I’d follow, he turned and plunged back through the plastic curtain. After a brief hesitation, my insatiable nosiness got the better of me, and unable to come up with another good option, I threw aside the curtain and followed. Light filled every corner of the once-dark room, and I found Model-boy sifting through items in a crate, tossing the discarded ones aside like rubbish.
“What exactly are you doing? Why are you dressed like that? And how can you suddenly speak English?”
“Too many questions, Young Lily. Please pick one.”
He lifted a heavy jar from the box. Closing his eyes, he spoke softly, melodically, in another language. After a moment, he shook his head, put the item back, and selected another.
“What are you doing?” I asked as he repeated the chant.
“I am seeking my jars of death.”
“Jars of death?” I paused. “Do you mean canopic jars? And what do you mean, ‘my’?”
“No more questions, Young Lily.”
“So,” I mumbled, stalling as I tried to figure out what exactly was going on, “you’re looking for canopic jars, aka death jars. I read about those recently in National Geographic. They’re the kind used for mummies. The ones their organs are kept in.”
“Yes.”
“Are you stealing them?”
He moved to another crate. “I cannot steal that which belongs to me.”
I crouched and peered into the guy’s face. I was pretty good at reading people, so I usually knew when someone was lying. This guy wasn’t. Which meant he either actually believed he had some claim on these Egyptian relics or he was crazy. I was inclined to go with crazy.
“Look,” I said quietly. “These items belong to the museum. You’re not supposed to be touching them. You can’t just come into a museum and take whatever you like.”
“Museum?”
“Yes, museum. As in, collection house of antiquities, displayer of old documents and art of great value.”
Pulling the top off yet another crate, he squatted to examine the contents. “Ah,” he said. “A House of Muses.”
“A what?”
He ignored me and, after a brief perusal of the box’s contents, rose with a grunt of frustration. “They are not here.”
“The death jars?” I asked.
“Yes. These are replicas. They do not hold my life force.”
“Life force, right.” Definitely crazy.
Mumbling a few excuses, I stood and began my retreat, but he followed me.
“Without my life force, I am merely a walking shadow on borrowed time,” he stated gravely.
His eyes locked with mine in a disturbingly determined way as I backed away nervously. “I need sustenance, Young Lily,” he said while advancing.
“Sustenance, okay.” Please don’t let hot foreign-model guy turn into Hannibal Lecter. “Well, there are a lot of places where you can get something to eat. May I recommend the Roof Garden Café on the fifth floor?” I backed around a stack of crates as I gave him directions, but he pressed forward.
“Do not run away, Young Lily.”
“Run?” I tittered anxiously. “I’m not running. But speaking of running, if the Roof Garden is too far, there’s always the American Wing Café. It’s right next to this Egyptian exhibit. You can’t miss it. Well, I’ve got a meeting to get to. I’ve really got to go.”
“You do not understand. Without my jars I must share your life force.”
“Share my…Well, see, that’s the thing, I’m using mine just now, thank you. Really wish I could help you, I do,” I said, realizing he’d backed me up against a wall of crates. When my backside hit the barrier, he smiled. Without a second thought, I blasted him in the face with the pepper spray. Howling, he doubled over. At the same time a wind began to swirl around him, lifting little pieces of dust and construction material into the air.
Panicked, I spun and ran toward the curtain. But before I reached it, the lights went out and I banged my knee against the golden sarcophagus. Stumbling to catch my balance, I heard him coming toward me. “Come back, Young Lily,” he groaned. “I need you.”
Oh, I don’t think so. There was no time for my eyes to adjust. Gripping my bag with one hand, I felt along the coffin until I’d skirted the massive object, and then hurried out as fast as I could. He followed me, emerging from the curtain just a few seconds after I did.
My open bag was bouncing, and pens and pencils scattered all over the floor. When my notebook fell out, I had to stop for it despite the danger. I chanced a look back.
Crazy model-boy was standing there, arms raised in the air, eyes closed. He was chanting like before, his voice echoing through the exhibit as I dashed toward the exit. A mysterious wind lifted my hair, blowing it around my face and blinding me as I ran. His words pierced my consciousness, like hieroglyphs being chiseled into stone. He chanted:
Protect me, God of the Morning Sun.
Rebuff those who work evil.
Turn aside this calamity.
With the power of my mouth,
The power in my heart,
I utter a spell.
As our forms are bound this day,
So are our lives.
Tirelessly, she will serve me
Whilst I serve Egypt.
As I wander this land,
Make light my feathers,
Make swift my wings,
Make steady my heart.
I take her strength of body,
And, in doing so,
Pledge to reward the gift given
Where I am unknown, she will attend.
Where I am alone, she will be.
Where I am weak, she will sustain,
Even unto death,
That the darkness might be locked away
And all things remain in the light of the everlasting sun.
My heart is firm.
My soul is triumphant.
My service is eternal.
I’d reached the exhibit doors, but the moment he finished, I was blasted backward onto the tile floor.
I had no idea what was happening. All I felt was pain. My heart beat erratically, and my stomach quivered with nausea when my lungs couldn’t take in air.
Did he shoot me? As I tried to fill my lungs, I felt around on my back. There was no blood. No bullet hole. Carefully, I stood up. I needed to get out. Now.
Reaching the side exit, I checked my watch. Eleven-thirty-five, just a few minutes late for my date. If I missed out on the pretty much mandatory lunch, I’d never hear the end of it from my dad. He wanted me to make friends with the daughters of some very important people he wanted to “work with,” meaning rub elbows with, in the future.
Darting through the foot traffic, I entered one of my favorite restaurants and was ushered to a table next to the large bay windows that looked out over the street. Sinking into the chair, I blew out a breath as three pairs of critical eyes stared me down. My classmates. Their perfectly plumped glossy lips made little O shapes as they set down their menus to study me.
“What happened to you?” Redhead asked.
“You look like something the cat dragged in,” said Blonde.
“Dragged in, scratched, coughed up in a hairball, and tinkled on, maybe,” added Blonder.
The girls laughed. “No, even better,” Blonde said. “You look like a windblown tourist left too long on an open-top bus. Aw…did you lose your map?” she added in a syrupy-sweet voice.
I smiled my best nice-to-see-you-but-I-really-want-to-kill-you smile at my three “friends,” but they were nowhere near finished.
“I mean, seriously, who did your hair this morning? Albert Einstein?”
“Yeah, and your clothes.” Blonder twitched her nose. “I’ve seen fewer wrinkles on a shar-pei.”
Redhead leaned over and picked at my shirt. “Is that sawdust?”
Grimacing, I replied, “Yes.”
“I knew it!” Blonde gasped facetiously. “Lilliana is having a secret affair with a rodeo clown.” All three girls burst out laughing.
“Well, that explains the hair,” said Redhead.
“Okay, back off. I’ve had a rough morning, all right?” Picking up the menu, I tried to covertly smooth my hair and brush some of the sawdust from my clothes. “I was involved in a hit-and-run at the museum,” I mumbled from behind the menu.
“You mean outside the museum?” Redhead asked with a hint of actual concern.
My lips twitched sheepishly. “No, I mean inside the museum.”
Blonder gasped for real this time and then lowered her voice. “Were you…mugged?”
In an instant, all three girls became very serious at the mention of the deep-seated fear they shared, which was to be the victim of a purse snatching. The belief that everyone else in the world had designs on their money and, for most of them, their person, was almost a required understanding at my elite private school.
“You poor thing,” Blonde clucked as Redhead rubbed my back for a minute, then quickly dusted off her fingers on her napkin. “You just relax. We’ll take care of you.”
While Blonde was going on about the merits of a new designer she loved, I stared absentmindedly out the window. Immediately, I felt something. My gut twisted, muscles spasming as my breath quickened for no apparent reason. Then, at the edge of the window, a man came into view. A man who was stopping traffic. A bald man wearing a white pleated skirt and no shoes.
Though New Yorkers are used to just about anything, the man caused a stir. The crowd parted for him as he tilted his head skyward, spinning in a circle to look at the surrounding buildings as if he’d never seen one before. When he stepped into traffic I stood up involuntarily.
Then a cab hit him.
“Cassie, Christy, Courtney, I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go.”
Picking up my bag in a panic, I ran out of the restaurant and into the street. A strange compulsion drew me toward this person who both fascinated and terrified me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to find him still among the living.
I pushed forward with alarming urgency, shoving people out of the way, even knocking a kid over to get to the man. What is wrong with me? It was like someone had taken over my body and I was just along for the ride.
When I finally wrenched my way to the man’s side, what I saw made me forget all about our first encounter. The impact from the taxi had sent him rolling into oncoming traffic, and he’d been struck at least twice. Blood dripped from his mouth and from a large gash on his head. Road rash ran down his side, and his feet were covered with cuts.
One of his hands was crushed, his very nice abdomen was already bruising, and his right shoulder was ripped up. Onlookers couldn’t seem to figure out what to do except take photographs with their phones.
“Back off!” I screamed uncharacteristically at the crowd. I started edging away a bit when some of them began turning their cameras on me. To be fair, they probably didn’t know what to make of the man. Heck, I didn’t know what to make of him myself. He was alert, which surprised me, considering the state of his body.
From the moment he saw me, his eyes, more amber now than green, never left my face. He was afraid, confused, and in pain. I could feel the emotions coming off him in waves, and the empathy it stirred within me was tangible. It licked my skin with a panicked heat. I felt as if my own body had just gone through the same painful experience. I had to help him.
Though severely injured, he tried to sit up as I approached. “I’ve found you, Young Lily,” he said, the words seeming to carry more weight, more meaning than just the obvious. He looked like an ancient warrior dying on a concrete battlefield.
Kneeling beside him, I touched the smooth skin of his arm lightly and, despite my uncertainty, said gently, “You sure did. And look what you’ve done to yourself.”
The fact that he was hurt, perhaps even dying, coupled with my strange new insight into his feelings made whatever remaining fearful thoughts I had about him dissipate, like little bubbles popping into watery nothingness in the bright sunshine.
He was still crazy, no question about that, but now I believed he was more a pitiable type of insane than an I’m-going-to-kill-you-slowly type. The dark menace and exaggerated sinister qualities I’d branded him with earlier seemed silly to me now. He looked so harmless lying in the street.
Moaning, he shifted and then hissed in pain. I guessed that his leg or maybe even his hip might be fractured. Pulling out my phone, I had just begun dialing 911, when he lifted his non-crushed hand. “Help me,” he pleaded.
I pointed to the phone. “That’s what I’m doing.”
“No.” He shook his head, closing his eyes as he gritted his teeth. After panting for a few seconds, he focused on me again. I stared into his eyes and felt inexplicably mesmerized. The noise of New York City washed away. The world ceased to exist except for the two of us, me and him. And for a moment I imagined sinking into the deep pools of his eyes and being lost forever. Oh, boy, what have I gotten myself into?
“Help me,” he repeated. His words snapped me out of the strange, dreamlike trance and the city’s sounds assaulted my ears once again. Automatically, I dropped my phone on the pavement, barely noticing the cover popping off, and reached for his hand.
A burning jolt seared through my fingers and into my veins, the pain bringing tears to my eyes, and I wondered if this was what electrocution felt like. I cried out between chattering teeth as a strange scent, like scorched perfume or incense, assaulted my nose. Just as quickly as it had come, the agony began to diminish, turning into a warm, tingling sensation that lifted my hair at its roots and caused wispy tendrils to float with a static charge. There seemed to be an invisible barrier between us and the crowd. Though they snapped pictures, no one approached.
My muscles trembled from aftershock. I felt wrung out, like I’d been shoved into a dryer and tumbled around until I emerged in a fried, wrinkled heap. Someone squeezed my hand.
My eyes flew open, and suddenly remembering where I was, I yanked my hand from the man’s grip. “What was that?” I demanded. The euphoria of being a Good Samaritan had abruptly faded, replaced by shock at what had just occurred between us.
“What did you do?” I half questioned, half accused. I felt as if I had been violated, but I couldn’t really figure out why, and the uncertainty brought fresh tears to my eyes.
He studied me for a moment, and I got the distinct impression that he regretted what he’d done. Not deigning to give me an answer, he sighed, wiping the blood off his lip, and carefully stood up, testing each leg as if unsure it would hold him. The people around us gasped in amazement, snapping dozens more pictures of this miracle man.
That he was healed enough to walk was not nearly as surprising as how he handled the crowd. He was model-tall, and since I was still kneeling, I had to crane my neck to see him. The sun was right over his head, which, from my perspective, gave him a halo effect so bright I could barely look at him.
Seeming to enjoy the attention he’d brought to himself, he nodded to the people, smiling as he turned in a slow circle to look at all of them.
When he was satisfied, he stuck out his hand imperiously. “Come, Young Lily,” he said in a rich voice. “There is much to do.”
I was about to tell him where he could go stick his arrogant attitude along with his sexy accent, when he gave me the piercing gaze again. My vision blurred as everything around me took on a dreamlike quality, the urge to fight leaving me just as quickly as it had come. Feeling very unlike myself, I gathered up my phone like I didn’t have a care in the world, shoved it into my bag, and allowed him to help me up.
Standing so abruptly made me woozy, and he put his hand on my back to steady me. I was uncomfortable with his forwardness and attempted to stagger away from him to wrestle my own way through the crowd, but he wouldn’t have it. “You will stay by my side, Young Lily.”
He took my hand and placed it on his arm, as if he were escorting me to a ball, before moving forward. The people parted like the Red Sea, and he strode through the crowd as boldly and as regally as a prophet. In the now filthy and torn pleated kilt-thing he very much looked the part.
As we walked, I tried to focus. I knew there was something very fishy going on and that my behavior was out of character, but I couldn’t seem to break away from the guy or the haze that I was swimming in. Still, I vowed that, miraculous recovery or not, he would have to think twice if he presumed I was going to morph into a faithful follower, despite my actions to the contrary.
When we reached the sidewalk, we passed my openmouthed trio of classmates, their noses pressed up against the restaurant’s glass wall.
“I am sorry to involve you in this, Young Lily, but it is necessary,” he said, after we were a few blocks from the incident.
“What exactly am I involved in?” I hissed, still uncomfortable around him and itchy to escape yet compelled to stay by his side.
He covered my hand with his now-healed one and sighed. “There is too much to explain, and this is not the right place.”
“Then what place would suit you in giving me an explanation?”
He pursed his lips and scanned our surroundings, taking in the skyscrapers with an amazed expression. “I do not know,” he said, shaking his head.
“What kind of an answer is that? And how did you heal? What did you do back there?”
With a grunt of frustration, he pulled me into the shadow of a building with enough roughness that I fell against him. My heart beat in a prickly half-fearful, half-excited way that was very unusual for me. My free hand was splayed over his chest and my skin tingled where it touched his. My body seemed to leach warmth from his. The guy was hot. Literally. Perhaps he was feverish.
The fact that I was now feeling feverish too irritated me. I didn’t go for dangerous guys, especially bald guys wearing skirts who I couldn’t figure out. He was different from any guy I had ever met.
As he squeezed my shoulders to help me regain my footing, he murmured, “You ask too many questions, Lily. Your thoughts are too busy. It is an extra distraction for me in a world already full of chaos.” He patted my shoulder gently. “Try to put your mind at ease. I mean you no harm.”
“That’s probably what all alien abductors say,” I muttered, wondering why my tightly controlled sarcastic thoughts were suddenly escaping my lips.
“I must rest for a few moments,” he explained matter-of-factly, and then easily let me go when I squirmed in his grip. He slid away a few inches so his body was fully enveloped in the hot sunshine and then leaned back and closed his eyes, trusting that I wouldn’t leave. I smiled, tightening my grip on my bag and preparing to run, only to find that I couldn’t lift my feet. What is going on? I thought. I needed to calm down. When I finally stopped thinking about leaving, I could take a step.
For several minutes, I tested my ability to move. I could walk in circles, sit on a nearby bench, walk over to a garbage can, but if I took too many steps away from him, my body seized up. It was like there was an invisible chain keeping me tethered to him. Something is seriously wrong with me!
I tried to flag down someone to explain that I was sort of a prisoner, but the words kept coming out wrong. Instead of pleading for help, I’d ask to borrow a pen. When I tried to report the man to a passing cop, I said, “Nice day, isn’t it, Officer?”
I needed to get away from him. No. That’s wrong. Why would I want to leave him? My mind seemed to be playing tricks on me. Eventually, I accepted the fact that I had to stay with him for the time being. When I did, I felt like I could breathe more easily and my thoughts became more focused. Sitting on the wooden bench, I studied him and waited, struggling to understand what kind of hold he had over me.
If I were like the other girls at my school, I would have been in tears, but instead, my mind filled with questions. This was how I dealt with stressful situations. I calmly thought things through until I found a solution.
How does a guy who has just been in a serious accident heal so quickly from his injuries? Who is he? What is this strange power he uses to manipulate me? What does he want from me? I rubbed my shoulder. I needed some pain reliever. The headache of all headaches was coming on; I could feel it inching up the back of my neck. And why do I feel like I’ve been run over by a freight train? I don’t even know this guy’s name.
After several minutes of watching him recline against the wall, I grew restless. Pulling out my notebook and pen, I turned to a fresh sheet of paper and then paused, not knowing where to start. He either didn’t mind or didn’t notice me studying him, so I took my time perusing his face.
He was handsome, but his good looks seemed…otherworldly. Even when a passing cloud shrouded him in shadow, his body appeared to glow. Not like a neon sign or anything like that; it wasn’t noticeable unless you were really paying attention, but there was a faint shimmer to him, as if he were in a constant spotlight.
I lifted my head to start drawing his picture, only to find him watching me with cool green eyes.
“It is time to go, Lily,” he announced.
“Go where?” I asked.
Squaring his impressive shoulders, he straightened to his full height and looked at the surrounding buildings. He studied both sides of the street as if assessing our options. “I do not know. I have never seen monuments of this size before.” Cocking his head, he queried, “What is the distance to Thebes?”
“Thebes?” I snickered softly. “Uh, let’s just say it’s a little farther than I would want to walk in these shoes.” I clapped both hands over my mouth, utterly shocked that I’d said exactly what I’d been thinking. Snarky, acerbic comments were definitely not mother-approved, and I’d worked hard over the years to develop the habit of waiting an extra moment before responding.
I’d long ago learned that my natural response to most situations was humor in one form or another, and there was no place in my parents’ circles for a quick-witted daughter.
Oblivious to my thoughts, he glanced down at my shoes, frowning. “Very well. We shall find another means of transportation.”
Leaving the wall, he approached me with catlike grace, hand stretched out. I jerked my head away and he appeared hurt by my action.
“Remain still,” he said softly, stroking my cheek lightly. His fingertips felt like they were filled with liquid sunshine, and at his touch, heat seemed to seep into my cheekbones. I got the distinct impression he was assessing my body, and not in a boy-checking-out-girl way.
“You are weakened,” he said finally. “The accident has diminished our strength. We both need sustenance.”
“There’s that word again.”
Cocking his head, he asked, “Is there a different word you would prefer?”
“No, it’s fine, as long as I’m not the one on your menu,” I quipped uncertainly.
“I do not consume human flesh. Is this practice common in your city?”
“Uh, no.”
He looked relieved. “That is good. I would rather starve on my sojourn.”
“Well, at least I can cross ‘cannibal’ off the list. I was worried you were going to slice me up into little pieces and pull out your sauté pan.” His brows lowered in concentration and then lifted as his mouth curved up into a genuine smile. His expression was so bright and full of delight that I found myself wanting to bask in the display. It was as if he’d been covered by storm clouds, but in that brief moment the sun peeked through, warming me in a way that made me want to see him smile all over again.
I’d been very wrong in my initial assessment of him. He wasn’t a cover model, a lunatic, an axe murderer, or any of the other labels I’d tried to make fit. The power that settled on his shoulders didn’t come from money or good looks, though it was obvious he had at least one of those. No, this guy’s confidence wasn’t based on a superiority complex. It wasn’t superficial.
“Perhaps later,” he said with a twitch of his lips. “Tell me, what harvests are gathered in this iron city? I do not see farms, but I smell food everywhere.”
Harvests?
Taking hold of my hands and pulling me up from the bench, he asked, “Will you help me find it, Lily?”
I got the sense he was asking for much more than directions to the nearest fast-food joint, and was suddenly sure of a few things. First, he was way out of his element, literally a stranger in a strange land. Second, although he was definitely comfortable in his own skin, he was experiencing moments of confusion and doubt, which made him unsure of himself and hesitant, and he chafed at those feelings. Third, he really seemed to need me. That above all else rang loud and clear.
Maybe the solution was simple. Perhaps if I just bought him a burger and pointed him in whatever direction he needed to go, this pseudo-hypnosis thing would end, we could amicably part ways, and I could head home and try to make sense of all this. I hypothesized that perhaps some unknown force had brought the two of us together, and my role as this guy’s guardian angel would soon be over. If that wasn’t the case, I had no idea what was going on.
I often found that the most obvious solution was the right one. He wanted to eat, so I’d feed him and then take it from there.
“Well”—I scanned the street for a place to eat—“in New York City they have a little bit of everything.”
“This city is called New York?”
“Yes,” I said slowly, watching his expression. If he was playing at not knowing where he was, he was an exemplary actor.
“Excellent,” he said. “Take me, then, to a little bit of everything.”
I gave his skirt a pointed look. “Um, I think the only place you would fit the dress code for would be a hot dog stand.”
Wrinkling his nose, he exclaimed, “You eat…dogs? That is almost as bad as people!”
“No!” I snickered. “Boy, you are from out of town. Hot dogs are made from pork or beef.”
“Ah, I understand. Then I would like a hot…dog.”
“You got it, Ali Baba.”
“Why do you call me this?”
“I have to call you something. You still haven’t told me your name.”
I spotted a food cart across the street and indicated for him to follow me to the crosswalk. He tagged along placidly, and while we waited to cross, he said, “Amon. My name is Amon.”
“Right. Amon.” He didn’t pronounce it like Ammon. His version was a much more swoon-inducing “Ah-moan,” providing, of course, that one would swoon over a guy who was obviously not all there. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Amon from Thebes.”
“I am not from Thebes.”
“No?”
“I was born in Itjtawy in the time of the Dark One’s reign.”
“Right. And Itjtawy is in what country, exactly?”
“You would likely know my land as Egypt.”
Really, why did the good-looking, interesting guys always have to end up being MIA upstairs? His body had reached cruising altitude, but the pilot had obviously called in sick. “So should I call you Pharaoh Amon or King Amon?” I teased, playing along.
“I was to be a king, but the time of the pharaohs was after my own.”
“Uh-huh.” This was getting easier. I finally felt like I was getting back in control. “Well, that’s okay. You shouldn’t feel bad. Titles don’t make the man. Am I right?”
Amon folded his arms across his chest and regarded me. “You are laughing at me.”
“Never. I wouldn’t mock an almost-king-slash-non-pharaoh.”
His expression was doubtful and a little more shrewd than I felt comfortable with, but he let it go, watching the action on the street instead. He seemed fascinated by the traffic—the honking, noisy, fist-waving, tire-screeching action. It was almost like he’d never seen a car before. Which was impossible. There were maybe—maybe—only a handful of people in the entire world who didn’t know what a car was.
When the light changed, Amon waited for the traffic to come to a stop. He didn’t move until I took his hand.
“Come on!” I entreated. “The light will change soon and the drivers don’t really care if you’re still in the way.”
After I mentioned the possibility of another accident, he rushed forward, gripping my hand and tugging me along as he weaved quickly among the other pedestrians to get safely to the other side. “I do not trust those golden chariots,” he declared, while giving the taxis the evil eye.
“Yeah, well, travel by golden chariot is pretty much essential in Manhattan.”
“I thought you said we were in the city of New York,” he said as I guided him to the hot dog cart.
“We are. Manhattan is the name of the island.”
“Island?” he mumbled. “We are indeed far from Thebes.”
“Yes, we are,” I said in an exaggerated voice as if I were talking to a child. Gently, I patted his arm as if he were an invalid. “So let’s get you a hot dog, put my phone back together, and call social services to come pick you up.” I hadn’t decided on a course of action until that moment, but it felt like the right one. I was suddenly exhausted. This guy was in need of more help than I could give him, and I wanted to remedy the situation as soon as possible.
“Why is there a service to lift people? I can walk. Ah…you mean a litter. Yes, that is appropriate.”
“Indeed it is.” I smiled at him, utterly confused by our conversation.
“Whaddya want?” the hot dog vendor barked after giving Amon the once-over.
“Two dogs with the works and a soda,” I replied.
Amon, if that was his real name, stood right behind me as if guarding my back from the people passing. He watched with curiosity as the vendor got my order together. When the vendor was finished I handed Amon the food before fishing out a ten-dollar bill from my wallet. After stuffing the change into the guy’s tip jar, I walked Amon to an empty bench and put my bag between us as he began fiddling with the hot dog wrapper.
Amon took a bite and seemed to like what he tasted, but when I unscrewed the top of the soda bottle things really got interesting. He chugged a mouthful of soda and a second later he was choking on CO2, soda spraying everywhere as his eyes watered.
I grabbed some napkins from the vendor and began cleaning the soda from Amon’s chest and arms.
He was looking at me with a half-frustrated, half-amused expression. “I can take care of it, Young Lily.”
Cupping my hand, he wriggled the wad of napkins from between my fingers while I blushed violently and apologized. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to do that.”
He took both the sticky soda and my fumbling words in stride. Still, I forced myself to look away as he finished cleaning up because I was enjoying the process just a little too much. Being physically attracted to Mr. Almost-King/Non-Pharaoh just wasn’t acceptable, and I refused to allow even a glimmer of interest to take root.
When he was done cleaning his chest, Amon thrust the soda bottle into my hands. “This drink is vile. Is there no juice of the grape, or perhaps water?”
“Hold on.” I left and returned a moment later with some bottled water. “Here. Now, why don’t you tell me how you came to be in New York and yet have never heard of the place?” Instead of answering me, he drained his beverage.
Raising the empty bottle, he exclaimed, “This water is more delicious than the soft kisses from the daubed lips of a dozen nubile maidens.”
Suddenly, I couldn’t remember what I’d just asked him. Seeing that my only response was to stare at him like I’d forgotten how to think, which, incidentally, wasn’t too far from the truth, he waved a hand to get my attention. “May I have more, Lily? My throat is as dry as a sandstorm in the desert.”
What a coincidence. My throat had suddenly gone dry, too. “Uh…sure.”
Leaving my bag on the bench beside him, I pulled out some cash and headed back to the vendor. When I turned around, my hands full of bottles, I saw a man in a hoodie grab my backpack and begin to run. Seriously? Is this the day I’m having? Surely I’m being punked!
“Hey!” I shouted, and immediately dropped the bottles, two of which split, spraying their contents on my legs. Without a second thought, I ran after the thief.
“Stop him!” I called out, and was pleased to see several pedestrians make an effort to slow the thief down. Before I reached him, the man abruptly halted in his tracks, as if he had no control over his body. He turned around to face me as a voice behind me said, “You will return her belongings.”
I grunted, “Not now, Amon. I can handle this.” To the thief, I proclaimed, “Give it back and I won’t call the cops.”
The thief nodded, his eyes glazed over, and passed me my bag. Afterward, he started as if jerking awake and lunged through the crowd, desperate to get away. Glancing briefly at Amon, I shook my head in disbelief and unzipped my bag to check its contents.
Once again a crowd had gathered around us, and Amon played to the masses. Some people even cheered, and Amon raised his hands, seeming to enjoy the praise.
Everything accounted for, I angrily zipped my bag closed and swung it over my shoulder. “Unbelievable,” I muttered to myself. “I mean, really. Un-freaking-believable! Craziest day ever!”
I spun around, very much needing to get away from everyone. Amon quickly caught up. “Where are we going, Young Lily?”
“I don’t know where you’re going, but I’m going home.”
“To your home?”
“Yes.”
He matched my stride easily even though I was practically running by now. At the corner, I raised my hand to hail a cab and one immediately pulled over.
As I yanked open the door, Amon said warily, “I do not trust the golden chariots.”
I sighed and turned back around. “Look, the best thing for you to do is to head back to the museum. It’s a straight shot down, six blocks or so. Ask for Tony. He’s a friend of mine. Tell him you’re trying to get to Thebes and they’ll help you out. He can get you another hot dog and put it on my tab.”
“I do not understand, Young Lily. You wish for me to leave you?”
“Yes. I need to go home, take a bath, and sleep for a long time.”
“Then I will go with you.”
“No, you—”
“Hey, you coming or not?” the impatient driver asked.
“Hold your chariot!” I shouted back, adding bellowing at cabbies to my new repertoire.
The driver shut up and satisfied himself after that with giving me annoyed looks.
At Amon’s expectant expression, I lost it. There was already enough pressure on me without adding this guy to the mix. It was time to get off the insane train. Last stop. Everybody off.
Rubbing my temples, I explained, “I’m really sorry, but I just can’t do this, whatever this is, anymore. My head hurts. I was almost robbed. I had to eat lunch with the Three Weird Sisters. I channeled so much static electricity that my mouth tastes like the outside of a burned marshmallow. And to top it all off, I’ve been escorting the Captain of Crazytown around New York. Do you see why I need to go home?”
Amon brushed a fingertip against my cheek, like he had earlier, and, with a very subdued demeanor, he nodded. “Yes. I understand. You must rest tonight.”
“Will you be okay?”
“I will not come to any harm, Lily.”
“Good.” The weight of responsibility for him was like a heavy blanket that suddenly slipped from my shoulders. Still, I bit my lip and called out as he turned away, “Wait!”
Riffling through my wallet, I pulled out several twenties and pressed them into his hand. “If you get hungry or thirsty, give the hot dog man one of these.”
“Hakenew,” he said as he tightened his fist, crushing all the bills in the middle. At my look of confusion, he clarified, “My thanks.”
“Ah. Well, goodbye. And, good luck.”
“May luck be with you as well,” he replied.
Climbing into the cab, I shut the door, telling the driver to head to Central Park. As he waited for the traffic to clear so he could pull out, Amon gripped the frame where the window was rolled down and leaned closer to talk to me.
“Young Lily?” he asked.
“Yes?”
He gave me one of his special sunlit smiles. “You have the heart of a sphinx.”
I was about to ask him what that meant, when the driver pulled away. Amon stared after me as the distance between us increased, and despite the certainty of my decision to leave him there, I remained uncomfortably twisted in my seat, watching until he was swallowed up in the jumble of people moving like ants through the dark jungle of Manhattan.
As the driver turned the corner, bringing Central Park back into view, I asked him to drop me off at the Hotel Helios, my home. When I was young we’d lived in the suburbs and my parents would take the train into Manhattan every day. But as soon as my mother got her big promotion and my father scored a huge moneymaking deal, they traded in our upscale, more-rooms-than-we-knew-what-to-do-with suburban home for an even more upscale, snooty penthouse that was easily ten times the price and had even more rooms that we never used.
There were definite perks to living in Manhattan, and even more perks to living in a hotel—like maid service, room service at all hours, doormen, valets, access to the hotel pool, the steam room, and the gym. Still, it was hard for me to think of this residence as a home.
The streets of New York were constantly filled with noise. A drilling, jackhammering, honking, police-whistling, bus-squeaking, and exhaust-hissing cacophony that never faded. Then there was also the fact that “homes” in NYC came with apartment numbers and shared walls with various eateries, or, in my case, floor levels and room service. And then add to that, that my parents preferred to keep our residence looking magazine perfect, stiff, and unlived in. I didn’t crave a place where the grass was greener—heck, I just wanted grass, period. It was no wonder I felt a bit disenchanted.
To me, a home was a quiet place with a yard, a fence, and a dog. And not one of those sissy dogs that ride in purses, either. A real home needed a real dog, like maybe a German shepherd or a Doberman—a big dog that would slobber all over its owner, dig up the yard, and wait patiently by the window to welcome its master home.
Now, my grandmother’s farm was the perfect place for a dog. I had fond memories of chasing her various pets through fields of tall grass, wet noses being pushed into my hands, the smell of sun and wind and wood and fur as I kissed the tops of their heads and played with their ears. She’d had several dogs over the years, but her last dog, Bilbo, had recently died of old age and she didn’t have the heart to replace him yet.
As soon as the driver pulled up, Herb, the hotel doorman, made his way over and opened my door.
“Did you have a nice day, Miss Young?” he asked politely.
I allowed him to help me out. “Herb, it was one of the worst days of my entire existence. You wouldn’t even believe me if I told you,” I said as I squeezed his hand.
Chuckling, Herb walked me to the hotel’s golden doors. “I’d believe anything you told me. You aren’t one of those dramatic young women always vying for attention.”
I laughed. “Well, drama can sneak up on you, Herb. I have officially received more attention today than I’d ever want. The result is a killer migraine and a hankering for chocolate. Have a nice evening.”
“You too, Miss Young. I hope you feel better.” He gave me a puzzled look before opening the door.
“Me too,” I replied over my shoulder as I entered the hotel. When did the lights get to be so bright? I squinted to minimize the stabbing pain behind my eyeballs as I made my way through the lobby toward the private elevators, where Stan stood guard and let me up to floor fifty-two.
There was nothing modest about the place where I lived. My parents owned the entire floor and had spared no expense in decorating it with highly fashionable pieces—rugs selected by famed interior decorators, art that was carefully chosen not only to complement the rooms but also to show potential clients, tastefully, just how much money we had, and a big-enough-to-get-lost-in refrigerator disguised to look like an expensive cabinet—items that were as cold and impersonal as the rooms themselves. My bedroom being the only exception. That was the only place I felt comfortable enough to kick my shoes off and drop my keys on the table.
One of the only purchases my parents had made that I actually liked was a Chihuly chandelier, which hung in the dining room. It felt chaotic somehow, which was a very unique feeling in my otherwise straitlaced life. The softly lit golden balls, drawn curlicue ribbons, and twirled shells had a wild kind of beauty that beckoned me to stretch beyond myself, to use the heat of experience to shape the grains of sand in the emotional desert that was my life into something as rich and precious as the Chihuly’s spun glass.
As I entered the kitchen, I called out, “Marcella, are you here?” The only sound I heard in reply was the fading echo of my voice in this empty tomb of a home. Selecting a perfectly chilled diet ginger ale from the fridge, I headed to my room, my sanctuary in what I liked to call “the ice palace.” When I entered, I let my bag fall heavily to the floor and leaned over to undo the buckles on my sandals.
I loved my room. I’d decorated it in cream, ivory, and the palest shades of pink. The bed and nightstand were a tawny gold and carved in a style reminiscent of Victorian England. The posts at each corner of the bed curved in beautiful arches, with sheer curtains hanging from them in soft folds.
One side of the room was floor-to-ceiling windows, which led out to my own private veranda with a magnificent view of Central Park. The opposite wall was offset with geometric shapes: frosted glass squares and rectangles in various sizes that were lit from behind with muted pink lights.
Catching a glimpse of myself in the huge gilt mirror convinced me that a bath was absolutely necessary before I climbed into bed. I padded across the room, my feet sinking into the thick carpet. I staggered toward the bathroom, massaging the back of my neck along the way.
My shoulders were stiff and sore, especially the left one. The throbbing in my head was getting worse, and to top it all off, my skin felt slightly swollen and itchy. I ran my tongue over my lips and tasted a coppery tang, as if my lips had been bleeding. Maybe I’m allergic to something, I thought. Probably all that ancient dust in the museum.
I popped four ibuprofen, then stared at my reflection and got an up-close view of just how haggard I looked from every possible angle.
“How about that? The Twisted Sisters were right. I do look like something the cat coughed up.”
Praying that the ibuprofen would work its magic quickly, I sank into the luxurious tub and commenced scrubbing. The hot, bubbly water made me realize just how tired I was. With my head cushioned by a thick towel, I fell asleep. It didn’t seem like I’d been out for very long when my eyes suddenly snapped open.
The windows were frosted for privacy, so light could come in and heat would be deflected but no one could see inside. The spa-style shower, closed off with a wall of etched glass, functioned in a similar way, letting in light but allowing only an opaque view of the person bathing.
I hadn’t bothered to turn on the lights because I wanted to enjoy the warmth from the setting sun, a rare treat in a town full of skyscrapers. That was one of the biggest perks about living in a skyscraper near Central Park. The dimming light must have been playing tricks on my eyes, though, because, for a moment, it seemed as if someone was there, moving in the shadows.
After staring fixedly at the spot for a solid minute, I decided it must have been the clouds that caused the shifting shades; either that or the long shadows of the buildings across the park. I settled my head back against the towel. “Paranoid much?” I mumbled.
I tried to relax and enjoy, but the perfectly warm water chilled me. Darkness seemed to leach the sunlight from the room, and I suddenly felt as if I were entombed in a large sarcophagus instead of reclining in a spacious tub. A strong scent of incense mixed with the sharpness of coppery blood. I heard the faint sound of someone sobbing and then a scream. Gasping, I sat straight up, causing water to slosh in violent waves that spilled over the rim and onto the marble platform.
With a burst of energy, I scrambled out of the tub and stood staring at it in horror. Trembling, water pooling at my feet, I pushed my dripping hair out of my eyes, and tried to calm my breathing and slow my heart rate. What is wrong with me? I’d never heard of migraines causing hallucinations, but I supposed it could happen. An even more logical explanation would be that I’d nodded off and had a bad dream.
Maybe I have low blood sugar. I’d had only tea before heading off to the museum. That must be it. Low blood sugar, I rationalized, chalking the experience up to delusions due to hunger, but even after pushing the crazy things that had happened that day to the back of my mind, I couldn’t deny that something very strange was going on.
Unplugging the drain and deciding to let our housemaid, Marcella, clean up—something very abnormal for me, and something I knew she would devise a secret punishment for later—I wrapped a thick towel around my hair, slid on my plush robe, and headed to my room, taking a seat at my desk.
The first thing I did was extricate the giant mishmash of papers that I’d stuffed into my bag when I made my hasty retreat from the museum. After sorting and stacking them into neat little piles and placing them on the corner of my desk for easy access, I felt much better. There was something about those piles, along with lists that had heavy black checkmarks and calendars with full days crossed off, that gave me a sense of control and, even more, a sense of achievement.
Perhaps I was more my parents’ daughter than I liked to believe. The organized me, the meticulous me, the good little soldier, fit perfectly into their lifestyle, and I seemed to find comfort of sorts in the routine. Though in my heart I longed for some chaos and adventure, the truth was that I very much depended on order to function.
Opening my notebook, I found the page where I’d begun the sketch of Amon. I tried to tackle drawing his face but kept erasing his features, frustrated that I couldn’t get them right.
Why I was so picky about Amon, I didn’t know. Eventually, I gave up and just drew the outline of his head.
I heard the ding of the elevator, followed by the staccato clicking of high-heeled shoes indicating that my mother was home. I’d been focused on Amon’s sketch far longer than I thought. My mother ducked her head into my room, and the flowery fragrance she always wore tickled my nose.
“Mother,” I said, not lifting my head from my sketch.
She entered my room and put a hand on my robe-clad shoulder. “How was your day? Herb said it was a rough one.”
I shrugged in response and tried to remind myself that Herb was just looking out for me, while Mother picked up a college brochure, homing in on the one she found least desirable. I could almost hear the frown in her words as she perused the paper. “I see you’ve been giving some thought to your choices.”
“Yes. I haven’t decided on anything yet, though.”
Squeezing my shoulder in a way I found more controlling than comforting, she said, “I’m sure you’ll select the right option.” She undid the clasp on her necklace and began taking off her bracelets as she queried, “How did your meeting about the senior class project go?”
“It ended abruptly.”
“So I heard.”
Twisting in my chair to look at her, I asked, “Who called?”
“Cassie’s mom. Cassie was worried about you. She said you left the meeting to help some boy in the street?”
To the layperson, my mother probably sounded genuinely concerned, but I felt the bitter sting of her disapproval and immediately attempted to placate her. “It wasn’t as dramatic as she made it sound.”
“Oh?” was the only response. A single syllable that conveyed a myriad of meanings carefully dropped into the conversation. It was an old television producer’s trick used to make guests uncomfortable enough to fill the silence, and potentially hang themselves in the effort. Though I was aware of my mother’s interview technique, I rose to the bait.
“She’s right that there was a boy in the street, but what she didn’t say was that there had been an accident. He was badly hurt.”
“And you were attempting to help,” she said with a raised eyebrow, more an accusation than a question.
“I didn’t feel there was a choice,” I remarked, giving a direct, if not fully truthful, answer.
“Weren’t there any police around? Didn’t someone call an ambulance?”
“I don’t know. He was gone before any authorities arrived.”
“I thought he was badly hurt.”
“He was. But…he stumbled away.” My voice drifted off lamely.
Her keen eyes spotted my notebook and she pulled it closer, trailing her finger down the page. “Is this your mystery boy?”
I nodded while laying my arm over the notes about him at the bottom, hoping it would be interpreted as a casual, nonconcealing gesture.
“Hmm. Perhaps I should place a few calls, try to track him down so he can get some medical help.”
She was heading into the realm of making Amon her business, and I couldn’t allow it. It wasn’t that she would do something to hurt him, but my mother had very strong feelings about people needing to be shuffled into what she considered their proper place.
In her care Amon would likely end up in an institution. I wasn’t sure he didn’t belong in one, but the idea of him being put away felt very wrong. Needing to throw her off the trail by agreeing, I swallowed thickly and squeaked, “I’m sure he could use it.”
I experienced a brief moment of panic as she hesitated over my sketchbook. If she decided to confiscate it, I didn’t know what I’d do. Instead, she closed it and pushed it to the corner of my desk.
“You know how tolerant I am of your little hobbies,” she began. “I just hope that you weren’t rushing into a dangerous situation for the sake of documenting someone…new?” Her sentence was part command, part warning, and part query. Smiling back, I just shook my head, as if the notion were entirely unwarranted.
After a painful moment of my mother’s scrutiny, during which I was sure she could somehow read my mind and discover each and every little secret thought, she dropped the subject and gave me her social-media smile. A small part of me was panicked that she would search for footage of the incident with Amon.
As long as I didn’t jostle the frame too much, I could safely cross between the world my parents lived in and the world I’d fashioned for myself. The incident with Amon was the most dangerous, and admittedly exciting, thing that had ever happened to me, and as much as I wanted him to find his home, and he could probably do so with their help, I also wanted to keep the events of the day all to myself.
“Well, we have a little humanitarian in the family, then, don’t we?”
Quickly, I turned my grimace into a small smile and hoped my mother didn’t notice the difference.
“Just be sure to reschedule your meeting,” she continued. “You know how important it is to your father.”
“Yes. I know. I’ll give the Weird Sis…the girls a call tonight.”
Her eyes narrowed shrewdly. She caught my sarcastic slip but magnanimously chose to ignore it. “That’s my girl.” She smiled, patting my cheek as if I were a prize pony, before turning and disappearing for the evening.
Letting out a deep sigh of relief that the interrogation was over, I stood and groaned, massaging my lower back. I felt like an old lady. Even worse, like an old lady who had been run over by a car. Little prickles of pain erupted all over my back, sending goose bumps of aches up and down my body, which made me feel like a porcupine being kicked around by a tiger—bristly, dizzy, and slightly gnawed-on.
Deciding to skip dinner and retire early so as to stave off whatever bug had invaded my system, I climbed into my four-poster bed and settled in, hoping for a long, rejuvenating sleep. Instead, I dreamed of strange things. Large, colorful beetles crawled up my arms and kept coming no matter how many times I brushed them off. I sank into a murky river full of snapping crocodiles. And then, when I thought I could stand the nightmares no more, I was wrenched into a dark place where an unseen evil tried to pry away something that was precious and perfect.
I woke abruptly at dawn as air shifted over the bed, and I sensed movement by the French doors. The sheer curtains billowed in the breeze, and I could hear the comforting sounds of beeping trucks many stories below. I must’ve opened the door to the terrace last night, I thought.
Rubbing my arms, I stepped into a pair of soft slippers and padded toward the door. Dew coated the wrought-iron patio furniture. Stepping onto the veranda, I caught the scent of the planted flowers in their hanging boxes and inhaled deeply as I looked out over the park.
I rubbed the head of the large stone falcon that the hotel had placed there long before we moved in. I believed, though I’d never admit it, that the gesture brought me luck. There was one bird guarding each side of the hotel—north, south, east, and west. My personal falcon seemed to be watching over Central Park, protecting it like a gargoyle, and sometimes I liked to imagine that he was watching over me, too.
Pink rays of sun hit my skin, and though my body still ached and my head throbbed painfully, I swore that just standing in the sun siphoned off some of the pain. I heard the flutter of wings behind me and would have immediately shooed away the pigeons if standing in the sun hadn’t felt so perfect.
Gripping the balustrade, I closed my eyes, basking in the feeling and momentarily forgetting my surroundings until I heard an all-too-familiar voice. “The sun makes us feel strong, Young Lily. As I am bound to it, you are bound to me.”
Whirling around, I whispered in an incredulous voice, “Amon? What are you doing up here? Wait. No. More important, how did you get up here?” I kept my voice low as I glanced nervously at the open door to my room. It was unlikely my parents or Marcella would be checking on me so early, but then again, they enjoyed changing up the routine every once in a while to keep me off guard.
“I need you, Lily,” he said simply.
“What you really need is to go home,” I replied. “Look, why don’t I just call the police and see if they can locate someone who knows you?” I turned toward the veranda door.
“No.” His quiet command stopped me, and I felt a familiar warm glow filter through my mind, just like when I hadn’t been able to leave him in the street. When I made the mental decision not to call the police, I regained control of my limbs.
My eyes lifted to his questioningly and I felt his emotions rise within me. “You don’t have a home anymore, do you?”
“My home has long since turned to dust.”
Tilting my head, I asked, “Are you controlling me with hypnosis?”
“What does that mean?”
“You know, like taking over my mind, making me your Renfield?”
He concentrated on my eyes and then raised his eyebrows as if he’d discovered the answer to a question. “Ah, I understand,” he said. Pacing behind the couch, he clasped his hands behind his back. “The answer I would give you is, not exactly. It is not my intention to make you a slave to my will, Young Lily.”
The dawn light spilled over Amon’s body, giving his skin a warm glow. Though it was definitely strange and all kinds of wrong to find him not only in the building I lived in but also on the same floor and just outside my room, I was surprised that I felt happy to see him, crazy stalker or not.
If I’d been logical, I would have been figuring out a way to alert the police or, at the very least, building security, but my desire to do so was weak, and I couldn’t bring myself to feel anything but relief. Amon, too, seemed reassured upon seeing me unharmed.
Of course, I also had to acknowledge that his answer to my Renfield question was “not exactly,” which meant that I was somehow bound to him like Renfield had been to Dracula. It was entirely possible that he was placing these placating thoughts in my head. Did I really trust him, or was he just coercing me to feel that way? At the same time, if I couldn’t rely on my own emotional response, what could I trust?
I took a few steps forward and then stopped, my mind at war with my feelings. Sunshine pooled around Amon, and I swore I could almost see the heat radiating from his body. The cold that had seeped into me since my bath hadn’t gone away, despite the thick down comforter I’d buried myself under when I went to bed, but Amon looked all kinds of warm—like a hot summer day at the beach mixed with sun-kissed tropical breezes all wrapped up in a heated blanket.
He appeared to sense my thoughts and smiled, his teeth dazzling and bright against his golden skin as he stretched out a hand. For a moment, I wondered if that warmth of his would encompass me, too, if I held on to him. But I immediately gritted my teeth, determined not to allow him to manipulate me, and stood my ground.
Folding my arms across my chest, I suppressed a shiver and hissed, “Answer my question. How did you get up here?”
Amon lowered his hand and frowned. “The man who guards the golden box showed me how to find you.”
“Stan?” I shook my head. “No. That’s not possible.”
He gave me a long look and sighed. “Many more things are possible than you can imagine, Lily.”
Apparently. And now common sense told me I needed to get away. I backed up a few steps and sidled a little closer to the open glass door. “What do you want from me, anyway? Why are you following me?”
“We are…connected, Lily.”
“Connected,” I repeated flatly.
“Yes. I have done a spell that has tied my ka to yours.”
“Your ka? What the heck is that?”
“Ka is like…” He slapped his palm against his head and walked away, his white skirt swishing around his muscular thighs.
With his back turned to me, I got a good view of his broad shoulders and his strong arms, which were only slightly less distracting than his wide chest and very nice abs. I shook my head to clear it. Was he really the most attractive guy I’d ever seen, or was he just manipulating me into believing that he was?
He spun around quickly and though he didn’t seem to notice my gaze redirecting from his body to his face, my cheeks burned. This time I didn’t get the sense that he was aware that I found him attractive. I frowned as I acknowledged that those feelings had come from my own head and not his.
“It’s like a life force,” he continued. “My life force is tied to yours.”
“I still don’t understand. Are you trying to say we’re soul mates?”
“Mates?” This time color stained his cheeks. “No. We are not coupled in that way.”
I couldn’t help it. I snickered. Biting my lip, I wondered if I should be glad or insulted that he didn’t like me like that.
Amon suddenly seemed nervous and dropped his eyes. “Your”—he gestured to my midsection—“inner workings, your viscera—the stomach, lungs, liver, intestines, even your heart—are linked to mine. This connection has caused you pain. I am sorry for this, but I was desperate. You see, I cannot survive long in this world without my jars of death, and since—”
I held up my hand. “Wait. A. Minute,” I said, punctuating each word. “Are you saying that you’re borrowing my ‘inner workings’ because you couldn’t find your canopic jars?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re serious?”
“Yes.”
There wasn’t even a hint on his face to say he was anything but sincere. All right. I decided to go along with the craziness for just a moment and try to figure out what exactly was getting lost in translation. At least I was now getting some answers.
“So you’re saying that I’ve been feeling sick because of this spell you cast.”
“Your thoughts are correct.”
“And so…you’re what, exactly? An organ vampire?” A mind-melding vampire was something I understood if not believed in.
“I do not understand ‘vampire.’ ”
“You know. A bloodsucker. A garlic hater. Turns into a bat. A sparkly demon that avoids sunlight. That sort of thing.”
“I do not avoid sunlight; the sun strengthens me. And I do not drink blood.”
“Uh-huh. So that makes you a…” I did the mom trick and waited for him to fill in the blank, but he just stood there looking at me.
“Okay,” I said, embracing my inner sarcasm. “Then choose the answer that best applies to you. ‘I am (a) crazy, (b) a tanning-slash-workout junkie, (c) an ax murderer looking for a place to put his organs, or (d) a figment of Lily’s very inventive imagination.’ ”
He frowned. “I am lucid of mind, Lily. I do not understand ‘tanning,’ and the only lives I have ever taken were those of evil men.”
I was about to ask a question about the killing of evil men when Amon strode boldly toward me. Again, I found I couldn’t move, though his increasing proximity was setting off alarms in my brain. He gently pressed his palm to my cheek and gazed at me with eyes greener than the grass in Ireland.
Instantly, I became aware of his unique scent—liquid amber with a kiss of cashmere and a hint of myrrh warmed in the sun. I liked it. A lot. I didn’t want to. My cheek burned where his palm rested, and I found I couldn’t turn away from him.
With the utmost earnestness, he asked, “Does my touch prove to you that I am a real man and not someone found only in your dreams?”
My throat had suddenly gone dry. I made an effort to swallow and reply, but instead I focused on his full lips and merely nodded, especially when I realized that I didn’t really know how to answer his question.
His hand slipped down my face to cup my chin, and he studied my expression for a moment before saying, “You do not need to fear me, Lily. You are hurting because of my actions. Please let me help.”
After he said that, I was able to focus once again on the throbbing at the base of my neck, the ache in my limbs, and the nauseating quiver in my stomach. I nodded, confused but trusting at that moment, despite the other half of my mind protesting to the contrary.
Amon took a step closer, miles of bare chest mere inches from me, and even without coming into full-body contact, I felt prickles of warmth sink into my frame like I’d been shot with little solar arrows.
Closing his eyes, Amon placed his hands on my neck and cupped it gently. The thought briefly occurred to me that I might soon be strangled, but he held me as carefully as a butterfly. He began murmuring and his hands burned in a VapoRub kind of way. My skin tingled as heat ran through my body, shutting off the pain and leaving a blessed numbness in its wake.
When Amon lifted his head and staggered back a few steps, I could see the cost of whatever it was he had done. His golden skin now had a gray, pasty tinge and his bright eyes looked tired, more brown than green.
Sinking on to the nearest piece of patio furniture, Amon buried his face in his hands, his chest rising and falling quickly, his breathing as shallow as if he had just run a race.
“What did you do?” I asked, trying to make sense of what had happened.
“I gave back some of the energy I stole. Unfortunately, it is only a temporary reprieve, Young Lily.”
“Temporary?”
“Yes. The pain will return, but I will share the burden of it for as long as I am able. You must believe that it was never my desire for you to share my fate.”
“Look, I’m not really following you, fate-wise. I’m just going to assume that you did some kind of hypnotherapy on me, and it worked. So thank you. I feel much better.”
After a brief moment of hesitation, I sank onto the cushion next to him. His emotions tasted bitter. Assuming he was telling the truth and we were connected, then what I was feeling now could, in theory, be coming from him. Pain. Weakness. And something else…something beneath the surface. It finally came to me: loneliness. As quickly as I made sense of it, the emotion was smothered.
“Do not delve too deeply, Young Lily.” Amon leaned his head back against the cushion and added softly, “You may not like what you find.”
He closed his eyes, long lashes casting shadows across his cheekbones. Tentatively, I pressed the back of my hand against his forehead. His skin, which had been full of heat a mere moment before, had turned as cold as ice. “You’re freezing,” I declared.
I rushed into my room and scooped up my down comforter, stopping to close and lock my bedroom door just in case a parental figure decided to check on me, and headed back to the veranda. After tucking the comforter around Amon, I asked, “Were you serious when you said the sun makes you stronger?”
“Yes, Lily,” he whispered.
“All right, then. Let’s get you back into the sun.” I didn’t understand what was happening between us, but his weakness had created an even stronger tangible pull. It was gentle but persistent. It came at me in little waves, slowly sapping my strength.
“Your thoughts are correct,” Amon said as I shuffled him to a bench bathed in sunlight. “But I will attempt to use as little of your energy as possible.”
“Can you read my thoughts?”
“I understand you in the way you understand me,” he explained cryptically. After he was settled, he mumbled, “Thank you, Lily.”
The sun really did revive him. The difference was noticeable and undeniable. His draw on me lessened until I could barely feel it. After a few moments of observing him, I said, “Okay, here’s what I’m thinking. You probably have a condition. Like one of those rare sun allergies, except you’re the opposite. You’ve got a problem with shade.” But if that was really the case, then how had Amon given his strange sun condition to me? “Amon? You mentioned sharing my energy.”
“Yes. That is right,” he replied.
“So yesterday when you were injured, you borrowed my energy to heal yourself. Is that correct?”
“Partly. You are my tie to this world. Like an anchor on a boat. I can draw all my power only when I am fully formed. Until I am in my proper frame, I must remain linked to you.”
This was getting weirder by the second. “Okay, let me see if I understand. Your body works like a solar panel, with the sun functioning as your own personal miracle cure, you’re in desperate need of an organ transplant, and for the time being you need me to be your Energizer Bunny.”
I didn’t realize I’d been gesturing until Amon took my hands in his. “Lily, your words are confusing to me. Though I do get power from the sun, it is not enough to do the things I must do in the time allotted. Without the jars that hold the remainder of my essence, I will soon die.”
“You’re dying?”
He nodded. “It is not the right time. I need to remain in this world until I have accomplished my purpose.”
Oh.
My half-realized attempts at minimalizing his symptoms vanished, tamped down by the seriousness of his condition. Common sense and practical Lilliana took over. I squeezed his hand. “Of course you do. You are far too young to die.”
Everything suddenly fit into place. He was still lost, but now I knew that he was also terminally ill.
The organ business was likely because he was in organ failure, and he must have been put on heavy medication, which made him a little loopy.
Testing alternative healing methods would explain his obsession with healing and energy transfer. Someone probably hadn’t kept an eye on him, and he had wandered off wearing nothing but a white sheet, which had likely come from his hospital bed. That also explained the bare feet and the hair loss for a guy so young. I wondered if he had gone to the museum as a dying wish.
“Lily?”
His simple utterance of my name made the spinning wheels in my mind come to a complete stop. “Yes, Amon?” I replied softly, with an apologetic sort of smile.
“I sense your thoughts. Though it is true that my body is weakened, there is no sickness in my mind. I do not have much time in your world, and the ceremony must be completed while I have strength. If I can raise my brothers, they will help me finish what I must do, but to do that I need your help finding them.”
“You want me to help you find your brothers?”
“Yes.”
Relief flooded through me. “Of course. I’ll do whatever I can. Were they at the museum with you?”
He shook his head. “They are lost like me.”
So he wanted to reconnect with his brothers. Well, if he needed help with his bucket list, then that was something I could do. Leaving him in the sun, I headed back into my room and returned with a pad of paper and my trusty mechanical pencil.
“Okay, let’s start with names.”
He nodded. “One is named Asten.”
I penciled in Asten.
“He is the son of Khalfani.”
“Right. Last name Khalfani.”
“No. His father’s name is Khalfani.”
“Okay, good. That’s very good, Amon.” I smiled brightly. “What’s his last name?” I asked slowly.
Amon’s eyes narrowed, but he answered my question. “He is known only as Asten, but sometimes he is also called the Celestial Magician or the Cosmic Dreamer.”
“Um…okay.” I jotted down possible magician/check Vegas, and then asked about his other brother.
“He is named Ahmose, and he was once the prince of Waset.”
“Waset. Is that a country?”
“It was once a great city.”
“I see. Go on,” I said as I wrote possible politician.
“He is the Great Healer, and the Master of both Beast and Storm.”
“Gotcha.” I adjusted my notes. Crossing off possible politician, I wrote veterinarian or perhaps weatherman.
“When was the last time you saw either of them?”
“It’s been a millennium.”
“Uh-huh.” For a moment the only noise was the scratching of my pencil.
Closing my book with a pop, I said, “I think I have a good place to start.” I put my hand on Amon’s bare shoulder and squeezed gently. “I promise I’ll do my best to find your brothers and get you where you need to be.”
“Thank you, Young Lily.”
“You’re welcome. Now, how about some sustenance?” Pausing briefly, I added, “Can you eat solid food?” I should never have fed a cancer patient a hot dog. What was I thinking?
“Do you have a hot dog?” he asked, as if reading my mind.
“Hot dogs aren’t very nutritious, and it’s unlikely there’d be any here, but I’ll order something for you. Something soft that will be easy on the stomach.”
“My teeth are sound. I do not require mush. My arrival is often celebrated with feasting and song, but you can sing for me at another time. I confess that at the moment I am hungrier than an outcast jackal and would not put off a feast for any entertainment, no matter how riveting.”
“Right. I’ll hold off on the riveting singing. A feast, though, I can arrange. You just stay right here in the sun until I get back.”
He nodded, the fatigue on his face obvious.
Carefully closing the sliding door behind me and drawing the curtains, I grabbed my robe and headed toward the kitchen, stopping to check my reflection in the mirror. My dark hair hung down my back in thick, messy waves. The blue eyes looking back at me were bright, and my cheeks sun-kissed.
I was definitely not looking like the poised, elegant, controlled girl I usually was. I appeared excited, wild, and a little frenzied. Making a deliberate effort to calm myself and smooth my hair, I proceeded slowly to the kitchen. It was empty. My parents must have left early. Then it hit me that it was Marcella’s day off, too. Perfect.
I called room service and placed my order, then headed back to the veranda.
“Have you soaked up enough sun?” I asked.
“I have taken in all I can for the moment.”
“Great. Let’s get you inside, then.”
He followed me into my room and watched with interest as I hastily grabbed a lacy black bra from the back of a chair and tossed it and my comforter in a wrinkled heap on the bed.
“So, your breakfast is coming, but that will take a half hour or so. I’m going to raid my father’s closet for some clothes for you. In the meantime, do you want to take a shower?”
“A shower?”
“Unless you prefer a bath?”
“Ah. Yes, I would enjoy a good scrubbing.”
“Great. So I’ll get the clothes, and the bathroom is just through there.”
Amon gave me a quizzical look before heading into the bathroom. I left him to his own devices while I scrounged up something for him to wear.
My parents’ bedroom and bathroom were even bigger than mine, and their closet was ginormous. I knew that Father had some old T-shirts and jeans in drawers in the back. I dug up a pair of sneakers, socks, a workout tee, sweatpants, and a lightweight jacket, and was headed back into my parents’ room when the thought occurred to me that Amon might need underwear.
Going through my father’s underwear drawer was not something I ever thought I’d have to do, but I was even more out of sorts when I considered which pair would best fit Amon. Finally, I settled on some generic boxers and headed to my bathroom.
When I returned, it sounded like Niagara Falls was thundering over a cliff in my room. All the fixtures were streaming water at full force. Amon stood by the sink staring at his reflection with fascination.
“This bathroom”—he tested out the word—“is unique.”
I turned off the water in the sink. “I suppose it is. Here are your clothes. Did you decide on a bath or a shower?”
“Which is the shower?” he asked.
When I pointed to the spa-style shower, which was currently pounding water from every one of its multiple body sprays and jets, Amon glanced in that direction but turned to the tub instead, reaching for his man skirt. He began playing with a tie on one side.
I held up my hands, spinning around, and involuntarily squeaked when I could still see him in the mirror attempting to disrobe. Quickly shutting my eyes, I said, “Whoa, there. Could you at least wait until I leave?”
“Why would you leave?”
“Um…a little thing called modesty?”
“Mod…esty?”
“Yeah. You know. Not showing what the Egyptian gods gave you. That sort of thing.”
“I do not understand. Then who will wash me?”
A burst of laughter came out before I could stifle it. “Uh, yourself?” With eyes still shut, I felt my way over to the sink and then from there to the door. “Amon, I realize you probably had nurses in the hospital giving you sponge baths and all, but I am just not prepared to take that step with you. Okay?”
I heard the unmistakable sound of clothing hitting the floor and then the swoosh of water as he sank into the tub. “Very well, Lily. You may keep your mod…esty.”
“Thanks.” I backed far enough away so that the only thing I would be able to see was his head and then opened my eyes.
“Here.” I tossed him a washcloth and a bar of soap. “If you want the jets on, push that button on the side. Over on the left, by your hand.”
The look of amazement on his face when the jets came on was priceless.
“Towels are on the heated rack on the left side of the tub. Food will be here in twenty minutes.” I shut the door behind me and then added, shouting, “And make sure you come out dressed!”
I quickly straightened up my room, and not long after the phone rang, indicating that the food was ready. I met the server by the elevator, signed the form, and took the cart from him. “I’ll call when you can come pick it up, okay?”
“Very good, miss.”
Wheeling the cart into the kitchen, I set two places and got out milk, a variety of juice bottles, and two mugs for the hot chocolate I’d ordered. After setting the platters of food on the table, I shouted, “Amon! Breakfast is here! Are you dressed?”
I jumped when I heard his voice right behind me. “I am having a problem.”
“You scared me.” I turned around and found him holding the shoes in one hand and his sweatpants up around his waist with the other. “Are they that loose?” I asked.
To prove it, he let go and the pants slid dangerously low on his hips. There were no white boxers in sight. “Um…Amon? Where are the rest of the clothes I gave you?”
“This is the one I chose. It covers the most.”
“Ah, I see. Then you made a good choice, but I meant for you to wear all of the clothes.”
“All of them?” His eyes roved over my body, still clad in pajamas. “But you do not wear that many.”
“No, not when I’m sleeping, but when I dress for the day I will wear clothes like the ones I gave you.”
“Very well. May I eat first, Lily?”
“Sure. Have a seat.”
While he sat down I uncovered the dishes. Fragrant steam rose as I removed each domed lid. “There. Now you eat while I go get dressed. I’ll bring back your other clothes, too, okay?”
Amon stared at the food with wide eyes, and he could only nod in response.
As I turned to leave, I smiled. My parents would raise their eyebrows when they saw how much food I had ordered for just one meal, but it was worth it to see the look on Amon’s face. He’d requested a feast, and a feast I gave him. One worthy of anyone’s bucket list.
He was now surrounded by eggs done eight different ways, hash browns and skillet potatoes, country ham, apple sausage, maple bacon, biscuits slathered with honey and melted butter, caramel-apple-topped pancakes with whipped cream, crème brûlée French toast, malted Belgian waffles, a fruit platter, and a basket full of croissants, Danishes, and streusel-topped blueberry muffins. If he couldn’t find something he liked among those dishes, then he was past helping.
I dressed in what I called designer casual and smiled as I assessed myself in the mirror. Though my eyes were still bright, I looked much more like the poised, calm, and in-control version of myself. Heading back to the kitchen, I dumped Amon’s clothes on the chair next to him. I put my hands on my hips and laughed as I took in the scene before me. “Which one did you like best?”
“All of it,” Amon mumbled with his mouth full. “Here, Lily. Sit.” He pulled out a chair and took my arm, tugging until I sat down. “Eat.”
I scooped some fruit onto my plate and nibbled on it while he filled his plate again. Halfway done, he paused and looked at me. “Why are you not eating?”
“Too many carbs.”
“What is a carb?”
“Uh, too fattening.”
“You are not fat.” Amon looked me up and down in a way that made me feel slightly uncomfortable. “You are too thin. Eat.”
He picked up a serving spoon and began filling my plate until the plate could hold no more.
“Okay!” I threw up my hands. “That’s enough.”
Grunting, he turned back to his food, but kept a vigilant eye on me and pointed to my plate every time I set my fork down.
When he poked my arm for the third time, I said, “I can’t eat any more. Usually I just have tea for breakfast.”
“Tea is not food.”
“It’s all I need.”
“No. A woman needs more than tea,” Amon stated, looking into my eyes. I suddenly felt very exposed, as if we were talking about much more than just breakfast. I got the distinct impression that he was studying me from the inside out and could see all my insecurities. Hunger and sustenance seemed to take on a different meaning in that moment.
“Yes, I suppose she does,” I answered, turning my eyes away.
Finally finishing his food, he pushed back from the table and declared he was ready to begin the search for his brothers. He struggled with the T-shirt, so I helped him twist it around. As I did, my hands brushed against his rather nice chest. I blushed and turned to pick up the jacket. After I thrust it into his arms, I noticed that the sweatpants were once again threatening to slide off his hips.
I cleared my throat. He’d been examining the jacket’s hood with a curious expression but looked up. “It’s, um, your pants. There’s a string, see? At the waistband? Just pull it tight and tie it.”
Casting aside the jacket, Amon found the drawstring and pulled it on one side, then the other. I left him to finish dressing and returned to my room to grab my bag and fill it with all the things we might need.
I put in my laptop, my cell and charger, my notebook, and my wallet. Then I returned to the kitchen and added some bottled water. Amon tossed in a few apples and oranges and I threw in a bag of crackers. After looping the strap across my body, I knelt at his feet, helping him tie his sneakers, and thought about where we should go.
Logically, the first step would be to take him to the hospital nearest the museum and see if anyone recognized him, but I bit my lip as I considered that he might not get a chance to find his brothers if we did. Odds were they’d lock him up after this escape. Taking him back just seemed wrong.
“Are you ready, Young Lily?”
Amon offered his hand to help me stand. “Thanks. Yes, I’m ready if you are.”
“Very well.”
He kept hold of my hand and closed the distance between us. Wrapping his arm around my waist, he said, “Hold on to me very tightly.”
“Amon…what are you—” My question turned into a scream as wind swept around our bodies, gritty sand stinging my skin like thousands of needles. I watched in horror as my body unraveled, piece by piece, to join the tumult, and my cry was cut off because I no longer had a throat, let alone a voice.
Panicked, I reached out to grab on to something and became aware of another presence nearby. Amon responded to my fear. He soothed me, holding me together, though I knew it wasn’t his arms that I felt. The storm swirled around us as we descended into a place that grew darker with each passing second.
Then I drowned in the quicksand.
Light penetrated the darkness, and where I once felt nothing, I could now sense the pressure of Amon’s arm around me, his hand clutching mine. The swirling sand became sluggish and started sticking together, and in the process, the grains re-formed my arms, legs, and torso. Risking the possibility that I might be horrified at the sight of my own flesh, I opened my eyes and was greatly relieved to find my skin still attached to my body. Not only were there no gaping wounds or scratches, but my skin gleamed with health. I realized then that the sand blast must have exfoliated my entire body, a thought that left me feeling slightly queasy.
We were standing in a park—Central Park, in fact—on a path I’d walked several times over the years. There was no one around to see us materialize and I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad, but one thing was for sure: Amon was definitely not the person I had believed him to be.
In the distance I could make out Hotel Helios. Amon’s chest heaved against my hand, which was splayed across it, his head angled toward the sun, his eyes still closed.
“Amon?”
He opened his eyes and looked down at me and then at our surroundings with an expression of confusion that quickly turned into something else.
“Mehsehhah ef yibehu hawb!” he shouted, and threw up his hands in a gesture of intense frustration. He slowly turned in a circle, mumbling to himself in another language. When he recognized the hotel, a few more words that sounded suspiciously like expletives escaped from his lips.
Emotion was building up inside me that I couldn’t restrain. My very structured life was spinning out of control.
I was smart. I was cultured and tactful. I got along easily with adults. I was the epitome of cool, calm, and collected. And I was always, always in control. I was Lilliana Jailene Young, and I was in danger of losing my wits over a boy—a crazy, fascinating, inexplicable, impossible-to-understand boy.
Amon eventually circled back to me and said, “My powers are weakened and my brothers are too distant. We are going to need help.”
“Help?” I spat, and then shouted incredulously, “Help? Really? You think? Because personally I’m feeling a little bit beyond help!” I had never shouted at the top of my lungs before in my life. Since meeting Amon, shouting seemed to be becoming a new habit of mine, but the upside was that yelling at Amon actually felt good.
Amon zeroed in on me like I was the mental patient. “Young Lily, calm yourself.”
“I don’t think so!” I shouted.
“Lily, we need to—”
“We need to nothing! I don’t know who you are or what kind of crazy drugs you’ve been feeding me, but you’re done. We’re done. Do you get it? I am finished helping you.”
Turning toward home, I stalked away, an action that felt immensely satisfying. Each step, every small unit of distance I put between us, helped me gather myself and get back to feeling normal. I shifted my bag so it wouldn’t bounce so much and hoped Amon wasn’t following me.
The few passersby who came into view gave me a wide berth as I stomped along, mumbling about lost, dying, homeless boys who were far too attractive for their own good. I couldn’t describe what had just happened without using Star Trek references.
I’d tried to rationalize everything that had happened, placing each strange event into a neat little box, but this, whatever it was that Amon had just done, had set off a bomb in my tidy mental office. This one wasn’t going to fit. In fact, it was way, way outside the box. The best thing was to get some distance and then try to figure out what was going on with me, because clearly I wasn’t right in the head. I wondered if Amon would come after me. If he did, I’d simply scream. There were usually people all over the park and someone was bound to hear me.
“Lily!”
Speak of the sun devil. Amon was coming after me.
“Young Lily, come to me now!” he called out as if I were a disobedient puppy.
“Leave me alone or I’ll scream!” I yelled back, picking up the pace to a half-jog, half–power walk.
I could hear him following me, and I took in a breath to shriek for help, when, with an imperious voice, he cried out, “Lily, you will stop!”
My legs froze with a jolt so sudden that my bag flopped around to my front and pulled me off balance. I fell in a heap on the grass, unsure what had just happened. In the few seconds it took for me to gather the items that had fallen out of my bag, Amon was upon me and offered a hand. When I stubbornly refused, he used his controlling voice again. “Lily, take my hand.”
This time I made a concerted effort to refuse his command and was rewarded with pain—stabbing, knife-twisting-in-my-gut pain. It made me gasp, and I absolutely knew Amon had caused it somehow. It actually hurt to disobey him. When my determination weakened and the pain overwhelmed me, I whimpered and gave in. My traitorous hand shot into his and he pulled me up. Resentment was an insufficient word to describe what I felt toward him at that moment.
“You will sit down and talk with me,” he ordered.
Gritting my teeth, I took a defiant step away and staggered, hunched over in wrenching agony. The rage I felt grew with each passing second. My whole body shook with it, and in that moment there was not a person or a thing on earth that I hated more than him. I was seething, and I’d never felt that way about anyone before. Not in my entire life.
“Let me go!” I hissed as he guided me to a nearby bench.
“No. You will not run away and you will not scream.”
Angry tears filled my eyes, and I let them run silently down my face, desperate not to give him the satisfaction of seeing the effect his actions had on me and yet unable to do anything to prevent it. “What are you going to do to me? Is this a kidnapping? An assault?”
He looked at my face then and noticed the tears. Tentatively, he wiped one from my cheek with his thumb, his expression full of regret. “Sit,” he said, but then changed the tone of his voice. “Please.”
Amon took the bag from my shoulder and set it on the bench next to me, then paced in front of me for a few moments. “I am sorry to use my power to control your actions. I know how deeply you abhor it, but—”
“You don’t know anything about me,” I spat.
He sighed. “I know more about you with each passing minute, Young Lily. Even without our connection I can see how you despise the idea of submitting your will to another, but you must understand, I cannot let you leave. You do not need to fear me. I have no desire to hurt you.”
“I don’t understand what you’re doing to control me, but I will fight you. In fact, I…I will hate you for this forever.” I’d never actually said those words to anyone before and I wasn’t really sure I could follow through with the threat. I’d never had cause to feel hate.
Sure, there were people I didn’t like, but I just categorized them in little boxes labeled Needy, or Low Self-Esteem, or Bully. It never affected me emotionally. I was always able to distance myself and keep my emotions in check, but with Amon it was different. The idea that the boy I took under my wing would manipulate me hurt more than I thought possible.
Amon’s look became stony. “Hate me, then. Struggle. Rail against me. Rebel at every turn, but it will do you no good. You will cause yourself only more pain. I told you, Lily, you are bound to me and you will remain by my side for as long as I wish it.”
The indignation and rage I felt melted into something else. My body shook and I felt like a dog that had been kicked by its master. “That’s a fine thing to do when all I’ve done is help you,” I said.
He shrugged as if he didn’t care how I felt, but I could see that he did, and that confused me even more.
“It is necessary,” he finally acknowledged.
“But why? Why can’t I leave? What do you want from me?” I sniffled loudly and, with a groan of vexation, rummaged through my bag until I found a pack of tissues.
“I told you. I need to find my brothers.”
“You must be heartless to take advantage of the kindness of a stranger like this.” Teardrops clung to my lashes, making Amon blurry. Why was I crying? I never cried. Crying was ugly. It was a sign of ingratitude. My emotions were too close to the surface. Attempting to tamp them down, I blew my nose and wiped my eyes. “Do you even have cancer?”
Amon knelt in front of me, taking a new tissue to dab at my sticky cheeks, and sighed. “I have found over the centuries that my heart is of very little use to me.”
He trailed the tip of his finger over the curve of my cheek and warmth began to seep into my skin. For a brief moment, I allowed myself to enjoy his gentle touch, but then I froze, and realized he had, too.
His hand dropped to his side and I sensed that he was as surprised by his gesture as I had been. He was trouble. He was my enemy. Wasn’t he? One thing was certain, though: he made me…feel. And I wasn’t comfortable with that.
Amon was charming enough on his own, but I sensed there was more than just me being physically attracted to him. I’d never been affected by a boy like this before, and the sensation was disturbing. Not in a creepy, horror-show kind of way, but the kind of disturbing that left me feeling unanchored. He had uprooted me from a very comfortable life and was holding my fragile frame in the palm of his hand.
Still, as I studied his handsome face, I recognized that part of me, a part that I didn’t want to claim or acknowledge, longed for the warmth his touch brought. That even if I was uncomfortable with the emotions he evoked, I’d never felt more alive. More like a real girl and less like the porcelain doll my parents had molded me into.
Amon seemed to have the ability to both cause confusion and chase it away. Being with him was exhilarating and frightening, and at the same time that it gave me a sense of power, it left me utterly weak. Overall, I felt unhinged and jittery, with a side dish of guilt.“I don’t like this power you have over me,” I said quietly. “It makes me feel not quite like myself. Like I have no control over my body.”
“I am sorry for this. Again, I do not wish to exercise this power, but I cannot continue on my path without you. I need you. You have no idea how desperately.” He took my hands, rubbing his thumbs over my knuckles. “Lily, please know that I do not wish to make you sad or cause you harm. Can you at least believe that?” he asked.
For a long moment I looked into his hazel eyes. Amon was a lot of things, and there were many parts of him I didn’t understand at all, but I somehow knew he wasn’t a liar. I could sense it. “Yes,” I answered grudgingly. “I believe you.”
“Good.” Amon nodded. “Now, what is cancer?”
“It’s a disease of the cells. How do you not know this?”
He sighed. “You have so many questions.”
I closed my mouth and sat back, turning my head and shrugging.
“Why do you do this?” Amon asked.
“Do what?”
“Retreat inside yourself?”
“I don’t understand what you mean.”
He studied my face and said finally, “I did not mean to insult you. Your questions are welcome. Perhaps I can answer yours and ask for some answers in return?”
Hesitantly, I nodded.
“First, there are many things I do not understand about your world, but I do know that my body is not diseased.”
I started laughing and soon began to cry, hiccupping between sobs. I had thoroughly lost it. Uncontrollable giddiness overwhelmed me; I felt like I hadn’t slept in a week. When I grabbed a second and then a third tissue, he said, “Lily, take my hand.”
Eyeing his open palm suspiciously, I sniffled loudly.
“Please, Lily. I can offer you peace.”
Sensing that it wasn’t a command this time and realizing that it didn’t hurt to disobey, I let his hand envelop mine.
“Draw upon my energy,” he said. “Try to find balance.”
I took a deep breath in an attempt to center myself and felt something shift between the two of us. It was as if the tugging sensation was reversed and warm sunlight trickled slowly into me. It calmed and relaxed me in such a way that my confusion and anger became less important. I still remembered that I was mad, but it seemed distant, buried, like I had to reach deep within myself and work to pull it to the surface.
“Who are you?” I whispered. His lashes fluttered and green eyes rimmed with golden brown opened and looked straight into my soul. “The way you look at me…It’s like you…you know me,” I said.
“Yes.”
“I mean…I mean all of me.”
“Not…everything.”
“But you can read me…somehow.”
Amon nodded. “This is our connection, Lily.”
“You are not what I think you are, are you?”
“I am more. And perhaps less.”
I sighed. This was downright confusing. “All right. Then why don’t we start over and try this the old-fashioned way.” I stuck out my hand and he took it. “My name is Lilliana and yours is Amon. So, Amon, where are you from?”
Amon gave me a quizzical look and then nodded. “I am from Egypt.”
“You were born there?”
“Yes. Many years ago.”
“How did you get here?”
Amon sat at my feet in the grass. “I am unsure, exactly. But my sarcophagus was in the House of Muses, so I would suppose that I was brought here. For what purpose, though, I do not know.”
“Your sarcophagus?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand. Do you own the sarcophagus? Are you a curator of some kind? Where does your power come from?”
Amon laughed. “I will do my best to answer your questions in the hope that by doing so you will begin to trust me.” He held up his hands and then ticked off his answers on his fingers. “I do not understand ‘curator.’ My power is a gift from the sun god Amun-Ra and his son Horus. And that sarcophagus is one of many I have slept in over the centuries.”
I stared slack-jawed at him for several seconds and then murmured, not quite believing I was saying the words, “Are you trying to tell me that you’re a…a mummy?”
“A mummy.” His lips formed the word as if tasting it. Slowly, he answered, “Each millennium, when I pass through your world, my body is encased in the wrappings of Anubis. Is this what you mean?”
I sat back against the bench, hard. “Mummification means a dead body gets wrapped from head to toe and is placed in a sarcophagus that usually gets hidden in a pyramid or a temple,” I explained.
“Then yes. I am a mummy.”
When I was able to speak, I remarked, “You don’t look dead.”
“I am not dead,” he declared, then added, “at the moment.”
I suddenly remembered entering the Egyptian exhibit and finding the sarcophagus empty. “Do you swear you are telling the truth?”
“I swear on the heart of my beloved mother as to the veracity of my words.”
When Amon had asked me before if I believed him, I’d told him truthfully that I did. There was absolutely nothing insincere about him. I could tell that he believed what he was saying, but that didn’t mean that what he was saying was one hundred percent true.
To find out, I channeled the hard-nosed police interviewers I’d seen on television. Leaning forward and narrowing my eyes, I began peppering Amon with questions. “What were your parents’ names?”
“King Heru and Queen Omorose.”
“What was your favorite childhood toy?”
“A wooden carving of a horse.”
“What is your favorite food?”
“Honey and dates from my country and the sweet round discs filled with fruit from yours.”
“Uh-huh.” So he liked Danishes. “Favorite music?”
“The sistrum, the harp, and the lute.”
“If you’re an Egyptian mummy, where are your wrappings?”
“My body does not need the wrappings now. I have risen, as I do once every one thousand years.”
Blinking after absorbing that statement, I continued. “But I didn’t see any strewn about the exhibit. What happened to them?”
“When it is time for me to rise, I waken and use my power to disintegrate the wrappings. Otherwise it would be difficult for me to move about.”
I grunted. “Right. I guess that would be difficult,” I mumbled. Cocking my head, I continued. “How is it that you understand English?”
“A spell.” When I just blinked, he explained, “I did not understand your language at first. Do you remember when you gestured to me in the House of Muses?”
I nodded.
“I invoked a spell from the Book of the Dead to be able to communicate my thoughts to you. This is how we understand one another.”
“Then you can understand anyone, from any country?”
“If I need to, yes.”
“Why did you choose me?”
He didn’t answer for a few seconds but looked at me. Then he plucked a blade of grass and twirled it between his fingers. “You were there,” he answered simply.
Sitting back on the bench, I folded my hands in my lap and studied his face. With each answer he gave, my incredulity grew. It wasn’t possible. “Can you show me something?” I gestured with one hand. “You know…something magical?”
“Transporting you to the park and controlling your actions is not proof enough of my power?”
“Well, I’ve been operating under the assumption that you were hypnotizing me somehow, so I need to see something else to be convinced.”
“What would convince you?”
“Oh, I don’t know. The ten plagues of Egypt, raising an undead army, resurrecting your long-lost love, something like that.”
Amon frowned. “Why would I do any of those things?”
Shrugging, I answered, “That’s what mummies do in the movies.”
“What is a movie?”
“It’s like a play. A drama.”
“I see. I do not wish to bring a plague to your city. To raise an army of the undead, I would need to channel a great deal of power, which I do not have at this time, and I have never found a woman to love.”
“Really? So there’s no mummy girlfriend out there?”
He cocked his head. “My brothers await me, but there is no one else. No other friends that are females.”
“Hmm. Interesting.” I mentally shelved that piece of information. “Okay, so then do something else, something different.”
After a moment of thought, he said, “I need to conserve my power, so I will do something small.”
“Okay.”
Shifting forward, I watched Amon with hawk eyes as he raised his hands and cupped them together. Nothing was happening. He closed his eyes in concentration and then slowly pulled his hands apart. Light filled the space between them and I felt the sting of little particles brushing against my face as tiny grains of sand flew toward his fingers.
I watched in fascination as the sand swirled and the outline of a sphinx began to take form. A jogger crested the hill and I jumped off the bench, catching Amon’s hands in mine. The light disappeared and the sand fell around us in a gritty shower.
“I believe you,” I whispered. I suddenly became very aware of how close our faces were, the attraction between us tangible and warm. My breath caught and I blushed as my gaze drifted from his eyes to his lips. He didn’t back away or move at all, but I felt a shift, as if the air between us had suddenly become very warm.
Any slight movement and we could be kissing. With a twinge of alarm, I realized that I wanted to experience his lips pressed against mine, and I wondered if it was something I truly desired for myself or if he was making me want it.
I couldn’t understand how I could go from absolute hatred—well, as close as I got to it, anyway—to trusting a guy who was an ancient mummy, complete with powers, to wanting to make out with said ancient mummy in just a matter of minutes. Boy, I was…Out. Of. My. Mind.
Backing away a few inches, I felt a breeze cool my stinging cheeks.
Clearing my throat, I squeezed his hands and said, “Amon, whatever powers you have, you can’t show them to anyone but me and your brothers. Promise me.”
“Why do you ask this?” he queried softly, lightly stroking my fingers with his thumbs. The movement sent warm pulses shooting through my veins and tickled my nerve endings in a very good way. Nervously, I withdrew my hands and shifted a bit farther away. Amon didn’t seem disappointed by my actions, just curious.
I looked around and waited until the jogger disappeared into the trees before saying, “It’s just dangerous, okay? Like when you healed yourself and then stood in front of the crowd letting people see your power. You need to be more careful. Try to blend in. Otherwise, people will see you as crazy, like I did, or assume you’re on drugs and lock you up. There are people who would try to hurt you, or at the very least cart you off to Area 51.” At his look of confusion, I said, “I’ll explain Area 51 later. I still have a billion questions to ask, but I believe you are who you say you are, as impossible as it seems.”
Amon nodded. “Good.”
“Now tell me why you need me to go with you.”
“As I said, without your inner workings supplying me with strength, I will die before my purpose is accomplished.”
“And what is your purpose?”
“To waken my brothers and complete the ceremony to align the sun, the moon, and the stars so that the Dark One, Seth, the god of chaos, may be kept at bay for another thousand years.”
“Uh-huh. Hold that thought.” I grabbed my notebook from my bag and began scribbling. “One thousand years…sun…moon…stars…and Dark One. Hmm, you’re going to have to tell me more about that guy Seth later. So are your brothers mummies, too?”
“Yes.”
“You do realize we are very far away from Thebes, right?”
“How far away exactly?”
“Let me check.” I pulled out my smartphone and thumbed through several pages. “Egypt is like…over five thousand, six hundred miles away,” I announced.
“What is a mile?” he asked as he stared with interest at my phone.
“Oh, boy. What units of measurement did you use in Egypt?” Amon captured my hand and my pulse jumped. “What are you doing?” I asked nervously.
Amon smiled. “Showing you our units of measurement.” He traced the lines on my palm and then ran the pad of his finger down my pinky. “This is called djeba, or the width of a finger. The next is shesep, the width of your palm. Meh niswt is a royal cubit, which is seven palms.” Amon placed his palm next to mine and demonstrated the widths stacked on top of each other.
Flushing, I punched the numbers on my phone. “So, it says here that one mile is three thousand five hundred and twenty cubits. That means that to get to Thebes it would be roughly…nineteen million, seven hundred twelve thousand cubits.”
He gasped. “That’s almost a thousand iteru!”
“Yes, and that’s not crossing land, either. It’s over an ocean. Have you ever seen the ocean?”
He nodded. “I have seen the great seas that are fed by the Nile.”
“Believe it or not, Amon, that great sea is actually small when you compare it with others.”
Amon looked away and said quietly, “I have not had much opportunity to explore the world.”
A melancholy expression stole over his face, and I found myself missing his warm smile. “Amon?” I touched his hand and scooted closer so he could see my phone. “Look.” I showed him a picture of Earth. “We are on this continent called North America. Egypt”—I used my fingers to turn the globe and then zoom in on Africa—“is way over here on the African continent. So you can see you are a long way from Kansas, Dorothy.”
“What is this box of magic?”
“Uh, it’s called a phone. It has apps that work kind of like a computer.”
“I do not understand.”
“I can seek answers to questions with it.”
“It is like an oracle?”
“I suppose in a way.”
“How did you acquire this gift of the gods? Did you defeat a monster in battle?”
“Not exactly. Pretty much everyone has one.”
“May I look?” I handed him my phone and he scrolled his finger across the world map, watching in fascination as the perspective changed. “We are truly on the other side of the world?” he asked.
“That’s right. And don’t forget, we are assuming that your brothers are still in Egypt. Actually, they could be anywhere—China, France, the U.K.—Egyptian exhibits are very popular.”
Amon ran his hand over his bald head as he said thoughtfully, “This is why my power could not take us to them.” His eyes met mine. “I cannot use my power to cross over great waters. The desert sand becomes too heavy when it meets the water. It would sink us into the bottomless ocean.”
I swallowed. “Well, technically the ocean isn’t bottomless, but I get the picture.”
Playing with the phone, he began pressing various buttons and exploring different apps. I was shocked at how quickly he was picking up modern technology.
“There are too many oceans, you are right,” he declared. “But if we could get to Egypt, I could ask Anubis for aid.”
“Can’t you ask him for aid from here?”
“No. The ritual to call upon him must be performed in a certain place.”
“Right.” The idea that this perplexing, fascinating man from another time was leaving was a relief, but at the same time, I’d be very sorry to see him go. How often does a girl get to go out with an Egyptian prince?
Amon was looking at me expectantly. Biting my lip, I suddenly realized what he wanted. The date isn’t over yet. “Um…look, Amon, I’m not packed for an extended vacation, and I can’t just go gallivanting across the globe. My parents wouldn’t approve, and I have school next week. Spring break is over on Monday, you know.
“Why don’t you just hypnotize some guy at the airport who is going to Egypt and you can borrow his ‘inner workings’ until you get there. Then, presto changeo, you sandblast your way to your brothers, raise them from the dead, finish your ceremony, and dust your hands of it all, so to speak.”
“What is an airport?” he asked.
“An airport is a place that has lots of white chariots that can fly in the sky, even over great waters.”
Amon rose immediately. “Yes. We will take a flying chariot to Egypt.”
“Whoa, wait a minute,” I cautioned as he pulled me to my feet. “What happened to connecting with some other person who’s already going?”
He lifted my bag and secured the strap across his chest before taking both my hands in his. “I can connect to only one person, Lily.” I’m sure he saw the alarm on my face, because he quickly added, “Do not worry. Once the ceremony is complete, our need to be connected will be gone and you may return home to your family and your school. At that time I will have my full power and I will be able to manipulate time and send you back to your home so that you will arrive just a moment after we left. No one will miss you. Your family will never even know you were gone.”
As he started pulling me along the path, I grew more anxious. “But what if your special location to do the Anubis ritual thing isn’t there anymore? I mean, there’s been a lot of archaeological digging in the last one thousand years, you know. Uh, that means they’ve been excavating tombs,” I added in case he misunderstood. “The whole thing is a long shot.” I tried to wriggle my hand out of his grip and continued, “I mean, the remains of your brothers could be anywhere. And speaking of that, why do you have to raise them? Why can’t they raise themselves, like you do? And another thing—”
“Lily.” Amon stopped and turned, placing his hands on my shoulders. Warmth seeped directly into my bones, my muscles relaxing so completely that every question I had melted away. I wondered if he was doing that on purpose again, or if it was just a natural part of being around him. “I promise you that I will answer all of your questions,” he said. “But I must complete the ceremony before the full moon has risen directly above the ancient temples of Giza. Those monuments still stand, do they not?”
“You mean the pyramids? Yes, but—”
“Then we need to get there as soon as possible.”
“But with the full-moon restriction that gives us only a month at best.”
“I fear our time is much more limited,” Amon said after glancing briefly at the sky. “By my calculations we have approximately one week.” He took hold of my hand again and guided me expertly out of the park.
The honking of horns grew louder and we were soon surrounded by people. If I was going to escape it would have to be now. The thing was, I wasn’t sure I wanted to. Yes, my emotions were erratic. Yes, Amon was using me like an energy bar. Yes, he was an Egyptian mummy come to life. But I couldn’t deny that I’d never felt more…alive in all of my seventeen years than I had in the past twenty-four hours.
Amon stopped in front of the horse- drawn carriages, smiled widely, and raised his eyebrows.
“Sorry, Spartacus, they only travel around inside the park,” I explained.
He sighed. “It is probably for the best anyway. Those horses look fat and lazy. It is likely they do not have the stamina for the speed I wish.”
“Hey!” an eavesdropping coachman protested. Ignoring the carriage driver, Amon spotted a cab and stepped boldly in front of it, holding his hands up in a commanding gesture, despite the fact that the off-duty light was on. “Stop, golden chariot!” he shouted.
Amon headed around to the driver’s side and spoke with him for a moment, ignoring the honking and rude gestures coming from the other drivers. Then he indicated I should come forward.
The driver shot out of the taxi and opened the door for me. “Please make yourself comfortable, miss. I’ll have you two to the airport in record time.” Amon handed my bag to the driver.
I hesitated by the open door. Lifting my eyes, I found Amon holding out his hand as he watched me and I wondered if he was using his power to read my mind.
“Will you come with me, Lily?”
Not “You will come,” or “Come with me,” but “Will you come?”
Amon was giving me a choice. Which I wasn’t sure was exactly the case, but it was a nice gesture. This was the moment. I had, if not all the facts, enough details to make an informed decision. Amon still had the power to control me and he was desperate enough to force me to do his bidding, but at the same time, he was offering me a precious taste of free agency.
I knew I was a coward—a privileged, self-deluded, spineless coward who preferred sitting in her pretty little mansion, in her prim little room, placating her preppy fake friends, and all the while fooling herself into believing that she was as free-spirited as the people she drew in her notebook.
But, I wasn’t. And right now, looking into Amon’s eyes, I was panicked. Not only because what he was asking me to do was way, way beyond my comfort zone, but also because I was deathly frightened that this adventure might be my one and only opportunity to break out. To choose something different. To be someone different. It was all too easy to picture my life five years in the future.
A gritty determination filled me. I wasn’t sure if it was Amon’s influence or if a switch in my mind had finally been flipped, but suddenly I wanted to go. I wanted to jump off a cliff. Leap from a plane. Grab the opportunity, as crazy as it was, to do and see things nobody else could.
Though my hand shook, I slid it into Amon’s and said, “Let’s go.” Taking a deep breath, I released all my reservations, feeling a sense of pride that I’d had the courage to say yes. Now I just had to get into the cab before my second thoughts became overwhelming.
Gifting me with a sunshine smile, Amon pulled me close and whispered in my ear, “You are braver than you think. Truly, you do have the heart of a sphinx.”
“What does that mean, exactly?” I asked as I climbed into the cab and scooted over to make room for Amon.
“In my country a sphinx is often depicted as a man, but the Greeks believed the sphinx to be female: half lioness, half human. I appreciate their version more. You see, a lioness is brave and smart. She is a huntress who provides food for her cubs. Each animal she hunts has the potential to end her life, but she still hunts just the same, for there are others who rely on her. To have the heart of a sphinx is to have the heart of a lioness. But the sphinx is also a protector, a defender. As she raises her great wings, she creates a powerful wind that wards off evil.”
“So are there real sphinxes? I mean, if Anubis is real and mummies are real, then it’s a possibility, right?”
Amon finally turned to me and rubbed his jaw. “I have never seen one, but there is a legend told among warriors that a woman brave of heart who proves herself in battle will be embraced by the spirit of the sphinx.”
“Right. All things considered, I’m not sure that’s something I’d want to aspire to. Battling isn’t really on my list of things to do, and I’m also not too fond of the idea of having a tail.”
Amon glanced at my body with interest as if considering the possibility.
“What?” I sputtered as my face turned red.
“Nothing,” he answered, unable to hide his grin.
I sank my elbow into his side and said, “Quit it. And while I’m thinking of it, stop reading my mind, too.”
“Believe it or not, I try to avoid it, but sometimes your feelings are so overwhelming, even I, with all my powers, do not have the ability to defend myself from the onslaught.”
I peered at the driver, wondering what he thought of this conversation, but he didn’t seem to be paying much attention. In fact, his expression was almost…giddy.
Quietly, I asked Amon, “What did you do to him?”
“Are you controlling him?”
“I am manipulating his vision,” Amon said as he leaned closer.
“What do you mean?”
“What he sees are the two most important people he will ever drive.”
When we arrived at JFK, I pulled out my credit card to pay, but the driver was insulted that I’d even suggest such a thing. He even dusted off my backpack and offered to carry it in for me. When we were finally able to break away from him, he shook hands with Amon, offered him a business card, said he was a big fan, and added that if Amon was ever in New York again to please not hesitate to call upon him for any reason.
As he drove away, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Who did he think you were?”
“I am not sure of the name, but the image of a young male singer with lots of hair came to my mind.”
The idea that a NYC taxi driver’s dream client was a member of a boy band kept me smiling all the way into the airport terminal.
We entered the airport without any trouble, and Amon watched the other travelers with an expression of deep fascination. How different and strange we must have seemed to him, what with our gleaming windows, spacious, airy buildings of chrome and metal, and everyone bustling from place to place with their wheeled luggage.
“Now, you have to be careful about what you do in here. You have a knack for drawing too much attention to yourself. Try to blend in. There are cameras everywhere.” At his confused look, I explained, “A camera takes pictures. You know, like the carvings on the walls of temples and pyramids? They’re like that, only much, much more accurate. See?”
I took a picture of myself with my phone and showed it to him. With fascination, he traced the image with his finger.
Turning my phone around, I clicked a picture of Amon, but the screen was blurred. “Hold on. Let me try again.”
I shut off the flash and touched the button again and again, but each shot was the same. In the spot where Amon should be, there was a burst of light.
“Your technology cannot carve my image. It is likely because I am a walking shadow.”
Staring at the bright blur on my phone, I mumbled, “More like a walking supernova.”
Amon continued to study the other travelers and then asked suddenly, “How do you see me, Young Lily?”
“I don’t know. I mean, I have no way to classify you. Are you an Egyptian god? A mummy? Are you human? A ghost? Immortal obviously, but really there’s just no frame of reference.”
“No. I mean to ask you, what is wrong with my appearance?”
“Um…nothing, really.” At least, no girl I know would have a problem.
Amon frowned. “Do you know if this…airport has a room for baths?”
“You want to take a bath right now?” I asked, confused.
“No.”
And then it hit me. “Oh, a restroom. Sure.”
“I do not wish to rest, either.”
“No, I know. That’s just what it’s called—a bathroom, a restroom, or a men’s room.” I looked around and spied one not too far away. “Do you see where that man is going? That’s the restroom for men.”
“Will you wait for me here?”
“Yes.”
As I watched him walk away, an idea popped into my head. On a whim, I headed over to a cart that sold earbuds. I knew Amon would find them very interesting and was buying him a pair when I felt a tug in my gut.
Signing the receipt quickly, I gave in to the pull and was drawn back in the general direction of where we’d been sitting. The chairs were now occupied by other travelers, and Amon was nowhere to be seen. Turning in a circle, I tucked my hair behind my ears and looked for him.
The tugging sensation was gone. I assumed it had been generated by Amon, so its abrupt absence worried me.
A familiar voice called my name quietly and I spun around. “Amon? What…what have you done?” He’d changed out of my father’s baggy workout clothes, and as I glanced around I realized how he’d gotten a different outfit. Three young men stumbled from the bathroom wearing articles of clothing that had once been my father’s. Each had a confused look on his face and one of them plucked at the old T-shirt as he walked away.
The fact that Amon had switched clothes with them was the least startling part of his transformation. The young man with the devastatingly gorgeous smile had somehow added hair to his head. “Is that a wig?” Reaching up, I tugged on the hair and found it solidly stuck to his head.
“It is my own hair. Is the style correct?”
If I thought Amon was handsome before, he was handsome to the nth degree now. His hair was dark brown, short in the back and on the sides, and a little longer on top. It was thick, layered, voluminous, and a little messy. The sort of hair a girl could bury her fingers in as she kissed him. Stop it, Lily!
“It’s…not bad,” I finally said. “How did you do it?”
“I just accelerated the natural growth.”
“I thought you were bald because you couldn’t grow hair.”
“No. Egyptian princes shave their heads.”
“I see. So…why did you change clothes and grow your hair?”
Amon shrugged. “It has not escaped my attention that I do not look like other men my age. It will be easier for me to move about if I’m less…noticeable. There is not much I can do to alter my behavior except to follow your example, but I can attempt to at least look like I am from your world. I have not seen any men my age with shaven heads.”
“Right, but—”
“Do I look better?”
“You look great,” I said, and he did. He now wore a pair of dark, straight-leg jeans, a fitted blue blazer, a white henley shirt, and gray Converse sneakers.
“I have a new belt, too. See?”
He lifted his shirt to show me, but I was too distracted by the tight muscles of his abdomen to notice the belt. “That’s…that’s nice,” I murmured, and turned away to hide the red warming my cheeks.
Dropping his shirt, he asked, “Does it not meet your expectations?”
I waved a hand. “Believe me…you are above and beyond my expectations.” I cleared my throat uncomfortably, realizing what I’d just said. He didn’t seem to notice anything abnormal. “Well. Now that you are attired comfortably, shall we figure out which plane will take us to Egypt?”
Leaving behind a trail of dreamy-eyed airline employees entranced by Amon’s power, his GQ looks, or a combination of the two, and, clutching two tickets to Cairo that we had neither paid for nor showed passports to attain, we made our way through the airport. It wasn’t long before I noticed the effect Amon had, not just on employees but on almost every person of the female gender he met.
Amon had an aura of power, and, at least to me, he radiated all things warm and sunny. I suspected this was either a natural part of him or a reflection of the gifts of the sun god. We were all like sunflowers turning our heads toward a very handsome sun. The idea irritated me and I realized it was because I selfishly wanted to keep all of Amon’s warmth for myself.
Once we were on board, the flight attendants began showering us with a little too much attention. Amon basked in it.
The first hour passed and the flight attendants had become a constant annoyance. By the time the fourth attendant came by just to check on Amon a second time, I was fed up and interrupted her before she said anything. “We’re fine, thanks.” I hissed at Amon, “I liked you better bald.”
Amon thought my reaction was hilarious. In response, I grabbed the pillow off his armrest and jammed it behind my head, folding my arms across my chest and closing my eyes so I didn’t have to watch the never-ending parade of Amon devotees.
Still chuckling, Amon grabbed the blanket given to him by one of the attendants—whose perfume he’d declared rivaled an Egyptian queen’s—tucked it around me, and leaned over to whisper, “A desert lily need not turn jealous eyes toward the common violet.”
I didn’t respond and was soon lulled to sleep by the drone of the engines.
The clattering of silverware and the soft murmur of voices woke me. Opening my eyes, I saw a large man across the aisle digging into his dinner and was jolted back to reality. Bringing my palms to my eyes, I rubbed and wondered if I had just dreamed these past two days.
“Excuse me,” the flight attendant said as she practically shoved her ample bosom in my face so she could have better access to my traveling companion. Obviously, it wasn’t a dream. I was alert enough to hear Amon exclaim over the dinner she was going to be bringing him. Rolling my eyes, I tapped her on the shoulder.
“I’d like to use the restroom, please.”
“Oh, of course.”
Once in there, I locked the door and wet a towel to press against my cheeks. I didn’t look like myself. My normally confident, shoulders-back stance and healthy frame looked hunched and sickly. There was a definite gray tinge to my skin, made worse by a sheen of sweat. My chestnut-brown hair hung in limp, fettucine-like strands, the shine long gone. My carefully applied makeup was smeared, and the circles under my eyes looked like wrung-out tea bags.
Taking out the small makeup case I’d fortunately brought with me, I fixed my face the best I could and pulled my hair up into a loose ponytail. What have you gotten yourself into? I allowed myself a brief moment of hysteria for agreeing to go to—I could barely even think it—Egypt, with a who-knows-how-many-thousands-of-years-old mummy prince who was too hot to handle in more ways than one.
When I had repeated the mantra “It is what it is” to myself a dozen times, I was ready to return to my seat.
I found a middle-aged woman sitting next to Amon, asking him all kinds of questions about his homeland. When he saw me, he said to her kindly, “My Lily has returned and it is time for us to dine. Perhaps we can speak of Egypt some more at a later time.”
“Oh, yes, I’d like that,” the woman said, grinning from ear to ear before she returned to her row.
Scowling, I dropped back into my seat and tucked my makeup bag on the floor under me. Amon leaned over to buckle my seat belt. “You must wear this at all times until the captain says it is safe to walk about the cabin.”
I pushed his hands away. “Yeah, I got it. And I’m not your Lily, by the way.”
Cheerfully ignoring my comment, he asked, “Do you know how to lower your table?”
“Yes. I was born in this century.”
He seemed both fascinated and a bit confused by my sarcasm. I wasn’t sure why I suddenly felt so prickly. Once again, my emotions were running amok. When my table was arranged, the flight attendant brought our meals. I saw the special smile she gave to Amon and I narrowed my eyes, and then froze, realizing why I’d been so irritable. I was feeling…possessive of Amon. After I cleared my throat loudly, the flight attendant set down the trays with heavy clunks and asked Amon if he needed anything else. When he said he would let her know, she left us alone. Not one, not two, but three dinners sat before each of us. “What is this?” I sputtered.
“A feast. Or at least, the best that Gloria could provide under the circumstances.”
Apparently he’d ordered the vegetarian lasagna, the chicken dinner, a chef’s salad, and a fruit and cheese platter for each of us.
“She said she will bring our desserts later,” Amon said as he picked up a bunch of grapes and started pulling them off, one by one, with his teeth.
I shook my head. My dark mood lifted at seeing him eat grapes like an ancient god, which I suppose he was, and my lips curved into a smile despite my attempt to remain irked. “Like this,” I whispered, and picked off a few grapes from the bunch and then placed them in my mouth. Amon lowered the bunch and watched me, focusing his attention on my lips. I’d just begun to feel awkward, embarrassed, and a little warm, when he pointed to the lasagna.
He copied my every move, from using the knife and fork, to opening the little packages of salt and pepper, to using the napkin, to drizzling the dressing over the salad. He soon noticed that I’d placed my napkin over my tray and was immediately concerned.
Brushing his fingers across my cheek, his Egyptian-god version of a diagnostic tool, he asked, “Are you ill?”
“No. Just a little tired,” I answered as he studied me with his hazel eyes.
“Then why haven’t you finished eating?”
I shrugged. “I don’t usually eat this much. I told you before, remember?”
“I remember.”
Amon turned back to his food but soon pushed the remainder of his meal away as well. When I asked him why, he answered, “Feasting is not meant to be done alone. It is a time for celebration, renewal. If you will not indulge with me, then I will also abstain.”
“What exactly are you celebrating?”
“Life,” he said simply.
“I don’t understand.”
The attendant took away our unfinished meals and refilled our drinks. After trying every noncarbonated beverage available, Amon declared orange juice to be his drink of choice, which made sense for a sun god. He watched my drink warily as I sipped from my recently refilled diet ginger ale. I repeated, “Why are you celebrating life?”
“When I…wake, I find I have a great hunger for life. During the weeks before the ceremony, I feast. I dance. I surround myself”—as he continued, he touched his fingertips to a loose lock of my hair and trailed his fingers down the length of it until the wisps fell against my cheek—“with beauty. I relish every moment of being alive. Then I have something to reflect upon, to warm me during the long years of darkness.
“Where do you go after the ceremony?”
His expression changed from peaceful to grim, and he turned away as he replied, “I do not wish to speak of it.”
“All right.” It was so strange to look at Amon and not see the warmth I’d come to know so well. “Well, how about a movie?”
“What is that again?”
“Would you like to see the modern interpretation of mummies?”
“Yes.”
We stayed awake late into the night watching film after film, pausing only for restroom breaks. I started with old school: Boris Karloff’s The Mummy. Amon’s only response when it was over was “Another.” I found myself watching his expressions more than the movies as we saw the 1999 version of The Mummy and the 2001 sequel, The Mummy Returns.
Amon frowned at scenes that were supposed to be humorous and scoffed openly at others. He fixated on costumes and backgrounds and once whispered, “I do not know this place.”
I tried to explain how the scenes were often false, created by artists who work on the computer, but he shushed me and kept watching. I nodded off during the third film and woke up near the end. “Did you like it?” I asked.
Not answering my question, he began asking his own. “Why do your people view Egypt in this way? I am made out to be a monster when my role is to save mankind from darkness. I am not evil, Lily.”
I took his hand and said, “I know that.”
“This is why you were frightened of me in the House of Muses? You thought I would consume your flesh and split your spirit self from your physical body, or cause a plague to rain down upon you?”
“Not…exactly. But I was afraid, yes.”
Amon sat back in his seat and mumbled, “The ancients were not fearful of our rising. They anticipated our awakening. Garlands were draped round our necks. We were treated as gods, princes. They offered us their love and devotion. Now we are shunned, feared, made into creatures of death and stench.
“We are at best forgotten, at worst vindictive demons. We are unknown. Unworthy. Unloved. Perhaps we are meant to waste away to nothing, to truly become the relics we are, and give ourselves over to dust and decay.”
The emotions Amon was feeling—despair, loneliness—came at me in waves and I couldn’t help but respond.
“Amon.” I cupped his hand in mine and said quietly, “I know you haven’t risen in ideal circumstances, and you’re right that your…kind hasn’t been thought of by the masses as heroes, but that doesn’t diminish what you are, who you are, or what your purpose might be. Even though the people you’ve met don’t know you, they sense something special and they gravitate toward you. Look at these flight attendants! They might not recognize you as a prince, but they still fall all over themselves worshipping you. It’s like they can’t resist. Your warmth draws them to you.”
My words made an impact. I sensed it in him as he considered what I said. Little by little, his dark thoughts dissipated, and it wasn’t long before he gifted me with a chagrined smile.
“Lily, are you perhaps a goddess residing in a modern form? You have the wisdom of one.”
I scoffed, “I’m no goddess, believe me. I’m just a good observer of people.”
“You observe, but you do not interact?”
“As a rule, no. I try not to interfere or get involved with other people’s lives.”
“Why not?”
“I suppose it would ruin the mystery.”
“For me there is nothing of the mysterious. When I focus on a person I can perceive their thoughts.”
“So you can read everyone’s mind, not just mine?” I asked.
“I have been gifted with the Eye of Horus.”
“Who exactly is Horus, and what does his eye have to do with anything?” I asked, glancing around nervously and lowering my voice.
“Do not worry, Lily. Most of the people around us are asleep, and if I wish it, they cannot hear us. I can…disrupt their hearing.”
“Like with your photo?”
“Yes. It is the same. They will know we are talking, but they will not understand us.” He concentrated for a moment and then said, “It is done.”
The dark plane coupled with the fact that no one could hear us made me feel like I was trapped in an intimate little bubble with Amon, and I found I liked the feeling. “Okay, so tell me about Horus.”
Amon’s smile flashed in the dark. “Are you not tired, Lily?”
“Exhausted, but I really want to hear this.”
“Very well.” Amon paused for a moment, and then began. “Horus is the son of Amun-Ra. He was called the Golden Sun; whereas his father was the Risen Sun, Horus was the light that broke forth over the hills at the beginning of a new day, filling the world from one end to another.”
“The horizon,” I murmured. “He’s the horizon.”
Amon tilted his head, considering my words. “Yes. I believe that is an accurate definition.”
“Tell me more,” I said, and got out my notebook to draw, turning on the little overhead light so I could see. “Can you describe him?”
“In carvings, he is often represented with the head of a falcon, but as your…movies have shown, this concept is misunderstood. He does not have an actual falcon head, just as Anubis does not have a dog’s head. These animals are their companions.”
Amon peered at my sketch and continued. “The gods and goddesses were often depicted with the heads of their token animals so they could be discerned from one another and from other important leaders.”
“That makes sense. What color is Horus’s hair?”
“I have not seen Horus personally.”
“Oh. Well, just tell me what you know about him and his eyes or whatever,” I said, pencil poised to take notes.
“Horus is the son of Isis and Osiris—”
“Hold up. I thought he was the son of Amun-Ra.”
“He is.”
“How can he be the son of both?”
“I will explain. Perhaps it is better to start with Osiris. He married his sister, Isis.”
“His sister?”
“Yes.”
“Is incest common among the Egyptian gods?”
“It is, and also later, among the pharaohs.”
“Yuck, but okay…go on.”
“Osiris was a good and wise ruler of Egypt, and when it was time for him to take a wife, he found no woman he loved more than his sister, Isis. The goddess Isis was as soft and as lovely as a moonbeam, and she had a gift for magic unlike any other. Their union was happy and was celebrated by all except one—their erstwhile brother Seth.”
“Wait. Isn’t he the bad guy? The Dark One, or whoever, that you have to overcome?”
“He is the very same.”
“Interesting.” I started making a new list as Amon went on.
“The dark god Seth did not always have a heart so black, but he was jealous of his brother Osiris. Seth wanted to rule, but even more, he wanted Isis. Seth was bewitched by her beauty, and though he took many different women to be his wife, he did not think any of them as desirable as the one he couldn’t have. The need to possess his sister consumed him. In anger he turned away from all that was good and allowed the seeds of corruption, bitterness, and lust to fester in his heart.
“Isis told her husband that Seth’s advances had become more and more intolerable and that their brother had finally gone too far—he actually attempted to lay his hands upon her. Fortunately she was able to use her magic to deflect his unwanted attention. Osiris questioned Seth, but the ruler’s brother had become a smooth liar. He accused Isis of misunderstanding his intentions and assured Osiris that he was happily married to not only one wife but several. He asked, ‘What need have I to take my brother’s wife as well?’ ”
“Devious,” I murmured as I made a note.
“Osiris, a good-natured man, believed the best of everyone, including his brother, and he soothed his wife, telling her she must have misunderstood. But Isis was clever. She guessed that Seth was up to something, and soon she was proved right.”
“What did Seth do?” I asked, fascinated by the story.
“He ordered a beautiful wooden chest made. It was exquisitely crafted, overlaid with pure gold, and built to the exact dimensions of Osiris.”
“A chest for a body? Like a coffin?” I waved my hand. “I mean, a sarcophagus?”
“Exactly. Seth threw a great feast in honor of Osiris and then offered this beautiful chest to whoever could fit in it. Several people tried, probably thinking of winning all that gold, but there was no one who fit exactly.”
“No one except his brother.”
“Correct. Soon everyone had tried to fit into the chest, but no one had yet won the item. Seth taunted his brother, saying that perhaps it was only ‘fit for a king,’ and invited Osiris to try his luck. Isis begged her husband not to attempt it, for she sensed a deception, but Osiris saw no harm in it and was delighted that his brother would bring him such a prize.
“Osiris climbed into the box, and immediately Seth and his servants sealed the lid with molten lead. As the men carried the box containing Osiris out of the palace, Seth cornered Isis. He had an amulet that protected him from her magic, and he was determined to take possession not only of the throne but of his sister as well. The only thing Isis could do was to use the power of the moon to escape. She leapt upon a moonbeam and vanished.
“Later, she discovered that the chest had been thrown into the Nile. By the time she was able to raise the box, it had been broken into by crocodiles and her husband’s body had been torn to pieces.”
“That’s horrible!”
“Yes.”
“I don’t understand. If Osiris was dead, how was Horus born? Was he a child when it happened?”
“Ah, well, you see, Isis was a very determined woman. She did not accept the demise of her husband. She called upon all the power at her disposal and was able to gather the pieces of his body, slaying many crocodiles in the undertaking.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Ew. For what purpose?”
“Resurrection.” At my raised eyebrow, Amon shifted toward me and explained, “After all the pieces were gathered, Isis summoned Anubis and told him she needed his help to get her husband back.”
“Did it work?”
“After a fashion. Anubis carefully wrapped the pieces together, placing foot to leg and leg to torso until he formed the shape of a man. If a leg or an arm was too mangled, or if a finger or a toe was missing, Isis filled the body in with the limbs of the crocodiles she’d cut her husband’s remains from.
“With Isis chanting spells the entire time, Anubis embalmed the remains of Osiris and was able to unite the five components of her husband. He had re-formed the body, had loaned his own ba—his power—connected the shuwt—the shadow—and called the ka to return, naming the bound form with its ren, or name: Osiris.
“Together Anubis and Isis generated a powerful wind that swirled around the form, raising it into the air. The figure moved and was brought gently down to stand upon its feet. Osiris was Egypt’s very first mummy. Weeping, Isis removed the wrappings from her husband and found him once again whole and perfect except for his skin, which had become as green as a crocodile’s. She rejoiced, but Anubis sadly informed her that the magic that brought her husband back to life came with a price.
“Anubis explained that Osiris must be forever bound to the afterlife. Isis and Osiris were allowed to remain together one night, and then he had to depart from her side and take his place with Anubis. There he watches over the scales of judgment and commands the Land of the Dead.”
“So during that one night she got pregnant?”
“Correct. Seth, thwarted in the pursuit of his sister, took possession of the throne. He was confident that there was no one to rival him since Osiris had never fathered an heir.”
“But then Horus was born.”
Amon nodded. “Horus was the delight of his mother, and he inherited a portion of her power. His mother channeled the moon in her magic, and Horus was granted a great gift from the moon. He was born with filmy eyes that could see in the darkness. It was said that his eyes could create light. Horus could see great distances and he could discern the tiniest detail. Prey could not hide from him and he could find the truth amidst lies.
“Isis nurtured her son and his gifts. He was raised in secret, and his mother took on a new identity to prevent Seth from finding them. When Horus was of age, Isis took her son and approached Amun-Ra himself, asking for his help in returning her son to his rightful place as a ruler. Amun-Ra was disinclined to help. Horus had no experience and Seth had become very powerful.
“Frustrated, Isis turned to magic. She called an asp from the desert and hand-fed him a rat that she had poisoned with magic. The vermin did not kill the snake, but the poison made the asp’s venom powerful enough to harm a god, even one as potent as Amun-Ra.
“Knowing where the god liked to walk every evening, Isis placed the snake in his path. He ignored it as he did most creatures since he could not be harmed, and when the snake bit, he chuckled and continued on his walk.
“At sundown, Amun-Ra rode the ceremonial barque through the underworld, and just as he emerged to begin a new day, he collapsed, a victim of Isis’s poison. Runners were sent out to find a cure, and Isis quickly made her way to Amun-Ra’s side. She whispered in his ear that if he told her his true name, she would give him the antidote. Desperate, he agreed.”
“What was his true name and why did she want it?” I asked.
“I do not know. As part of their arrangement Isis was never allowed to reveal it. Isis healed Amun-Ra and then used his true name to force him to help her son. When you know the true name of a being, be they god, human, or animal, you gain power over them.”
“But I have only one name.”
“That is because you have not yet discovered your true name.”
“I’m not sure I have one.”
“Every living thing does. Your true name represents your ideal self. The person you are at the center. The name that is engraved upon your heart.”
“Do you have a true name?”
“I do.”
“And it isn’t Amon?”
He shook his head. “I was given the name Amon when I was called to my purpose.”
“Then why wouldn’t Amon be your true name?”
Amon took my hand and pressed my palm against his chest. “In my heart, I know it is not.”
With his hand wrapped around mine, I could feel the familiar warmth from his fingers, but I could also feel a more intense heat coming from his chest.
I moved my hand away, though he seemed reluctant to let go of it. Clearing my throat, I picked up my notebook and skimmed through my scribblings. “The eye power you were talking about seems different from what you do.”
“It is both the same and different. Shall I continue the story?”
Nodding, I nibbled on the pencil eraser and crossed my legs, shifting the notebook to my lap.
“Isis invoked the true name of Amun-Ra in a spell that would release him only when three demands were met. Her first request was to instate Horus to his father’s position. Second, she asked to accompany Amun-Ra on his nightly journey to the underworld as often as she wished so that she might visit Osiris.”
“And third?”
“She asked for something no other had ever dared. Isis told Amun-Ra that she wanted her son not only to be the rightful heir of Osiris but also to be named the heir of Amun-Ra himself.”
“That’s how he became the son of Amun-Ra?”
“Yes. Amun-Ra had to grant the three wishes of Isis, and, as a result, adopted Horus as his own son.”
“I’ll bet Seth didn’t like that.”
“Not at all. Seth immediately challenged Horus and they began a series of tiresome battles.”
“Didn’t Amun-Ra try to stop it?”
“No. He thought battling Seth would be a good opportunity for Horus to prove that he was worthy of the great god’s attention. Three tests were arranged—a test of strength, a test of skill, and a test of power. To show strength, they fought for three months as hippopotamuses, but they were evenly matched. Next, they were both to build ships of stone and race them down the Nile, but Horus cheated and painted a wooden ship to look like stone. While Seth’s boat sank, Horus won the race, but his trick was discovered and once again there was no winner.
“Finally, a hunt was organized. Whichever man could find Nebu, the golden stallion that roamed the desert, tame him, and bring him to Amun-Ra would be declared the winner.
“Seth had heard the rumor that Horus had very powerful eyes and he worried that Horus would likely be the first to find Nebu, so in an act of desperation, he stole upon Horus while he slept and ripped his eyes from their sockets. He hurled the orbs across the dunes and left a blind Horus to die while he went in search of the famous horse.
“Without his eyes, Horus was stripped of immortality. For months, he wandered the desert alone but for a falcon he befriended. The bird brought him meat, which he ate raw, and it became his faithful companion. Horus realized that his ambition and power had made him arrogant. Every day he turned his face to the desert sun and promised his new father, Amun-Ra, that he would change his ways and become the kind of leader the people needed.
“Weeks passed and Amun-Ra decided that Horus had been punished enough. Disguised as an old woman, he approached Horus and cried out for help. Horus sent his falcon to find the woman and followed the call of the bird until he came upon her. He offered what assistance he could and, to his surprise, the woman changed form. Feeling the warmth of the sun god, Horus knelt at Amun-Ra’s feet and begged for forgiveness. He asked not to be instated but to be taken to his mother so he could be comforted by her love before he died. Amun-Ra took pity on Horus and exclaimed that not only would he see his mother with his own eyes, but his power would be restored as well.
“This time one eye, his left eye, retained the power of the moon, but in his right eye, Amun-Ra bestowed the power of the sun and made Horus his heir in truth. The Wadjet, or Eye of Horus, can be seen in art and carvings all over Egypt. It is said that an amulet made with the Eye of Horus can ward off evil, shielding its bearer from harm. The symbol is a sign of the protection of the god Amun-Ra and is a reminder that when we are stripped of all we hold dear, we can finally see the truth.”
“So, in a way, you are under the protection of Amun-Ra and you can see the truth when you look at people?” I asked.
“There are other powers associated with it as well. I can draw energy from the sun, see in the darkness, and seek out things that are hidden.”
“Is that how you found me in New York?”
“Yes, that and my connection to you. I probably could have found you without our connection, but it would have taken a long time. Your city is the largest I have ever laid eyes upon.”
I grunted. “It’s one of the biggest in the world, but I think there are a few in China that are bigger.”
“It is hard to conceive of.”
“It’s hard for a lot of people, even for many who have been born in this time. So did Seth ever find the golden horse?”
“He did, but he could not capture it. After Amun-Ra healed Horus, he banished Seth, who was enveloped by a desert storm, never to appear again until my own time. Nebu the golden stallion became a legend. Many men died seeking him in the desert. Amun-Ra’s challenge has never fulfilled, and there were many who thought they could become the heir of the sun god if they captured and tamed the famous horse.”
“Will you tell me about that, too?”
“Perhaps later, Young Lily.”
“I didn’t know sun gods needed rest.”
Amon closed his eyes and murmured, “Your questions have finally tired me.”
“Well, you are very old,” I teased.
Opening his eyes to slits, Amon turned his head toward me. “Not old enough that I cannot rein in lovely tormenters who bedevil me with questions and delight in afflicting me with all manner of inducements.”
I was going to ask him what he meant by inducements, but then he sighed and nestled his head against my shoulder. My nose was pressed into his hair. It was as soft as a newborn’s and I couldn’t help but inhale the scent of him—warm amber and myrrh. Adjusting himself by shifting even closer, he covered both of us with a blanket and quickly fell asleep.
My body was lulled by the contact as little pulses of warmth sank into my skin. Questions still swirled in my mind, but I turned off the light and let the darkness of the plane envelop me. I tried to quiet my thoughts, but instead I imagined what it must have felt like to wander the desert, blinded. A falcon cried and I jerked awake just as the captain announced our descent into Cairo.
With his sunshine smile, Amon bade each crew member best wishes before disembarking. By the time he was finished, he was confident enough to not only find his way around the airport, which would have been challenging even for me, but to gain us access to a VIP lounge where we could refresh ourselves.
After I’d rinsed out my mouth, brushed my hair, and washed my face, I met Amon in the waiting area, where he handed me a bottle of water. I was exhausted, and not just because I hadn’t slept very long. It was something deeper, and I sensed that my connection to Amon was a primary cause. Amon noticed my exhaustion, too.
“You are weary, Young Lily.”
Sipping my water, I nodded.
“Come,” he said, leading me to some very comfortable-looking chairs next to large windows. I sat in one while he stood directly in front of me. The sunlight helped a bit, but my eyes still felt swollen and, despite my having downed my water, my mouth felt gritty and dry.
Amon pressed his fingers against my cheek and his eyes remained closed for several moments. “Well, doctor? What’s the diagnosis? Am I going to live?” I asked, half joking and half fearing his answer.
Frowning, Amon picked up my hand and squeezed it lightly. “You need to rest,” he announced.
“I already knew that.”
Though concern was written all over his face, he tried to hide it. “Then let us be on our way,” he said gently.
Amon helped me stand and then wrapped his arms around me. Immediately, I panicked. “Whoa, there! Wait a just a minute, Mister I Dream of Jeannie. Why don’t you save the sand travel for when we really need it?”
Pausing, Amon took stock of our surroundings. “Perhaps you are right. Let us find a golden chariot.”
Tagging along behind him, I said, “They might not be golden in Egypt, you know.”
“Ah, yes. Cairo is likely much more advanced than your city of Manhattan. We will find some fast horses.”
“Um, you might want to prepare yourself for a little culture shock,” I cautioned as we headed toward the doors. “I don’t think you’ll find Egypt like it was a thousand years ago.”
“They are still my people. I am sure the city will be much like I remember.”
“Okay, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Amon’s face darkened when we stepped out into the bright sunshine. The city stretched before us, and it was undeniably not what Amon had been hoping for. He glared at me when I quipped, “See? Not even a camel.”
Approaching an airport security guard, Amon adjusted my bag on his shoulder and began speaking with the guy. When he returned, I saw the guard on his walkie-talkie. “What’s up?” I asked.
“He will arrange a VIP chariot for us.” Pointing to one of the small black-and-white taxis that sped by, Amon added, “I will not bend my body to fit into a chariot so small. My sarcophagus was more spacious.”
I laughed, shifting closer to him so a large group of people could pass us, and Amon wrapped his hands protectively around my shoulders. There were many tourist groups from several different cultures and countries. Amon cocked his head and listened as they passed. “There are so many languages,” he said finally.
“Egypt is a pretty popular tourist destination.”
“What does this mean, ‘tourist destination’?”
“Well, many visitors come to Egypt to see the pyramids or other relics of the past.”
“What kinds of relics?” The car arrived, and the driver rushed out to take the bag from Amon.
“Artifacts like pottery, art, jewelry, old writings on papyrus, mummies, that sort of thing.”
Amon had my door halfway open but halted. “They visit Egypt to view the dead? See the bodies of those who have left this life?”
Suddenly, I became aware of how disrespectful that seemed. “Um, yes. Though I think some of the more fragile mummies are kept locked away from the public. I suppose you could think of it as the people of this time paying their respects to the kings and pharaohs of old. No one is allowed to touch them, and they’re usually preserved under glass.”
Amon didn’t say anything for a moment, and I could tell he was rolling the idea around in his head.
When we were settled in the car, Amon said to the driver, “We are VIP travelers seeking respite from our journey. We require refreshment, new clothing, and supplies.”
The driver raised his eyebrows at Amon, chanced a look at me, and asked in English, “Where do you like to go?”
“Take us to a nice hotel.”
“Cheap nice, or pay-the-money nice?”
Amon leaned forward. “The fee is immaterial.”
“Pay-a-lot-of-money nice,” I clarified.
“Very good.”
The driver sped off, taking what I suspected was the long route, but I didn’t complain. It was nice to watch Amon as he took in the changes to the city.
“How far are the pyramids of Giza?” I asked the driver.
“Not far. Maybe thirty-five, forty kilometers. You want to go today?”
“No. Today, we rest.”
“Very good.”
“The weather is cooler than I expected. Is this normal?”
“April is spring in Cairo,” the driver explained. “Very nice.”
I played with my phone and discovered that the pyramids were about twenty miles from the airport. Converting to cubits, I whispered, “Sixty-seven thousand five hundred cubits.”
Amon just grunted in response, totally transfixed by the scenes outside the window. Modern Cairo was a bustling city. Like New York, it had a mix of both old and new buildings, except that old had an entirely different meaning in Egypt.
We passed mosques and bazaars, cemeteries and museums, luxury towers and apartment buildings, and theaters and shops, but unlike New York, Cairo had an ancient feel, and it wasn’t hard to imagine that if the people slowed down enough, the desert dust that constantly lapped at the edges of the city would rise up like a hungry wild beast and consume civilization, dragging it back into the sand and burying it so completely that Cairo would quickly be lost, like the cities of old.
The driver finally pulled up in front of a large hotel with a beautiful circular pool and fountain. Palm trees lined the drive, and two large columns, carved to look like ancient obelisks, stretched to the sky on either side of the pool.
We got out, and as Amon spun in a slow circle, I fumbled for my credit card. Amon then turned his attention back to us. Fixing his gaze on the driver, he murmured a few words, and without further comment, the man turned his head, put the car in gear, and drove off. I wonder how long we’re going to be able to keep doing this.
The hotel was opulent, and other than the decor, I could have easily mistaken it for an upscale building in Manhattan. The lobby boasted a five-star restaurant, and the outer sections were lined with expensive shops selling women’s clothing, designer handbags and luggage, and souvenirs; a bar; and an after-hours lounge. There was even a perfumery.
Amon hypnotized the guy at the front desk, and we were soon swept with our meager belongings up to the top floor. They gave Amon keys to the minibar and to a VIP lounge where we could dine in private if we wished. After teaching him how to order from the room service menu, I disappeared into the shower.
Donning a robe and thinking I’d head to bed wearing it instead of my rumpled clothes, I ducked my head into the next room to find Amon surrounded by dishes of food. He sat in the sunshine coming in from the window, not eating. Our view was incredible. Far below was the beautiful Nile, sunlight twinkling across its surface. Though his hair and skin were gleaming, I’d never seen him so melancholy.
“I see you’ve ordered a feast. Aren’t you hungry?” I asked.
“I have no passion for food.”
“That’s very unlike you.”
“Yes. Do you see, Lily?” Amon pointed to the Nile. “I have ridden on this very river countless times and yet I do not know this place.”
“I’m sure the water has eroded the banks over time—”
“I do not mean the dimensions of the river; I mean the land, the people around it. They have been lost, stolen. They have disappeared like the dew before the sun.”
“Amon”—I took his hand and gripped it in mine—“they…we…are still your people. We have new technology, we travel by different means, we have all kinds of jobs you’ve probably never even considered possible, but we are the same. We still have the same needs—we drink, eat, seek friendship and love. We worry over those we care for. We fight in battles. We are hurt. We become ill, and we die.”
“Yes. But perhaps you no longer need a…relic…such as me. Maybe it is time for me to sleep under the glass like the others, never to rise again.”
I wondered how it would feel to waken only once every thousand years, to see the world change and move on without me, to have no ties to anyone, no family. He must be terribly lonely. Though we were as different as two people could possibly be, I knew what being alone did to a person.
Turning my head, I stared at the blue river gleaming below. “The Nile has nurtured and fed countless generations, and it’s still here serving and providing for the people of Egypt. Many may walk along its shore and take it for granted. They may not even think about the kings who rode its waves or the people who depended upon it for drinking water or for crops, but that doesn’t lessen its impact. It doesn’t lessen its importance. Your people may not know you. They may walk past you in the street and never feel your power, but that doesn’t mean that they don’t need you.”
I didn’t know what else to say. I knew how different this raising must have been for him when compared with the other times. Then he was celebrated and now he was forgotten.
Looking up, Amon said, “You are right, Lily.”
“What? How?” I had just been thinking that I was very wrong.
“It does not matter if we acknowledge the sun; it continues to shine regardless of the heed we give it. If my efforts go without recognition, then so be it. I pledged my service to the people of Egypt, and I will continue to provide it until such time as Egypt no longer has need.”
“When might that be?”
“When there is no longer a threat of darkness.”
“That might never happen.”
“Then I shall continue to serve.”
Amon’s hazel eyes looked haunted.
“How are you handling all of this? I mean, all the changes you see in the world must be staggering.”
“You are how I…handle it, Lily.”
“What do you mean?”
“It is difficult to explain.”
“Can you try?”
“My mind can understand the world through your eyes. Take your phone, for example. If I concentrate, I can picture you using it. I see in my mind how you rely upon the device, and though I cannot understand it fully, I do not fear it.”
“What about the planes and cars and skyscrapers?” He cocked his head and focused on me. “Wait, you’re doing it right now, aren’t you? Are you looking for the definition of skyscraper?”
“Yes.”
“It means these large buildings.”
“Ah. Though I can catch pictures and emotions from any person I choose, there is a special connection to you. It is more than the Eye. Our bond not only provides me with energy but also steadies me. Without you I would be a barque tossed upon a stormy sea without sail or anchor. I would be truly lost.”
“So have you bonded like this with other people? When you rose before, I mean?”
“No. You are the first.”
“Why didn’t you bond with others? Didn’t you need their help?”
“A bonding is a fusing of all five aspects of myself with another. Boundaries between the two people involved can easily become blurred. It is an…intimate thing.”
“Is that why I have a hard time controlling what I say? I mean, it’s like everything I think just spills out of me whether I want it to or not.”
Amon nodded. “Your inner thoughts and feelings have been drawn to the surface. In the past, I have known where I was and the work I had to do. My jars of death were always near, so I did not need to rely upon another. My brothers woke the same day as I did, and together we accomplished our purpose without imposing our will upon a mortal. The bond was never enacted because it was never needed. I will always be sorry for the burden this connection places upon you.”
I was quiet for a moment and then said, “I’m sensing there is more you’re not telling me.”
Amon looked away. “There is nothing that you need be concerned about. I will continue to tread very carefully so that you come to no harm. Speaking of that, you should rest now, Young Lily.”
“You’re tired, too,” I said quietly. “Won’t you sleep?”
Standing, Amon drew me to my feet and took a strand of my wet hair in his fingers. As he pulled it back from my face, he kissed my forehead—a gesture that surprised us both. “You need to sleep more than I, Nehabet,” he said as he took a step back.
“What does that mean?”
“In my language, a nehabet is a precious water lily found in an oasis, and this water lily”—he tapped my shoulder—“needs to rest.” When I started to protest, he shushed me with the tip of a finger on my upper lip. There is only one bed. My wish is for you to take it.”
With a nudge, he sent me off to the bedroom. As I closed the door, I saw him turn back toward the window and run a shaky hand through his hair.
It was early afternoon when I fell asleep, and by the time I woke it was already evening. The bedroom window was open and night air wafted in, cool and carrying the scents of river, desert flowers, and exotic spices. Cracking open the door, I found Amon asleep. His long form was bent unnaturally on the couch, the food on the table still untouched.
Wheeling the cart of cold food into the hall, I got on the phone and quietly ordered more and then knelt in front of Amon as I waited for the food to be delivered. His new hair covered his eyes, and after a moment of self-denial, I shut off the part of my mind that was normally in charge of things and gently brushed the hair out of his eyes with my fingertips. The warmth of this skin drew me, and I wanted to just sit near him to feel the radiance of it.
His full lips were softened in sleep, and I realized that what I was seeing was the man, not the sun god. There were two sides to him, both engraved upon the same solid coin. Each version was powerful, handsome, and commanding, but Amon the man, who was vulnerable, who doubted himself, who yearned to feel a connection with other people, was the one I was more attracted to.
It was all too easy to imagine him, sleepy, sultry, and warm, opening his arms to me, and me kissing him, slipping my hands into his hair as we passionately embraced. When the idea floated through my mind that I could easily come to fall for someone like him, I removed my hand and chided myself for getting lost in girlish fantasies. I didn’t know what had come over me and I wasn’t prone to rationalization, but I decided to give myself a break. This was the one time in my life I was going to allow myself to indulge in breaking the rules; if I wanted to fawn over a gorgeous man, no one was around to notice or care.
Still, my old way of thinking crept back in. Even if I ended up liking Amon enough to want to do something about it, what did that mean? We could never have a future together.
But he was attentive—not only to me but to others. Sunny—there was something special that happened when Amon turned up the wattage; it was almost like I couldn’t help being happy. Committed—how could a girl resist a guy who would give up his own desires and sacrifice himself to save others?
These traits along with many others cast a brilliant light upon the shadowy dream guy I’d first met. He disappeared and what was left was Amon. I could fall recklessly, dangerously, in love with a guy like him, but I couldn’t create a scenario in my mind where that kind of relationship ended up being anything other than heartbreaking. Of course, my parents wouldn’t approve of him unless he had a graduate degree or political aspirations.
The irony was that if I’d lived in Amon’s time, my parents couldn’t have hoped for a better match. He was a prince of Egypt, after all. Even without the power of the sun god, Amon had been going places. I wrinkled my nose, thinking that maybe he would have wed a sister, like the gods of old. Then again, perhaps he didn’t have one.
Regardless, I’d been granted a temporary reprieve from planning an entire future for myself, and I’d always be grateful to him for that. I hadn’t realized how heavy the weight of my structured life was until it was gone. Being with Amon made me feel like anything was possible. I no longer felt like the person called Miss Young, or Lilliana. With him, I was just Lily, or Young Lily. I liked being Lily much better.
There was a light knock at the door, so I set aside my reflections and opened it, allowing the server to bring in a new cart. He handed me a slip of paper to sign and then he was on his way. Amon woke as I was setting the food on the table.
“Are you coming?” I asked with a smile. “I have to confess, I think I’m ready for a feast.”
Cocking his head, he studied me with wide green eyes. “And what are you celebrating, Young Lily?”
Lifting a glass full of orange juice toward him, I said, “Possibilities. Let’s celebrate the unknown.”
Amon came forward and took a glass, filling it from the carafe. “To the unknown, then,” he said, clinking his glass against mine.
With relish, I filled my plate and didn’t even allow myself to think about the fat, carbs, or calories. If something was delicious, I made sure Amon tasted it. As he exclaimed over the chocolate cake I’d asked him to try, he nudged a plateful of an Egyptian dish he loved toward me and encouraged me to eat it with my fingers. Another dish we scooped up with sections of a thin, flavorful bread. When we’d tried everything, feeding each other bite after bite, Amon got on the phone and ordered everything else on the menu we hadn’t sampled yet.
We tried pizza together for the first time, and he loved the Margherita style the most. I introduced him to lobster and linguini, ice cream and Italian meatballs, steak tartare and spring rolls, and he had me taste a variety of local dishes. Some were similar to things he’d once eaten, while others were new creations.
Tasting every dish with Amon was an exhilarating experience. It felt decadent, adventurous, and, in a way, intimate. But above all else, it was fun. I realized then that I’d never actually feasted before in my life. Amon’s passion for food and for giving himself over to the simple pleasures of taste and textures was a big departure for me. I found myself wishing I’d done it sooner.
By the time we were finished, I groaned, having never in my life eaten so much. It was just after midnight, and I wasn’t sure if I should try to go back to sleep or watch a movie. I’d started to gather our dishes and place them back on the cart, when Amon gently wrapped his hand around my wrist.
Sliding his hand up my arm to my face, he pressed his palm against my cheek and said, “Hakenew, Lily.”
“That means ‘thank you,’ right?”
“It means a bit more than a simple thank-you. It is a term implying a deep sense of gratitude for another person. It is an expression of thankfulness for the enduring warmth and comfort one feels when in the presence of someone special. I do not thank you, Lily. I am thankful for you.”
“Oh.”
He continued “I have feasted many times, but I have never enjoyed it as much as this. My heart is lightened by being with you.”
Blushing, I murmured, “I enjoyed it, too.” Amon’s green eyes studied my face and then dropped to my lips as he came a step closer. I thought he was going to kiss me, but instead, he pressed his forehead against mine. Our noses touched, but unfortunately his extremely kissable lips were nowhere near mine.
Drawing back, I sensed his regret as he took a few steps away from me. “Please rest a bit longer, Lily. I will return soon.”
With that, he was out the door and gone.
What did I do? I wondered. Maybe he wasn’t attracted to me in the same way I was to him. Maybe he just needed me and when he was done, he’d have no problem setting me aside.
Feeling insecure, an emotion I despised, and about a boy, a situation I’d never allowed myself to be in before, I berated myself for acting like a lovesick teen with an unrequited crush, reminded myself that I was above such things, and then headed to the bathroom to see if I had something stuck in my teeth. My teeth were fine, which left me vacillating between wondering why Amon wasn’t attracted to me and telling myself that I was too confident in my own skin to care.
Picking up my hairbrush, I noticed that my hair was different. On each side of my face, there were two streaks that were no longer the same color as the rest of my hair. I inspected the strands. It looked like I’d gotten chunky blond highlights. Starting at the roots, I trailed my fingers down the highlighted locks and then gasped when I realized that Amon had touched my hair in the exact place where the highlights were.
The fact that my new highlights were most likely due to Amon’s sun-god touch actually made me like them. My hair was now unique, very different from the Lilliana who lived in a penthouse suite in New York City.
This was a Lily with an adventurous streak, literally. This was a Lily who snuck out of the house. This was a Lily who ate things that tasted good instead of things that were good for her. I squared my shoulders and came to a realization. This was a Lily who deferred college for a year or two and traveled. And this was the kind of Lily who just might look like she deserved a hot Egyptian sun god for a boyfriend. I wet my hair again, applied some product, and scrunched it while I blew it out. With a curling iron, I twisted sections of my hair into loose curls, creating a bohemian style that reflected my mood. I was working on my makeup when I heard the room door open.
“Amon?” I called out.
“I am here, Lily.”
He entered the room with a man in a business suit who was obviously under his thrall. They both carried a bunch of shopping bags on each arm. After depositing them all on the bed, Amon thanked the gentleman, murmured a few words, and he left, happy as could be despite the fact that I was sure he hadn’t received payment for any of the items Amon was pulling from the bags. As he left, I spied the glint of gold on his name tag, and I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at his departing form. “You put a spell on the vice president of the hotel and made him schlep bags up here?”
Amon shrugged. “The store with women’s clothing was closed and he was the only one who could open it.”
Folding my arms across my chest, I gave him a look, but Amon ignored me and began plowing through the bags.
“I did not know which clothes would fit the best, so there are several different styles and sizes,” he explained.
“You know, even if the security cameras didn’t see you, he could get into a lot of trouble with his boss. He could even go to jail.”
Amon waved a dismissive hand. “Since you explained the camera on your phone to me, I have discovered how to disable them wherever we go. They are quite simple machines.”
“Okay, I’m just saying it might be best to lie low sometimes.”
Twisting to look at me, Amon asked with a puzzled expression, “You wish for me to lie down on the floor?”
“No. Never mind,” I said with a sigh.
Rifling through one of the bags, I found a button-down shirt and a pair of jeans much too large. Yanking the jeans from the bag, I held them up and raised my eyebrows with a smirk. “Wow, you really are a bad guesser.”
Amon looked up. “Those are not for you. They are mine.”
“Ah.” I handed him the jeans. After gathering a few more items, he started to leave, but then stopped and turned around.
“Your hair is different.”
“Yes, I noticed. Thanks for the highlights, by the way.” I pulled a blond curl away from my face and let it go. Dropping the bags with a heavy thud, Amon came closer and tentatively reached out his hand, but then he paused as if asking for permission. “It’s okay,” I said. “You can touch it. I like the streaks.”
Amon twisted a curl around his finger and gently pulled it straight. The tip of his finger brightened as he drew the curl out and I could actually see sunlit ripples travel down to the ends of my hair.
“It seems like where you touch my hair, it changes color.”
“Yes.” He watched the transformation with curiosity. “But I did not make it curl.”
“No. I did that myself.”
Amon let the newly blond strand go and then backed away a step. “I am sorry,” he said.
“Don’t be. Like I said, I like the color.” He said nothing and just stared at me, so I asked, “Do you hate it? Is that the problem?”
“No. I find it…beautiful.”
“Then what is it? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” Amon shook his head, turned, and said, “Dress in something comfortable. We will be journeying through what you call a sandstorm.”
“Will we be coming back to the hotel?”
“Yes. We can return.”
“Okay. I’ll pack light, then.”
Amon left, closing the door quietly behind him.
I couldn’t get a sense of what was going on with Amon, and that bothered me. He was upset about something, but I couldn’t tell what that something was.
Since I wasn’t sure exactly what we’d be doing, I dressed in a pair of skinny jeans, boots, and a black tee. Just in case we ended up going someplace nicer, I threw a flowing black skirt with a handkerchief hem into my bag, along with my notebook, a few water bottles, a pair of sandals, and my wallet. Amon would likely take care of any fees, but I wanted to keep my wallet on me just in case.
Emerging from the bedroom, I found Amon dressed in a similar fashion. He’d slicked back and finger-combed his brown hair, which made it look almost black, and he wore a pair of dark jeans with a thick black belt and a gray shirt, unbuttoned so the white tee beneath it peeped through. His muscular physique was visible despite the double layer of shirts. My goodness, I thought. Not bad, Lily. Not bad.
Swallowing and clearing my throat noisily, I asked, “So, sandblast, huh?”
“Yes.”
Amon had a falcon-like stare that made me feel vulnerable and powerful at the same time. My heart began hammering as I neared him, his eyes seeming to take in my every move at once. I got the impression that he could sense not only the rate of my heartbeat but also the pulse of blood through my veins, my sharp intake of breath as he slid his hands up my arms, and the way my skin tingled where he touched me. “Are you ready?” he whispered against the delicate skin beneath my ear, and when I answered, “Yes,” my mind wasn’t even on the place where we were going. I took a step closer and wrapped my arms around his waist. As the sand began to fly, I closed my eyes and buried my face against his chest. I sensed his surprise at the gesture but couldn’t tell if it was a happy surprise or if he’d rather I kept my distance.
My ears filled with the buzz of the storm as sand licked my bare arms and wind lifted my hair. I experienced a moment of panic as the prickles of sensation numbed me, but Amon somehow spoke to me in my mind, soothing me with soft words in a language I couldn’t comprehend. His hand slid up my back and cupped my neck and I had all of a few seconds to enjoy it before I could feel nothing and we sank into darkness.
The sand coalesced and we appeared in an alley between two buildings.
“Where are we?” I asked as I turned in circles.
“Itjtawy,” he answered softly.
“Itjtawy as in…”
“My home.”
“Oh.” Amon’s “home” was apparently now an industrial district on the outskirts of the vast city of Cairo. He began walking and I followed, not entirely sure it was safe to be walking there at that time of night. Within a few moments, Amon was able to find the Nile, and we walked along its banks as he studied the area. He stopped once and played with the top of a reed growing near the water.
“Papyrus,” he explained, without me having asked.
I would never have guessed that the clump of tall green stems with dust-mop-style heads could have been used to make paper.
A bit farther down, Amon paused, backed up carefully, and counted off steps. “It should be right about here,” he finally announced.
“What? Your home? How do you know?”
“No. My home would have been up on that crest. Can you see it?”
“That hill there? Yes, I see it. So what was here?”
“The temple. The one we would have prayed to Anubis in. I know where we are because this was the site of my first death, an experience I shall never forget. Even if I had, the Eye of Horus would show me what I was seeking.”
“Oh, I see.” I was itching to ask more questions, but I could see he was focused on the task at hand. “So what do we do?”
“Be still for a moment so that I may concentrate.”
Amon sank to his knees, closed his eyes, and lifted his hands skyward, palms up. I wasn’t sure what to do, but getting on my knees felt like the right thing, so I did. He began chanting, and after a moment, I felt the ground rumble.
Turning to me, Amon reached out a hand. “Lily!”
He pulled me up, crushing me tightly to his chest. Amon kept us both upright as the ground rolled beneath us. The dirt directly in front of where we stood rose as if something or—and I sincerely hoped not—someone was emerging from it. A horn pierced the surface and I worried that it was attached to an underground monster, but then the rumbling stopped and whatever it was that was sticking out of the ground remained motionless.
Cautiously, Amon stepped forward and reached out, pulling the object from the earth. It looked like a large ice cream cone, the sugar kind, but it was made of clay. Its sides were smooth except for the dirt that covered it, and on the top were Egyptian glyphs.
“What is it?” I asked as I moved closer.
“A funerary cone.”
“What’s a funerary cone? Is it used to nail the sarcophagus closed? Seems like it would break.”
Amon shook his head. “No. They line the entrance of a tomb. These carvings here are a prayer meant for the deceased. And here, we find his name.”
“So who is the deceased?”
Reverently, Amon dusted the surface and ran his finger over a portion, reading it out loud in Egyptian. He paused and looked at me before translating. “Me. This cone comes from the tomb of my last resting place. It is a message that I will find what I am seeking there.”
“So your last resting place was—”
“Thebes. Not in Thebes exactly, but likely in the tombs near the Theban hills.”
“Wait a second. On the box with all the artifacts in the museum there was a marker that said the mummy”—I shifted uncomfortably— “I mean, you, were discovered in the Valley of the Kings.” I pulled out my smartphone and looked up the site.
“It’s near where Thebes once was,” I explained. “The city is now called Luxor. I hate to tell you this, Amon, but the Valley of the Kings is the archaeological capital of the world. Oh, uh, ‘archaeological’ means the digging up of buried relics.”
Amon frowned. “Like me.”
I winced, but said, “Yes. The point is that there are probably guards everywhere, and they haven’t even discovered all the tombs in there yet. They find new stuff all the time. It’s going to be like looking for a needle in a sand dune, not to mention you’re going to have to do mind control on a lot of people for us to even get in there.”
Amon was methodically dusting off the cone artifact as I spoke. When I finished, he lifted his eyes and said, “I have to try, Lily. If I cannot succeed, then all will be lost. Will you still accompany me on this journey?”
Stepping closer, I placed my hand on his arm and said, “Of course. Now hand me the ice cream cone thing and I’ll put it in my bag for safekeeping.”
Once the relic was stowed, I expected to leave immediately for the Valley of the Kings, but Amon wanted to wait until tomorrow so he could renew himself in the sun before attempting the journey. He wanted to walk around the area that used to be his home. He held out a hand to me, and together we explored the land that was once supposed to belong to him.
As he talked, explaining to me what his home had looked like, the drab gray buildings disappeared and were replaced with a golden palace, fields of grain, and herds of cattle. I could envision Amon walking proudly among his people, riding a boat down the Nile, or feasting in celebration.
Soon we came upon a building that had been made over into a club. Techno music blasted and beautiful young people lined up, waiting their turn to get in.
“What is this?” Amon asked.
“It looks like a club. A place where people dance and celebrate,” I added.
“My people dance?”
“Well, yes. People dance all over the world.”
“Then, come, Lily. We will celebrate with them.”
“I don’t think I’m really in the mood.”
“What do you mean? What is a mood?”
“Mood is a feeling…like when…Ugh, it’s too hard to explain.”
Amon peered at me in the darkness, his eyes flashing. He tilted his head, then said, “You do not enjoy dancing.”
“As a rule, no.”
He continued to focus on me, quickly discerning more than I was willing to show outwardly.
“You believe it is a poor use of your time and you are…embarrassed.”
He’d pretty much hit the nail on the head. It was strange to have someone pick up on every little thing I was thinking. “Quit analyzing me, Sigmund Freud. I have my reasons, and you don’t need to know every little thing.”
Ignoring my statement, Amon continued to address the issue. “Lily, first, there is no possibility that your lovely, soft limbs could move in any way that would cause you shame. Second, there is enough work in the world, Nehabet. What good does it do to excel if you don’t revel in your achievements? There must be a balance. Even a king celebrates. If he did not, how could he rule effectively?
“You must allow yourself to feel…joy, Young Lily. You must take pleasure”—Amon pressed his lips to one of my hands and then the other—“in just being alive.”
The irony was that I’d never in my entire life felt more alive than I did the moment Amon kissed my hands. He’d kissed my forehead before, but when he touched his lips to my hands, electricity shot through me. Even though I knew his passion was more about enjoying life than about me, it was still powerful, and there was a part of me that wanted to latch on to that. “All right,” I acquiesced softly. “We’ll dance.”
The inside of the club was dark and warm, but the music was fantastic—techno funk with a wicked beat and a slightly exotic sound. Immediately, I felt out of place since most of the women wore tight little dresses, high heels, and heavy makeup. Amon was leading us to the bar when I shouted above the din, “I’m going to the restroom! I’ll be right back!”
The atmosphere was pulse-poundingly hot, but when I finally found the bathroom, it was an almost frigid contrast. Air-conditioning blew onto the women standing in front of the mirror primping, and I wondered if the men’s room had the same feature or if it was specially arranged to keep the ladies happy.
After removing my clunky boots and swapping them out for sandals, I quickly changed into the skirt I’d brought and then plucked at my T-shirt, wondering what I could do to make it look more like I was going to a club than to a farmers’ market. I was standing in front of the mirror frowning, when a girl applying lipstick asked me a question in another language. I just shrugged, lifted the hem of the tee, and made a thumbs-down sign.
The girl pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows, gesturing at herself, and when I nodded hesitantly, she pulled a pair of tiny scissors from her purse. I was even more hesitant then, but she didn’t make a move until I nodded again.
With deft hands she cut the neck out of the T-shirt, making a wider neckline so the shirt slipped off one shoulder. She then took the bulk of the T-shirt hem and tied it in a knot at my back, revealing an inch or so of midriff. Finally, she turned me around to gather the hem of my skirt.
I was going to protest her cutting it, but she set down the scissors and wrapped the material around my body, tucking it in at the side so that I ended up with a sarong skirt that stopped just at the knee on one side and about halfway up my thigh on the other. I’d never in my life worn anything that left me feeling so exposed.
As a parting gift, the girl handed me her lipstick and rolled some of her perfume on my wrists and neck. The scent was exotic—a light floral and musk. I freshened my lipstick and fluffed my hair, said a quick thanks, then left the bathroom to seek out Amon.
After checking my bag and taking a claim ticket, I scanned the bar. Amon wasn’t there or seated in any of the sections around the dance floor. Deciding he must have gone outside for air, I headed in the direction of the door, then stopped when I heard a ruckus coming from the dance floor that was even louder than the music.
Nudging aside enough women so I could see what was going on, I was shocked, not at seeing Amon in the middle of the crowd or his skin gleaming as if he were under a spotlight but at seeing him dance. I’d expected his style to be exotic and very different from modern dancing, but I hadn’t expected that he would be doing a male version of belly dancing.
Amon had ditched his outer shirt, so the only thing covering his taut torso was the thin white T-shirt, which clung to him so tightly it looked like the seams would burst at any moment.
He turned in a slow circle, abs undulating and pelvis rotating in a way that was sensual enough to be illegal. Amon’s dancing was like a mashup of Elvis and the Chippendales. The human sun god was a stomach-dropping, chest-popping, feet-sliding, shoulder-swaying, hip-rotating, flutter-inducing, liquid locomotive, and I was surrounded by women who couldn’t wait to buy a ticket.
As Amon turned, his eyes took in his admirers and he paused. A huge smile lit his face as he shouted out to the crowd surrounding him, “Thank you, ladies, but my Lily has come. I wish to dance with her now.”
Amon held out his hand and I stepped forward, ignoring the gasps from the women around me. One by one, they turned aside, some good-naturedly, some with jealousy obvious on their faces.
As Amon took my hands and began moving his body again, I jerked awkwardly back and forth in small movements and then leaned close to his ear. “If you think I’m doing what you did, you’re crazy!” I said.
He drew me closer and then turned in a circle, matching each step with the beat. Then he slid his hand down my arm, took hold of my hand, and turned me, too. I was surprised I didn’t miss the beat. By the time a few songs were over, I felt much more confident and was actually having fun. Amon spun me around until I collapsed against his chest, dizzy and laughing.
Eventually, the music changed to something slow. Amon seemed confused at first, and he watched with a curious expression as the other dancers paired off. A woman who’d been watching him before returned and asked him to dance. He shook his head and answered, “I am not meant for you. I am dancing with Lily.”
As she left, I took a step forward, closing the distance between us, and ran my hands slowly up his muscular arms, over his shoulders, and around his neck. After standing stiffly for a few seconds, he relaxed and pulled me tightly against him. Slowly, we began moving together. His hands, splayed on my back, moved inch by tantalizing inch downward until they reached the bare skin at my waist. Wedging me even tighter against his body, he put his forehead to mine. The side of his mouth tickled my cheek.
If I shifted just a bit, I could be kissing him. But I was too much of a coward to make the first move. His hands slid to my hips and then back up to my waist. The tension and nervous energy I felt as his electric fingertips stroked my bare skin was driving me crazy. To distract myself, I stood on tiptoe and asked, “What did you read in her thoughts?”
“Whose thoughts?” he answered in a husky voice. His eyes, a darker shade than I’d ever seen them, glittered as they searched mine. “Ah, the woman who asked me to dance. She hunts for a companion to fill her lonely nights.”
“I imagine most of the people here are looking for that.”
“Yes. But she seeks for something empty. She holds out no hope for love.”
Tilting my head at an angle to see his face better, I asked, “Do you?”
“Do I what, Nehabet?”
“Hold out hope for love.”
Amon paused. His body froze in a way that anyone who’d seen him dance would have thought impossible. He didn’t answer but instead took my hand and said, “Come, Lily. It is time to go.”
He seemed impatient as he waited for me to retrieve my bag. When we stepped outside, I wanted to take a moment to allow the night air to cool my heated skin, but he tugged me along, not giving me a moment to think. We had barely rounded the corner of the club when Amon suddenly stopped and pulled me roughly against him. Before I could even form a question, he murmured some words in Egyptian and we were sucked into a whirlwind.
We had rematerialized in the bedroom of our hotel room. Amon abruptly said goodnight and left me alone, heading for the living-room couch and shutting the door firmly between us.
I listened at the door, but I couldn’t hear him and I couldn’t seem to muster the courage to open the door and confront him about his brusqueness. Amon hadn’t hurt me physically, but he’d left me feeling vulnerable and rejected. I wondered what I’d said, what I’d done to make him desert me so abruptly, and whether he was feeling like I was feeling or if I’d been misreading him.
Sinking to the floor, I rested my head against the door and felt the hot sting of tears on my cheeks. I’d never cried over a boy before, but my emotions were all over the place since starting this journey. I was unstable, heated, and on edge. Amon had used a lot of energy today, and I was feeling it. Eventually, I crawled into bed, sinking into a fitful sleep, and dreamed that my tears were enough to fill the Nile.
The next morning Amon knocked lightly on my door. When I opened it, attempting to wipe the sleep from my swollen eyes, he was not only dressed and ready for the day but looked as good as the night before. I drew my robe tightly over my new pajamas and tried to smooth my tangled hair.
After a cold, perfunctory glance he asked, “How soon can you be ready?”
I answered, “Fifteen minutes,” and with raised eyebrows he nodded and closed the door behind him.
Ten minutes later, I was wiping the steam from the mirror and brushing the tangles from my heavily conditioned hair. This time seeing the blond streaks didn’t make me feel impulsive or wild; instead I saw them as a symbol of what happens when you put yourself out there and it backfires. My limbs felt heavy and lethargic, which was most likely a combination of lack of sleep and the giant meal I’d scarfed down the day before.
I brushed my hair away from my face with harsh strokes and twisted it into a tight bun at the nape of my neck. As I jabbed some pins I’d found among the new purchases into the bun, I welcomed the little stings, considering them punishment for wandering too far outside my comfort zone. There was a reason that my mother constantly said “moderation in all things.”
Eating too much rich food leads to feeling puffy and bloated. Not enough sleep, and energy wanes. Crushing on the wrong boy? Well, that is a recipe for heartache.
Unfortunately, I would spend the morning suffering a rich-food, sleepless-night, hot-guy-rejection hangover. But I had certainly learned my lesson, and I wouldn’t be dabbling in any of that stuff again. I was getting right back on track to living my practical, boring, perfect life. My walk on the wild side had pretty much ended in disaster, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t hitch a ride back on the familiar wagon of levelheadedness.
Exactly fifteen minutes later, I opened the door. “Will we be returning to the hotel?”
Amon looked me over, focusing his piercing gaze on my hair, and wrinkled his nose as if he found the severe style distasteful. “No. We have no need to return to Cairo,” he replied.
“I see. Give me another minute, then.” Turning my back on him, I stiffly gathered up the clothing I thought would fit me and stuffed extra things from the hotel room—soap, shampoo, a toothbrush and toothpaste, the small sewing kit and, of course, water bottles—into my bag.
Amon folded his arms across his chest and watched me. “You are angry. I feel it,” he said.
“It’s not your concern,” I tossed back. Throwing my stuffed bag over my shoulder, I gave him a strained smile and said, “Shall we go?”
Amon took hold of my arm as I passed. “Lily, I am sorry if I hurt you. But I cannot give you what—”
I held up my hand. “Please don’t finish that sentence. I don’t want to hear any platitudes and I have no interest in listening to your interpretation of what I want. I’m over it. So let’s not talk about it anymore. All right?”
Hazel eyes gauging my reaction, Amon nodded. “If that is your wish.”
“It is. Now can we go?”
Moving to a more open space in the living area I held out my arms so we could disappear in a cloud of sand, but he ignored me, instead walking over to a tray and pulling off a domed lid. Steam poured from the dish. “Will you eat first, Lily?”
“No. I appreciate your asking nicely, though, instead of ordering me.”
“Lily, whether you acknowledge it or not, your body is being taxed by supporting both of us. You are drained.”
“It’s nothing. I just didn’t sleep well.”
“It is more than that.”
Amon came closer. Too close. My breathing hitched and I tried to back away, but he took hold of my upper arms. “Remain still,” he directed in a quiet voice. With both hands, he cupped my cheeks, fingertips grazing the hair at my temples. Heat edged down my neck and trickled over my shoulders, spilling into my limbs, advancing like viscous lava. A hot flush remained as Amon slid his hands down to my neck, and I was fairly certain it was from more than just his magical doctoring.
As he stared into my eyes, tears began to fall from mine. “What have you done to me?” I asked, unsure of the exact nature of my question.
Amon wiped a tear away with his thumb and rubbed his fingers over it. He sighed heavily, and stepped away. “More than I should,” he answered cryptically. He picked up several pieces of fruit and held an apple under my nose. “You will eat this later. Though I will refrain from ‘forcing’ you to eat it, consider my encouragement to do so of a strenuous nature.”
“Yeah, whatever,” I murmured noncommittally as I stuffed the fruit into my already overloaded bag. As I struggled with the zipper, Amon took the bag from me, draping it across his wide chest before he opened his arms. Keeping my head down, I stepped into his embrace. With the whisper of a few words in ancient Egyptian, sand began to twist around our bodies.
Soon sunshine encircled us, shining brightly through my closed eyelids. I waited for the sand to dissipate. It seemed to take longer than normal, but when I cracked open my eyes, I realized it was a natural breeze stirring the sand on the dune where we’d appeared.
“We are here, Young Lily,” Amon announced.
I guess I had been expecting an Indiana Jones–type temple or something, but what we were looking at seemed more like a mine in the dust export business or a quarry of crumbling rocks. My ankle-high boots were already filled with grainy sand.
Amon led me down the hill, my feet sinking into the sand up to my calves in some places, and the valley came into view. Between the small cliffs was a well-cared-for excavation site. Piles of coarse stones and loose gravel had been built up big enough to look like rocky burial mounds.
The day was already stifling, and I pulled my shirt away from my skin, fanning myself with it to circulate some air. Already thirsty, I dug a water bottle from my bag, sucked down about half, and offered the remaining half to Amon. He refused it, saying I needed it more than he did, so I finished off the bottle about the same time we reached the valley floor.
We merged with a group of tourists heading for what looked like a small bazaar. Vendors had set up tables and tents to sell various souvenirs. Amon wandered off to take in our surroundings while I eavesdropped on a tour guide who was explaining how to buy tickets.
I took a map when he began passing them out, and I smiled and nodded at a middle-aged woman next to me, who said, “Isn’t this so exciting? I’ve always wanted to go to Egypt. My husband finally got us tickets for our thirtieth anniversary.”
“Congratulations,” I mumbled as I studied her profile. She and her husband would be an interesting duo to draw. The woman had curly red hair that was graying at the roots. It was loosely gathered in a ponytail, and a cheap plastic sun visor shielded her eyes. Her husband had a sunburned bald spot, cargo shorts hanging low beneath his potbelly, and a vacation beard. But it wasn’t their appearance that fascinated me; it was more the way they interacted with one another.
As the woman talked easily with strangers, the man remained quietly by her side, chuckling at jokes despite the fact that I was sure he’d heard them several times, and when he forgot where he had put his glasses and began patting pockets, she told him without even looking, “Check your head, dear.”
The woman clucked her tongue. “What would you do without me?”
Smiling, the man answered, “I’d never want to find out. Shall we go?”
With that, the couple headed off on their Egyptian tomb adventure after paying what I considered to be way too much for a flashlight and a stack of postcards.
Amon finally returned and pulled me away from the line. “I got us a map,” I declared as I held the document up.
“The map I require will be found within the tombs.”
“Really? How does that work exactly?”
“The tombs are all connected, and each one will provide direction to the next.”
“Are you sure? Because they made it sound like there are only small groupings of tombs. Nobody mentioned a tomb highway.”
“I am sure. I have discovered an entrance that is not as frequented. We will begin there.”
“Okay, lead the way.”
As Amon headed toward one of the entrances, I tagged along, trying to make sense of the map. “It says all of the discovered burial chambers are labeled with numbers according to the date of discovery. For example, King Tut’s tomb is called KV62, which means King’s Valley number 62. The most recent one, KV63, was rumored to be the possible burial chamber of the woman believed to be King Tut’s mother, Kiya, but it ended up being a storage cave, full of mummification paraphernalia. Hey, did you know King Tut? I mean, personally?”
“I am not familiar with this name.”
“Oh, his full name was Tutankhamun. He was a boy pharaoh.”
“It is pronounced toot-ahnk-ah-MOON. Tut means ‘the image or likeness of.’ Ankh is ‘living.’ And Amun represents the sun god Amun. So ‘Tutankhamun’ translates as ‘the living image of the sun god Amun,’ and to answer your question, no. His reign must have occurred while I slept.”
“I don’t understand. Aren’t you the living image of the sun god?”
“I have been imbued, gifted, with a portion of his power so that I may fulfill my duties, but I am not the sun god personified. It was common for the leaders of Egypt to align with one god or another. The pharaohs did this for two reasons. First, they believed that if they took the names of the gods for themselves they would receive divine aid, but perhaps more important, this also cemented the loyalty of their people. They made it so that to reject a pharaoh was to reject deity. This helped offset internal strife and rebellion.”
“But didn’t he know about you?”
“Who?”
“King Tut.”
“As the centuries passed it was considered safer if the leaders of the time were unaware of our presence. We did not wish to be seen as a threat or as a means of inciting revolt if the people were unhappy with the current politics. Our purpose was merely to protect the land from darkness, not to rule.”
“Then how is it you were welcomed with feasting and song?”
“There was always a group of priests who passed the knowledge of us from generation to generation. They made sure that we were well cared for when we woke, that our burial sites were protected, and that the rituals were fulfilled. The people who celebrated our return were the humble, the poor. They kept our secret, not those in power. Though each rising is different, they have always been our watchers.”
“So since your sarcophagus was taken, what you’re saying is that somebody stopped watching.”
Amon shrugged as if it meant nothing, but I could tell my words hit the mark. “It is a different time now,” he said after a moment. “Perhaps in this world they have forgotten.”
We stopped at a cave opening that was almost completely boarded up. I consulted my map. “This one is called KV29. The guide says that it’s likely just a shaft, that it hasn’t been excavated yet, and that it’s full of debris.”
“This is exactly what I seek.”
Amon began ripping the boards off the entrance with a godlike strength.
Nervously, I said, “Uh…I might be a little claustrophobic. Just saying. Also, I don’t have a flashlight. Or a rope. Or mountain-climbing gear. Or a death wish!” I called out as Amon disappeared inside the dark hole.
Sticking his head back out, Amon held out his hand. “You will not die, Young Lily. I will be with you.”
Gingerly, I stepped closer, avoiding the rotting wood that might hide rusty nails. I should’ve gotten a tetanus booster and probably a dozen other shots before I agreed to go on this crazy trip. If only the girls at my school could see me now. My classmates would be shaking in their designer shoes at the thought of trekking through the desert and entering an unexcavated tomb. I could tell my skin was getting sunburned, and there were grains of sand ground into my hair. If I ended the day with just those irritants I’d consider myself lucky.
We made it only fifteen feet or so into the tomb, the light from the opening still showing the way, before we were stopped by a wall of loose rocks. “How exactly did you expect to get through here?” I asked. “Tunnel?” Coughing from the thick dust we’d stirred up, I took a sip from a water bottle to clear my throat.
“I must use my power. Prepare yourself.”
“Prepare myself? For what?”
Amon didn’t answer, instead raising his hands in the air and closing his eyes. A rumble shook the cave, almost knocking me off my feet. “Hold on to me, Lily!” Amon shouted.
I didn’t hesitate and quickly wrapped my arms around his waist, burying my face into his chest and yet unable to resist turning just enough so I could see the magic he’d caused.
Rocks and debris shifted, rising into the air. At first, it was just a light layer, but then loose gravel ascended and even the heavier rocks moved in their stony beds. Amon continued to murmur in ancient Egyptian and the rubble rose higher, shooting past us in a cloud of stinging dust. Pebbles came next, firing through the air like bullets. They blasted out of the cave opening, ripping off the remaining boards that covered the entrance and cascading down in a shower outside the tomb, where they quickly built up a large pile.
Amon strained a bit as he focused on the bigger rocks. They weren’t moving as fast as the lighter debris, and he had to move them one by one. The last two were massive boulders and Amon brought us up against the gritty wall, pressing me tightly against his body as the rocks passed. I could feel him shaking as he guided them. With a heavy thump, they hit the entrance and blocked out all the sunlight.
“I guess we aren’t getting out the way we came in,” I murmured as Amon bent over, panting. His breaths echoed in the black space, and I felt his hand gripping mine.
“I am sorry, Lily, but I need you.”
“It’s okay, I’m here. What do you—” I cried out midsentence as Amon drew energy from me. This time it was very different. Before, it felt like a gradual draining, but now the pull was sharp and painful, like someone was vacuuming out my insides with a steel wool attachment.
After a moment of agony, Amon let go, though he was still panting. “Lily?” he called. “How do you fare?”
Little twinges of aftershocks rippled under my skin. Being pretty much blind didn’t help, and I began experiencing extreme claustrophobia as well. “Not good,” I gasped, feeling like I was going to throw up. “A little warning next time would be nice.”
“But I did warn—”
“Never mind. Oh, boy, it hurts.” I ached all over. “Is that normal?”
“The longer we are connected, the worse the pain will be for you when I borrow energy.”
“Well, that’s just fan-freaking-tastic.” My head began to pound at the base of my neck.
“I will try to spare you as much as possible.”
“Thanks,” I murmured dryly. Fishing sightlessly in my bag, I found a small bottle of ibuprofen and popped a few, downing them with water. Amon groaned. “Are you in pain, too?” I asked.
He blew out a breath as he leaned back against the wall. “Yes. I experience pain when I expend a great amount of energy without having absorbed the power found in my canopic jars. Our connection is such that I experience your pain also.”
“Talk about a double whammy. Here, hold out your hand.” I stretched my hand out and bumped into his chest. Moving my palm up to his shoulder, I skimmed it down his arm and took his hand, opening it and holding it in place. I shook some tablets into his palm, counted, took back the three extra ones, and then handed him the bottle of water, placing it in his other hand.
“What is this?” Amon asked.
“Medicine from my world. It will help with the headache.”
Grunting, Amon popped the pills and chewed. “The taste is abhorrent,” he spat.
“You’re not supposed to chew them. You swallow them whole. So,” I asked as I put the ibuprofen back in my bag and felt for his arm, “what exactly are we going to do now with no light?”
“We will go down the shaft.”
“How? I can’t see a thing.”
“I can see in the darkness.” Amon turned toward me and two shimmery lights materialized in the pitch black just about where his eyes would be. It reminded me of the reflective eyes of animals at night.
“That’s a little creepy. So you have night vision?”
“I call it eyeshine.”
“Right, so I’m just supposed to follow you? Blindly?”
Amon’s glowing eyes turned away from me and then returned. The effect was eerie. I felt like I was being haunted. “Perhaps it is not the most effective way,” he admitted reluctantly.
“Will it be steep?” I asked.
“Possibly. It depends on what the intended use of the shaft was.” Amon slowly turned, tucking my arm in his.
“I thought it was for air,” I said as I walked beside him tentatively, testing out how to move in absolute darkness in a strange place. I clutched his muscular arm like a lifeline.
“Some of them are. Often there were secret shafts built for the priests who tended to our resting places. They kept funerary lamps lit and left behind food and other items they thought we might need should we awaken.”
The heel of my boot rolled over a round stone and I staggered. Amon pulled me upright, placing one arm around my shoulders. His other arm was now in front of me so I could hold on to it like a safety bar on a roller coaster.
“Didn’t the priests know that you rose just once every thousand years?” I asked as we started walking again.
“Sometimes records were kept and they knew exactly when we would rise, but other times they were wrong by a few hundred years.” After progressing only about a dozen feet, Amon turned and rubbed his palms lightly up my arms. “How do you feel, Lily? Are you still in pain?”
“It’s mostly gone now. I’m just tired.”
“I do not feel we will make swift enough progress if you cannot see.”
“Right, so what exactly are we going to do about it?”
Amon didn’t answer but launched into a chant, his richly accented voice echoing off the walls. Gradually, I began to make out my surroundings. I gasped when I saw the light was coming not from a torch or a flashlight or a magic wand but directly from Amon’s skin. His entire body glowed with a buttery light that illuminated the chamber around us, but wasn’t so glaringly bright that I couldn’t look at him.
“Oh, wow,” I murmured in appreciation. Amon was beautiful. Glorious. He looked like a resplendent angel. His eyes gleamed like green embers burned within their depths. Amon said he was only the personification of Horus and Amun-Ra and had, at one time, been a mere mortal like me, but there could be nothing or no one as magnificent or as worthy of worship. Amon in his normal form was crush-worthy enough, but if he had appeared like he was now in ancient Egypt, civilization would have fallen at his feet.
Amon didn’t seem to notice my speechlessness and just cocked his head at me as he offered his hand. I slid mine into his and thought that this must be what Lois Lane felt like when Superman offered to take her flying. At that moment, I felt all the pain, risk, and inconvenience was definitely worth it if it meant being on the arm of a man like Amon.
Even if he wasn’t interested in me. Even if I was a lowly human girl trying to keep up with a man who had godlike powers. Even if the time spent with him was only because he needed me. I pledged to myself that I would enjoy every minute while it lasted. I was in a waking dream and having the experience of a lifetime. I’d never forget it as long as I lived.
Docilely, I let Amon take the lead, and we moved ahead quite a ways. The air was oppressive and hot, and despite the marvelous distraction that Amon provided, being in the middle of an Egyptian desert started to overwhelm me. Sweat pooled on my neck and lower back. With my free hand, I fanned my shirt to move air around my face. I asked Amon to stop so I could take another drink.
“Aren’t you sweating at all?” I accused as I greedily sipped water.
“I am used to the heat of Egypt. Compared with the afterlife, the desert sun feels as comfortable as springtime.”
“Your Egyptian afterlife sounds suspiciously like hell.”
“It has its…challenges,” he replied cryptically. He studied my face for a moment. “I can help”—he averted his eyes—“if you wish it.”
“Will it hurt?”
“No. It may be slightly draining, but there will be no pain.”
“Do it, then.”
Amon slid an arm around my waist, pulling me close, and ducked his head up against my neck. “Wh-what are you doing there, exactly, Vlad?” I stammered nervously, ultra aware of the trickle of sweat making its way slowly down my neck right about where his lips were. “I thought you were a mummy, not a vampire.”
Amon blew softly on my neck, the sensation causing goose bumps to rise pretty much everywhere on my body. “You must remain very still, Lily,” Amon whispered, his breath tickling my ear.
“Um, okay.”
Amon whispered and pressed his lips to my hot neck. Though I let out a little squeak, I remained stiff and unmoving, trying to remind myself that the very exquisite sensation of Amon’s kissable lips grazing my neck had nothing to do with romance. I noticed that though the heat in the cave had begun to lift, the heat Amon was generating between us, however unintentional, was through the roof.
The sweat on my face and arms cooled, and the air around me felt moist and wet, like a forest in Oregon, a welcome change from the dry desert we were actually in. Amon murmured against my neck, “You taste like melted desert honey.”
Unable to remain still any longer, I slid my hands up his arms to his shoulders, but Amon immediately straightened, raising his head. The urge to pull him close again was strong. Instead I asked, “What was that?”
“I sucked the excess warmth from your body and took it into my own. I have a great tolerance for heat.”
“That’s the understatement of the year,” I mumbled as he moved farther away.
Without him near, I actually felt cold now, and wasn’t sure if the sensation was due to Amon removing too much heat or if I simply craved his warmth.
“Thank you,” I offered, and even though I was disappointed with his abrupt reaction to my touch, I couldn’t help the contented smile I wore on my face. “I feel much better.”
Amon took in my expression and replied stonily, “You are welcome. Come, Lily.”
We came to a fork in the shaft and Amon stopped to consult some hieroglyphs. He pointed to the various pictures. “This is the map. To those who simply read it in a straightforward manner, it tells stories of pharaohs and of battles, but to those few who know of us, there is a hidden code. Do you see the crescent moon?”
“Yes.”
“This is a sign of my brother. It means that his tomb has been hidden in an antechamber near the Egyptian leader mentioned here.”
“What is his name?”
“My brother or the leader?”
“The leader.”
“I do not know. He is recognized by his picture. I must seek the burial chamber of this man, and because the moon appears to the right of him, it means my brother’s antechamber will be found off this man’s right hand.”
“But if that mummy has been discovered, then he has been removed. How will we know where he was positioned?”
“There will be a hidden door marked with the sign of my brother, the crescent moon. If we cannot discern which doorway is on the right-hand side, then we will seek the sign, but it is likely that there will be more directions found in the tomb of this leader.”
“So do we go right or left? Anubis sent the funerary cone from your tomb, correct? So shouldn’t we be looking for your tomb first?”
Amon bit his lip. “Let us begin by exploring the old tomb of my brother. If he is there, we can raise him quickly and he can help me find our remaining brother. Besides, nothing on this map indicates where I might have been discovered.”
Amon led us toward the right, and it wasn’t long before the shaft angled down steeply. “How are we supposed to get down there?” I asked “Skateboard? Slide? Mine cars?”
“What are those things?” Amon asked.
“A skateboard is like a wooden board with wheels. You ride on it. Mine cars are small chariots that run on tracks, and children play on a slide. It’s made of smooth metal, and there’s usually sand at the bottom so kids don’t hurt themselves when they land.”
“I will choose the slide.”
“Wait a minute. There are all kinds of bumps and pits and rocks down there. It’s not exactly going to be smooth sailing.”
“May I have a bottle of water, Lily?”
I handed him one and, to my dismay, he poured the entire thing down the shaft instead of drinking it.
“That was a waste of perfectly good water,” I mumbled.
“I must use some power again, Lily, but I am warning you now.”
“Okay, fine. At least I know what to expect.”
“Yes,” Amon said, and then looked away. I sensed emotion rising in him. It tasted bitter, like regret mixed with a gritty determination. Standing in front of the angled shaft, he chanted, and I heard the hiss of sand shifting inside the tunnel. The hiss grew and became more agitated as small rocks and debris began to tumble. Curious, I stepped closer and peered down. It looked like a whirlwind was twisting inside the shaft. Everything, each loose grain of sand or rock, spun, gradually increasing in speed. Faster and faster the rocks and pebbles moved until I could see only streaks of black, gray, and brown.
What at first sounded clunky, like shoes thumping in a dryer, began to even out, and after several minutes, Amon took my arm and had me step behind him. With a thrust of his hand, what was left inside the tunnel whipped out past us and blasted against the far wall. As Amon braced his hand against the curved shaft, eyes closed, I approached and placed my palm against his cheek.
Amon’s hand slid up my arm to cup my hand and he opened his brilliant eyes. “Take what you need,” I offered.
“I will try not to hurt you,” Amon pledged. The siphoning off of my energy was less invasive this time, but I still felt hollow. It left me with a deep emptiness, a hunger I wasn’t sure could be filled. No wonder Amon liked feasting. If a feast had been set in front of me at that moment, I would have pounced on the food like a starving animal.
The once square shaft had now become almost circular, thanks to the wind funnel Amon had created. I wasn’t sure what the water had done. It seemed too insignificant an amount to have aided the process and yet, he’d accomplished his purpose. Crouching at the edge, I ran my hand along the inside. It was smooth; the rocks lining it were even, flat, and polished.
Amon crouched down next to me. “I am unsure if the entire shaft is smooth like your slide, so you will ride on my legs.”
I was suddenly uncomfortable. “I think I’ll just take my chances behind you.”
“I will not allow you to be further hurt, Lily.”
“No, really. It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”
“Lily, do not make me force you.” Amon positioned himself at the top of the shaft and held out his hands. “Come,” he beckoned.
“You know, for a god, you can be kind of a bully,” I mumbled.
“I am not a god. I am a—”
“Yeah, yeah. I know. You’re just imbued with powers, blah blah blah. Let’s just get this over with.”
Awkwardly, I sat on Amon’s legs, and without any hesitation, he pulled my body back against him, nudging my legs up so they rested on top of his. He folded my arms across my chest and wrapped one arm over mine, leaving his other hand free to push off. “Are you ready?” he murmured in my ear.
“As I’ll ever be,” I grunted.
The awkward feeling turned into cold fear mixed with exhilaration. Amon whooped loudly, both arms now wrapped protectively around my body. Air whipped past us as we plummeted, and I had the sick sensation of being in free fall. Unable to stop myself, I screamed while Amon’s laugh reverberated in my ears. The thought occurred to me that if we lived through this whole experience, it might be fun to take Amon to a theme park.
The shaft became steeper and the ceiling lowered, so Amon angled his body back and I could feel the tightening of his abs against my back. My cheek rested against his, so I had a good view as the ceiling dropped toward us. I worried that if it got too low we’d be wedged in a tunnel that would likely rip us apart at the speed we were going.
Just when I was sure the ceiling was going to rip off my nose, it widened again and the angle started to even out. Suddenly, the slide beneath us disappeared and my scream echoed in what must have been a much larger space.
Amon, no longer laughing, cradled me even tighter against his chest and we landed with a heavy thump on a pile of sand. Though Amon took the brunt of the fall, he kept me locked in his arms as we rolled down, finally sliding to a stop with Amon’s body ending up on top of mine, pressing me into the stony floor.
Amon lifted his head. “Are you harmed, Lily?”
“I don’t think so…,” I answered, my words trailing off as his concerned expression was replaced by something else.
I could feel a delicious sort of torment rise within him, tempting him.
His gaze dropped to my mouth, and my breath caught. I was in a dark, dusty tomb, spiderwebs in my hair, sand in my boots, with sunburned, sweaty skin, but none of these things affected me more than the drop-dead gorgeous sun god who was currently hovering over me.
I wasn’t sure if what I felt was real or if it was a side effect of our connection, but I knew without a doubt that he wanted to kiss me. And Egyptian heaven help me, I wanted him to. But despite the fact that I was vividly imagining the press of his lips against mine, and the likelihood that he knew that I wanted to kiss him, he closed his eyes, murmured some soft words in his native language, and shifted, moving quickly off and away from me.
For some reason Amon was keeping me at a distance. I wasn’t one of those girls who lacked self-confidence, but his behavior was disconcerting enough to make me second-guess my girlish charms. Maybe there was more to our connection than he was sharing.
I was determined not to allow any more self-doubt to color my emotional response, but Amon’s repeated rejection left me feeling vulnerable and exposed.
As he turned his back to me and began studying the markings on the walls, I sighed, grabbed my bag, and murmured, “I was wrong. I think my ego was bruised in the fall.”
Amon gave me a sidelong glance and frowned, turning back to the hieroglyphs without responding and effectively shutting me out. Sighing again, I chose a passage as far as the light from his body would allow. Finding more carvings, I called out to him, “I think I found something.”
“What does it look like?” Amon replied. “Describe what you see.”
Squinting in the light, I studied the form and answered, “The first part is the sun, moon, and stars, like you talked about. Then there’s a guy with a weird-shaped head. I’ve never seen an animal that looked like that before. It may be a horse? Anyway, the guy looks like he’s pushing a rock. Hold on. There are little symbols on the rock.”
Tracing my finger over the carved grooves wasn’t enough to help me make them out. Leaning closer, I gently blew on the stone and a light powdery dust rose in the air, leaving the symbols beneath more clear. “Wait a minute,” I mumbled to myself as I backtracked a few paces. Sure enough, the large block I’d recently passed had the exact same carvings that the horse-faced god was pushing. Just to be sure, I dusted it off with my hand, took out a pen from my bag, and copied the markings onto my hand.
From around the corner, Amon asked, “What did you find, Lily?” his voice echoing in the large space.
“Just practice some patience for a few seconds and I’ll tell you!” I hollered over my shoulder as I checked the symbols on my hand against the god’s stone box. It was a match.
Pleased with my discovery, I headed back to the large stone and began pushing, wedging my boots into the grooves of the floor for leverage. As I struggled with the stubborn stone, I began describing what I’d found to Amon.
“It’s in the shape of a stone roughly the size of your chest, and it’s sticking out from the wall. The god on the picture is pushing, so I figure that’s the thing to do.”
“Yes, but what are the symbols you see?” Amon called from around the corner.
Gasping, I tried pushing the heavy stone to the right and then to the left, but the thing wouldn’t budge. Turning around, I braced my back against it and pushed with my legs. As I panted, I explained, “There are four pictures. Top left is a full moon with horizontal lines through it. Bottom left is a rectangle. Top right is a sun half over the horizon, and bottom right”—I grunted and laughed in relief as I felt the stone shift slightly—“is a pair of walking legs.”
“Walking legs?”
“You know, like a stick figure with two feet pointing in one direction.”
The stone moved several inches, so I adjusted my feet, bit my lip, and pushed again just as Amon shouted, “Lily! Stop!”
“Amon? What’s wrong?” I called out, but then the stone gave way and settled flush with the wall. Almost immediately the ground began to shake. A large section of it shifted and the side farthest from me gave way altogether, creating a slide that I was at the top of, with nothing to hold on to. My scream echoed as I slid down the rock. I scrambled frantically for purchase, vainly attempting to find a handhold to stop my descent.
Beneath me a gaping black pit waited hungrily to devour me, but right as I went over the edge there was a jerk on my arm that wrenched my shoulder painfully. My body banged against the side of the pit and I continued to look for something to grasp.
“Lily!” Amon cried out. “Hold on to me!”
“I’m slipping!” I knew that any second I was going to fall. As I swung wildly, I glanced down once again. Now that Amon’s light was making things more visible, I cried out with desperation when I saw sharp spears and jagged rocks waiting below.
If I fell I would be impaled and would likely be joining the Valley of the Kings tomb as its newest resident. Morbidly, I wondered if I’d get my own chamber and number. I’d be KV64, or maybe KV65, unless, of course, they didn’t discover me for a few thousand years. For all I knew I could end up as KV6565.
Amon’s frantic murmuring didn’t serve to make me feel any more confident in my chances, and then, to make matters worse, the dirt wall I was trying to cling to with my other hand started vibrating. Clouds of sand began to burst forth and swirl around me.
“Sandstorm not helping!” I cried out, choking and coughing, but a moment later the sand hardened, forming blocks that stuck out from the wall like steps.
“Climb on!” Amon hollered as he swung my body closer to the steps. Thankfully, I was able to clamber onto one of the narrow ledges he’d created, and I felt safe enough to tell him he could let go.
Amon scooted closer to the edge. “No,” he pronounced. “I will hold on to you as you climb.”
I carefully ascended the steps one by one, my back pressed against the crumbling dirt wall. Finally, I neared the top and Amon reached out, grabbed me under the arms, and yanked me up the rest of the way. He tugged me so hard that I lost my footing and collapsed against him. Immediately, I tried to back away, but Amon wasn’t having it. His arms locked around me in a tight grip.
“I almost lost you,” he said against my shoulder.
Twining my arms around his neck, I half smiled, half grimaced, the throbbing in my arm preventing me from truly enjoying the experience. “Thanks for saving me,” I murmured.
Amon lifted his head. “Did you think I would not?”
“No. I was pretty sure you would. After all, it’s not like there are a bunch of organ donors in these caverns.”
Amon frowned. “I did not save you merely for your organs, Young Lily.”
“No?” I teased, lifting my chin in a challenge. “Then is there perhaps another reason that you don’t want me to die an untimely death?”
“There are multiple reasons.”
“Such as?”
He shifted back, as he considered what to say. Finally, he offered, “You are…” He brushed his thumb against my cheek to remove a smear of dirt.
“Yes?” I pressed.
“You are…an excellent scribe,” he finally said.
I dropped my hands. “Really? Is that all I’m going to get? It’s nice to know my penmanship”—I spat the word—“is so important to you.” I folded my arms across my chest, wincing at the movement, and stared him down.
Amon ran his hand up my arm to my hurt shoulder, and I hissed as he cupped it with his palm. After a quick chant he poured enough warmth into the muscle to rival a heating pad. Still, he avoided eye contact. “Lily, I do not wish to talk about this.”
“I don’t get it. You run so hot and cold. I don’t understand what’s wrong. Am I not beautiful enough?”
Amon gave me an astounded look. “Why would you believe this?”
“I don’t know. You keep pushing me away. What else am I supposed to think?”
Amon’s other hand moved up my arm to cup my uninjured shoulder. “Lily, I can honestly tell you that I have never in my long life come across a creature as beguiling as you. You are as fresh and as lovely as a budding flower kissed by the dew of a golden morning. I breathe you in and am filled with the taste of sunshine, life, and hope. You are much more than beautiful. You are…temptation personified.”
An expression of shock instantly crossed his face as he muttered, “That is not what I meant to say. Please forget those words.”
“Um, unlikely. Unless they were false.”
Amon pursed his perfect lips and groaned. “The gifts I have received have made deception very…difficult for me. It was the truth.”
“Then I really don’t understand. If you like me that much, why won’t you kiss me?”
Amon sighed, removing his hands when I indicated with a nod that my shoulder felt better, and turned away, placing his palms against the stone I’d moved. He let out a sad, sardonic laugh. “This is why,” he said, nodding at the stone.
Taking a step closer, I peered at the offending rock. “What does it say?” I asked softly.
Ignoring my question, he moved around it carefully and held out his arm, beckoning me to hold on to him. When I’d crossed safely, he kept my hand in his, and after checking the hieroglyph map I’d found, continued down the passageway, leading me along. As we turned a corner, he said, without looking back, “Death. The symbols on the stone mean death.”
“If someone really wanted to kill you, why would they advertise it?”
“The carving on the wall showing the sun, moon, and stars is very old, but the etching on the stone and the rock in the carving was recently created.”
“So someone was watching for you.”
“Someone was warning us of a trap. And someone else created it. I cannot discern how long ago that image was added. It could have been fairly recently, or it could have been created a hundred years ago.”
Pondering his words, I followed him silently as we further explored the mysterious Egyptian tomb. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to fully process what was going on between Amon and me because we soon came upon a new section of the underground labyrinth that needed to be solved.
I asked Amon if we were likely to come across any more booby traps, and after I explained what they were, he told me that Egyptian tombs usually came with curses, not snares for the unsuspecting. Still, he seemed very uncomfortable with the idea of moving ahead, though he believed that the path we were peering down was indeed the correct one.
Tentatively, he led me forward, insisting on going first, but then suddenly, he froze. “Do not move, Lily,” he whispered.
“What is it?” I asked quietly.
Reaching forward, Amon touched his finger to the air right in front of him and blood immediately pooled at his fingertip. “It is a deadly wire, created to sever the neck of the hapless person wandering the tombs. And this time, there was no warning.”
We backed up slowly while Amon whispered some words. Sand rose from the tomb floor and swirled around his hands. The grains coalesced and solidified, forming a deadly-looking weapon—a knife. The blade burned with Amon’s white light.
“Stand back,” Amon warned.
Using the glowing knife, he slashed the wire. As he did so, it recoiled violently, like a whip, delivering a stinging slash to his cheek.
Amon cut another wire and another, his mood darkening with each discovery. After we finally made it to the end of the tunnel, consulted some hieroglyphs, and turned down another corridor, Amon finally began to relax.
Because he let his guard down, I did, too, and it came as quite a shock to both of us when I tripped over a slightly elevated stone and the walls began to shake.
“Amon?” I called out. “Is that you?”
“I am not causing this disturbance,” he said as I stumbled against him. The walls shifted, and before we could get our bearings, we were trapped inside a stone box. It became deathly quiet. Amon attempted to use his knife to pry open the sealed edges, but he couldn’t find a place to insert the blade. He stirred the sand around us and sent it scurrying into the corners searching for cracks. The sand just hovered in little clouds, not finding a way out.
I sat on the ground and dusted my hands off on my jeans. “So much for your Egyptians-don’t-use-booby-traps theory.”
Amon frowned. “It does not make sense. The tombs were never protected in this manner before.”
“Maybe your so-called guardians who are missing in action set up the traps to protect you and your brothers so that you wouldn’t be discovered.”
“Maybe.”
“In that case they should have set up a few more, since you were found anyway.” I sighed. “Can you sandstorm our way out?”
Shaking his head, Amon explained, “If the sand cannot find a crack in this prison, then we cannot escape it in that manner, either.”
Sitting down next to me, Amon dusted off his hands and held them up in the air, chanting different spells. When one didn’t work, he tried another, and another. It was around the third or fourth spell that I noticed the light coming from his skin was waning. It actually flickered.
“What’s wrong with your light?” I asked.
“I am not sure,” he said as he lifted a hand to study it. “Let me try something.”
A ball of flame materialized in Amon’s palm, but it soon sputtered and went out. “I do not understand why this is happening,” he said.
“Wait a minute. You can create fire with your hands?”
Amon nodded.
“You are full of surprises,” I said in awe.
I took a few deep breaths and felt a niggling pain in the bottom of my lungs. “I…think we’re running out of oxygen,” I said, the pain in my chest now becoming a dull ache. “You need it to maintain your flame, and it’s also affecting the light from your body.”
Amon took my hand and switched off his light. Darkness deeper than that of a grave surrounded us. Desperate to figure a way out, I ran my free hand over the wall closest to me. “Try to see if there is an indentation or a trigger,” I suggested to Amon. “In the mummy movies there is always a way out, we just have to find it.” Amon worked on the wall opposite mine and then we moved on to the other two. When giving the same treatment to the floor, I came across a depression in the stone. “What do you think this is?” I asked.
Making his way over to me, Amon slid his hand on top of mine until he felt the stone I’d found. “I am not sure,” he said.
It felt like a hollowed-out curve, similar to a mold for a sphere, but no matter how we pushed or beat on it, nothing happened. I sat down heavily with my back against a wall. Amon slid down next to me. “So this is it, then?” I said, more to the tomb than to Amon or myself. “We’re just going to suffocate in here? What’s next? The walls will crush us?”
Not a minute later, there was a terrible grinding noise. Amon stood to investigate.
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I cried.
“The ceiling is lowering, Lily,” Amon said. “Stay as low to the floor as possible.”
“What are you going to do?” I asked, my voice trembling with the conviction that whatever he tried wouldn’t be enough to save us.
“I will attempt to brace it,” he panted.
“You’ll be crushed,” I wheezed.
“I do not know what else to do.”
Little by little the ceiling dropped, and as strong as Amon was, there was no stopping its progress.
As I sat there cowering, hoping Amon would pull a secret sun-god power out of his bag of tricks to save us, I contemplated my impending death. At that moment, I realized my entire life had amounted to essentially being trapped inside a box. How fitting that I was now going to die in one.
Despite the fact that I liked to believe that I was a regular girl who longed for an adventure with a mysterious man, the truth was, I was about as far away from being a regular girl as I could be. I’d been conditioned like a pampered poodle to be utterly obedient and go only so far as my diamond-studded leash allowed. If the world got too crazy, I’d tremble at my parents’ feet and let them make everything all better. I was a coward.
This little adventure with Amon was so far outside my comfort zone that I didn’t even know who I was anymore. My outer shell had been ripped away and what was left was a raw, scared girl. My confidence, the marrow that made up who I was, and my grasp of what was real and what was imaginary had been ripped apart. The foundation at the core of Lilliana Young had crumbled and only broken rubble remained.
The irony was that as I waited for death, I realized that I was now finally living. I was experiencing the world. I’d run away from home, developed a serious crush on a guy who didn’t feel the same, and traveled to the desert. I was in serious need of a shower, said whatever acerbic comments came to mind, and couldn’t care less about the consequences of my actions.
And now, here I was, nearing death, and I felt…glad.
Being with Amon was the most invigorating thing that had ever happened to me and if I was to meet my end here, then at least I could say that I had truly experienced living in all its sweaty, uncomfortable, harsh, heartbroken, scary, sometimes deadly, but always thrilling glory.
If I was going to leave this earth, I would do it with a smile on my face and consider it a fitting end to the ultimate adventure. “All things considered, I think I’d rather suffocate than be crushed,” I wheezed. “How about you?”
Amon panted. “Why do you speak like this?”
“I don’t know. Just accepting the inevitable, I guess. Please stop straining yourself,” I pleaded as Amon grunted and staggered beneath the ceiling.
The scrape of a shoe on the dusty floor told me Amon had heeded my words. Soon he was next to me, trying to catch his breath in a space almost devoid of oxygen.
“Are you going to die, too?” I asked.
“Perhaps not immediately, but losing you will weaken me to the point that my death will be inevitable. For the first time in millennia I will have failed in my duty.”
“Yeah. Sorry about that.”
Amon put his arms around me, pulling me close. “No. I am sorry for this, Young Lily. I did not wish to endanger your life.”
“Yeah, well, I should have known that taking up with a mummy was not the safest bet.” Stretching my hand above my head, I could easily press my palm against the ceiling now. Amon and I slid down a little, prolonging the inevitable. Turning my face in his direction, I decided to throw caution completely to the wind and asked, “So, does the weight of our situation inspire you to rethink the idea of kissing me? I mean, if I’m going to die, I’d really like to know what a kiss feels like first.”
Amon murmured, “The weight of our situation…weight. Could it be that simple?”
Carefully, Amon moved around me and found the round groove again. He chanted, and I felt the sting of sand as it whipped past me with a hiss.
“What are you doing?” I whispered in the darkness.
Ignoring me, he kept on and then cried out in joy at the whir and click of the walls. The ceiling rose and the floor shifted. The momentum caused me to lose my balance and roll to the side. The cool rush of air filled the room as Amon took my hand and helped me stand.
Soft golden light filled my eyes as Amon’s skin began to glow once more, and he pointed at the thing he’d created—a stone ball that fit exactly into the groove of the floor.
“What is it?” I asked.
“I once heard a story about weighted balls being used in the pyramids. A stone ball weighted just right was used to open secret passageways and doors. We were going in the right direction, but we did not have the weighted ball necessary to enter.”
“So the depression we found was like a lock and the ball was the key?”
“Yes. Exactly.”
The deadly box had opened up to a new passage. As we passed through the doorway, Amon leaned down and grabbed the ball he’d created, dropping the heavy item, which was about the size of a grapefruit but with the weight of a bowling ball, into my bag before placing the strap across his chest.
So I wasn’t going to die after all. Gratitude filled me and I smiled, vowing to remember that even in the most dire of circumstances, it was better to live, explore, and face possible danger than to cower for the rest of my life inside a pretty box. From that point forward, daredevil would be my middle name.
“I think we should just assume that there are going to be more booby traps ahead,” I said, still smiling.
“Yes. We should move cautiously,” Amon said as he peered at me quizzically, probably trying to understand why I was in such a good mood.
During our careful advance, Amon didn’t come across anything, and we passed through several corridors unharmed. After climbing a long series of stairs, we came upon another set of hieroglyphs. This time there was a clear indication that the secret tomb hiding the whereabouts of the sun god was close by. Amon decided that since we were so near to his last resting place, we should momentarily abandon the search for his brother and check out his tomb first to see if we could find his canopic jars.
We reached a stone wall with the symbol of the sun engraved upon it. Amon pushed a lever, causing a hiss, followed by an explosion of dust that blew over both of us.
A crack of light appeared. Undaunted, Amon shoved the wall, widening the gap, and we entered the tomb. The vacant room was filled with artificial light. We ducked into the next chamber and found it empty as well.
As Amon studied the hieroglyphs covering the walls, I stayed where I was and pulled out the map I’d been given earlier. “Amon, do you realize where we are?”
“We are near my burial chamber.”
“Yes, but this is no ordinary tomb. This is KV63. As in, the tomb of King Tut!” Amon stared at me as if waiting for the punch line. I sputtered, “The point is, this is the most famous tomb here and we aren’t likely to be alone for long, so we have to hurry.”
Amon nodded and turned back to the carvings while I perused the map. Mumbling to myself, I said, “We came in through the treasury, so this must be the burial chamber. To the left is the antechamber, and just beyond that, the annex. The passageway out is over there.” I pointed in the general direction of the exit.
Amon turned to me, ducked his head, and whispered, “If I was indeed buried here, I would not have been found near the pharaoh or in the annex or the antechamber. My tomb would have been near the treasury room. We were always hidden behind the great treasures so that marauders would stop and not search any farther.”
“Well, apparently someone found you.”
“Yes. But where? There is no indication that another mummy was discovered in this area.”
“Maybe you were moved?” I suggested.
“Perhaps.”
“Then maybe your canopic jars are still here.”
“They may be.” We searched all the walls and found nothing indicating a hidden chamber or canopic jars.
Starving, I pulled out an apple from my bag and felt grateful that Amon had forced me to bring some food along. As I searched for another water bottle, an orange fell out and bounced along the ground until it came to a stop in a corner.
When I picked it up, I found it had rolled right into a spherical depression, similar to the one we’d found before.
“Amon! Over here!”
He crouched down next to me and smiled. “You have found it.” The hollowed-out sphere had a sun engraved in it. Taking the sand sphere from my bag, Amon whispered some words and the sand on the surface of the stone shifted, creating an exact impression of the sun to match the mold in the floor. Fitting the stone ball into the depression, he turned it slowly, and there was an audible hiss as the floor began to move.
A wall rose to block off the entrance to the treasury and, then the entire floor sank as if we were in a large elevator. When it came to a stop, we were several levels below King Tut’s tomb. Stepping off, Amon removed the stone ball and the treasury room lifted, returning to its original position. It took the light with it, so Amon lit his skin. Before us was a vast chamber supported by stone columns.
Deeply etched engravings and paintings depicting fascinating events, very different from the ones in the other tombs, lined the walls. I saw the sun, the moon, and the stars, the great pyramids, images of the god with the giraffe head, and what I recognized as Anubis pointing to three men in the process of mummification.
“What does all this mean?” I asked.
“This is my story. My tomb,” Amon responded quietly as he moved forward. He stopped at a large sarcophagus carved from wood. The detailing on it was exquisite, and I gasped when I realized it looked like Amon. Gingerly, I traced the curves of his face on the wooden image.
“It’s you,” I whispered.
“Yes.”
“But there was a golden sarcophagus in the museum when you woke up. It looked like you, too.”
“I do not know why or how I came to be in that sarcophagus. Perhaps a second one was created by those who watch over us, or perhaps I was relocated to protect my identity, but this is the one that was created for me by Anubis.”
“Why isn’t it golden, like King Tut’s?”
“Neither I nor my brothers have a need to collect or display our power with great treasures. Our purpose is simply to serve. If there were rumors of gold or a treasure associated with us, then thieves and marauders would constantly seek us out.”
“I like this better,” I said as I ran my hand over the polished wood, which had been expertly carved and painted with great care. Amon’s smile indicated that my remark had pleased him, but his thoughts and emotions were shadowed. “Amon?”
“Yes?”
“Why is your sarcophagus gleaming? It looks like someone just oiled it.”
Amon walked around to the other side. “I do not know. Perhaps our caretakers have been here. I think we need to open it. Stand back, Lily.”
Slowly raising his arms, Amon chanted softly. The top of the huge coffin shook and rose off its base. It was heavy, and Amon’s arms trembled as the lid moved to the side. Lowering his arms, he gently set it on the floor, where it settled in the sand before falling against the side of the sarcophagus with a heavy thud. I went to him, offering to share my energy, but he waved me off and leaned against the coffin until he caught his breath.
I wasn’t sure what he or I expected to find, but there was nothing. The huge casket was empty.
“I do not understand,” Amon said, peering inside. “I should have awoken here. How was I brought to your city?”
“Someone must’ve moved you.”
“But who? Why?”
“Maybe there was someone who didn’t want you to wake up in Egypt. Do you have enemies?”
“Most people do not even know we exist.”
“But some do. Who wouldn’t want you to perform your ceremony?”
“The ceremony benefits all mankind. The only one it harms is the god of chaos, Seth, but he does not have a foothold strong enough in the modern world to cause us harm.”
“Are you certain about that?”
“As certain as I can be about such things.”
“Hmm…Well, first things first, do you see your canopic jars anywhere?”
We spent several minutes searching, but came up with nothing but dust. It wasn’t until I was wandering back toward where we’d entered that I noticed the funerary cones lining the entrance to Amon’s tomb. Sure enough, one of the cones was missing near the top of the arch. I called Amon over. He hoisted me up on his shoulders to get a closer look.
Though it was dark in the hole where the cone would be, there was unmistakably something inside. Overcoming my squeamishness, I reached in and touched what turned out to be a statue. There were, in fact, two statues nestled into the gap where the funerary cone belonged, each about the length of a pen. I pulled out one and then the other, handing them down to Amon.
Grabbing my hands, he helped me slide off his shoulders and then picked up the two statues and examined them.
“What are they?” I asked as I stared at them. One of the statues looked like an ancient pharaoh with little carvings across the torso and its arms folded across its chest. It was a beautiful jade color. Very striking, the piece was probably worth a fortune.
The other was shorter, almost half as tall as the first, and was made of dark stone. It held a large parchment that was torn down the middle. Its shape was similar to that of a heart, and there was an expression of delight on its ugly face.
“They are called shabtis. At one time, human servants were entombed with their leaders, with the understanding that they would journey to the afterlife with their masters and continue to act as servants for the dead kings or pharaohs.”
“That’s barbaric!” At Amon’s confused expression, I clarified, “Cruel. Horrifying.”
“Yes. Eventually this practice changed to entomb servants only symbolically. These statues represent those who would serve the one buried.”
“So these guys are supposed to serve you?”
“In theory.”
“Did they? Have you met them in the afterlife?”
“No. But I wonder…”
“Wonder what?”
Amon lifted his gaze from the statues to me. “There is a spell.”
“I’m not sure I like the sound of this. Your spells don’t work out so well for me.”
Beginning to grow excited, Amon continued, “But if I raise them, they can use their power to help us. Do you see? Anubis must have placed them here. They can seek out my canopic jars, and then I will no longer need to borrow your energy. Our connection can be dissolved without risking—”
Amon stopped abruptly and I narrowed my eyes. “Risking what?”
He waved a hand. “It is unimportant. The benefits outweigh the risks. I will awaken them,” he declared.
“Hold on there, Houdini. Don’t you think we should talk about this? I mean, do we really need supernatural aid? I think we’re doing pretty well on our own.”
Amon took my arm and squeezed. A frosty fear that stretched like spiny fingers wove into his conscious mind, a dread that I realized he’d kept hidden from me. I caught only a glimpse of it before it was gone. Though I didn’t know the cause, whatever was bothering him was terribly real. “You must trust me,” he said as his eyes desperately searched mine.
His grip on my arm actually hurt. “Okay,” I said softly. “We’ll do it the sun god way.”
Letting out a sigh, Amon released my arm and winced when he saw me rub it. Reaching out his hand, he cupped my cheek, then slid his fingers behind my neck, lowering his head to touch mine. “I am sorry I hurt you, Lily. It was not my intention.”
“It’s fine,” I replied.
After a moment, he stepped back, placed the two statues on the ground, and launched into the weaving of his spell.
Shabti servants, apportioned to me,
You who molder in corruption,
I summon you from the realm of the dead.
No obstacle shall deter you as you make your way to my side.
Come! Come to the one who calls you forth.
Make arable the fields that sustain me.
Bank the raging floods that threaten me.
Convey the weighty stones that shelter me.
When death seeks me out,
Bear me away on swift wings.
You who were gifted to me by the great god Anubis,
Your duty is to me, and me alone.
Death is not your end for I am your beginning.
When I call you from the east, west, north, or south,
You shall say, “Here am I. Here is your servant.”
Come, shabtis, and embrace your master!
When Amon finished, the little statues twitched, dancing in the dust like firecrackers. The violent movements became more and more pronounced and they rose in the air, rotating at blinding speeds.
Amon gestured that I should come to him, so I darted around the statues, giving them a wide berth, and grasped Amon’s outstretched hand. The cavernous tomb shook, and I wondered if the trembling of the earth could be felt several levels above us by the visitors to King Tut’s tomb.
A burst of dark smoke that sparkled with electric bursts of light wound around the statues, encircling them with thick black threads. Soon, I could no longer see the figurines. The clouds of smoke grew bigger and bigger and then seemed to draw into themselves and solidify into shapes resembling men.
Finally, the dark silhouettes completely formed and standing before us were two men dressed in a similar fashion to Amon when I first found him. The last place the smoke dissipated was around their eyes, and then they each took a breath. When they opened their eyes, smoke still rimmed their irises.
The taller of the two had a short cap of wavy gray hair. His face was kind and open, and he had expressive eyebrows. He immediately adopted a subservient attitude. The shorter one had curly black hair that blended into a full beard. Shifty eyes took in everything around him. It wasn’t the fact that he looked like a pirate that made me mistrust him, but the cold, calculating way he stared at us.
Immediately, the two men threw themselves upon the ground and stretched out their arms.
Amon raised his hand and swished his fingers like he had when we first met and couldn’t communicate.
He then addressed them. “Shabtis, are you ready to serve?”
“There is nothing else in this realm or any other that would deter us,” they replied together.
“Then I have a task for you,” Amon said with a satisfied smile.
The two shabtis rose from their prostrate positions. The taller one kept his eyes lowered, but the shorter raised his flinty eyes and fixed them upon me, his mouth slowly twisting into a leer that made me very uncomfortable. I took a step closer to Amon and wrapped my hand around his arm. This made the shorter man smile even wider.
“What is thy command, Master?” the taller of the two asked.
Addressing the inquirer, Amon instructed, “You, seek out the resting place of my brother, he who embodies the spirit of the moon god. And you”—Amon turned to the other servant, whose expression was now so full of humility that I doubted my original opinion of him—“find my canopic jars. Also, do not forget to leave a trail that I may follow.”
The two men bowed before crossing their arms over their chests. “We live to serve you,” they echoed before spinning into cyclones of dark smoke that rushed out of the catacombs in opposite directions.
When they were gone, Amon smiled. “You see? This is exactly the help we need.”
“I don’t trust the little one,” I replied. “He seems devious, like he’s planning an assault on us or something.”
“Put your worries aside. Shabtis may not ignore the commands of the one who gives them life. To go against the will of the one who summoned them is the most serious of crimes. If they do so, they condemn themselves to wander the Mires of Despair alone. Without a guide, they will be lost in the Caverns of the Dead, never again to experience a moment of happiness, never again to have their ka reunite with their body, never again to lay eyes on their loved ones. It is a punishment worse than death.”
“I still don’t trust him.”
A faint red light appeared, floating like an ethereal mist. It scattered when I ran my hand through it, but then the particles drew back together to form a loose beam that drifted down one of the dark corridors.
Amon smiled. “There. I told you, he can be trusted. He has left us a trail. Come, Lily.”
I took Amon’s outstretched hand and he led me through several passageways. Very soon, it became obvious to both of us that we were going in circles. Amon’s mood darkened and he tried summoning the errant shabti to return, with no luck. Despite the warning bells going off in my mind, Amon attempted to trivialize the shabti’s no-show and reassure me that the servant must have been restrained from coming. I, however, believed differently.
“Amon?”
“Yes, Lily?” he said as he took my hand to help me down a series of stone steps.
“Why is it that the shabtis can zoom off in a cloud of smoke and find your canopic jars and you can’t?”
He gave me a sidelong glance. “It would drain my power and then I would need to replenish it with your energy. I have used too much already.”
“Don’t the shabtis draw on your energy?”
Amon shook his head. “They have stores in reserve, and when that is used up, they will return to where they came from.”
“So they’re running on batteries?”
“I do not understand ‘batteries.’ ”
“Never mind. It’s just that it seems a little cruel to summon them, use them up, and then throw them away. Even if I don’t like them very much.”
“I do not throw them away. They simply return to the state they were in before. It is the way of things.”
“Sometimes it’s okay to question the way of things, you know.”
Amon grunted noncommittally and then raised his head and inhaled a deep breath. “Something is wrong,” he murmured, and his eyes snapped wide open. “Lily, run.”
“What?”
“Run!” he shouted as he twisted to look at the top of the steps.
There was no visible end to the stairs, yet Amon rushed down them headlong, pushing me ahead faster than I thought possible. I heard nothing, but Amon seemed sure that something was coming, and I knew it would behoove me to trust him. I rushed down the steps as best I could but frequently lost my footing, sliding on the sand-covered stone.
Amon glanced behind us again, continuing to press me ahead. He followed close on my heels, and then I heard it, a soft gurgle, like running water.
Risking a glance back, I saw a viscous flood making its way down the stairs. Popping and hissing noises filled the cavern and I realized that the color of the fluid was not natural. Whatever it was, it wasn’t water. It was much thicker, and its hue was suspiciously similar to that of the shorter shabti’s trail of light. When the fluid got close enough to come into contact with Amon’s heels, he howled and scooped me into his arms.
Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around his neck, pressing my body against his as he leapt from the steps toward a ledge that was entirely too far for a human to navigate. But just as I feared we’d fall to our deaths, he summoned a wind that blew us the rest of the way.
Amon landed, but the wind, still blowing powerfully, propelled us toward a rocky obstruction. Spinning his body at the last minute, Amon smacked into the cavern wall, taking the brunt of the collision on his side and back and protecting me from the impact.
Still cradling me in his arms, Amon slowly slid down the wall groaning in pain. I ran my hand over his bruised shoulder.
“Is it bad?” I asked.
Amon shook his head. “I will endure it.”
Though I didn’t ask if he needed energy to heal, he seemed to read my thoughts and touched his glowing fingers to a lock of hair on my cheek. In my peripheral vision I could see the change to my hair’s color. For a moment, the lock glowed like Amon’s skin. When he let go, it fell to my shoulder, a sparkling blond that faded to a sunshiny gold.
He asked if I was okay and I nodded, but he continued to fix his glowing hazel eyes on me, presumably to discern whether I was being truthful. The palpable heat that always existed between us was intensifying, and I became very aware that I was sitting in Amon’s lap, hands wrapped around his neck, my body pressed against his. I had no intention of moving.
Nothing I was doing was even remotely Lilliana-like. Lilliana didn’t fawn over boys, especially ones who seemed to only want to use her only for her parts, and not even in a normal-boy way. Lilliana was not a thrill seeker by any stretch of the imagination. And Lilliana definitely did not leap before she looked. It felt like another girl—let’s call her Lily—had taken over my body, and her life was so much more exciting than mine. I liked seeing the world through her eyes, but it scared me at the same time. Lily survived ancient booby traps. Lily simply shrugged when impossible things happened. Lily aspired to be in a relationship with a boy who was not only unacceptable but who also came with his own mummy wrappings.
I mean, realistically, what was I expecting here? A sarcophagus built for two?
Still, there was one thing about this new version of myself that I really liked. Lily was brave—much, much braver than Lilliana had ever been. Lily would never let someone else decide her fate. Lily took her destiny into her own hands.
Amon held me loosely and cocked his head as he watched me, probably trying to figure out what was going on in my mind. It was confusing for me, which meant it would likely be next to impossible for him to sort through. The thought occurred to me then, that if I, Lilliana Young—no, scratch that, Lily Young—was brave enough to risk my life helping a sun god, then I was brave enough to make the first move, despite all the looming questions and unknown future possibilities that came along with it.
Sliding my hands into his gleaming hair, careful not to put pressure on any injuries, I stretched up to kiss Amon. But my lips never made it to his. Opening my eyes, I saw him leaning far away from me with a look of horror on his face.
“Lily, what are you doing?” he asked, though it should have been very obvious.
I stammered, “M-making the first move. I thought maybe you were afraid to.”
Gripping my shoulders, Amon held me still as he scrambled away. He moved so quickly, I wouldn’t be surprised if he used the wind to help him in his getaway.
Turning his back to me, Amon took a deep breath and said, “You must not continue to pursue this…this type of attachment.”
“I don’t understand. You wanted to kiss me, I could feel it.”
Amon’s frame stiffened. “You were mistaken,” he said, and grimaced as if his shoulder was killing him.
“I don’t think so.”
“I have no interest in pursuing a relationship with you. The very idea is”—Amon had turned, fixing a steely gaze on me, but then he looked away—“odorous.”
“Wait a minute. Are you saying I smell? As in stink?”
He sighed. “That is not what I mean. Can you smell that?”
I rose and took a step closer to the ledge, lifting my nose to sniff the air. I began to cough violently. “What is it?” I asked.
“A side effect, I believe, from the caustic substance on the steps.”
We were soon encompassed by clouds of noxious fumes that made our eyes water. I was pretty sure that whatever gas was filling the cavern was eradicating the oxygen as well, since I was having trouble breathing. Either that, or I was allergic to the toxic rejection I’d just received. Maybe it was a combination of the two.
Thankfully, Amon was able to summon a wind to blow the vile vapors away from our little ledge. When we could breathe again, Amon noticed his shoes steaming. When he tried to remove one, he snatched his hand away. The residue had a soft reddish glow. I crouched down next to him and took his hand in mine, examining the burn on his finger.
Taking a water bottle, I poured a good amount over the burn and then used my T-shirt to dry it. An awkwardness had grown between us and I couldn’t seem to look Amon in the eye.
He sighed. “Hakenew,” he said, and stretched his other hand out to cup my chin. He lifted it and waited for my eyes to meet his. “For seeing to my injury.”
“Welcome,” I whispered.
“I am sorry to disappoint you, Nehabet,” Amon continued. “It is not that I…” He paused, then tried again. “If I could explain…” Finally, he finished with, “You are not…undesirable.”
The fact that he was admitting something pleased me more than I expected. Before he could do anything to stop me, I pressed my lips against the burn on his finger. “There. All better.”
Amon’s hazel eyes were fixed on my lips. I drew closer and this time he didn’t move away.
I stopped a breath away from his lips. “So much for your not wanting to kiss me. Explanation,” I murmured.
Amon blinked, turned his head, and uttered, “Hehsy wehnsesh ef sah.”
“What does that mean?” I asked.
“ ‘Son of a stunted jackal’ would be the closest translation.”
“Ah. Someday you’ll have to give me a lesson on ancient Egyptian profanity. Hanging out with you, I can see where it might come in handy.”
Twitching his fingers, Amon sandblasted whatever substance was coating his shoes until the steaming stopped and he could touch it without getting burned. “We will not talk of this now,” he warned.
I stood and put my hands on my hips. “Fine. Just so long as you admit that you know what I know, that you feel.”
Amon rolled easily to his feet. “Only a sorceress could speak volumes such as that and still say nothing.”
“I’ll ignore that for now, seeing as how you have an injury on your finger of such magnitude as to be of great distraction.”
Amon narrowed his eyes. “You are indeed a witch.”
I gave him a Cheshire-cat smile. “Speaking of magic, what are we going to do about you-know-who, our little stone tormentor?”
“I will send him back from whence he came,” Amon declared.
“We’re going to have to catch him first.”
“Yes.”
Amon stood on the edge of our little ledge looking out at the sea of red slime that coated pretty much everything below. He sighed, seeming to come to a decision. “Lily, it is too dangerous to continue our course when the path has been sabotaged.”
“I agree.”
“The only thing I can think to do is to take us directly to him.”
Dusting my hands, I shouldered my bag. “Then let’s go.”
“But to do so, I must use your energy again. It will weaken you.”
“Well, I’ll recover, right?”
“Not completely. I have already borrowed your energy several times today. You do not notice the drain unless I use a great deal of power, but I have already depleted your stores significantly.”
“By ‘not completely,’ I’m assuming you mean not today?”
Amon made a face. “The longer we are connected—”
“I know. I know. Risking my innards, blah blah blah,” I interrupted. “So let’s do what we need to do to get me a good meal and let me sleep it off. I’ll be right as rain tomorrow.”
Amon frowned and didn’t seem to appreciate my blasé approach to the whole thing, but both of us knew he pretty much didn’t have a choice. Narrowing his eyes, Amon took my hand and pulled me close, then placed his hands on my cheeks. His gleaming eyes shone with conviction as he said, “I promise you, Lily, I will fix all of this.”
“All of what?” I questioned, wrinkling my nose and enjoying the warmth of his hands as it seeped into my cheeks. Raising his head, Amon cried out in Egyptian, and I screamed in pain as the sand began to swirl around us.
A thousand needles pierced me. This time, as the sandstorm ripped my body apart, I was fairly certain that nothing could put me back together again.
But, as before, I was remade. Knit together with knives. I was sure there was not one part of me that wasn’t throbbing. We’d materialized in a dark cave. Amon had doused his light, and I could make out nothing but his eerie glowing eyes.
He whispered, “Can you stand?”
Unable to trust myself to speak without whimpering, I nodded and took a step away from him. His arms trembled as he held me, and I remembered then that he was suffering alongside me. When he was satisfied that I could stand on my own, he said, “Rest here. The errant shabti is in the next cavern.” He took my hand and pointed toward the right. “Can you see it?”
My eyes adjusted, and I saw a faint, unsteady light outlining the dark edges of the opening. “Yes.”
“Stay hidden behind this boulder. I will return for you when I have completed the spell to send him back to the afterlife.”
“Okay.” Amon started to move away, but I caught his hand. “Amon?”
“Yes, Lily?”
Standing on tiptoes, I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Be careful.”
He put his arms around my waist and squeezed. Some of his energy seeped back into me then, steadying me and keeping nausea at bay. Then he moved away. I could just make out his form as he disappeared through the antechamber opening. My body trembled, feeling the absence of his steadying arms.
Sweat trickled down my temples as I hid, and I wondered if Amon’s cooling kiss on my throat had worn off. The idea that I’d soon need another wasn’t an unpleasant notion, and I distracted myself from the pain by imagining just how I’d ask him. Just then I heard the sound of pottery breaking and Amon’s cry.
I didn’t know how to help him, but I knew I needed to try. On shaky legs, I quietly moved to the opening and peered inside. The sounds of a struggle were obvious, though the two men fought in utter darkness. Suddenly, the sound of clashing swords filled the air. I was able to make out a red streak of light circling a dark form, and when the green glow of the form’s eyes confirmed it was Amon, I crept closer.
Spotting me with his night vision, Amon called out as he grappled with his enemy, “Save the jars, Lily!”
“Where?” I cried. “Where are they?”
“On the right wall!”
Blindly, I stuck out my hands and carefully made my way to my right until I came in contact with a gritty wall. A swirl of fresh air hit me, and I sensed that we were in a much larger space than I had originally thought. If this was where Amon’s jars were, then it was likely that his body had been discovered here as well. Which meant there was an opening somewhere that led aboveground, although it was too dark to make anything out.
I felt my way along the wall. As I progressed, I heard Amon chanting spells, which seemed to be having no effect on the shabti servant. From the sound of things, the servant was stronger than Amon, which made no sense. Amon was powerfully built, even without his sun god attributes, while the shabti was small and round, surely no match for Amon.
Something was very wrong.
I progressed farther and was finally rewarded with a hollowed-out place in the wall, a partially unearthed rough rectangle about one foot wide and two feet high. Stumbling over a mound of dirt, I heard a crack as my boot crushed something tiny and fragile.
“Hope that wasn’t a priceless artifact,” I murmured as I fumbled in the darkness.
Desperately banishing the thought of hairy spiders and stinging scorpions, I gingerly reached my hand inside the hollow and scooped out handfuls of loose earth until my fingertips brushed against a smooth piece of pottery. Madly, I scooped dirt from around the object, unearthing it from its resting place like a sloppy paleontology student would a bone. Despite my frenzy, I was trying to be careful. Finally, it came free in my hands.
By tracing the shape, I was able to visualize the piece. The base was full and round like a bowling pin and tapered up to a neck small enough for me to wrap my hands around but big enough to accommodate something substantial, like—I wrinkled my nose—organs, for example. At the top, capping the object, was a rough-carved piece of wood, rounded with a sharp point.
“I found one!” I called out to Amon. “What should I do?”
I heard a grunt as Amon wrestled with the wiry shabti. “Open it!”
Cradling the jar in my arms, I gripped the top and pulled. It wouldn’t budge. “Can’t I just crack it against a rock?”
“No! You must not break it!” Amon called, the words rushing out along with his breath as he was slammed against a wall. The fighting stirred up the soft dust, and I sneezed several times. The final sneeze was so violent that as I twisted the top of the jar, it finally loosened.
With a triumphant cry, I wrenched the top from the jar. It made a popping noise, like a cork being pulled from a bottle. Light filled the container, and despite the fact that I definitely didn’t want to see Amon’s thousand-year-old organs, I peered inside.
Floating particles as tiny as grains of sand moved within and coalesced until they formed a light bright enough that I had to look away. Slowly, the golden light rose up and out of the container, where it stretched until two wings became visible.
The light began to look like some kind of bird, and when the head and beak solidified, it cried out, the same cry I’d heard in my dream. It was a falcon—a beautiful golden creature that gleamed as if it harnessed the rays of the sun.
The wings flapped, and the falcon made of light circled my head and flew higher and higher. Obviously, the room was much larger than I had imagined. As the falcon passed the two men in combat, Amon and the shabti became visible.
Amon had created a sand weapon—a sword—and he used it to cut the servant, but though the shabti staggered back with a wound on his forearm dripping blood, the injury glowed with a reddish hue and then disappeared.
It appeared that the shabti was using the red light to injure Amon, and I realized then that the servant had created two swords made of the red light, which clanged against Amon’s smaller weapon again and again. Each volley seemed to weaken Amon, and I couldn’t understand why.
The golden bird passed over me as Amon began to chant, weaving a spell that the falcon responded to. His ringing voice echoed off the walls of the cavern.
I call upon the falcon, born in the golden fires of the sun.
He who has slumbered is to be reborn this day.
Lend your whole, living soul to the one rent in pieces.
Offer your resilient wings, your piercing talons, and your discerning eye.
Your home has stretched to the far edge of heaven,
But today, you will find haven in my beating heart.
Together we are reborn, renewed, and rejuvenated.
Your offering will be recorded in the annals of time and your service rewarded.
Come! Come to me and be remade!
The bird cried, flying toward Amon just as the shabti stripped him of his sword. Amon threw back his head and lifted his arms, and his whole body lit up from within. I could now see everything inside the antechamber and several things immediately became obvious.
First, there were three more rectangles in the wall, lined up in direct proportion to the one I’d found, and the other canopic jars were destroyed. They’d been smashed; their broken pieces littered the ground. Second, the fine powder that had caused me to sneeze repeatedly was not sand, but a shimmery red dust. Third, the shabti now had a clear view of Amon, who, without his sword, arms raised in the air, and head lifted, was defenseless.
As I cried out, the servant rushed forward and plunged both of his red swords into Amon—one in his stomach, the other in his chest. Amon staggered back.
At the exact same moment the golden falcon burst into a billion fragments of light. The glowing particles of the bird were sucked into its body through its eyes and then were gone. Amon slumped to the ground, the gleaming red swords protruding from his torso.
The shabti cried out in triumph as I cried out in horror. He turned to me then, the sickening leer pasted on his face. But he didn’t see what I did going on just behind him.
Rising from the floor as if an invisible hand had lifted him, Amon yanked out the offending swords and tossed them aside. He opened his eyes, and in the dark cavern it looked like his hazel orbs were lit with a golden fire. As Amon took a deep breath, his body transformed. Where he had once stood, a large falcon now danced in the red sand. The giant golden creature flapped its wings and let out a screech that sent goose bumps shooting up and down my limbs.
The falcon was the most beautiful and the most deadly-looking creature I’d ever seen. I was mesmerized by it. Rising higher and higher into the air, it circled, keeping an eye on the shabti and me, and then, before I could understand what it was doing, it folded its wings and plummeted toward us.
The shabti shrieked and turned to run, but the falcon was upon him. Wings spread at the last second, its sharp golden talons grabbed the man, squeezing his torso mercilessly as the bird descended to the ground. Its beak snapped, ready to dismember the servant in an instant, but just before it could finish him off, the man screamed and disappeared with a puff of red smoke.
As I cowered in a corner of the catacomb, feeling nauseated, weak, and dizzy, the supersized falcon called out softly as it folded its wings and looked at me. I couldn’t help but cry out and move back several paces, though I knew instinctively it meant no harm.
The bird lifted its head, and then its entire body burst into a golden light that coalesced, re-forming into the Egyptian prince I knew so well. Though his body was once again lighting the space, darkness crept in around the edges of my vision. I fell to my hands and knees, stirring up the red powder, which rose in soft puffs around my face. It tasted like a low-burning fire, but it didn’t have a scent.
I managed to push myself upright and lifted my hands to examine them. They were coated up to the wrists in red dust. Though the back of my throat burned, I didn’t have the energy to cough.
“Amon?” I whispered. “I don’t feel so…” I pitched forward just as Amon caught me in his arms.
I could feel nothing.
I could hear nothing.
And a moment later, I could see nothing.
Images flickered at the edges of my consciousness, and though I tried to grasp them, they faded away before I could figure out what they meant. My body was floating between dream and reality. Gradually, I woke to the sound of voices. The fuzzy images took on focus and the bluish-whitish thing in my vision became an up-close-and-personal view of Amon’s shirt.
It was dark. I was lying on a bed or a table of some kind, and as I gradually became more aware of my surroundings, I realized I was staring at canvas. It was the middle of the night, and I was in a tent.
To my horror, I found that I couldn’t lift my limbs. I was paralyzed. It was like being buried alive. I started to panic, fear licking my mind and holding on with razor-like claws.
Before I began hyperventilating, assuming I was even able to do that, I focused on what I could do. Voices carried from outside, so I could hear, and my eyes seemed to work again. I attempted to blink, and after one or two tries it worked, though I still couldn’t feel anything. It was like my entire body was asleep, so I spent minutes concentrating on making baby steps. First it was wiggling my nose, then my pinky on one hand, then the other.
After what seemed like hours, I was able to move my head to the left. It was a painstaking process of trying to force the inert muscles into obeying my mind, but eventually it worked. At least I had a nice new view. Amon was seated next to me sound asleep, his head resting on his arms, which were folded over the edge of what I now realized was a cot.
I couldn’t speak, but at least I was able to look at his handsome face while I slowly regained the use of my limbs. He was wearing the same clothes he’d been wearing when we entered the tomb, and though he’d washed his face and arms, there were clumps of dirt in his hair.
Long lashes fanned out over his bronzed cheeks, and I realized that though there was no denying Amon was a beautiful sun god, I actually preferred him this way—a smear of dirt on his neck, exhausted from a hard day of work, and utterly…human.
I didn’t even realize I’d been stretching my arm, until my fingers made contact with his hair. Immediately, Amon opened his eyes. “Lily?” he asked, wiping the sleep from them and scooting closer. “Can you hear me?”
As he took my hand, now cleaned of the red powder, I nodded, nearly imperceptibly. He caught the movement.
“Good. Dr. Hassan said you would awaken soon. I will retrieve him.”
My throat closed off with my attempt to call him back. I wanted it to be just the two of us for now—I had so many questions—but I had to acknowledge that there would be time for questions later, and honestly, there wasn’t much chance of me uttering a syllable, let alone a full question, any time soon.
There was a shuffling of tent flaps and two men came in with Amon. The older of the two set a lantern down on the table next to me and pulled a stool over to my cot, then took off his white fedora and set it on the table.
“There’s my girl,” he said with a clipped accent, lifting my eyelids to get a better look at my eyes. “I knew you’d be returning to us soon.”
I liked his soothing voice. He seemed to be near retirement age, with a full head of white hair. His eyes were shiny brown, like melted chocolate, and his skin was darkly tanned from the sun. When he grinned I noticed he had not one but two dimples. Amon knelt next to him, peppering him with questions, worry obvious on his face. The man nodded sympathetically and answered patiently before turning in my direction.
“My name is Dr. Osahar Hassan, but most of my American friends call me Oscar,” he said. Picking up my hand, he patted it and flashed the aforementioned dimples. “I am especially fond of the moniker when used by attractive young ladies such as yourself. Now, let’s see how much progress we’ve made, shall we? Can you try to squeeze my hand?”
I tried, but could barely feel my hand in his, let alone give it a squeeze. Still, he smiled and said, “That’s good! Excellent! She is much further along than I’d thought she’d be after the level of toxin she inhaled.”
As my mind processed the word toxin, Amon nodded worriedly and asked, “How much longer until she is fully recovered?”
Dr. Hassan cupped his chin and stroked it as if he had a beard, a sign he’d probably had one at some time but now was rewarded with the rasping sound of a rough palm against skin that needed a shave. “I would say she should be recovered enough by morning to leave. The two of you are welcome to stay in the tent tonight.”
Clasping the man’s arm, Amon replied, “Your hospitality shall not be forgotten, Doctor.”
With a sly but kind expression, Dr. Hassan hinted, “Perhaps while we wait, we can further discuss your insights on a few things.”
“It would be my honor to oblige,” Amon answered.
Little alarm bells clanged in my mind, but there was no way for me to warn Amon to zip it. From the small glimpses I’d gotten of the tent, when I wasn’t distracted by Amon, I surmised that we were in an archaeologists’ camp.
Dr. Hassan was likely not a medical doctor but a doctor of Egyptology. If Amon shared too much or said the wrong thing, Dr. Hassan might figure out that he hadn’t been born in this century, and with me in a state of paralysis there wasn’t much I could do to prevent them from carting him off for further study or, Egyptian heaven forbid, an autopsy.
Amon seemed attuned to my worried mind and turned to me. Touching my shoulder, he whispered, “We are still in the Valley of the Kings in a tent outside the temple of Hatshepsut.” When I formed a mental protest, he added, “Hush, Nehabet, all will be well.”
We are anything but well! Everything was wrong, horribly wrong, and now we were facing the enemy to all who were alien and different—scientists. We’d somehow gotten the attention of a person who could potentially be the most dangerous human on earth—a man who could figure out who and what Amon was.
My theory about the nature of the doctor’s field of study was confirmed when Dr. Hassan introduced his assistant, Dr. Sebak Dagher. The younger man, who was clean-shaven and wore a colorful headscarf instead of a hat, seemed friendly enough, but there was something hungry in his expression. Maybe it was just that he was young and had something to prove.
Seeing the two of them together made it official. They were definitely archaeologists. I should’ve guessed that when I saw the white fedora. Indiana Jones wore a brown one, and probably every archaeologist owned at least one.
The two men chatted amiably with Amon. They hadn’t called the Egyptian-tourist version of the police to escort us off the premises, but that made me even more suspicious. Why hadn’t they called a real doctor to examine me? Surely there was a first-aid station somewhere in the Valley of the Kings.
But even if there wasn’t, they had to have access to a hospital, and yet here I was all decked out like a fallen Egyptian queen, hands placed gently over my chest as I “recovered.” The men talked in English, but then switched to the language of the locals, which caused me to constantly strain to understand what they were saying from just the tone of their voices.
The two men seemed fascinated by Amon, but I couldn’t sense any hesitation or fear in him, so I eventually stopped trying to understand and just focused on regaining the feeling in my limbs. From time to time Amon reached out and wrapped his fingers around my arm, sending little waves of energy pulsing through my body.
The men didn’t notice except to exclaim over my quick progress. Dr. Dagher—which sounded too much like dagger for me to free him completely of suspicion—came to my side at one point and explained what had happened. He told me that I’d been the unfortunate victim of an ancient booby trap designed to prevent tomb raiders from taking artifacts.
I wanted to find out what kind of toxin I’d inhaled and why it hadn’t been removed yet from a recently excavated tomb. And I really wanted to know, if Amon had been discovered there, why had he been transported to the U.S. so quickly? Why were the canopic jars still there? Why had Amon been moved from his original resting place, and who had done it? But I knew those questions couldn’t be brought up to these strangers.
I could tell from Dr. Dagher’s shifting eyes that he was keeping secrets. The way he kept looking toward Amon and his mentor, I got the sense that he’d much rather be listening in on their conversation than babysitting a mute American girl.
After leaving us for an hour or so, Drs. Hassan and Dagher returned to my side to check on me. Thankfully, they switched to English when they saw that I was alert.
“How did you come to be in the closed-off section of the temple?” Dr. Hassan asked Amon. “And where did you come in contact with the toxin?”
Amon lied smoothly, but his hand gripped mine so hard that even I could feel it; the muscles in his forearm were rigid. “We were inspecting the tombs closest to the temple when Lily ran her hand over a wall and it came away coated with the dust. Neither of us knew there was any danger. When she began to feel the effects, I carried her through several passages in my haste to escape the tombs, and then we emerged in the temple.”
“I see.” Dr. Hassan lifted his hat and ran his hand through his thick white hair before repositioning it on top of his head. “You must have emerged from the Anubis upper chapel, then.”
“Your observation is likely accurate.”
“Then you carried the young miss down to the first court. The one with the columns,” he clarified.
“Yes,” Amon replied easily.
Dr. Hassan’s eyes glinted as he considered Amon, and I knew immediately that he knew Amon was lying.
“You do not believe what I have told you,” Amon said.
“No,” Dr. Hassan replied with an affable grin. “I was working in the upper terrace when I noticed the red dust footprints coming from the royal family chapel. Since that section is currently closed off and there are no outside passageways leading into it, I must admit that I am hoping you will tell me what really happened.”
“I have told you what you need to know.”
I flinched inwardly, waiting for the grin to disappear from Dr. Hassan’s face. I imagined that in his anger at our uncooperativeness, he would summon the authorities and have us thrown in a dank cell reserved especially for those who disrespected important historical relics. Instead, the Egyptologist, his protégé at his side, sat back and changed the subject.
“The temple you wandered into is arguably one of the most famous monuments in Egypt. It was constructed by a female pharaoh named Hatshepsut. Do you know of her?”
Amon shook his head. “Not specifically. I do not know of any pharaohs who were women.”
“There are a few, though it was very rare to have one rule as long as Hatshepsut. She reigned nearly twenty-two years, fostering the arts and erecting beautiful buildings, but after her death other pharaohs tried to erase the signs of her rule. Statues were destroyed and monuments were defaced.
“Many theorize that this was done to discourage people from remembering that Hatshepsut, a female, had led Egypt successfully, but I believe the cult of Seth was responsible for corrupting Hatshepsut’s accomplishments.”
I could tell that Amon was immediately curious. “Do you have evidence of this?” he asked.
“Yes and no. Most Egyptologists dismiss the idea that there is or was a cult that worshipped the god of chaos, Seth, but they do agree that Hatshepsut had a fascination with lionesses. In fact, the story of her birth has her born in the bed of a lioness.”
“What does an affinity for lions have to do with the god of chaos?”
“Ah.” The Egyptologist’s eyes twinkled. “That is the question, isn’t it?” he answered cryptically before continuing, effectively ignoring Amon’s query.
“My research indicates that she might have joined a secret faction after a trip to northeast Africa to visit with the king of Punt. She returned bearing many gifts, including ivory, gold, myrrh and frankincense trees, and ebony. But I think there was another reason she visited, and it wasn’t political. You see, when she prepared to go home, she was gifted with a pair of female lion cubs, which she raised as pets.”
“She was a brave woman, then, but I am afraid I do not understand how this would lead you to conclude anything out of the ordinary,” Amon said.
“Quite right. Normally, I would agree. Hatshepsut was certainly not the first or the last Egyptian royal to develop an affinity for a dangerous creature. But I say that there might be more to the story.”
“How so?” Amon inquired coolly.
“It is disputed, but I have found signs indicating that Hatshepsut had special ties to the sphinx. We know, for example, that there was once an avenue of sphinxes that lined the path leading to her mortuary temple. Certain records discovered in Africa speak of the lionesses gifted to Hatshepsut, but one of them unmistakably said that ‘The Lioness’ came from Africa.
“This is in reference to the mysterious leader of a secret group called the Order of the Sphinx, a seldom-talked-about, highly controversial sect that many scholars dismiss as a fairy tale. I think not only that the order did exist, but that Hatshepsut might have been appointed their leader during that trip to visit the king.”
Amon rubbed his cheek. “Interesting. Why do you think she was the leader and not simply a member?”
“Well, the sheer number of statues that graced the avenue of sphinxes was an indication of her respect for the creature. Then there’s the fact that her temple was once surrounded by myrrh and frankincense trees, a sign that proves just how important that trip to Africa was.” Dr. Hassan looked at me. “There is a statue of her as the sphinx in your Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City.”
I sucked in a quick breath. The need to kick Amon and tell him we had to hightail it out of the tent was urgent, but all I could get out was a little moan. Amon squeezed my hand and asked if I was in pain. I shook my head, mentally screaming at him that we were in danger, but if he got my message, he ignored it.
My rational mind told me it was highly unlikely that Dr. Hassan would know anything about where I came from. It was likely a simple coincidence that he’d brought up the Met, but my suspicions were hard to ignore. He seemed to know more about us than we knew about him, and that made me very uncomfortable.
“Please continue, Doctor,” Amon encouraged him.
“The statue in the New York museum depicts Hatshepsut as the sphinx—her beautiful face is marked by the ceremonial false beard and headdress symbolizing her might; her body is that of a lioness. She was a powerful and handsome woman. One of the inscriptions in the temple says that ‘to look upon her was more beautiful than anything; her splendor and her form were divine. She was a maiden, beautiful and blooming.’ ”
“Is she now”—Amon hesitated—“under the glass?”
“Ah, you are asking if it would be possible to see her?”
Amon nodded and swallowed. He probably wasn’t even sure he wanted to know the answer.
“The answer is that it depends on whom you ask,” Dr. Hassan replied. “Her final resting place should have been with her father, Thutmose I, but it is likely she was moved. Most Egyptologists believe that she was found in the tomb of her wet nurse, but I do not. The mummy discovered there is touted as being Hatshepsut, but I have found indications that her final resting place might be in another tomb altogether.”
“What are these…indications?” Amon asked.
“Well”—Dr. Hassan leaned forward—“I have discovered a signet ring, a shabti figurine bearing her name, and a senet game with carved pieces that have the head of a lioness. The most important piece is one I call the lioness throne—a golden seat with armrests carved in the likeness of a lioness. These were not discovered in the tomb of the wet nurse, Sitre-Re, but elsewhere in the Valley of the Kings. Still, more than these trinkets, I know that her funerary temple was dedicated to Amun-Ra. Though she outwardly worshipped other gods, her temple was a strong sign of her true belief, for at its head—the one I believe you entered through, though you won’t confirm that—is the most revered, and that was—”
“The Royal Family Chapel,” Dr. Dagher interjected.
“Yes. But that is not its whole name. Its full name, its once secret name, is the Amun and Royal Family Chapel.”
Amon sat back. “So the chapel was shared. It was dedicated to the royal family—”
“And Amun, the sun god.”
As the Egyptologist continued to explain, I caught the rolling of his protégé’s eyes. Clearly, whatever beliefs Dr. Hassan held were not shared by the younger man.
Osahar Hassan either didn’t notice Dr. Dagher’s expression or didn’t care, so fervent was he regarding his theories. “I’ve already shared with you my belief that Hatshepsut was the leader of the Order of the Sphinx, but what I didn’t tell you is that the order is an elite group of sun god worshippers that over the years split into two factions: the Order of the Sphinx, made up of females, and their male counterparts, the chief priests of Amun-Ra, led by a grand vizier.” The impassioned man folded his arms across his chest. “So surely you must see that if she was the head of the order, then that would make her a very dangerous enemy—”
“To the cult of Seth,” Amon finished.
“Yes. And it would explain why they attempted to wipe her very name from the pages of history.” Dr. Hassan sighed. “If Hatshepsut was the head of her order when she ruled Egypt, then it would make sense for her order to move her elsewhere after death so that she might continue to fulfill her duty even in the afterlife.”
“And what was her duty?” Amon asked.
Without blinking, the old Egyptologist said, “To be of service to the rising sun god. As head matriarch, Hatshepsut would have taught her order that the sun god would rise to fulfill a specific purpose and that he would require the help of one special woman who embraced the power of the sphinx. The placement of Hatshepsut’s belongings was always near glyphs depicting the sign of the sun, the sign of Amun-Ra.
“It is my theory that she arranged her tomb to be in a special location, one that would guarantee that when the sun god rose, she would be the first to welcome him. I have spent my life studying the secret orders and the connection between Hatshepsut and Amun-Ra, and I believe they are more closely tied than we might imagine.”
My feverish mind worked on the new information. So does that mean that Hatshepsut’s final resting place was near Amon’s original tomb? Or would that have been the tomb where we found his canopic jars? I hadn’t seen any antechambers, but I hadn’t been looking for any.
Perhaps the pharaoh queen had found Amon’s tomb years ago, but then again, that would all depend on when she lived. I racked my brain, trying to remember the dates of various Egyptian pharaohs, but the best I could come up with was King Tut’s approximate reign, the early thirteen hundreds.
I wasn’t sure if Hatshepsut came before or after King Tut, but either way, she was probably not even close to being alive when Amon had last risen. His prior awakening would have occurred at the turn of the century, around AD 1000, which meant that he had likely been interred here during her reign, so it was entirely possible she had been aware of his resting place.
“Admittedly, there are not many who interpret the findings in the same way that I do, but then again, sometimes a new perspective can lead to exciting discoveries,” Dr. Hassan said. “Would you agree, Amun?”
My heart froze. He pronounced Amon’s name perfectly. He knows! Somehow, Dr. Hassan knew about Amon! I recognized that it was probably my paranoia causing me to jump to conclusions, but the way my gut was twisting told me that something was very wrong. Even worse, the way Dr. Hassan was studying Amon made me think that he was trying to trap him into giving something away.
“It’s Amon,” the risen incarnation of the sun god corrected.
“My mistake,” the wily archaeologist apologized, with the kind of smile that said he wasn’t sorry at all.
Again I wished that Amon could understand why being here was dangerous. Of course, he probably considered himself invincible. Why were men so supremely self-confident, to the point where they lost common sense?
Amon played with my fingers. “That is an interesting theory.”
“I believe it to be true. Hatshepsut was a beautiful woman. The Order of the Sphinx only accepted women of great beauty.”
Dr. Hassan looked at me with a strange seeking expression, as if I could somehow corroborate his theory. The best I could do was give him a slight shrug and hope that he couldn’t read the panic in my eyes.
He continued as if desperate to make us understand. “The mummy they discovered in the tomb of the wet nurse suffered from diabetes. She died of bone cancer, and had arthritis and bad teeth. That mummy is not Hatshepsut. I know it!” he cried fiercely.
Dr. Dagher stepped forward. “You must calm yourself, Osahar. It does no good to get worked up over this. This theory has put you on the outs with the archaeology community. If you want to have your full rights restored, you must at least attempt to accept that their conclusions might be accurate.”
Dr. Hassan took a deep breath and gave his mentee a fleeting smile. “Yes, thank you, Sebak.” He patted the young man’s hand and sighed. “What would I do without your support? Eh?”
Sebak smiled. “I shudder to think what you would do without me.” As the younger scientist retreated into the background, I noticed that there was no warmth in his smile.
“I am sorry to burden the two of you with my ideas,” Dr. Hassan murmured.
“Without ideas, many discoveries would remain hidden,” Amon volunteered. “I, for one, believe there may be some truth to your theory.”
Dr. Hassan’s melancholy expression suddenly lifted into a smile, and he nodded gratefully.
“Thank you. A woman such as Hatshepsut would have a tomb worthy of her. She would have been buried with her beloved lionesses, would have had a treasure room full of jewelry, furniture, linens, flowers, books. I will continue to look for her.” He shrugged. “It is my life’s mission. She calls to me across the centuries, and I will not abandon my search.” Quiet fell over the tent as Dr. Hassan excused himself.
I desperately wanted to talk to Amon now that we were alone, but my body betrayed me. I was able to move a bit and groan, but Amon pressed his hand to my shoulder and whispered, “I do not believe that this man means us harm.”
I wanted to shout that a man desperate for answers might do anything to get them. At the very least I wanted to talk to Amon about his jars of death and what the crushing of them meant, but Amon leaned toward me, bringing his lips to my forehead.
As with the cooling kiss he’d given me in the passageway, a kind of magic spread through my body when his lips came into contact with my skin. But instead of a chilling effect, my eyes and limbs grew heavy once more, and the worries plaguing my mind seemed less important. Before I was lost to Amon’s sleeping touch, he said quietly, “Rest now. All will be right in the morning.”
It felt like just a moment later when I woke to bright sunlight flashing across my eyelids. Slowly, I blinked my eyes open and noticed the tent opening flapping in the breeze, letting in a strip of sunlight that fell across my face, appearing and then disappearing.
I smelled the crisp air of desert morning mingled with the scent of frying meat, and my mouth watered. Hunger gnawed at my belly, and as I struggled to sit up, testing each joint and muscle as I did so, I wondered if my digestive tract was up to the challenge of a mystery-meat breakfast.
Amon, likely hearing my attempts to sit up, came in to help me. Leaning on his arm, I slowly made my way outside to the breakfast fire, where I accepted a heaping portion of what appeared to be Spam and eggs.
When the food was consumed and Amon seemed assured of my improved health, he began making excuses for us to leave. Dr. Hassan immediately asked his mentee, “Sebak, would you mind letting the group we are meeting at the temple know that we have been slightly delayed this morning?”
“Of course, Osahar.”
Dr. Dagher headed over a dune and quickly disappeared. As Amon shouldered my bag and wrapped his arm around my waist to guide me away, I had the sneaking suspicion this would not end well.
I had noticed that my bag was awfully close to Dr. Dagher when we were sitting by the fire and I wondered now if he’d gone through it. I considered how far we’d have to go before Amon could whisk us away by sandstorm, if he even had enough energy to whisk us away at all.
I was lost in questions that I knew I’d have to wait to ask, so I mentally cataloged them, hoping I wouldn’t forget anything important. We said our goodbyes, and had begun making our way down the path toward the tourist booths when Dr. Hassan asked his own question, one that caused us to freeze in our tracks.
“How many days has it been since you have risen, Great One?”
Alarmed and frightened murmurs ran through the crowd after King Heru finished his speech. There were shouts that the three princes must be saved, while others raised their voices to say that the sons must be sacrificed. One of the queens sitting on a nearby throne screamed and fell to her knees. The other two clung to her, their sobs spreading to people in the crowd.
The people strained forward against the line of soldiers. Waving their arms, they yelled to be heard over the din, but the three kings heard none of it. Full of sorrow, they stared at their wives and then turned to their sons, who were quietly conferring.
As one, the three young men approached the dais where their fathers stood. Heru’s son addressed the crowd in a loud voice, “We three agree to be sacrificed to protect our homeland. With the blessing of our fathers, we will do what the formidable god Seth asks.” The people responded with stunned silence for only a few seconds before once again filling the air with questions, cries of protest, and tears.
Heru spoke, putting his hand on his son’s shoulder. “I do not ask this of you. Indeed, I would rather die a thousand deaths than live through the death of one I love as much as you. No.” Heru turned to the crowd. “I ask you, my people, is it your will that we submit to these demands? Shall we allow the god Seth to strip us of our future?”
Though there were a few frightened people who advocated sacrifice, it was obvious that the majority wanted to save the princes, however steep the cost.
Heru addressed the crowd. “The people have spoken.” His wife approached, and he gripped her hand, brushing her tears away while insisting, “We will find another way.”
As the queens made their way toward their sons and the families began to confer, the priest Runihura stepped from the curtain’s shadows and chanted in a low, menacing voice. Emerging from the curtain behind him was an impressive gathering of priests. Their eyes were black and they moved as one, heads turned toward Runihura. In their hands they clutched wicked daggers, which they raised as they advanced on the royal families.
Women in the crowd screamed as Runihura waved his hands slowly, conjuring a cloud of black smoke around him. His countenance darkened, and angry clouds formed in the brilliant blue sky, covering the sun.
“Fools!” Runihura bellowed with the sound of a thousand drums, leaving a frightening thrum in every heart. Lightning bolts struck the ground near him, and another face obscured the priest’s features. “My wrath will be poured out upon you! I offered you a chance to pay homage, but you have turned against me. Be it known that I will take the lives of your young men. You will suffer for the insult you have paid me!”
Runihura thrust his fingers into his eyes and yanked the bloody orbs from their sockets. As the people watched, horrified, he squeezed each eyeball, then opened his hands, a puff of light rising from each palm. The light undulated in the air like a snake, and, with jaws gaping, one arc of light shot toward the son of Nassor, the other toward the son of Khalfani.
The light pierced their foreheads, and the boys cried out as the dark magic lifted them into the air and threw them across the temple. As the kings raced to the sides of their sons, the son of Heru drew his sword and barreled toward the evil priest. The once peaceful and pristine temple became a chaotic mash of clashing swords, screams, and slick blood.
Heru’s son raised his sword, but before he struck, he asked, “Why? We worshipped Seth. We did what was asked. Why have you done this?”
Firestorms lit the empty eyes of the priest of Seth, who, with a crocodile smile, said simply, “Chaos. Egypt was once a wild, powerful nation, but I have captured it, domesticated it, and lulled it into complacency. For twenty years, I have tended it and spoiled it. And now I have led tame Egypt to the altar. It is time to throw the fat into the fire, a final sacrifice that will do in your once-great nation, utterly.”
The son of Heru could stand to hear no more and plunged his sword into the traitor’s chest, but the dying man just clutched the sword and laughed as he collapsed to his knees.
“Runihura was just a vessel,” the possessed man uttered. “True, he was a devoted disciple, but”—he paused and gestured to Heru’s son to come closer—“others will rise to take his place. Between you and me, young prince, the world as you know it will end. The three of you are the keys and one way or another you will submit and bow your heads beneath my heel.” Delighted at the prince’s horrified expression, a crazed Runihura began to laugh, but the sound quickly diminished as the man slumped weakly to the temple floor.
Having finished off the other possessed priests, soldiers surrounded Heru’s son, who had gotten down on one knee to better hear Runihura. The prince grabbed the evil man’s tunic. “What do you mean? How are my brothers and I involved?” he demanded.
Wheezing, Runihura answered, “You will find out for yourself soon enough, I should think.” The disciple of Seth touched bloody fingers to his forehead. “I have turned my eye of vengeance upon you,” he said in a rasping voice to King Heru, who had finally reached them. “Be warned that I demand the lives not only of your three royal children but of all the young men of Egypt.”
The dying priest gathered his remaining strength and spat. Blood and saliva splattered across the king’s cheek, spraying his white robes with red.
In a burst of anger, King Heru surged forward and plunged his own dagger in the neck of the priest, whose body finally slumped in death.
Heru’s son let the body fall to the ground and was about to stand when he saw a gleaming light in the center of Runihura’s forehead, where a third eye would be. Before the king could react, the light shot toward his son like a snake and pierced his forehead. With a brief shriek of agony, he collapsed in his father’s arms.
The evil priest was dead, defeated, the cost being the lives of the three young princes, a price more than their families could bear. But Heru was king, which meant he needed to set his suffering aside and try to figure out a way to help his people. Though Runihura was dead, the king was not a fool. He would take the warning about the young men of Egypt seriously.
Everyone, king and soldier, queen and handmaiden, scribe and farmer, dropped to their knees and prayed. They did not, however, pray to the one who had caused the destruction of the young princes. Instead, the queens encouraged the people to seek the aid of the gods they’d long abandoned. And at the dawn of the next day, their prayers were answered.
Amon stood very still. I’d linked my arm with his and was now digging my fingers into his forearm, deathly afraid for the two of us now that we’d been found out.
“You assume much…Grand Vizier,” Amon quietly replied.
I sucked in a tremulous breath. I’d suspected there was more to Osahar Hassan than met the eye, and by the lack of response behind us, I knew that the pronouncement was right. Dr. Hassan had a much bigger role to play than that of simple archaeologist.
Glancing up at Amon, I noticed the tightening of his jaw. He still hadn’t moved, and I wasn’t sure what to do.
“Come, then,” Amon demanded.
A desperate shuffling ensued, and a moment later the older man threw himself at Amon’s feet. The archaeologist lifted his head, his face filled with wonder.
“I knew it!” Dr. Hassan called out, quickly dropping his gaze in a submissive gesture once again. “None of the others believed in the old stories. But I did not doubt. To have you rise in my generation is…it is a blessing beyond hoping for!”
“Is your man Sebak in the order as well?”
“He is, though he joined recently. He will be so happy; they will all be so thrilled!”
“Have you shared your knowledge of my identity with him?”
“No, Master. I did not want to say anything until I was sure.”
Amon took Dr. Hassan’s hand and bid him to stand. “I wish for you to keep this a secret for the time being,” Amon said. “Can you do this?”
“Yes, Great One.”
“First, you must not address me in such a manner. It is too obvious. Please continue to call me Amon.”
“Yes, Mas…I mean, Amon.”
“Very good.” Amon graced the man with a smile, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the hero worship Dr. Hassan was displaying. I glanced at Amon; though he seemed to handle his role of a god who walks among men like it was old hat, I could tell that he was uncomfortable. I wondered if he had always felt like that, or if it was somehow different now.
Sebak crested the dune before we could speak further, and Amon took the arm of Dr. Hassan. He whispered, “Where can we meet with you…alone?”
Dr. Hassan reached into one of his cargo vest pockets and withdrew a business card, flipping it over so he could write on the back.
“Here.” He thrust the card and a set of keys into Amon’s hands. “This is my address in the city. I will be there as soon as I can. But please, go and rest there as long as you like. I have no family, so you will not be bothered. Help yourself to anything you need.”
Nodding, Amon slipped the card and keys in a pocket, waved at Sebak as if nothing was going on, and took my arm purposefully, quickly guiding me away. When we rounded a mountain of sand, I asked quietly, “How did you know?”
“That he was the grand vizier? I knew it from the moment he approached us in the temple.”
“But how?”
“I was unable to control his mind.”
“I wasn’t aware you were trying.”
“Yes. At first I was grateful for his help, but then when I knew you were recovering, I tried to make our escape. He would not hear of it, though I insisted as stridently as I was able.”
“So you knew what he was talking about? You understood all that stuff about Hatshepsut?”
“Do you remember when I told you that we once were honored with feasting and song on the day we awoke?”
“Of course. Wait a minute, do you mean these are the guys who do that?” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder, indicating the men we’d left behind.
Amon nodded. “As far as I know, the Order of the Sphinx is new, but the chief priests, including the grand vizier, have been around for centuries. When I was a prince, our royal family had a vizier. His job was to serve the king. When Anubis took my brothers and me, my father charged the vizier with watching over us, or rather, over our tombs, and a vizier has always done so, no matter what century. The vizier has always been immune to mind control. It was a blessing given by Anubis. For what purpose, I know not.”
“Then if you knew who they were, why didn’t you want them to know who you are?”
We reached the tourist section as Amon was pondering my question. Not even using his hypno-power, Amon politely asked a man on the street, “Where can we find a taxi?” Not golden chariot but taxi. Amon was picking up life in the modern world very quickly.
The man pointed toward a small square.
“I have learned to be more careful from watching you,” Amon finally answered. “No matter his title, it is not wise to simply trust that a person is honest and forthright. The devious shabti was a surprising example of the need to hide our identity. We must be exceedingly cautious. Especially where you are concerned.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? And while I’m thinking of it, why are we taking a taxi?”
“Though I care little for my own life, I will not risk yours. You say you are recovered, and yet I can sense the trauma I have caused. You need time to heal. Besides, manipulating a driver is far easier than traveling by sand. It was my fault that you were exposed to the toxin in the first place, and I will not test you further today.”
“Your fault?”
“When I confronted the shabti, he blew the red dust hoping to disable me, but it did not work. My body cannot be poisoned.”
“But mine can.”
“Yes. I am sorry, Nehabet. I wrongly assumed your body would be resistant as well since we are tied together, but sadly this was not the case. To err in judgment once regarding the shabti could have been devastating, but to err twice in assuming you were safe shows a lack of clear thinking on my part. Being close to you has…distracted me. I assure you that I will make no such mistake again.”
“They say to err is human, Amon. A mistake or two just means you’re like us mortals.”
Amon looked away. “The desire of my heart is for that to be true, but alas, it is not. I am not like a mortal man, Lily, however I wish it to be the case.” Turning to me, he lifted his fingers and grazed my cheek. “Please believe I would not have put you in harm’s way had I known.”
“It’s okay. I believe you.”
Sighing deeply, Amon grasped my hand. Sensing the blame he was feeling, I tried to distract him. “Thank you, by the way, for saving me. I know it was you who kept me going. I fell asleep faster than Dorothy in the poppy fields.”
“The toxin was not a simple sleeping potion,” Amon corrected. “A little shuts down your body as if you are in a deep sleep, one that closely resembles death. If you breathe it in too deeply, are exposed to it for a lengthy time, or it seeps through a cut in your skin, it can kill you.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I had to suck the poison from your body and take it into my own. I suspect this is one reason Dr. Hassan assumed I was more than a mere mortal. He knew what the toxin was, and was very careful not to come into contact with it. He used gloves to wipe it away from your skin, and then he disposed of the gloves. When he wasn’t looking I was able to remove the residual traces from your hair and clothing.”
“He knew? But he said—”
“That you would awaken.”
“Was he confident that I hadn’t inhaled too much, or did his trust reside in you?”
“Perhaps it was a combination of both.”
“So he risked not sending me to the hospital to test his theory that you were going to save my life?”
“It would seem so.”
“He’s a zealot, all right,” I murmured as a taxi pulled up. “Lucky for me his theory panned out.” Amon passed the driver Dr. Hassan’s card and spoke to him briefly before finally settling back next to me.
“What was that about?”
“Just gleaning some useful information.” He turned to look directly in my eyes. “My intention is for you to relax for the remainder of the day.”
“Um, okay. And what exactly did you have in mind?” I asked.
Amon frowned. “I think it would be best to hire some women to tend to your bathing.”
Shrugging, I picked up his hand and stroked the back of it. “Too bad. It would be fun to be waited on by my own personal sun god.”
Amon’s eyes narrowed as he gently pulled his hand from my grip. “I am not a sun god, I am a—”
“I know, I know. Would it kill you to humor me once in a while?” I sighed. “A bath does sound good but I assure you, I’m completely capable of bathing sans servants. Sorry you have to be in such close proximity to my odorous self.”
He was quiet for a moment and I thought he’d drifted off, but then, in a soft voice, he said, “The truth is, if I could bottle your water-lily scent and carry it with me as I wandered the desert, even if I was sick from the sun and dying from thirst, only to be saved by a desert sheikh who wished to barter for it, and even should the trading of it save my life, I would not part with it for all the jewels, silks, and precious riches of Egypt and all the lands surrounding it. So to say your scent is pleasant to me is an understatement most villainous.”
The emotions I sensed coming from him were confusing. Regret mixed with a deep-seated yearning was paired with frustration. I couldn’t even form a response to a statement as touching as his. Men didn’t talk like that. Not real, flesh-and-blood men, anyway.
What he’d just said to me was swashbuckling-guy-gets-the-girl, ride-off-into-the-sunset-together level of charm. I didn’t think it was possible for him to actually mean what he said.
“Where’d you get that one? Off the inside of a sarcophagus?”
Amon shrugged but wouldn’t look at me. “Those feelings are the truth,” he finally admitted.
I studied his face, but there was not even a hint of humor in his expression.
“Oh,” I said lamely. “Well, thank you.”
Amon grunted, leaning back against the seat as he closed his eyes. Before too long the driver pulled over and pointed to a nice stucco house. We got out, and Amon’s fingers clung to mine as he leaned in the window to talk with the taxi driver. Because Amon seemed to be taking his time conversing, I wriggled my fingers out of his and pried the keys from his other hand. He gave me a brief look that said Don’t wander too far and turned back to his conversation.
I walked up the short drive to the house, grateful for the trees shading the path. The large sycamores provided a respite not only from the heat but also from the glare of the sun. Osahar Hassan’s home was a small two-story, each floor with an overhang of interlocking red tiles.
Finding the right key, I unlocked the door and stepped inside. Despite the many large windows, the sun wasn’t too intense, so the house wasn’t too hot. Upon closer inspection, I saw that the windows were covered with a dark film that probably deflected the sun’s rays.
Though the outside of the home appeared clean and pristine, all boxy lines and sun-swept tile, the interior was completely different. Every surface was cluttered with Egyptian treasures, from crackling parchment covered in colorful brushstrokes to large carvings. The knickknacks and collectibles were scattered haphazardly, with no design aesthetic whatsoever, and most of them needed a serious dusting. I wasn’t able to tell if they were replicas or the real thing, but I suspected that a man given the responsibility of grand vizier over a centuries-old group of priests might have access to things others did not.
I was crouching, studying a gorgeous cat statue, when Amon came up behind me. He hadn’t made any noise, but by now I was so attuned to him, I could feel his presence. I sensed his warmth as if the sun were at my back. Amon knelt next to me and ran a hand over the head of the cat. “Cats are revered in Egypt,” he said. “Some were even trained to go on the hunt with their masters, capturing birds or fish. When a beloved feline died, the owners typically shaved their eyebrows in mourning.”
“Interesting,” I murmured, now more focused on the man beside me than on the statue.
“Yes. When the eyebrows grew back, the time of mourning was considered over.”
“So seeing as how you are a bird now, are you a cat lover or a cat hater?” I asked, standing up at the same time as Amon.
“I am neither, I suppose.”
Boldly, I reached up to trace one of his eyebrows. “Have you ever loved something enough to shave your brows in mourning?”
Amon captured my wrist and, gently lowering my arm, replied softly, “To come to love something that much would seem a cruel twist of fate for one who spends much of his existence in the Land of the Dead.”
“I guess that would be true.” Uncomfortable, I stood and walked the length of the shelf as if examining the artifacts, when instead I was contemplating Amon’s very strange life. “Where do you go?” I asked quietly. “When you aren’t here on Earth, I mean?”
Amon sighed. “It is best not to speak of it, Lily.”
“But I need to understand. I need to know why you make all these sacrifices. I need to know if you’re—”
“If I am what?”
“If you’re happy there.”
Rubbing his hand through his hair and cupping the back of his neck, Amon answered, “I am not…unhappy.”
“That’s pretty vague.”
“The explanation is difficult.”
“Please try.”
After thinking for a moment, Amon began. “When my everlasting body becomes a…mummy, my ka, or soul, departs and must walk the path of the afterlife. My heart is not weighed on the scales of judgment like those who have gone before me because my stay in the afterlife is not permanent. Not yet. Though it is lonely, I drift through the centuries in relative comfort.”
“What do you mean, ‘relative’?”
“I am allowed to spend time with my brothers, but because we are bound to the service of Egypt, we are not given leave to retrieve our bodies and reunite with our loved ones. Instead, we pass the years acting as guardians to the gates of the afterlife.”
“So there isn’t an Egyptian version of heaven you go to?”
“I do not understand ‘heaven.’ ”
“Like a paradise—a place where you can kick your feet up and relax and enjoy your death?”
“No. Not for my brothers and me. Perhaps, one day, when our work is completed, we might be able to rest from our labors.”
“You sure got the short end of the stick when they were handing out pseudo-Egyptian-god duties. Isn’t there any room for love in Egyptian heaven?”
“I love my brothers.”
“That isn’t the kind I’m talking about.”
Amon remained quiet for a moment, and I wondered if he was even going to answer me, when he picked up a small carving and twisted it between his hands. “Do you know the story of Geb and Nut?” he asked.
“No.”
“Geb was god of Earth and Nut was goddess of the sky. Rough and thick-muscled, Geb was immovable and steady, like Earth itself. Nut was lithe and beautiful. Stars and constellations adorned her skin, and her hair floated about her form.
“When they saw one another, they fell deeply in love, and Geb was determined that they be together. Nut whispered her vows and sent them to Geb on the tails of comets. In reply, Geb stretched out his arms as far as they would go and finally grasped her fingers. Using his powerful form, Geb called upon Earth’s gravity, and slowly, the two came together, though they knew their love was forbidden.”
“Why was it forbidden?”
“That part comes later. Though I know you have as many questions as the stars, try to content yourself to listen till the end.”
I smirked. “You know me so well.”
“Yes. I do.”
“I’ll try. But I make no promises.”
Amon nodded, hazel eyes twinkling, and continued. “Once they were able to touch, they remained as close as any two things could be. Geb wrapped his arms around the willowy form of his secret wife and drew her to him. When he raised his knees, mountains formed, and Nut ringed them with the clouds of her dress.
“Geb lifted himself up on one elbow, and Nut rested her head against his chest, creating fog-shrouded hills and valleys. When they laughed, the land trembled and the sky thundered. They fit together so tightly, in fact, it soon became obvious that there was no room for mankind. To make a place for humans, Nut’s father, Shu, god of the air, was sent to separate the couple.”
“What happened?”
“Chaos. The two clung to one another, but Shu was powerful and drove them apart bit by bit. He sent cyclones and whirlwinds between them. The Earth shook and the heavens quaked and then, finally, it was done. Nut was wrenched from Geb’s heavy arms. Geb could see his wife floating far above him, but he could no longer touch her.
“Nut cried bitterly, and her tears turned into storms and heavy rains that fell upon the flesh of her husband. Pooling in the recesses of his body, the salty tears became oceans, rivers, and lakes. The waves blanketed the man she loved, but he relished having even that little piece of her and willingly allowed a portion of himself to sink beneath them forever.
“This is why water in Egypt is considered the source of chaos as well as creation—chaos because it is a sign of a love destroyed, and creation because it was the symbol of the beginning of mankind’s reign on Earth. Water unmakes and then creates anew.”
“Were they never able to touch again?”
“Over the aeons, Shu’s heart softened toward the couple, and they were allowed to touch at the four points of the compass. In the south and the west, their feet brush against one another, and in the north and the east, they thread their fingers together. But other than that, they are never to be together again. If they were, it would mean the destruction of life as we know it.”
“I don’t believe that.”
Amon shrugged. “It is a story shared by my people.”
“No, I don’t mean that. I mean that I don’t believe that doing your job, fulfilling your purpose in life, means there is no hope for happiness. No one, no god, could be that cruel.”
Amon set down the little statue, which I now recognized as the god of Earth, Geb, beneath his wife, Nut, who rose above him. The space between their bodies was wide and cold. “Sacrifices must be made so that others may find happiness,” Amon replied quietly.
Taking a step toward him, I reached up to brush my hand against his cheek. “But you deserve to have that kind of joy in your life, too.”
Amon wrapped his fingers around my hand and drew it to his lips, pressing a warm kiss against my wrist. “There are many men who do not attain the things they want while in their mortal existence, many who do not get the things they deserve. Who am I to count myself as more worthy than they? If I reached out to grab the happiness you speak of, how many would suffer as a result? How many would die? How many would dwindle in pain and agony? I cannot be that selfish, Lily, no matter how much I might want to.”
Amon’s eyes, more tawny now than green, bored into mine as if begging me to understand. He wanted me to accept his ancient notions of duty and obligation and let it go, but I was a modern girl, which meant I wasn’t going to sit like a princess who needed saving and pine for something I wanted. If there was one thing I knew about love, it was that it was worth fighting for, even if I had to pick up a sword to protect it. The miracle of finding love, real love, was a rare enough thing that it should give duty and obligation a run for their money.
Frustrated, I wrenched my hand from Amon’s. “I don’t get it. I mean, Geb and Nut, okay. Their being together physically crushes everybody, so I guess they can’t be together, but you? What are they going to do? Fire you? Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe it’s time someone else did the saving-mankind thing for a while. You served long enough. It’s time to jump off the mummy train and live for a change, don’t you think?”
“Lily, I—”
“Just…think about it. I’m going to take a quick shower, and then maybe we can get some food. We’ll feast?”
“Of course, Lily,” Amon replied.
As I climbed the stairs, I felt the stress of the past few days flood over me. I did need to relax. I was wiped out. The fact that I was getting so emotional again was a sign that I was not feeling like myself, which had been true from the moment I first met Amon, but right then, I felt even worse.
To my delight, I found perfumed oil in the bathroom. When I rubbed it into my skin, the smell of soft flowers and sweet musk surrounded me. The scent was exotic, with a hint of citrus, delicate and subtle, an aroma far preferable to the sweat and dust I’d gotten used to. While wiping steam from the mirror after my shower, I thought about Amon.
He had become important to me. At first, it had been a mixture of curiosity and fascination that led me to follow him on his adventure, but now that I’d spent more time with him, I realized it wasn’t just fascination. I wasn’t doing all of this for the adventure or the thrills anymore. I cared about him.
As crazy as it was, I was falling for a guy as old as the desert. One who could turn into a falcon at will. A man who could twist sand into any form he chose. A handsome stranger who had seemingly zero interest in love and who put his own needs after everyone else’s.
I identified with that. How many times had I gone along with what my parents wanted even though I had no interest in whatever they were doing? How many empty relationships had I fostered with people who didn’t care a whit about me? How much longer was I going to deny myself what I really wanted?
I found Amon sitting listlessly at the kitchen table, an empty plate before him. Surrounding him were mountains of takeout containers. The spicy fragrance of meat and vegetables wafted toward me, but I had eyes only for the man with his elbows on the table, hands holding up his head.
Walking up behind him, I touched his shoulder. “What is it?” I asked. “Not hungry?”
Amon covered my hand with his and pulled me around to sit next to him. “How do you feel?” he asked. “Are you refreshed?”
“Yes,” I lied, giving him my best smile.
Cupping my chin, Amon studied my face. “Your skin is pallid and overly warm and you’ve lost flesh.”
“All the girls will want to try the new Egyptian god diet when I get home. ‘You can feast all you want as long as you’re willing to be an organ donor.’ ” I laughed lamely at my own joke, but Amon didn’t even crack a smile.
He let me go and pressed his head between his hands again.
“What’s all this about?” I asked. “Was it the fight with the shabti? Are you still feeling weak?”
“The golden falcon strengthened me, Young Lily. It is not my health you should be concerned with.”
“Then is this because of the other jars? They were all broken, weren’t they?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, so then what’s the next step?”
“There is no next step.”
“Well, we can still find your brothers, right? Everything will be okay, you’ll see. Even without all your powers, I’m sure you can do what you need to.”
“No, Lily, you do not understand. Without my jars, I will continue to drain your energy.”
“So we’ll move faster. You got one jar back, at least. That’s something. We’ll get your brothers as quickly as we can. You can’t give up hope.”
“Hope,” Amon scoffed. “Hope for whom? For what?”
“Hope for a better tomorrow, for both of us. It’s not over till it’s over. Don’t assume this can’t be fixed. Let’s just focus on one thing at a time. We now know that your jars are gone, so let’s worry about your brothers next.”
“My brothers. Perhaps,” Amon murmured. “Perhaps my brothers can help. One of them is a healer.”
“See? There you go. You’re thinking of other possibilities already.”
“The greatest possibility is that I will be the death of you, Young Lily. It would have been better for you had we never met.”
“Hey.” I scooted my chair a little closer to his. “It’s hard to kill a scrappy New Yorker. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that? Besides, if I’d never met you, my life would have been incredibly boring.”
“Better boring than succumbing to everlasting sleep.”
“You sure have a way with words. Everlasting sleep actually sounds pretty good right now.”
“Yes. You should rest. Sleep, Lily. I will awaken you when Dr. Hassan returns.”
“I’ll make a deal with you. I will sleep as long as you feast. All this food and you haven’t touched it, have you?”
“When you are ailing I find I have no appetite.”
“Well, even demigods need sustenance, so eat up. I expect all this to be at least half gone when I return.”
“Very well, Lily. I agree to your terms. I will eat if you will rest.”
“Good. Unless, of course, there’s a chance you want to rest together?” Amon raised an eyebrow, indicating such an idea wasn’t even worth considering. “Ah, well, a girl can try.” I sighed.
“Sleep well, Nehabet.”
“And you eat well, Amon.”
I woke to the feel of his fingers brushing hair from my face.
“Amon?”
“I am here, Lily. Dr. Hassan has come home.”
The room was dark. “Did I really sleep that long?”
“Your body needed to rest.”
Sitting up, I caught a whiff of soap. Amon’s hair was wet and he wore new clothes. More than anything, I wanted to wrap my arms around him, press my lips against his neck, and let his wet hair tickle my cheek, but I knew he wanted to maintain his distance. And even though I fully understood his reasoning, I wasn’t happy about it. I whipped the covers back and took his hand. “Let’s go see him.”
Amon led me to the roof, where we found Dr. Hassan sipping an icy-cold beverage by lantern light. Upon seeing me, he immediately set down his drink.
“There you are, my dear.” Spreading his hands, he indicated the expansive rooftop. “What do you think? My own private temple.”
“You’re missing the pillars,” I answered drily.
“On the contrary. I am charged with the care of the celestial embodiments of the gods. What better way to worship than by creating an outdoor sanctum without a roof so that I might perform my observances directly beneath the sun, moon, and stars? It’s quite beautiful, is it not?”
I had to admit that the night sky was breathtaking. It was easy to see how ancient people could wish to find direction and inspiration from the constellations twinkling overhead.
Dr. Hassan interrupted my thoughts. “Are you quite recovered, young miss?”
“For the most part. But I hear that’s pretty much no thanks to you,” I added, still suspicious and wanting to put him in his place for allowing his zealousness to trump common sense.
Dr. Hassan had the decency to look chagrined. “Yes. Well. I was supremely confident.”
“You risked my life on a theory.”
“But my theory was correct.”
“I could have died.”
“You would have been dead already,” Dr. Hassan professed bluntly.
“What? What do you mean?” I asked, shocked.
Leaning forward, Dr. Hassan clasped his hands and indicated to a chair. “Please. Sit.”
Once Amon and I were settled and Dr. Hassan had set a tray of cold beverages before us, I gave myself a moment to assess him again. I was determined to proceed with caution in trusting him. Though Amon could do many things on his own, I knew that he was also relying on my modern-world smarts, and I didn’t want to let him down.
The air was warm, but the slight breeze carrying the scent of desert rain and night-blooming flowers kept me cool enough that I wasn’t uncomfortable, even with Amon’s warm arm draped across my shoulders—I wasn’t sure if his touch was meant in a romantic way or to comfort me or to just keep tabs on my health, but I’d take it, regardless of the reason. If Dr. Hassan hadn’t been there and our situation hadn’t been urgent, I would’ve enjoyed having a romantic dinner date on the roof. As it was, I needed to focus on other matters.
“Why don’t you start by telling us how you found us,” I suggested to Dr. Hassan.
“When Dr. Dagher and I came across you, to say we were shocked would be a bit of an understatement. The Great One”—Amon gave Dr. Hassan a look and he changed his word choice midsentence—“Amon,” he said, and I could tell from his expression that saying the name sat wrong with him. “Amon was covered in the dust and yet remained unaffected. His lips were pressed against your neck, a death sentence, since the toxin covered your skin in multiple areas. I knew what it was immediately. The form of dust you came across hasn’t been used for centuries, but there are records of it. That you happened upon it in the Valley of the Kings was incredible to say the least.”
“It sounds like you were more interested in the discovery of the red dust than in getting us the care we needed,” I said.
“Of course I was interested in it. I am an archaeologist. As far as the help you needed, I already knew you were beyond it. I determined that if you weren’t dead already, you would be in mere moments. But then you kept breathing, and Amon finally acknowledged our presence. He was aware of us, though he was completely wrapped up in caring for you.
“I approached the two of you, and since I was no longer holding him back, Dr. Dagher rushed forward and accused Amon of defacing the temple and bringing the substance in with him. I believe Dr. Dagher thought you were drug-crazed. But I have had access to things, to stories, to information that he hasn’t, and so I knew right away about the problem you were dealing with. I will admit that I selfishly kept you in my tent. I could not let Amon leave. Not when I knew, absolutely knew, what…who he was.”
Dr. Hassan glanced at Amon. “The others never believed me, but I had a vision as a young man that I would one day witness your rising. I am the most fortunate of men!” he cried out, the fanatical gleam in his eyes relit.
“Yes. We get it,” I said. “But let’s get back to what happened next and save the worshipping for a more convenient time, shall we? Now, if I understand correctly, you next manipulated Amon into thinking that you were helping him. Is that right?”
“I was. I mean, I am,” Dr. Hassan insisted, and then added, “I mean, I will be.”
“I should think so.” I narrowed my eyes.
“Of course. My entire existence, all of my work, all of my studies, have been focused on this one purpose.”
I stared at the good doctor for a few uncomfortable minutes. He looked right back at me, his face open and innocent. “Fine,” I finally announced. “I’m willing to forgive your duplicity as long as you help us.”
“You may ask anything.”
“Understand that we expect your complete honesty from this time forward. No more manipulation to further your own agenda. Amon’s purpose must remain the priority.”
“Yes, yes. Of course.”
“Okay, so tell us all you know, starting with how Amon ended up in New York.”
“Very well. But you must understand that I have made vows not to share this information with anyone outside of our order.”
“Trust me, I’m in this one for the long haul.”
It irritated me when Dr. Hassan looked to Amon for approval, but Amon smoothed things over by stroking my arm and assuring him, “Lily has given up more for me than any priest or devotee ever could. Our connection is unbreakable. Palm to palm, we risk together, we live together, or we die together. Be satisfied that any knowledge or secrets you choose to share will be safe with her.”
Turning, I looked up at Amon’s face, but his gaze was trained on his servant, who, after removing his hat, immediately knelt at my feet. “Then I would follow every word that is uttered by your lips as well, my lady.”
“Just Lily,” I offered, embarrassed that this man would kneel before me. “Please, just…” I sighed. “Just help us.”
“I will endeavor to do so, Lady Lily.” Dr. Hassan settled back into his seat and adjusted the brim of his hat before he settled it on his head again. His tone was all business. “I do not know how Amon came to be in New York. That is to say, I knew that he had been moved, but I did not know where he had been moved.”
“You’re talking about his original tomb, under Tutankhamun’s treasure room?”
Dr. Hassan blinked, obviously surprised. “You found this?”
“Yes, that’s where Amon raised the shabtis.”
“How fascinating! You must tell me of this.”
“We will…later. First, you were saying he’d been moved?”
“Yes. I was aware of his location and had been caring for his tomb for quite some time. One day, I entered and felt the warmth of his presence missing.”
“Interesting. So he’s warm even when dead?”
“Not all people are sensitive to it. Apparently, you are one of the exceptions.”
“As are you. Go on.”
“So, I entered the tomb—this was approximately six months ago—and I sensed a change. The tomb had been disturbed. Though it was forbidden, I pried open the sarcophagus lid with a crowbar. Amon was gone.”
Amon leaned forward. “Why didn’t they take the sarcophagus?”
“Presumably, they wanted to remain undiscovered.” Dr. Hassan directed his next comment to me. “You must understand. Only someone using the darkest of magic could have even entered the tomb. It had been protected, the sarcophagus sealed. I had done a sealing spell on the entrance so that only I could access the tomb. If another archaeologist had stumbled across it, then I would have been instantly alerted. The spell was designed to repel the curious and destroy those with evil intent.”
“So you cursed his tomb,” I clarified.
“Essentially, yes.”
“Then why could Amon and I get in without a problem?”
“The curse would no longer apply if the object being protected was removed,” Amon explained.
“I do not understand how anyone could get past it,” Dr. Hassan said. “I included all the standard spell variations: disease, death, the offender’s name being stricken from history, and, of course, that it would affect seven times seven generations of his offspring.”
“The thought occurs to me,” Amon said, “that someone who was not threatened by physical death might have bypassed your curse.”
“That’s true,” I said. “And if he had no children…”
“And no body to get a disease…,” Amon added.
“Then he could enter the tomb with little risk,” Dr. Hassan finished.
“And sending me to New York would make my accomplishing the ceremony difficult, if not impossible, and yet no harm would come to my body,” Amon said. “Even should my remains be destroyed, it is possible for me to re-create my form, even if it had returned to the dust.”
Dr. Hassan sat back. “But who has the power and the motive to try to stop you?”
“I can only assume it would be him whom we were attempting to thwart.”
“You don’t mean—”
“The god of chaos. Seth.”
“You mean the one who caused all the trouble in the first place?” I asked.
“Yes. It is possible he has gained a foothold in the world again,” Amon said. “He used priests once before. Perhaps he has done so again.”
“Priests?” Dr. Hassan echoed skeptically. “I doubt it. Our sect is above reproach. We choose our novices very carefully.”
“As you said, there is more than one group now. Perhaps the Order of the Sphinx?”
Dr. Hassan shook his head. “No. That order is extinct. There hasn’t been a matriarch since the time of Hatshepsut.”
“I see.” Amon rubbed his jaw. “Still, there is the matter of the shabti.”
“Yes.” I turned to Dr. Hassan to explain. “Amon raised two of them who had been placed above the entrance to the tomb. Neither of them has returned to us, and one of them definitely tried to kill us.”
“Is this possible?” Dr. Hassan asked incredulously.
“That’s how we got covered in the red toxin,” I stated flatly.
“In theory, they must obey the one who raised them. They should have been subject to me,” Amon said.
“This can mean only one thing,” Dr. Hassan said.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“You didn’t raise them.”
I stared. “Can the priests in your sect raise shabtis?”
“No. It is beyond our power.”
“Then someone else, someone more powerful, is trying to stop Amon,” I said.
“It would appear so,” the Egyptologist answered.
“I do not understand why Anubis would lead us falsely in that manner,” Amon said. “If the shabtis were impure, why, then, did they give us the funerary cone?” None of us had an answer for that.
As I sipped my drink, deep in thought, Amon turned to Dr. Hassan. “Doctor, did you hide my canopic jars?”
“I did. Forgive me, Amon, but when I discovered you were missing, I wanted to take no chances, so I hid them in an empty tomb. I will take you to them the instant you are ready.”
“It is too late,” Amon said sadly. “We were able to retrieve only one. The shabti crushed the others.”
“But he would not be able to find them unless—”
“Unless his master ordered him to,” Amon finished.
“Ah, I see. This is very unfortunate.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Why would they ship Amon off to the States and leave his jars behind?” I asked. “And if they left his sarcophagus here, why did the coffin in the museum look like Amon?”
“Ah, that I can speculate on,” Dr. Hassan said. “Each time Amon sleeps, a new sarcophagus is made. Perhaps they hid him in the place I’d be least likely to look. I wouldn’t think of looking in one of the old ones.”
“They likely knew that without my jars, my powers would wane quickly,” Amon explained. “And being an ocean away from Egypt would make completing the ceremony very difficult.”
“Okay, but then they could still take the canopic jars and hide them somewhere else.”
“It is unlikely since I hid them many years ago, prior to Amon being taken,” Dr. Hassan said. “I always thought it was foresight on my part, but perhaps there were other forces at work lending me inspiration.”
“Doctor? Where are my brothers?” Amon asked.
“Ah, yes. After you went missing, I had them both moved. The incarnation of the god of the stars is hidden in an underground cavern at the Oasis of the Sacred Stones. Do you know this place?”
Amon nodded.
“Very good. As for the embodiment of the god of the moon, he will be found in—”
A sudden wind whipped Dr. Hassan’s hat from his head. After excusing himself to retrieve it, he turned back to us and stopped cold, staring over our heads into the distance. The whistle of the wind became sharper and stronger and Amon pulled me close, wrapping his arm protectively around me.
“What is it, Doctor?” he cried over the noise of the wind. We stood up and turned to look in the direction Dr. Hassan was staring. In the distance the stars disappeared one by one as something dark and sinister began to fill the horizon.
Amon gripped my arm tightly as the cushions whipped up and flew across the rooftop, a few of them fluttering over the railing and tumbling away far below.
“Amon?” I called out, worried.
“It’s a sandstorm!” Dr. Hassan shouted. “We must get inside immediately!”
I turned to follow him, but Amon stood rigidly in place. “This is no sandstorm. The Dark One has found us.”
Sharp bits of sand stung my skin as the storm grew closer.
“Go inside with Dr. Hassan!” Amon shouted. “I will attempt to draw the storm.”
I shook my head vehemently. “It’s too dangerous!”
“I will return for you. You will be safe here, Lily!”
Amon’s eyes burned brightly. Pressing his hands together, he thrust out his arms, a burst of light emanating from his frame. The great golden falcon materialized where Amon had just been standing, and he lowered his head toward me. As he soared into the sky, I tried to see which direction he went, but the bird was soon swallowed by the dark swirling sand.
Despite Amon’s warning, I stayed outside watching for him, hoping he would return quickly, or that, at the very least, our bond would assure me of his safety. But in a matter of moments, the entire house was swallowed in darkness, the sand even more brutal as it whipped across my skin. I shielded my eyes and had just decided to give up, since seeing even a few inches in front of me was no longer possible, when something clamped down on my arm.
I cried out in pain and glanced down. Tremendous force was crushing my forearm, bruising the muscles, grinding against my bone, ripping into me, but nothing was there. Suddenly, the pressure lifted and a crescent-shaped puncture appeared on both sides of my left arm. It looked as if a large creature had sunk its teeth into me.
Tears filled my eyes as blood welled in the wound and began running down my arm in little rivulets. The blood branched down to my elbow, dripping from there onto the roof. I stood still, shocked, my arm throbbing, when the invisible creature bit me again, this time on my leg.
The soft pants I’d dressed in ripped at the knee, flapping in the wind as jagged claw marks and scratches appeared on my calf. Dr. Hassan grabbed me as I staggered, and pulled me into the house. I sank into a chair as he doused all the lights, running from door to door and window to window, locking them and drawing the curtains, as if doing so would keep the storm, and whatever was attacking me, at bay.
He returned with ointment and several kitchen towels. Kneeling beside me, he dabbed at my wounds. Whatever elixir he used stung, and I clenched my teeth. “What was that? Did you see what bit me?” I asked.
“It is an omen,” Dr. Hassan whispered gravely. “A very bad sign.”
“An omen? An omen of what?”
“The Dark One rising.”
“The bad guy? Seth?”
“No. If the god of chaos had risen, then the world would already be beneath his boot heel. This is merely a sign of his coming.”
Sucking in a breath, I wrapped a clean towel carefully around my wounded arm. “This doesn’t feel like ‘merely.’ ”
“No, it doesn’t.”
I gasped as claws scrabbled and several large objects thumped heavily on the rooftop deck. Monstrous hissing and the sound of something trying to break down the door provoked me to peek through the curtains. Though I could hear the hefty creatures prowling on the deck, I could see nothing. Dr. Hassan’s hands shook as he retrieved a first-aid kit and asked me to sit again.
“Does this kind of thing happen every time Amon rises?”
“No. This rising is…unique, in more ways than one.”
A deck chair hit the door with a resounding boom and I cried out, but Dr. Hassan remained rooted in place.
“What if whatever it is gets in?” I demanded. “Aren’t you frightened?”
“They cannot enter my home. It has been blessed,” he stated, sounding like he was trying to convince himself as much as me.
“Blessed, cursed, it doesn’t seem to make much difference to the bad guys. You grand vizier types rely a bit too much on your spells, don’t you think? Common sense tells me we should vacate the premises. Preferably in a fast car.”
“No!” Dr. Hassan paled. “You would be ripped to shreds should you venture outside at this time. We are safe in the house.”
“Well, that’s great for us, but what about innocent bystanders? Aren’t you worried about your neighbors?”
“This storm is aimed at us. Those nearby might experience the strange weather, but the attack was meant to target you and Amon.”
“Right.” I shifted doubtfully in my seat as I listened to the splintering of wood. The creatures had apparently grown irritated with being denied another taste of my juicy self and were taking out their aggression on the patio furniture. Carefully, Dr. Hassan dressed my leg and then began tending to my arm. “So the Dark One likes to bite girls?” I asked as I peered at the wound. “I couldn’t help but notice that you are pretty much bite-free.”
“If the creatures were to bite me, then I would be able to see who is directing them. They avoid me on purpose.”
“Someone’s controlling them?” I asked in confusion.
“Yes.”
“I thought it was the god of chaos, Seth.”
“No. If it were, we would be facing much worse than these creatures. His powers are limited until the passing of the full moon. Until now I did not believe it was possible, though I must admit that I have sensed an increasing evil. I have shrugged off my niggling suspicions as the imaginings of an old man, but the creatures outside leave no room for doubt. The one directing them is his minion. His servant. My dark equal.”
“Another priest?”
“I believe so. His power is…it’s unprecedented.”
“But you don’t know who he is.”
“I know what he is, but I remain unaware of his identity.”
“So he’s human?”
“He once was.”
“What do you mean?” I asked hesitantly.
The white-haired Egyptologist sighed. “In a city called Shedyet there was a cult of priests devoted to Seth. The leader of that group was a necromancer named Apophis. Modern Egyptologists consider him the enemy of Amun-Ra and a god himself, but the records passed down through the viziers tell a different tale.”
“So you believe he was not a god but human.”
“Correct. Apophis was a vile, lecherous man who abused anything or anyone he considered weak and soft. He identified with the Nile crocodile and even kept several as pets, delighting in throwing them live creatures to consume. Believing himself to be a great seducer of women, he sought out the most beautiful, pure, and innocent girls from a variety of backgrounds, offering them riches, luxuries, or the illusion of power. Whatever it was he thought they might want—shelter, money—it was provided.
“It was all a part of his game. He’d lie in wait, much like the crocodile does when it seeks prey. When the girl took the bait…snap! She was caught between his teeth and there was no escape for her but death.”
His story was interrupted when a fierce ripping sound by the window distracted us. Invisible claws hit the glass and then drew slowly down it, leaving large scratches. The glass didn’t break. Dr. Hassan grunted. “The protection spell appears to be working.”
“Let’s hope it continues,” I remarked. “You were telling me about Apophis?”
“He lured women, and when they were at their most vulnerable, he’d strike. In the temple he proudly displayed his conquests, and when he was ready to move on to the next victim, he would sacrifice the young maiden to a giant croc that he adorned with golden bracelets and a jewel-studded collar.
“All feared him. Many idolized him. Seth loved him.
“The city was renamed Crocodilopolis in honor of Apophis and his crocodile temple, and he was given a new power as a reward for his devotion to Seth.”
“What was his new power?”
“A type of hypnotic control. Those subject to his gaze became spellbound. They had no choice but to do his bidding. He was given a new nickname, the Eater of Souls, not only because he threw victims to crocodiles but also because of his ability to control the undead.”
“Creepy.”
“Yes. Apophis relished his new power but soon found he was not satisfied merely to lead mere mortals, so he made a pact with Seth, who promised him immortality if he could find a way to displace Amun-Ra and Horus, Seth’s longtime enemies. Suffice it to say, Aphophis was defeated.”
“What happened to him?”
“Seth never intended to keep his promise, so Apophis attempted to extend his life in other gruesome ways. However, in endeavoring to cheat death, he ended up turning himself into a monster.”
“A monster like the ones roaming outside?”
Dr. Hassan raised his head, listening, while he considered his answer. “Let’s just say that the creatures outside would be considered exuberant, yipping puppies compared with what he became.”
“So you think that Apophis has returned,” I stated, not really wanting to hear the answer. The idea that there was a powerful magician even more monstrous than the things outside that wanted to devour me frightened me more than I liked to admit. I wrung my hands, wondering where Amon was.
Dr. Hassan continued, “Not him exactly, but another like him who has taken his place and who serves Seth in a similar manner—a dark necromancer with the ability to summon the creatures that attacked you.”
“But how do you know?”
“That we have another necromancer on our hands?”
I nodded.
“The fact that he raised dark shabtis was the first clue. Only one with the power of a god or the ability to summon the dead can give life to a shabti.”
“And the second clue?”
“The presence of the biloko outside.”
“Biloko?”
“Invisible demons with crocodile snouts that, like Apophis, have a taste for females, though, in their case, they prefer the sweetmeats of the eyes, intestines, liver, and heart.”
I shuddered. “Glad they didn’t go for those first.” My arm throbbed and I fingered the bandage Dr. Hassan had wrapped around it. “I’m not…” I gazed at him in the darkness. “I’m not going to turn into one of those demon croc things, am I?”
“I shouldn’t think so. According to the legends, there are no female biloko. In the stories about them they do not replicate like a vampire or a werewolf might. Their only desire—”
“Is to consume my flesh.”
“Yes. I am sorry.”
“Me too.”
The crash of the patio table caused me to jump to my feet and duck behind Dr. Hassan, clutching his arm. The wind pushed even harder at the windows, gritty sand thumping against the house like small hailstones determined to rip it apart, and then, suddenly, the wind was gone. Silence descended, and I found the lack of noise even creepier than the heavy thuds of the creatures roaming the deck. The sound of our breathing seemed louder than the rushing wind had been.
Cautiously, Dr. Hassan lifted the curtain and we peered into the darkness. The rooftop deck was trashed. The furniture looked like it had been spat out of a wood chipper. The cushions that remained had been ripped apart, and soft white fluff drifted across the deck like falling snow. But the storm was moving away from us, back in the direction it had come, and the stars were visible once more.
“Do you think it’s safe?” I asked.
“It would appear to be. Please stay here while I check.”
I watched through the window as Dr. Hassan walked across the deck. When he put his hands on the railing, it broke off. He stood watching the storm retreat, and after a moment or two, I joined him.
The door was bent from repeated impacts, with pieces of siding ripped away all around it. Deep gouges and claw marks covered every inch of the roof. I stooped to pick up a shredded pillow. Fluff stuck out prominently, and I couldn’t help thinking that was what my intestines would look like spilling out from my slashed belly. I wondered what would happen if all my insides were consumed by demons. Would Amon still be able to benefit from my organs, or would he need a new donor?
“Do you think Amon is safe?” I asked.
“If he had been defeated, the world would be in chaos.”
“It feels pretty chaotic to me already.”
Dr. Hassan sighed. “I don’t believe the Dark One has gained enough power to defeat Amon, at least not yet. But you need to know that even should Amon be safe, there is still the possibility that we will lose this fight.”
“It’s a little ironic that the grand vizier who serves the god of the sun is adopting the attitude of a gloomy rain cloud, don’t you think? Personally, I’m not going to go there. We will find his brothers and we will complete the ceremony. I won’t allow myself to think otherwise.”
Dr. Hassan studied me briefly and then ran his hand over the edge of the broken railing. “I am sorry if this news depresses you, Lily, but I feel you and Amon must be made aware of all the possibilities. There are stories passed down that say a time would come when the ceremony to align the celestial bodies would no longer keep the Dark One at bay, and, from all appearances, that cycle has begun.”
“Let me get this straight. Are you saying there’s a chance that even if Amon sacrificed himself in this cosmic ceremony, it might not work?”
Dr. Hassan nodded. “It has been foretold.”
“But we don’t know for sure that it’s this time.”
“Nothing in this world is sure.”
“Right. So this omen, these crocodile demons—”
“Are a sign that the Dark One has mustered sufficient power, recruited enough allies, and gained a significant enough earthly foothold—”
“To give Amon and his brothers a run for their money.”
“I believe so.”
Putting my hands on my hips, I said, “Well that’s just fan-bloody-tastic.”
I was helping Dr. Hassan move the broken pieces of his deck furniture into a pile when I noticed a bright comet in the night sky. It moved toward us quickly, then slowed, changing direction as it grew closer. Golden wings soon became distinct.
“Can the neighbors see him?” I asked.
Dr. Hassan shook his head. “The great bird is visible only to those who believe in him.”
As the falcon hovered overhead, its body shimmered with magic and began to change into Amon’s familiar form. The shadow of wings beat the air as his body slowly lowered to the deck. When his feet touched the wood, the golden glimmer of his feathered wings burst into a million pinpricks of light.
Instead of lowering his arms, he held them open to me. “Lily.”
I ran into them.
Amon pressed a kiss to my temple, then addressed Dr. Hassan. “What has happened?”
“She was attacked by biloko demons.”
Amon’s grip at my waist and the back of my neck tightened.
“They came with the storm,” Dr. Hassan explained.
“Then they know.” Amon lightly massaged my neck, warmth from his fingertips soothing my tense muscles.
The Egyptologist let out a breath. “That is my fear.”
“Who knows what?” I murmured.
“The Dark One knows that Amon is weakened and that he relies upon you,” the doctor offered.
“Will they come back?” I asked against Amon’s chest.
“I will make sure that they cannot harm you,” Amon answered.
“That’s not a no.” I lifted my head and saw Amon’s frown, the worry on his face unmistakable.
Closing his eyes, he cupped my neck. Warm pulses seeped into my veins and then melted away, the sensation lost just a few centimeters from the surface. “Lily,” he whispered as his forehead touched mine, “what have I done to you?”
“I’m here. I’m fine,” I said, patting his chest to get his attention.
“You are not fine.” His eyes narrowed as he touched my bandaged arm lightly.
“It’s just a little bite. No big deal.”
“You are lying. There is severe damage to your tissues, and your bone is cracked in several places.”
“Who gave you permission to do a sun god diagnostic X-ray of my body? Besides, Amon, it’s not important. What’s important is—”
He actually shook me. “You are important!” Ignoring my continued protests, Amon said to Dr. Hassan, “We must leave immediately to find my brothers.”
Hassan placed his fedora on his head. “The god of the stars is closest. Follow me.”
“She needs a healer. I would prefer to raise Ahmose first.”
The Egyptologist shook his head and indicated we should accompany him. Inside, he reached under his bed and pulled out a bag, which he filled with strange items—archaeologists’ tools, matches, strips of cloth, and various objects I couldn’t imagine uses for.
“The personification of the moon sleeps too far away,” Dr. Hassan said. “And to uncover his resting place will take time. If we go to him first, we’ll have to backtrack to recover the personification of the stars, which would waste a day. If an attack happens here again, your brother can help defend Lily against the onslaught.”
Amon considered this for a moment. It was clear that he didn’t like the options. Finally, he said, “Very well. We shall awaken Asten first, but make haste, Doctor.”
“Indeed.”
Within a matter of moments we were out the door and speeding down the highway in Dr. Hassan’s small car, which was about as dusty as the objects in his living room. We were headed toward the mysterious Oasis of the Sacred Stones, which Dr. Hassan said was only accessible to those brave enough to pass the sentinels and who understood how to access it.
I rolled down the car window and let the night air caress my cheeks, which had felt overheated since the demon attack. Though Dr. Hassan assured me there was no venom in the bite, the stinging throb hadn’t let up, and despite the painkillers I’d taken, there was a definite achy feeling circulating my body.
Amon fluctuated between blaming himself and cursing the shabti and, finally, cursing the guy, whoever he was, who had summoned the demons. Frankly, his concern was starting to affect me. I constantly felt his eyes on me, and not in the way I would have preferred.
Finally, I said, “Stop looking at me like I’m at death’s door.”
“I cannot help my concern for you.”
“You’re freaking me out.”
“I do not understand ‘freaking.’ ”
“It’s making me nervous. And can you turn down your internal thermometer? It’s toasting me from the inside out.”
“The heat that comes from my body increases as it nears time for the ceremony. I apologize if it causes you discomfort.”
Amon removed his arm from my shoulders and clasped his hands in his lap, angling his body away from mine and as close to the door as possible. The space around me cooled quickly, though my head and shoulders still felt hot. I reached for his hand. “I’m sorry. Normally I like your arm around me, it’s just—”
“Do not be concerned, Young Lily. When I am around you, I sometimes forget what I am, and because of that I have grown careless.”
“You aren’t careless. In fact, you’re one of the most caring people I know.”
Amon seemed appeased by my comment and squeezed my hand. He settled his head against the car seat and closed his eyes. I was glad, since he was likely exhausted.
We drove west for several hours, and as Amon passed the time sleeping, I quietly questioned Dr. Hassan, trying to discover what he knew about the ceremony and what would happen to Amon. He said he didn’t know much more than I did, though I got the impression that he was holding back some information.
Sometime before dawn Dr. Hassan pulled the car off the road and drove behind some brush. “We must continue from here on foot,” he announced.
“How far is it?” I asked.
“A few miles through the desert.”
“I don’t think she can walk a few miles,” Amon countered.
“Perhaps she can wait in the car,” the doctor suggested.
“No, she will remain at my side.”
“Can we go by sandstorm?” I asked.
“No. To transport the three of us would require too much energy.” Amon stared at a nearby dune for a moment and then said, “I have an idea.”
Stretching out his hand, he murmured softly, and the dunes in front of us began to shift. Grains of sand twisted and writhed, and suddenly three horses burst from the dunes in a blast of shimmering powder. They approached us, nodding their heads and blowing steam from their nostrils.
“They’re…they’re gorgeous!” I exclaimed as Amon beckoned me closer. The horses were the color of the sand, and they glittered as if little flecks of minerals were mixed into their coats. Their tails and manes were flaxen cream-colored, several shades lighter than their coats. Their large eyes sparkled like polished amber gemstones, and their hooves looked like they had been dipped in gold glitter. “Where did they come from?”
Amon stroked the neck of the mare and asked, “Do you remember the story I told you about Nebu, the golden stallion of the desert?”
“Yes.”
“These are from his herd.”
“You mean Horus eventually found him?”
“Not exactly. It was more like Nebu found Horus. They formed a bond, and whenever Horus, or in this case, a son of Egypt, has need, Nebu will send his sons and daughters to help.” Amon backed up. “You will ride the mare. Let me give you a boost.”
Grabbing hold of my waist, Amon lifted me high enough so that I could throw my injured leg over the horse’s back. Once seated, I started to panic. “I’ve ridden only a couple of times before, and never bareback. What if I fall off?”
“Hold tight to the mane,” Amon admonished. “She will not let you fall.”
Threading my fingers through the silky strands, I leaned over to whisper into the mare’s ear, “I’ll try not to rock the boat too much. You’re in charge. I’m just along for the ride.”
The mare responded with a shake of her head and a musical neigh as she took a few steps closer to Amon’s horse, a handsome stallion a few hands taller than my mare.
“Are you ready?” Amon asked.
When I nodded, he turned to the doctor. “Ready, Dr. Hassan?”
“Yes, yes.” The Egyptologist waved his hand as he settled on the back of his horse.
“Then please lead the way, Doctor,” Amon encouraged.
At a hearty “Ha!” from Dr. Hassan, his horse leapt forward and ours followed. Though they walked, it was a fast walk that occasionally turned into a trot, which was a bit jarring on my backside but for the most part was comfortable.
I noticed that something jutted up from the dunes in the distance, making black shadows against the night sky. “Is that where we’re headed?” I asked Dr. Hassan as my horse trotted closer to his.
“Yes. That is the oasis at the base of those mountains. We must get there before sunrise.”
“What happens at sunrise?”
“The stones will show us the path, but only at a precise time.”
Encouraged by Dr. Hassan, the horses moved a bit more quickly. The sky was lightening, and I could tell by the way Dr. Hassan kept glancing at the horizon that he was worried. Tall palm trees swayed in the predawn darkness, their heavy leaves rustling in the breeze. Suddenly, a larger animal cried out, its hooting echoed by others, and soon the desert was full of sound.
“What is it?” I cried.
“Baboons!” Amon shouted over the din. “They greet the dawn with howls.”
I grimaced. “I think I prefer the morning song of birds. Are they dangerous?”
“To the wrongdoer, yes,” Dr. Hassan answered.
“Uh, how would they know if I was a wrongdoer or not?”
“Normal baboons wouldn’t,” he said. “But these are guardians who serve Babi, the alpha male of all baboons. He is a sentinel in the afterlife. You see, all baboons are aggressive, omnivorous, and territorial, but these ones are doubly so. They have been summoned to protect the resting place where I hid Amon’s brother. They will allow no one to pass who means him harm. I decided to take this precaution when Amon’s body was stolen. It is said that Babi will eat the entrails of the wicked, and these baboons are just as dangerous. We will proceed with caution, but each of us must present ourselves for judging.”
“And I thought college interviews were hard,” I mumbled.
Our horses stopped at the edge of the oasis, and the cacophony coming from the baboons suddenly ceased. Tree limbs jolted and dark shapes moved over the ground and through the brush until mounds of living flesh settled before us. Teeth, shiny and sharp, were bared and glistening eyes winked like little flashlights in the darkness.
“We must hurry,” Dr. Hassan said. “I will go first.”
Amon helped me dismount and dismissed the horses with a bow of gratitude. With a mighty leap into the desert, they were enveloped by sand, the only proof that they’d ever been there the hoofprints they left behind.
Dr. Hassan had arrived at the border of the oasis, where the horde waited for him. A large male raised himself up and hooted softly. Others returned the call, and as Dr. Hassan stepped onto the grass beneath a palm tree, several of the creatures darted back and forth, circling him. They pushed against his shoes and his legs and tugged on his pants. A baby climbed his arm and picked through his hair, then leapt off and clambered onto its mother’s back.
After this strange animal court was over, the noise died away and the doctor stepped through the mass to the other side. “Come, Lady Lily,” he called over the backs of the baboons, which now stood observing me silently.
Amon clutched my arm and whispered, “I will allow nothing to happen to you. Do not be afraid.”
I stepped into the horde feeling like a coward, and closed my eyes as the howling began. Heavy bodies shifted past me and I grimaced when one touched my injured leg, but gentle fingers brushed across the bandage, and when one reached out a hand, I took it. The sounds of the animals ceased abruptly, and a baboon pulled me with the lightest of tugs toward Dr. Hassan.
When Amon stepped into the oasis, the baboons stood transfixed and then, almost as one, they rushed forward and patted his legs and arms. After every primate had touched Amon, the big male gave a deep cry and all the creatures slinked back into the trees, disappearing as if they had never even existed.
Now that we’d been given clearance by the baboon guardians, we wandered deeper into the oasis, heading toward the sound of water. Dr. Hassan had begun running as soon as Amon had been let go by the troop. Amon helped me along so I wouldn’t get too far behind, and just when I was about to protest that my leg needed a rest, Dr. Hassan slid to a stop at a deep pool fed by a waterfall.
Circling the pool were stones of every shape and size, which wouldn’t have been that unusual except each stone had a hole bored through it. What perplexed me even more was when Dr. Hassan scooped up handfuls of the stones and began throwing them in the water.
“Quickly! Help me!” he shouted.
Amon bent down and gathered several stones, cupping them in his hands and then tossing them.
“What are we doing?” I asked as I tossed my own handful.
“Watch for one that floats,” Dr. Hassan said as he worked. “A true adder stone will float in water.”
“Adder stone?”
“An adder stone is used to protect a person from evil charms or nightmares. Since it is formed from the venom of adders, it can also prevent death from snakebite,” Amon explained.
“There’s one!” Dr. Hassan cried. “We need one for each of us, so keep searching,” he added as Amon fished the floating rock from the pool.
Several handfuls later, we had a second stone, which Dr. Hassan told me to keep in my pocket. The sun would be up any moment, and the Egyptologist was throwing handfuls in a frenzy. Finally, a third rock rose from the depths, and Dr. Hassan leapt into the pool like a cat scooping up a fat fish for dinner.
Staggering out of the pool, he led us to a clearing, where he held his rock up to the rising sun. As dawn broke over the horizon, light shone through the hole in the stone and a pinprick of white light hit the water, angling up slowly as the sun rose higher in the sky. When the ray of light hit the mountain, I looked at Dr. Hassan.
All of his attention was focused on the mountain. “Come on now,” he whispered. “We must find the opening.” A few seconds later, he shouted triumphantly, “There! There it is!”
I saw a flash on the stony hill on the other side of the pool, as if a mirror were reflecting the light cast by the hole in Dr. Hassan’s adder stone. The mountain rumbled, and I waited for something strange to happen—a skeleton army to appear, a mass of scurrying scarab beetles looking for someone to devour, some kind of sign of the Egyptian apocalypse—but the mountain settled and nothing happened. I peered across the water, but the shimmering light was gone. Pocketing his adder stone, the doctor stumbled down to the pool and started making his way around it.
“Why did we each need a stone if yours did the trick?” I asked him as we carefully made our way across the slick stones.
“You’ll see,” he answered cryptically.
Before long, we arrived at the foot of the mountain. A waterfall cascaded down the steep rocks, its spray wetting our skin. Dr Hassan came to a stop and lifted his stone to his eye. “Here we are, at last,” he declared.
“Uh, where would that be?” I asked.
“Use your stone,” he answered. “Look through it and you will see our path.”
Pulling my stone from my pocket, I peered through the tiny hole and gasped when I saw an opening in the mountain. When I looked at the mountain without the stone, I saw nothing. Taking a step forward, I patted the mountain and found it as hard and impenetrable as it appeared, but then Dr. Hassan, stone still to his eye, stepped right through it and called out for us to follow.
I took a deep breath, positioning the adder stone so I could see through its hole, and murmured sarcastically, “What could possibly go wrong?” as I walked through a mountain.
Absolute silence descended. Stone as thick and as solid as a tombstone pressed against me on all sides. Above was a rocky ceiling that seemed to lower with every step I took. The horror of being buried alive wasn’t even the worst part. What really freaked me out was that I wasn’t in a secret cave hidden within a mountain, I was passing through solid rock.
Mineral formations slowly moved over me as if my body was seeping into the rock itself, and there was a heaviness, like I was wading in a strong current. The only explanation I could come up with was that I had moved into a different phase or dimension from the one the rock existed in. My fingers pressing the stone to my eye shook, and I closed the other eye so I didn’t have to see the mountain as I passed through it. My pulse felt thick as my heart beat in a noisy rhythm.
The taste of copper and salt hit the back of my throat, and though I tried to keep my mouth closed, I constantly gave in to the temptation to wet my lips. Unfortunately, there was no relief found in the process; my tongue only ended up coated with a thin layer of grit and minerals.
No matter which direction I looked, Amon and Dr. Hassan weren’t visible, so I pressed forward, following the strange flash of light that appeared to be coming from the stone every so often and illuminating the area directly around me. Unlike a lighthouse, which helps guide boats and warns of hidden rocks, the illumination felt to me like it was drawing unwanted attention, and I fully expected a monstrous creature with a gaping maw to find me because of it.
Each time my surroundings lit up, I stopped breathing until I was sure there was no immediate danger. I began to sense little vibrations in the area that became more pronounced every time the beam turned off.
I pressed on until the blinking light vanished and I was left in the dark root of the mountain without a guide. Blindly, I took one step forward, then another. I began hyperventilating, wondering if the mountain would ever end, when suddenly I emerged from the rock.
Though it was still dark, there was an immediate, recognizable difference in the atmosphere. The weight that had been dragging on my limbs was gone; I felt a wisp of air brush my cheek and my ears popped. My hand came into contact with the solid rock behind me and I turned, touching nothing but empty space until my fingers found the wall again. Scuffling sounds echoed in the darkness. Then I heard Dr. Hassan. “Lily!” he cried. “Over here.”
I stretched out my free hand and took a few cautious steps forward. “Where are you?” I called.
There was the sound of movement nearby, and I listened carefully, trying to make sense of the noises. Someone, or something, had emerged from the rock behind me. When I turned toward it, I saw its green orbs flashing in the darkness.
“Lily,” Amon said as he closed the distance between us, “are you all right?”
“I’m…I’m fine. I think.” Amon ran his hand over my arm and a light powdery dust as fine as talc slid and then settled on my skin, making me cough. I patted my clothing, trying to get rid of some of it. Apparently my brief hiatus into the world of being clean was over. Amon didn’t seem to care that I was coated with grit. He took my hand in his and lit his body enough for me to see where we were—in a large cavern.
“Dr. Hassan?” I called as I spotted his form. He was on his hands and knees patting the dirt.
“Another foot and I would have had it,” he announced as he got up.
“What were you looking for?” I asked as Amon and I made our way over to him.
“This.” He lifted a thick, blackened stick and began fussing with one end.
“A torch?”
“Yes.” He glanced at Amon and was momentarily awed by his natural light. “Unfortunately, those of us who are mortal are not born with inner flashlights.” He raised the torch. “Shall I?” he asked Amon.
“If you would.”
“Of course.”
“Where are we?” I whispered nervously.
“We are still in the Oasis of the Sacred Stones, but we are deep within the mountain,” Dr. Hassan said. “If you listen carefully, you can hear the waterfall. I hid Amon’s brother behind it.” He lit the end of the torch and Amon immediately turned off his light, which I assumed helped him conserve his energy.
“What was that strange light in the mountain?” I asked as Amon guided me around a large cluster of stalagmites.
“The light can be seen only with a true adder stone,” Dr. Hassan said. “It allows passage into the mountain. The flash you saw was activated by the sun shining through the stone.”
“A path forged by the sun god,” Amon mused.
“Yes, in a way. It’s a little trick passed down by grand viziers through the centuries. To direct the light we had to be in the right spot at the right time.”
“Does it work like the Egyptian mirror trick in the movies?” I continued, curious to know if there was any science going on behind the magic.
“Not exactly. Creating a pathway was no mere reflection of light. You see, scientists believe the adder stone to be any rock that is naturally hollowed out by water. The superstitious believe it is created by a snake’s saliva and that possessing one offers various protections. But I know its true nature. Do you know it, Great One?” At a look from Amon, the doctor stammered, “F-forgive me. I mean, Amon.”
“I confess I do not.”
“Ah, then perhaps you will indulge me as we make our way to your brother.”
“Please continue, Vizier,” Amon politely encouraged.
“Yes, well, the goddess Isis—”
“Who was married to Osiris,” I added.
“That is correct. She missed her husband after he was assigned to the underworld.”
“Wait a minute, I know this one. She tricked Amun-Ra into giving her his true name after she poisoned him.”
“And do you remember how he was poisoned?” the white-haired Egyptologist asked.
After a moment of thought, I snapped my fingers. “A snakebite!” When the grand vizier raised his eyebrows, obviously impressed, I waved my hand and explained, “Amon’s been teaching me.”
“It would seem so.”
“I remember that Isis got to visit her hubby, but what does that have to do with an adder stone?”
“Well, the snake that bit Amun-Ra escaped and inadvertently absorbed a bit of the god’s power through its fangs. As a result, the progeny of that particular snake developed the ability to shine light in dark places. They hide themselves away in secret spots lest they provoke the wrath of the sun god once again. A true adder stone is the calcified remains of the head of one of those snakes, and when you look through its eye, you, too, can not only see in the darkness but also conceal yourself in a spot that even the sun god himself could not discover.”
The stony object in my hand suddenly felt cold. I swallowed and let out a weak gasp as it slipped from my fingers. It lay there, pillowed in the sand, seeming to give me a snaky smile and a wink. Unable to resist, I wiped my hand on my shirt, creeped out that my lifeline in the mountain passage was a snake’s skull.
With the torch shining on it, the stone twitched like a small dinosaur skeleton coming to life. After a moment, I realized it was simply the light dancing on the ancient bone, but the effect was still unsettling.
Amon reached out to pick up my adder stone, but the sand shifted, spilling into a small crack in the ground that had been hidden. My stone sank along with the sand, and the crevice was too deep to fish the stone out with our fingers. Amon considered using his power to retrieve it but then decided against it and gave me a reassuring smile.
“If we do not find another way out, we will return for it. Do not worry,” he said.
“Er, assuming we raise your brother, I did not think to find a fourth stone for him,” Dr. Hassan said shamefacedly.
“All will be well,” Amon said.
I hadn’t actually been too worried, but Amon’s reassuring smile disappeared quickly, which did cause me to worry. As we followed the grand vizier down the dark corridor, I hypothesized on what was causing my mummy-come-to-life’s distress. He really didn’t seem alarmed about the loss of my stone, and surely a snake’s head didn’t frighten a demigod. There was something more going on, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
Every few steps, Amon looked back at me with concern, and I realized he was more anxious about me than anything else. Puzzling out his mood, I wondered if things were really as bad as he believed them to be.
Sure, I felt exhausted, and my leg and arm throbbed where I’d been bitten, but I wasn’t sick enough to be bedridden, at least not yet. I squeezed Amon’s hand and was about to reassure him when we turned a corner and came upon a sarcophagus.
As the Egyptologist hurried forward, touching his torch to ones mounted on the wall, I took a few steps closer and got a good look at the depiction of Amon’s brother. The wooden coffin was rounded and shaped similar to King Tut’s, but where the boy pharaoh’s had been decorated in gleaming gold, the final resting place of one who actually was a demigod was humble by comparison. The artistry of the coffin, however, was worth noting.
Like the walls of the tunnels, the side panels were decorated with symbols of the three brothers—the sun, the moon, and the stars—but the stars featured more prominently this time. I walked around the coffin and took in the images of three young men standing with a dog-faced man.
“Who is this?” I asked.
Amon crouched down next to me. “That is Anubis. This carving shows Anubis granting us the gifts of the gods as he breathes life into our bodies again. It is the time of our first rising.”
“And this?” I circled around to the foot.
“This shows the defeat of our enemy, Seth.”
“So Seth is the horse-faced god?”
“That is not a horse. It is a beast.”
“Which beast?”
“All of them and none of them.”
“I don’t understand.”
Dr. Hassan stepped to the other side of the sarcophagus. “Set, or Seth, as Amon calls him, is a shape-shifter.”
“Seriously?”
Amon nodded. “He can take any form he chooses, which makes him all the more dangerous.”
“He can become a hippopotamus or a crocodile,” Dr. Hassan said. “A black pig or a cobra.”
“Was Seth always bent on the destruction of Egypt?” I asked.
“He was the god of chaos from the time he was in the womb,” Amon explained. “The goddess Nut was his mother; because he was impatient, he would not wait for his time to be born. Instead, he used his already sharpened teeth and ripped his way out, escaping through his mother’s side.”
“Power and fulfillment of his dark desires is his only purpose,” Dr. Hassan further explained. “Those who follow him care not for the lives of others. Their carnality, their bloodthirstiness, their insatiable cravings are all reminiscent of the beast they follow. Seth is a monster, and is depicted as such in drawings.
“Assigning him an animal token would be callous, for all creatures simply follow their natural instincts. Even the most feared animals—crocodiles, snakes, scorpions—do not harm for evil purposes. This is why the ancients created a nonanimal—a beast—to show to the world what Seth truly is and to serve as a warning should he ever rise to power again.”
“Okay, so what’s the next step?” I asked.
“I am afraid I didn’t bring as much as I would have liked to in the way of preparation for Amon’s brother’s awakening,” Dr. Hassan said. “I have but a little food and water to refresh him.”
“He does not need those things to awaken,” Amon replied kindly. “The spell I weave will be sufficient.”
“But the traditional feasting, the music and festivities—”
“That you would have provided those things had you been able is token enough of your loyalty. The offerings you have brought will sustain him for the time being,” Amon finished.
Dr. Hassan gripped his bag and fished through its contents, pulling out a bottle of water and a wrapped pastry. Reverently, he cleared a space at the base of the coffin, spreading out a red handkerchief and placing his meager offerings on top. Seeing his distress as he rearranged the items a few times, I unzipped my bag and offered to share the fruit that Amon had stuffed into it before we left the hotel. The fruit was sad and a little bruised, but the offering seemed to please the white-haired devotee.
Before he settled next to me, Dr. Hassan used the adder stone and ran his hand over the wall until the wall suddenly disappeared. He then dragged over a wooden crate and lifted a large jar from it.
“Those are his canopic jars, aren’t they?” I marveled as I carefully touched one with a long-beaked bird on the top.
Dr. Hassan nodded. “I brought them here when Amon was taken and hid them using the stone,” he explained.
He set each jar in front of us, and I couldn’t help but be astonished that I was able to touch the ancient artifacts. In addition to the bird-topped jar, there were jars with a dog head, a human head, and the head of a ram. I wanted to ask Dr. Hassan what they symbolized, but Amon interrupted.
“Are you ready, Doctor?” Amon asked.
“Yes, I believe so.”
“Uncap the jars as soon as you feel the breath of life upon your face,” Amon instructed.
“Yes, Master.”
Amon positioned himself a few feet from the coffin and I crouched next to Dr. Hassan, who was watching Amon with a zealous rapture.
The personification of the sun god raised his arms in the air and chanted. As he did so, the heavy top of the sarcophagus twitched on its base and rose several inches.
Amon began weaving his spell.
The stars rise. The stars fall. The stars die.
As do you, my brother.
Asten—the embodiment of the stars.
It is time for rebirth. For renewal. For remaking.
Without you the sky is dark. The heavens quake with emptiness.
The celestial realm needs your glittering glory.
Come, Brother. Take up your quiver and your bow.
Join me in our shared fate once again.
The time is at hand to fulfill our purpose.
My enemies will be your enemies.
My allies will be your allies.
Together we will bring order to chaos
And strengthen the ties that bind the universe.
When I live, you live, for I share my life with you.
When I breathe, you breathe, for I share my breath with you.
I am Amon, the guardian of the sun.
With the Eye of Horus I seek you out.
You wander in darkness, bereft and lost,
But I will light the path before you.
Amon’s eyes glowed bright green, and an eerie verdant light illuminated the area in front of him. He moved his head as if searching for something, and the beams of light from his eyes shifted, too. Finding what he was looking for, though I could see nothing at the end of the light trail except darkness, he continued his spell.
Your body is dust, chaff before the wind,
But the wind obeys me, and the dust listens.
I beckon you forth from the land of the dead.
Come, Asten! Heed my summons.
Return to the form of the man you once were.
I call upon the four winds to lend me power,
And through them I give you the breath of life….
Amon raised a hand and an eerie sound, like a monster inhaling, filled the cavern. Each puff of air traced a path back and forth on my skin. Goose bumps prickled along my arms and neck, and I nervously scanned the darkness, looking for the source of the sound. Dr. Hassan proceeded to open the canopic jars and streams of white light emerged from them, circling right above the sarcophagus. I couldn’t help but compare them to scavenger birds seeking out the dead.
Suddenly, a fierce gust of hot wind blew my hair back. Amon raised his other hand and a second wind countered the first. Two more times he did this, and it felt as if we were encompassed in a whirlwind. It became so strong that Dr. Hassan and I had to cling to the foot of the sarcophagus to maintain our positions, but just as quickly the wind moved away from us and whirled around Amon.
Amon trembled, arms extended at chest level, palms facing up. His limbs shook as if he were attempting to lift a weighted barbell with just the tips of his fingers. Then, when I thought he could bear it no more, the wind shifted, dipping into the coffin, and a tightly wrapped form was lifted before us.
Yellowed bandages whipped back and forth, snapping in the air and partially unwinding from the body, revealing glimpses of decay and rot. Every mummy movie I’d ever watched played out in my mind, and I couldn’t help but scoot back several feet, leaving Dr. Hassan in a worshipful state by himself.
Bit by bit, the wrappings peeled away and whirled around the decayed body in a maelstrom. Fragments of bandages seemed to be stuck to the skull. When an explosion of dusty particles finally freed the arms and legs, I gasped and fell back on my elbows. Coughing violently, and wondering if I was inhaling crumbling bits of Amon’s brother, I cowered in place.
The power that Amon was channeling suddenly waned, the mummy dropping slowly back down toward the coffin as the high-velocity wind weakened. Turning my head, I saw Amon’s eyes trained on me. He was concerned, that much I could easily read, but there was something more, something else in his expression—a kind of sadness. I realized then that his power must have diminished because I’d distracted him.
Facing forward again, I resolved to control my reactions. I needed to let the scary business of resurrecting a man who’d been dead for a thousand years play out as if I were simply watching a movie. There was nothing to be afraid of. It was all just a magic show—a trick done with mirrors and lights. Amon turned his head. His jaw tightened with renewed determination and the wind picked up again, more invigorated than before.
Sightless orbs and a gaping mouth rimmed with teeth peeked through the wrappings as they fell away. The body was withered, shrunken—a dried husk of a man. The remaining skin was stretched tight and looked like fragments of old leather. In some places it was ripped off completely, revealing grayish bones with hanging bits of flesh. I turned away and covered my mouth with my hand, desperately trying not to vomit.
Amon had once looked like this. How could I have wanted to kiss him? On the one hand, Amon was pretty much the hottest guy on the planet, both in the literal sense and in the good-looking-guy way. What girl didn’t want a magically gifted, undead sort-of boyfriend who could give heated massages? But I wasn’t a typical girl. I was realistic. And what was staring at me right now was a very realistic version of a decomposing, moldering dead guy whose expression was that of a man screaming as he was entombed.
How could I ignore the powdery clumps of flesh, the rotting wrappings, and the peekaboo yellow bones? Swallowing, I turned around and caught Amon watching me again. I realized he’d likely been using his special eye-power thing to read my mind. The idea that he knew what I was thinking made me feel ashamed and bristly at the same time. Ashamed because I should be made of stronger stuff. How could I imagine myself as the girlfriend of a real-life mummy/sun god if I couldn’t handle a little rot and decay? And irritated that Amon could read me so easily. A girl had a right to her own private thoughts. I was handling everything pretty well, all things considered. I just needed a little time to wrap my head around the idea that the guy I liked looked like the body floating in the air during his off-season.
Amon was still trembling, which made me worry that he didn’t have enough power to complete the process. Briefly, I envisioned what Amon’s brother would look like if he ended up half-formed due to Amon’s waning power, and shuddered. Thinking that I could help in some way, I rose and touched Amon’s quaking arm.
Before I could say a word, he barked, “Get back, Lily!”
“But I just thought you might need—”
“You are mistaken,” he hissed angrily. “I do not need you. Please stay by Dr. Hassan for your own protection.”
“Amon…” I began, but then I saw the set of his jaw and felt the tightness in the muscles of his arm. He refused to look at me.
Resigned, I resumed my position by Dr. Hassan and wondered what I’d done to make Amon so angry. After I was settled, he began chanting again.
Ibis—give flight to his spirit
And ease his passage.
When Amon mentioned the ibis, a pinprick of white light formed in the darkness and traveled slowly around the room until it found the glowing green path created by Amon’s eyes. Bathing itself in Amon’s gaze, the light grew and spread until it became clear that the form was a bird, similar to Amon’s falcon. This bird, however, had a downcurved bill that was a little bit longer than its tapered, thin neck. It beat its wings, hovering in the air near Amon, who nodded and said, “Welcome, Brother.”
One by one, the four white lights that had come from the canopic jars merged with the flying creature. The bird cried out, circling over our heads, and then folded its wings and shot into the whirlwind. It burst into fragments of light that were sucked into the empty eye sockets of the mummy. The mummy’s wrappings floated momentarily, as if seeking a way to remain airborne without the wind, and then sank slowly to the cavern floor like little kites with a broken string. For a moment, all was silent.
Then a white gleam lit up within the mummy, spilling out of its orifices and bones. The body shivered and moved. Bones aligned and twisted, cracking as they shifted. The skull turned to Amon and then faced me and Dr. Hassan. Its jaw clacked shut, and its arms unfolded and rose into the air. The mummy looked like a Vitruvian man made of starlight. I fought to suppress a scream. Amon resumed chanting.
As you pass through this last portal of death,
Cries of joy will greet you,
Feasts will welcome you,
Your heart will beat again,
Your limbs will leap again,
Your voice will be heard again.
All that was lost will be returned.
Come, Asten, and fulfill your destiny!
The light emanating from the mummy intensified, radiating heat like a supernova as the discarded wrappings rose into the air, circling around it faster than before. The brightness coalesced, forming veins and a heart that beat forcefully. Then the light wrapped around the bones, thickening until it formed radiant muscles.
The light became so bright I had to cover my eyes, while my own heart pounded in answer to the audible beat of the mummy’s. Pain lanced through me and I screamed and blacked out.
When I opened my eyes, the glare had finally faded. Head aching, I pressed my hands against my eyes and took deep breaths to clear the nausea. I heard Dr. Hassan move. He fell to the dirt floor and exclaimed, “I am honored to be in your presence, Great One!”
Hyperaware of the sounds around me, each one pounding in my brain, I heard the crunch of sand, some softly murmured exchanges in Egyptian that quickly morphed into English, and then footsteps coming my way. Through the gaps between my fingers, I saw a pair of bare feet stop in front of me. Amon had been wearing shoes, so unless he’d somehow lost them, there was no way those two feet belonged to him. Fleshy toes drummed in the sand, and I heard a laugh.
“There is no need to fear me, priestess. I promise that I will not bite. Unless, of course, you wish it.”
My headache finally diminished to a dull throb and I allowed my eyes to lift from the incredibly tanned ankles attached to the feet in front of me to the man’s muscular legs. Amon’s brother wore a pleated white skirt almost exactly like Amon’s when I’d first met him. Glancing around, I saw Amon down on one knee near the sarcophagus. He was breathing heavily, his arms trembling.
I gathered my legs under me to stand and the laughing man offered a hand, drawing me up close to him. When I tried to push away to go to Amon, he said, “Let him gather his strength. Raising us saps his energy and his was depleted to begin with.” Over his shoulder, he added, “I was almost in danger of rising ugly.”
He smiled at Amon and then leaned closer to me. My breath caught as he boldly wrapped an arm around me. I was too weak to push him away. “Between you and me, I am far too handsome for him to ruin my appearance too much,” he said with a wink.
Because my nose was practically pressed against his bare chest, I couldn’t help but agree. The creature I’d feared was now very nicely formed. Where a hollow rib cage had been, he sported a brawny chest. The spindly arms folded across the torso had become strong and powerful limbs that held me firmly yet gently. A clacking jaw was transformed into a roguish smile, and the sightless orbs had become chocolate-brown eyes glinting with teasing mirth.
Like Amon, he came into the world with a shaved head, wearing nothing but a white skirt, and he was every bit as handsome. Though it was obvious from their golden skin that they were from a sunny climate, the similarity stopped there.
They were both physically fit, so much so that if they’d arrived on Muscle Beach, they’d fit right in, but Amon was bigger, more solid than his brother. Their coloring was different and their bone structure, too. Where Amon’s face was open, I could tell that this man hid things behind his eyes and affable demeanor.
I was standing there, frowning at the cleft in his chin, which was decidedly absent from Amon’s, when the man addressed Dr. Hassan. “What a delightful gift you have laid before me, old one,” he said, though he never took his eyes off me. “It almost makes up for the incredibly poor feast.”
“Yes.” Dr. Hassan rushed over to us. “I beg your forgiveness. You see, there were extenuating circumstances—”
Amon interrupted, though he wasn’t fully recovered by any means. The deep hollows beneath his eyes and his paleness told me he needed my energy, but instead of replenishing himself, he took my hand and pulled me away from his brother. “Lily is not a priestess and she is not here as your plaything, Asten,” he warned.
The god of the stars narrowed his eyes, the smile never leaving his face as he looked at his brother. He glanced down at our entwined hands. “Ah, I see. She is yours.”
Amon frowned. “She is neither mine nor yours. Nor is she attached to anyone else. She belongs to herself.”
“Does she?” Asten folded his arms across his chest. “Well then, a girl who belongs to herself has the freedom to choose whomever she wishes.” He took my hand and kissed the back of it. “I look forward to the challenge of convincing you to spend your wishes on me,” he said with a mischievous wink.
Sighing, Amon said, “Asten, this is Lily, and this is our vizier, Dr. Hassan.”
“It is nice to meet you.” Dr. Hassan strode forward and bowed his head.
“Yes, yes,” Asten answered. “Perhaps you can worship me later. My brother tells me time is of the essence.”
“It is,” Amon said gravely.
“Very well.” Asten crouched down near the offering Dr. Hassan had set up. “So”—the embodiment of the god of the stars reached down and plucked an apple from the small pile of food—“how much time do we have until the ceremony?”
After polishing the apple on his white skirt, which he lifted scandalously high, Asten bit into the crisp fruit, carefully wiping the dripping juice from his lip with his thumb while smiling at me. He held out the fruit and said, “I did promise to offer you a bite.” The whole production was so over-the-top flirtatious that it made me giggle uncharacteristically.
The idea that I had been so frightened of him before seemed silly now.
“No thank you,” I said with a grin.
“There is enough for two and not a worm to be seen. Will you reconsider?”
“No, I’m good. You go ahead.”
“Very well. But the fruit would have been all the sweeter had your lips pressed against it.”
“That is enough,” Amon interrupted. “You will cease your insipid provocations.”
Asten clapped his brother on the shoulder. “Come now. Surely, there is time for a little celebrating?”
Shifting uncomfortably, Amon said, “There is not, Brother. The Dark One has sent his minions and he grows strong.”
Finishing the apple, Asten tossed the core toward Dr. Hassan, who scrambled to clean up after him. “What do you mean?” he asked as he took in Amon’s clothes and then looked at me again. Shrewdly, he pressed, “When did you rise, Brother?”
Instead of answering him, Amon addressed Dr. Hassan. “Osahar, gather our things so that we may leave as soon as possible.”
“Right away, Great One…I mean, Amon.”
“Thank you.”
Asten stared at his brother intently. “What has happened, Amon? Please tell me.”
“I rose several days ago. I am sorry that the time of your rising is so short, but we have only a few days to locate Ahmose and subdue the Dark One before he gains enough power to stop us.”
“Locate Ahmose? You do not know where he is? Then, where have you been?”
Amon raised his hand and Asten stopped asking questions. “There is much to tell you, but time is short. We will talk on the journey.” Amon glanced at me and rubbed his thumb lightly against my cheekbone. “We must raise Ahmose, and quickly,” he added.
Asten seemed to sober at his brother’s obvious distress and gripped his arm. “I will do what I must, Brother. We will find him. We are in death, as we were in life.”
“In death and in life, Asten.”
I’d just bent over to pick up my bag when the cavern suddenly shook. I stumbled against Amon, who caught me easily. The shaking ceased abruptly, and I was about to ask Dr. Hassan if there were earthquakes in the area when the mountain rumbled again.
A hot wind blew through the cavern, creeping over my skin and then retreating. “Are you doing this?” I hissed at Amon. The sound of heavy breathing brought the fetid breeze again.
He shook his head, and with a searing inhale the air was sucked out of the cavern. My lungs tightened and I gripped Amon’s arm as the torches wavered and then flickered out, casting us into complete darkness. Amon and Asten lit their bodies, and when they did, I felt the cool rush of oxygen enter my lungs. Asten’s white light far outshone Amon’s golden skin, and it became clear just how drained Amon was. His eyes gleamed green in the darkness, while Asten’s were amber.
Dust rained down on us. Something moved just beneath the rock. Slowly, the hidden thing writhed and undulated, like a giant snake slithering beneath desert sand, circling to one side of the cave and then the other as the walls bulged.
“What is it?” I whispered.
“I do not know,” Amon replied.
Just then, thousands of fissures broke open in the wall, releasing thin strands of light and setting the entire cavern aglow.
“It’s beautiful!” I whispered.
“I do not think I would describe it the same way,” Amon said as the glow intensified and began wriggling. Skinny, glowing shoestrings twisted through the holes and dropped by the hundreds onto the cavern floor.
“Those aren’t—”
“They are,” Amon answered me. “Worms.”
“This is very creepy.” I rubbed my hands up and down my arms. “Is this what normally happens when you wake him?” I jerked my thumb toward Asten.
The god of the stars spoke up. “Thousands of beautiful women? Yes. Thousands of insects whose only purpose is to lure fish? No.”
“Guys?” I said, taking a few steps backward. “They’re still coming.” Long, luminous worms of all descriptions were writhing in ever-growing piles, and it wouldn’t be long before we were buried beneath them. “Can we get out of here?” I asked. “You know, before our bones get picked as clean as Asten’s?”
“You are not a very proper devotee to speak of me thus, are you?” Asten commented.
“I never said I was.”
“I don’t think these worms are what we should be worried about,” Dr. Hassan interjected.
“No?” Amon said. “What is your worry, then, Doctor?”
Rumbling shook the mountain once again, and this time a giant crack appeared in the ceiling. Rocks and debris tumbled down, destroying Asten’s sarcophagus and shattering the canopic jars. Out of the crack emerged a creature that belonged in a science-fiction movie—a worm the size of Godzilla.
Its gray skin oozed. The front half was all mouth with sharp, circular teeth that went back as far as I could see. As if sensing fresh meat, it angled its body toward us and squirmed farther into the cavern, its gaping mouth opening and closing, the sharp teeth clacking together like scissors.
Dr. Hassan gulped. “That’s what I was worried about.”
“Run!” Amon cried as he grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the other end of the cavern. Dr. Hassan and Asten followed close on our heels.
Rocks fell all around us, and the creature emitted a frustrated screech before whipping in our direction, its razor teeth cutting through the space we’d recently vacated. The monster couldn’t seem to wriggle out any farther from its hole, so it retreated, burrowing back into the mountain.
Even though rock separated us, the creature seemed to know exactly where we were. Amon said he thought it could hear us, and sure enough, when we stopped running, it stopped, too. Quietly, we made our way deeper into the cave, and for a brief time I thought we’d lost it, but Dr. Hassan accidentally brushed against a stalagmite, sending pieces of crumbling rock tumbling to the ground. With a loud cry that echoed from every direction, the giant worm chased after us and closed in fast.
Debris tumbled down as another crack appeared in the ceiling. It wasn’t big enough for the worm’s body to fit through, but a long purple tongue protruded, tasting the air directly around us. Catching our scent, the creature screamed and beat its body against the rock, trying desperately to break through.
“This way!” Amon cried as the top of the worm’s head pushed through the crevice, tearing chunks of flesh. Its mouth snapped vainly as we ran past it to another section of the cavern and hid behind some rocks. I panted from our short run, still feeling the effects of Amon’s power drain. The worm tunneled into the mountain, its body quaking the cave as it moved.
“We have reached a dead end,” Asten said quietly.
“What do we do?” I hissed, panicked that I would shortly become worm food. “We only have two adder stones!”
“It is too late to escape,” Asten murmured, almost gleefully. “Perhaps the time has come for us to fight.” Amon’s brother called upon the sand and it rose into the air, forming a bow and a quiver of arrows with diamond heads. “Will you join me?” Asten asked Amon. The god of the stars seemed completely unafraid and rather pleased at having the opportunity to test out his recently re-formed body. Amon, however, was hesitant.
“My powers are weak, Asten. I must get Lily to safety. She is my priority.”
Asten stopped examining his newly made weapon and turned to his brother, studying him for a moment. “I see.” With a brief glance at me, he added, “I believe she will be safe enough. You know the creature wants us, not a mortal.”
“No. He will come after her. He has already sent his shadowy beasts once and they have a taste for her flesh now.”
Asten raised his eyebrow and smiled brazenly. “I can hardly blame them,” he said in an aside before giving me a puzzled glance. “But I confess that I do not understand why—”
“I will explain when our situation is not so dire,” Amon interrupted, uttering the words quietly while watching the walls for signs of the creature.
Amon’s light was barely visible in the darkness, and even if I weren’t suffering its aftereffects, it would have been very obvious that raising Asten had used up most of Amon’s reserved strength. I wasn’t sure how he was going to survive raising another brother and finishing the ceremony, let alone fight a giant monster, when he had so little power remaining.
I was about to offer more of my energy, especially if he intended to go after the worm from hell, when Asten grasped Amon’s shoulder and said, “If you cannot wage war as a god, then fight as a man, Brother. Just leave the rest up to me.”
Amon looked my way, blowing out a shaky breath, and then clasped his brother’s arm. He nodded and said in a hushed tone, “It is good to have you back, Asten.”
Asten grinned as he placed the quiver across his back. “It is good to be back, and to have a back, now that I think about it. Of course, I am also grateful for my fully re-formed front, since I am partial to it,” he said with a cheeky glance in my direction. “Shall we, Amon?”
In response, Amon twitched his fingers at the sand, millions and millions of little particles rose and became a pair of curved swords. There was an audible gasp from Dr. Hassan, who exclaimed excitedly, “The golden scimitars of Amun-Ra!” I tried to shush him before the worm heard us, but he continued, “To see them with my own mortal eyes is a blessing beyond anything I’ve ever dreamed of!”
Sure enough, the mountain rumbled as Dr. Hassan neared the end of his sentence. He clapped his hands to his mouth. “I am sorry,” he whispered.
Farther down the corridor, great stones fell, releasing grit and debris. The four of us hunched, preparing for an attack. Amon raised his swords and Asten nocked a diamond-headed arrow. No one said anything as the creature quieted, unable to find a point of entry bigger than an apple.
With a flourish, Asten whipped his hands in circles. A sparkling black mist rose at his feet and soon enveloped us. Tiny lights winked on and off like fireflies. It looked like we were floating in space surrounded by thousands of miniature stars. I reached out to touch one and caught it between my fingers. As I rubbed my thumb over it, the star sparked, bursting on my fingertip with a tiny tingle of energy. “Ow!” I whispered.
“Did your mother not warn you to avoid reaching into the fire pit?” Asten remarked as he drove the mist around us in a circle.
“Something like that,” I murmured. “Will it find us?”
“Not at the moment, but even I, as powerful and attractive as I may be, cannot keep this up forever.”
“It is good to see you have not lost your magic touch, Asten,” said Amon as he handed his swords to Dr. Hassan to hold. You would have thought he’d handed off a child, with all the care Oscar held them with.
The god of the stars merely gave Amon a how-could-you-even-doubt-it look in response, but the arrogant attitude disappeared as he watched his brother.
Amon clasped his brother’s shoulder and continued, “I have an idea of how we can escape, but it will be dangerous.”
“Danger will be invigorating after a thousand years of tedium,” Asten replied as he carefully controlled the firefly smoke.
“It will require precise coordination.”
“Tell me what you require,” Asten said.
“First, we must separate. Draw the creature away from Lily and Dr. Hassan.”
“I’m not sure that’s such a—”
Asten interrupted me. “Very well. What next?”
“We will return to the original entry point where you were raised and lure the monster after us. There is a waterfall not too far from that area of the cavern, so the rock will be more porous.”
“Ah, then it is your wish for the creature to break through.”
“Guys, now I know that definitely isn’t a good—”
Amon continued on as if I weren’t speaking. “If we can cause it to break a big enough section of the rock, then we can make our escape through the opening.”
Asten gripped his brother’s shoulder. “Are you strong enough?”
“For that much, yes.”
“Then let us proceed.”
Amon finally turned to me. “When you hear the ceiling collapse, make your way to me as quickly as possible.”
“But—”
“Take this.” Asten handed me a pale rock. “You will need the light.” He cupped his hands over the rock and whispered some words, lighting the stone from within. With a little squeeze of his hand, he took his bow from my shoulder and started making his way down the corridor, creating as much noise as possible.
With a small smile, Amon brushed his thumb lightly against my cheek and took his golden scimitars from Dr. Hassan. Following his brother, Amon ran, hollering and beating against the walls after he got a distance away from us. The mountain rumbled as the worm withdrew its probing feeler, screeched, and took off after Amon and Asten.
“They’re going to get themselves killed,” I mumbled as I folded my arms and tried to rub away the goose bumps that had risen when Amon and his warmth had left.
“Yes. Eventually,” Dr. Hassan responded.
“You seem at ease with all this,” I groused. “Aren’t you worried about anything? Not even your own life?”
Dr. Hassan took the shining stone from me with a wave of dismissal. “My life is of no consequence,” he said. “Every wonder I’ve seen, every magical moment is a gift I treasure and I count myself fortunate just to have lived long enough to see it. If I die today, I will journey to the afterlife as a happy and blessed man.”
“Yeah, well, I have a few more things I’d like to do in life before I give up, so to speak.”
“Yes, of course. You are young. You have not had time to even consider your dreams, let alone realize them.”
Slowly, the glittering mist surrounding us dissipated, and the sounds of the brothers taunting the giant creature reached our ears. “We’re going to make it, right?” I asked, worried about Amon and Asten fighting the demon worm.
“I have no doubt. Light always overcomes the darkness.” Dr. Hassan raised the glowing stone in his hand to prove his point.
“You’ve changed your tune. What happened to preparing myself for the worst?”
He raised his head, seeming to calculate my words. “You know, my dear, I feel I am of two minds on the subject. The scientist in me seems to be at war with the man of faith. But, for the time being, and in the face of these miraculous events, I have drifted across the line and into the faith camp. I always believed, you know, but when the secular world insists that gods are not real, you begin to doubt yourself. I think my faith has sustained me all these years, though I was unaware of it. And now I feel…” He laughed. “Well, a great sense of vindication is what I’m feeling at the moment.”
“Hmm, I don’t think I have the same degree of faith as you.”
“Faith is merely a willingness to believe, and that belief becomes stronger and sharper over time until it can cut through your doubts as easily as Amon’s scimitars.”
I snorted.
Dr. Hassan pressed on. “My point is that Amon and his brother are not mere mortals aspiring to be gods such as our pharaohs of old. They are truly gods who walk among men. And what’s more, they are warriors, divine protectors who aspire to fulfill their celestial calling. Surely seeing their power, experiencing it firsthand, can inspire you to have at least a little bit of faith.”
“You’re right. It’s incredible what they can do and what they have accomplished, but as much as I’m impressed by Amon’s power, I can see and feel what it’s done to him. Having that much responsibility is not always a blessing. So, yes, I have doubts.
“I doubt that Amon has the strength to fulfill his role. I doubt he’s happy being stuck in the sort of limbo afterlife he described, even should he succeed in his quest. And most of all, I doubt that this life, this sacrifice that has to be made over and over again, is worth it. Amon deserves more.”
Dr. Hassan was quiet for a moment, his eyes seeming to bore into my soul. I stared right back, unshakable in my feelings. “Perhaps you are right,” he finally acquiesced. “Perhaps Amon’s consort is as sharp as his swords.”
I was about to ask him what he meant by consort when the cavern shook so hard it could mean only one thing—the demon worm had broken through.
“That’s our cue!” I shouted, and grabbed Dr. Hassan’s arm to steady myself. Rocks fell all around us as we raced toward the far end of the cave. I lifted my free arm overhead in a lame attempt to protect myself from getting battered.
Making our way to the other side of the cavern was much harder this time. The entire structure seemed on the verge of collapse. We dodged fallen stalactites and broken stalagmites, and reached the other side with only a few minor scrapes and cuts. But the chaos and destruction we saw when we rounded the corner was overwhelming.
The giant worm hung from the ceiling, its soft body oozing bloody pus in several places. Water poured in from a fissure in the stone as Amon and Asten fought knee-deep in a pool of it. If the water had risen that quickly, then it would be above our heads soon. The diverted waterfall didn’t seem to hinder the worm. It lowered its body into the stream and writhed back and forth like a grotesquely swollen water snake.
Amon slashed at its side, while Asten created magic dust that blew up in puffs of light bright enough to blind us. In retaliation, the worm opened its mouth, spewing neon-green slime and fat clumps of glistening saliva over everything within range. The rocks that its venom landed on hissed and popped. Thankfully, Amon and Asten darted out of the way quickly enough to avoid the toxic bile.
With a mighty heave, the worm pulled the rest of its body into the collapsing cave, twisting its tail toward Asten while keeping its gaping mouth of razor-sharp teeth aimed at Amon. I gasped in horror when I saw a snapping mouth housed in the tip of its tail.
“Asten!” I cried. “Watch out!”
Responding to my voice, the creature shook itself violently, knocking Amon aside in the process, and slithered toward me, leaving behind shining trails of gooey slime. Its probing sensor, which I now saw was one of several that darted out from holes in the sides of its head, wriggled like a long purple parasite, while its mouth moved in an anticipatory chomping motion. Amon attacked the beast vigorously, driving both of his scimitars deep into its fleshy body, but the worm ignored him and kept pressing on.
“Amon!” I cried as his body slammed into the ceiling.
“He will be just fine,” a voice murmured in my ear. I whipped around, but could see nothing but darkness, and then a tiny spark burst on the tip of my nose.
“Asten?”
“At your service, my beautiful devotee. If you would be so kind as to follow me.”
Enraged, the creature sped toward me, but a hand stretched out of the darkness and captured mine, dragging me into a whirling, dark fog full of sparkling fireflies. Asten suddenly became visible. The worm paused, its feeler testing the air just a few inches from our faces but failing to locate us.
As Amon hollered at the beast, causing the frustrated creature to turn toward him, Asten kept tight hold of my hand. He didn’t allow me to get in a word of protest before guiding us out from behind the stalagmite and back toward the flooded section of cavern.
Once we reached it, I spied Dr. Hassan perched on a rock surrounded by water that would be waist-deep if he were standing in it. Even though Asten and I were on higher ground, the runoff from the waterfall kept rising and was over our ankles in seconds.
“If you would stand aside,” Asten admonished.
“I don’t understand. We have to go back and help Amon.”
“Amon is perfectly capable of extricating himself.”
“But—”
“Trust me.” Asten gave me a look that wasn’t flirtatious or cocky in any way. It was a pleading sort of expression, and one that he didn’t seem too comfortable wearing.
“All right,” I whispered.
Asten wove a spell and his body lit from within. A brilliant, starry-white light encompassed him and grew until it filled so much space, I had to back up and look away. The water was up to my knees now, and it lapped at Dr. Hassan’s feet.
A deafening bird’s cry drew my attention back to Asten. Instead of the handsome Egyptian prince, a sparkling white bird large enough to give the megaworm a run for its money danced back and forth in the water on long legs. It seemed at home as it dipped its head toward me, its tapered beak touching my shoulder gently.
Climb onto my back.
“Asten?”
Yes. Hurry. We must move quickly. Amon is tiring.
The great bird crouched down and I waded closer, taking hold of his neck, which was skinny compared with the rest of his body, but I could feel the powerful muscles beneath the downy feathers. “What if I fall, or get airsick?” I asked as I threw my leg over the bird’s back and settled myself.
I won’t let you fall, but if you get sick all over my beautiful feathers I will likely cast you off. His laughter echoed in my mind. After dipping his beak into a sodden pile of wriggling worms, the bird lifted his head and gobbled two giant mouthfuls before striding through the water.
Not the feast I was hoping for, but they will nourish me during the flight.
Grimacing, I stared at the gleaming worms and wondered if I would ever end up that desperate.
Asten extended his wings and flapped them before leaping dozens of feet in one powerful jump. I clung to his neck desperately as he hopped onto a rock protruding from the water. I glimpsed Dr. Hassan waving at us as Asten leapt into the air and spread his wings.
Surging wind whipped my hair back as the bird rose. The tips of his wings brushed the spilling waterfall and then we were out into the open sky, flying above the Oasis of the Sacred Stones. My stomach seemed to have been left in the cavern, and I wondered for a desperate minute if I was going to throw up. As Asten leveled off, circling over the mountain, I was finally able to get control over my stomach.
You are not sick, are you? he asked as if reading my thoughts. I wondered if, like Amon, he could.
I replied without speaking. Can you hear me if I talk to you through my mind?
Yes. Though it takes concentration.
“Then I’ll just talk to you as long as you can hear me.”
That is much easier. Thank you.
“You’re welcome. Now let’s go back and get Amon.”
Do you remember that you agreed to trust me?
“Yes, but—”
Just then, Amon, in the form of the golden falcon, burst out of the hole in the mountain, a soaking-wet Dr. Hassan clinging to his neck. The falcon pounded his wings furiously and moved from side to side, which at first I assumed was an attempt to help Dr. Hassan safely onto his back, but then the giant worm burst from the mountain right behind them, mouth open, its body bruised and broken.
It clamped on to the falcon’s tail feathers, and the bird cried out as it pulled away. The only prize for the monstrous worm was a single gleaming golden feather that spun in the air, dropping slowly until it met the wet rocks where the waterfall had once been. Almost mournfully, the worm screeched a final time before retreating back into the mountain.
The golden bird soon caught up to us and lifted his head to peer at me.
“Are you all right, Amon?” I called out, but as much as I concentrated I couldn’t hear his reply.
If you have a message for him, I can relay it for you, Asten said. I am connected to both Amon and Ahmose.
“Really? What’s that like? You can still hear Ahmose even though we haven’t raised him yet?”
Wait a moment. Asten tilted his head as if listening to something far off. Amon wishes for me to inquire as to your health, he said finally.
“Tell him I’m fine.” I glanced at Amon flying next to us and waved to reassure him. “Where exactly are we going, anyway?”
The grand vizier is providing directions to Ahmose. Amon warned me to prepare myself for an onslaught of questions due to your inquisitive nature. He also reminded me that you are not a devotee such as I am accustomed to and that you will not be falling easily into my arms.
“Both of Amon’s statements are correct.”
Then I would suggest that you commence with the questions, since I cannot fathom knowing a woman who does not desperately seek my attention.
A giggle erupted from me and I pressed my hand against my mouth. Girlish giggles were very unlike me, but there was a certain charm to Asten’s firm conviction regarding his masculine appeal. It couldn’t be said that the man lacked confidence.
What is your first question?
“What was Amon like as a boy?”
Ah. And I thought I would be delighting you with tales about myself. I am struck to the core to be brushed aside so, but I will indulge you since Amon and I were boys together and any story I tell you about him is sure to reflect a positive light on me as well.
Asten’s wings settled into a gentle rhythm and I positioned myself in the most comfortable way I could as he began speaking.
Like Ahmose and myself, Amon was confident, brave, and strikingly handsome, though perhaps not as handsome as me. Where we differed is that Amon had great compassion for the downtrodden. He noticed things. Amon would see an old beggar sleeping by a field and hand off the basket of fish we’d just caught. In a crowd, he’d find the little girl who wanted to give him a weed and pass it off as a flower.
One time the three of us ran from our schoolmaster. We were boys and thought nothing of taking a day for some fun. Rather than be stuck indoors with our lessons, we decided to explore the countryside. We raced desert horses, played senet, watched the colorful boats sailing down the Nile, sought buried treasure, and stole delicacies from the market vendors when their backs were turned.
That afternoon we hunted—me with my bow, Amon with his swords, and Ahmose with his battle-ax and cudgel. We tracked our prey, an ibex, through some low hills only to find it surrounded by a pack of jackals. There were more than two dozen of the beasts, and, brimming with boyish overconfidence, we attacked. The jackals retreated, but by the time they did, the ibex had been ripped asunder. To celebrate the success of driving off the jackals, we camped in a fertile grove and roasted desert hares over the fire to sate the hunger in our bellies.
Returning to our home the next morning, we declared the previous day a resounding triumph. Though we knew our father would devise some sort of punishment for our desertion, we determined our freedom was worth whatever small price we had to pay.
But our teacher, who loved each of us, and Amon especially, did not want us to get into trouble with the king. We soon found out that after realizing we were spending the day elsewhere, our teacher attempted to track us down himself rather than disturb our father or mother.
In the course of following our trail, he came across the ibex’s remains and stopped to investigate. Worried that we’d been injured, he pressed forward and was not too far from the grove when he was set upon by the remaining jackals. He did not survive. Our beloved instructor’s gnawed-upon bones were laid before the three of us, and our father honored his sacrifice as a hero.
Amon changed after that day. He made a public vow that he would never again shirk responsibility. From that day onward, he trained dutifully and his behavior was above reproach.
“I see. That explains a lot, actually. So, what about you?”
What about me?
“Was your behavior also above reproach?”
Asten laughed. Conformity and meeting the expectations of others does not suit me. I was saddened at the death of our teacher, but I did not blame myself like Amon did.
“Then why do you still serve Egypt? You seem to love life and living too much to settle for thousands of years wandering the afterlife. Why don’t you give it up?”
There was no response for a moment, and I was about to repeat the question when Asten answered.
I have considered it. In fact, it is the one thing that occupies my mind the most during my thousand-year sojourns. Well, that and imagining all the women prepared to give me a hero’s welcome when I rise. But even though I can list hundreds of reasons to abandon my call, there is one very pressing reason why I keep doing it millennium after millennium.
“And what reason is that?”
The great bird tilted his head to gaze at the golden falcon trailing just behind us. His wings lifted and he soared slowly until the falcon caught up.
I love my brothers.
Asten’s declaration was quiet but held undertones of a passionate dedication that gave me insight into the man he was.
It’s as simple as that. I would not abandon them for all the nubile women in the world. Present company excluded, of course. If you agreed to fly off with me into the sunset, I’d abandon them in a heartbeat.
Patting his downy neck, I wondered, and not for the first time, what kind of a bird he was; I’d never seen one like him before. With a smile, I said, “No. You wouldn’t.”
For your information, I am a starlit ibis—a very rare and beautiful creature. As to your comment, give me the option, princess.
“You don’t need one. Speaking of which, were there any? Princesses, I mean?”
Are you inquiring if I am available to woo?
I rolled my eyes. “I’m just curious to know what would have happened if you hadn’t become demigods. I assume Amon is the eldest, so he would have married first, right?”
What makes you think he is the eldest?
“I don’t know. I guess because he rose first.”
He is not the eldest. Ahmose beat him by a few minutes, and I trailed behind by an hour or two.
“Wait. Are you saying you’re triplets?”
What is a triplet?
“It’s when three babies are born at the same time to the same mother.”
Ah. I understand your confusion. We do not have the same mother.
“So…your father had mistresses? Concubines?” I added for clarity.
No. My father loved my mother and her alone.
“Then I really don’t understand. How can you be brothers when you have different mothers?”
Our parents conceived us when they began worshipping Seth. We were born on the same day, each in our own kingdom. Because we were considered a gift of the gods, we were reared as brothers with the hope that we would unite all of Egypt under one ruler.
We took turns living in each kingdom. If blood had brought us together as true brothers, we could not have been any closer than we were. Since we were each, in essence, heir to our own kingdom, there was no jealousy or animosity among us.
“It sounds like a nice way to grow up.”
There could not have been a childhood more delightful and happy than the one I had. Now then, I have told you somewhat of my upbringing, so perhaps you can distract me with some tales of your own.
“Oh, I don’t think you’ll find my childhood very interesting.”
On the contrary, I find you very interesting.
“As a person or as a female?”
Can I not be interested in both?
“I suppose. What do you want to know?”
Why not start by telling me your greatest wish?
I laughed. “Why? Are you a genie who will grant me three wishes?”
You mock me, princess. I do have the ability to access the magic that flows between the stars, which is no trifling thing. Come. Tell me what your heart wishes for and I will fly to the farthest star to bring it back to you.
Even if I believed he could do what he said he could, what would I wish for? Love. The idea burst into my mind like a sunrise. Before Asten could grasp the thought, I tried to distract him by saying something else. “I’d like Amon to be well again. Can you do something like that?”
Asten was quiet for a few seconds, and then replied. Ahmose is the healer among us. He will do what he can after he is awakened.
“But will Amon even have the power to awaken him?”
If he does not, I will bolster him.
“Thank you.”
You care for Amon.
“Yes.”
Even though you are aware of his calling?
“Yes.”
Then he is fortunate to have found one such as you.
I wet my wind-chapped lips and asked, “And what is it you would wish for, Asten? Surely you’ve thought of something in all those years stuck in the afterlife.”
After a heartbeat, he spoke. I dare not disclose the desire of my heart. To express it, even to one as understanding as you, is to cast my fate upon a cold universe. When I hold it within, I spill over with possibility, but once it escapes I am left bereft and empty.
“I am sorry for the fate the three of you share. It seems very lonely. “
We three have each other. For that, at least, I am grateful.
He seemed melancholy, and for one as full of life as Asten, the mood was too sad. Changing the subject, I asked, “What is your favorite thing to do when you awaken? Other than the women, I mean. Amon says he enjoys the feast most of all.”
Asten laughed. Yes, food was always foremost in Amon’s mind. The thing that I find most fascinating is to see how the world has changed while we slept in our tombs. I am the one who liked to head off to unknown places and find adventure.
“Well, quite a bit has changed in the last thousand years.”
Tell me.
“I don’t even know where to begin.”
Why don’t you start with your own city? Where are you from? Your skin is pale, but you do not seem to be of Greek or Roman descent.
“No, I’m not from Greece or Italy. I live in New York, which is a part of the United States. That’s where Amon rose.”
Is that nearby?
“It’s across the ocean.”
Shifting, I burrowed into the soft feathers of Asten’s back and started telling him all about New York and how I met Amon. The hours passed quickly as he listened, stopping me only to clarify terms he was unfamiliar with. So it came as a surprise when we began to descend, circling a small outcropping of hills.
Amon says we are here. Hold on to me tightly.
Asten tucked in his wings, and we plummeted toward the desert valley below.
My stomach sank as I closed my eyes briefly and gripped Asten’s long neck. In the middle of the barren desert valley there was a small brown dot, barely recognizable, and I wondered if it was an animal that had died in the sun, or a plant that had sprouted in the middle of nowhere. It turned out to be neither.
The supersized ibis banked, lifting his wings to slow his descent, then flapped them quickly as he bounced across the sand toward the object. Asten turned, lowering his body so I could slip off. When I hobbled away, he turned a brilliant white before bursting and coalescing into his human form. A moment later, the golden falcon landed nearby and shifted form as well.
“Lily,” Amon said as he approached me. “Thank you for taking care of her,” he added, gripping Asten’s arm.
“It was indeed a privilege.” Asten winked at me and then headed off across the sand with Dr. Hassan.
Amon slid his warm hands down my shoulders, gently passing his fingertips over my bound arm. “Does it still hurt?”
“Yes. But not as bad as a worm bite would have been.”
“Do not jest about such things.” Amon’s expression was sober. “It could have killed you, and my power would have been insufficient to stop that from happening.”
“But I’m okay. Your brother got me out in time. He used his star magic or whatever.”
Amon said nothing as he touched my neck, and I could tell he was attempting to assess my injuries. I pushed his hand away softly but insistently. “Hey. I want you to stop worrying about me so much. I can promise you that if I really were that close to dying, I’d know it. We need you focusing more on this ceremony, don’t you think? It’s almost the full moon. We don’t have much time left.”
Clenching his jaw as if saying nothing required a monumental effort, Amon nodded. We started to make our way to where Asten and Dr. Hassan stood, but when I sucked in a breath from the sting of the bite wound radiating up my leg, Amon scooped me up in his arms and carried me, warming my body with his power. I knew he couldn’t spare any of his remaining energy and was planning to protest, when he murmured in my ear, “Do not think to deny me in this, Nehabet. At the very least, allow me to do what I can for you.”
Remembering Amon’s tendency to blame himself and feel the need to help me, I settled back and enjoyed being close to him, figuring I’d return the favor later.
The intense sun directly overhead invigorated Amon, and his skin absorbed the light. As I stared at his handsome human face, I thought how silly it was that I had been so frightened before at the idea of falling in love with a mummy.
Amon couldn’t help what he was. He didn’t ask to be a hero of Egypt, let alone allow his body to rot for centuries. He was just a man caught in a celestial game—a powerful pawn the gods moved across the board and sacrificed for their own purposes.
I decided I would try to find a way to get Amon and his brothers out of this. But first, we needed to rescue the third brother. I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I didn’t even register everyone else standing in a silent circle, staring down at something.
“What is it?” I twisted to see what they were all gaping at. Amon accommodated me and turned so that I had a better view. What I saw made me suck in a shaky breath. Lying before us on the sand was a man. Burned, abused, and bleeding, with one eye ripped out, broken limbs, and bones protruding in several places, yet still he breathed.
“Master?” The man coughed drily, his spilt blood congealing in clumps of hot sand. Amon pressed me toward Asten, but I wriggled enough that he changed his mind and set me down instead. Amon crouched and touched the man’s shoulder.
“I am here. Anubis sent you,” Amon said. It wasn’t a question but a statement. The man nodded. “What happened to you?” Amon asked, and in that moment, I recognized the broken form. It was the tall shabti who had been sent to find the god of the moon.
Apparently, he, at least, had been faithful. I sank down next to Amon, stretching my injured leg out alongside the man’s.
“It”—he swallowed painfully, and my heart hurt as I saw that several of his teeth had also been broken—“it was the Dark One.”
“He found you and injured you? Tortured you for information?”
The shabti shook his head and even that slight movement caused him to whimper. “He did not want infor…” He wheezed. “Information.”
“Then what did he want?” Asten asked, sympathy coloring his expression.
“To stop the ceremony and to give you a mess…message.” Tremors rippled through the man’s body as he started seizing. Amon looked up at his brother, who nodded and lifted his hands, speaking in Egyptian and casting a spell over the shabti. Whatever Asten did seemed to help. The shaking stopped, and the shabti’s one eye cleared somewhat.
“What is the message?” Amon asked kindly.
Fervor lit the face of the servant, and he gasped as an invisible power lifted his torso. His broken arms dangled at his sides, his eye rolling back until all that could be seen was a white gleaming orb positioned alongside the empty socket next to it.
In a sibilant voice, very different from the shabti’s, words streamed from his mouth, and it took me a moment to make sense of them.
You come here seeking the power of the moon,
But he has been hidden in a dark cloud, his power vanquished.
You who weep will be cast into a devouring fire,
Where you will wail and gnaw upon your fingers,
For you will be unable to hold back the tide of darkness.
Already it swirls around you, snapping and ripping you asunder.
Flies fester and maggots tear the flesh from his bones.
But he can be liberated from his rotting prison.
The price? It is small. A trinket. A trifle.
All I seek is an eye.
But no ordinary eye will suffice to release one so great.
The Eye of Horus is the requisite payment.
It will be swallowed whole, devoured by chomping beasts.
Only then may you reunite with your lost brother
In the realms of the dead.
If you do not come for him,
Then I’ll retort with a hellish deluge.
I will blacken the glory of the sun,
Squeeze bloody tears from the moon,
And shake the foundation of the cosmos
Until every last star in heaven shall fall,
And humankind will dwindle to utter nothingness.
The shabti’s head swung back and hung loosely as he fell silent. Slowly, his body lowered onto the sand, which crept over him as if burying him alive. Soon only his head stuck out, and the sand on top of him solidified into a highly detailed structure that resembled an ancient Egyptian building.
I pressed my hands against my mouth, horrified. “Does that…? Did he mean that he has Ahmose and wants to trade him for Amon’s…eye?” I gasped, barely able to get the words out.
Staring at the empty socket where the shabti’s eye had once been made me sick, especially as I imagined the pain of losing it. It couldn’t happen to Amon. It just couldn’t.
Amon and Asten didn’t answer, and when I glanced up at Dr. Hassan, he removed his hat and hung his head. This was not good. I hoped that maybe I had misunderstood, that something had been lost in translation. That Amon was not considering trading his eye for his brother.
Amon and Asten studied the structure atop the shabti for a moment and then exchanged a long look. The sun god knelt at the head of the dying servant and passed his hand over the man’s face. “You have assisted me well,” Amon murmured. “You are released from your servitude. May your faithful service render you a blessed afterlife.” With a deep sigh, the man’s life force escaped from his mouth and hovered in the air for a moment before collapsing in on itself and disappearing with a burst of light.
The body resting under the sand shivered. Thin beams of golden light whipped around it in a whirlwind, and then the form shrank, destroying the sand building in the process. Amon dug his hand into the pile of sand and felt around until he found what he was looking for. Slowly, he pulled out the shabti’s stone carving and handed it to Dr. Hassan, who dusted it off soberly and placed it in his knapsack.
“We are headed to the temple, then?” Dr. Hassan asked after he’d secured the bag.
Asten nodded. “The structure still stands?”
“Yes. Though it is slowly returning to dust.”
“As are we all,” Amon replied gravely. He and Asten drew Dr. Hassan aside, moving away several feet until I could no longer make out what they were saying, especially because they were conferring in Egyptian. I was irritated at being left out. When their conversation was finished, Amon asked, “Dr. Hassan, if you would be kind enough to escort Lily a bit farther down the valley? Asten and I must speak with one another alone.”
“Of course.”
Amon wrapped his hands around my waist and helped me to my feet. “And perhaps you could also see to her injuries?” he added as Dr. Hassan put an arm around my shoulder.
“Wait.” I turned back to Amon. “I don’t understand. What building was that in the sand? You’re not planning to do something drastic, are you?”
Amon gave me a long, sad look before turning to his brother. Dr. Hassan dutifully guided me away and then crouched to take a look at my bandages.
“This will need to be re-dressed. Will you take a seat, my dear?”
Taking my hand he steadied me as I hopped to a large rock and sat down. While I handed him the roll of bandages he’d packed, I quizzed him on what was going on. He seemed reluctant to share and kept glancing back at the two men who stood far behind us.
“I believe we are going to the Kom Ombo temple, the crocodile temple.”
“That’s where Ahmose was taken?”
“If the messenger spoke the truth, which I believe he did.”
“How do you know?”
“Because this area of the country was not always the wasteland you see today. When I hid Ahmose here, there was an oasis similar to the one where I hid Asten. He was buried in the hollow of the tallest tree and was also guarded by immortal creatures. The touch of the Dark One—”
“Brings death?” I swallowed.
“No.” Dr. Hassan shook his head as he secured my new bandage. “He causes much worse than death.”
“How can something be worse?”
Dr. Hassan stared unblinkingly over my shoulder for a moment. His eyes took on a glassy sheen as he seemed to be considering my question. “Ah,” he said, as if someone were whispering the answer in his ear. Finally, he refocused on my face and smiled. “You see, even in death there is the memory of a life lived. The person or animal who passes on continues to nourish the earth, and generations are influenced by the lives of their ancestors. What Seth does is more than simple destruction. He unmakes.”
“Unmakes?”
“Rewinds. Takes away every aspect of living until there is nothing left”—Dr. Hassan dug his fingers into the sand and let it trickle between them—“but barren ground. Even the footprints of those who have gone before are erased. This is what he wanted to do to Ahmose, Asten, and Amon centuries ago. He wanted more than a mere sacrifice; he wanted to unmake them.
“It would have been as if they’d never existed, and all the good that had happened because of them, all the lives they’d touched, would be erased. Their people would have suffered terribly, and the unmaking would have weakened the gods to the point of overpowering them.”
“He can do that?”
“Oh, yes. You see, to defeat evil is to spread the light of goodness. This is what gives the gods their strength. In creating something good, as when Seth used his power to heal the land and bless the people of Egypt, he achieved a certain level of power.”
“Because the people worshipped him?”
“In part, but it is not as simple as that. Their worship served to put Seth’s fellow gods at ease. He fooled everyone, mortal and immortal, and seemed to be serving humanity when in fact he was setting it up for a terrible fall. The power he achieved in the making and serving of humankind was a fraction of the power he would have gotten from unmaking them. But to unmake requires time, and it’s much easier to unmake someone who is already dead than someone who is living. This is why Seth asked his loyal priest to sacrifice the brothers.”
“So when he tried to kill Osiris, he was attempting to unmake him?”
“Very good, Lily. You are correct. But before Seth could complete his work, Isis discovered the body of her husband, and she and Anubis remade him. Unfortunately, parts of him were missing and he could no longer live upon Earth.”
“Which is why he now resides in the afterlife.”
“Yes. Luckily, Seth’s duplicity regarding Amon and his brothers was discovered in time and his plans were thwarted before he could finish what he’d started. Knowing that Seth would continue to attempt to unmake the three princes since he had invested so much energy in them, Anubis took them out of the equation by making them servants of Egypt and instilling in them the celestial powers of the gods. As long as they retain their power, Seth cannot destroy them and achieve what he seeks.”
“In that case, why can’t Seth just unmake other people? Like me or you or Amon’s father, for example? Wouldn’t he gain power from that?”
“In theory, yes, but the gods would be alerted and would intervene. In the case of Amon’s, Asten’s, and Ahmose’s births, since Seth was the one who caused them to be born in the first place, the only god who would hear and respond to the danger would be himself. To destroy one’s own creations results in an infusion of power so ultimate, nothing can be denied the immortal that achieves it. And yet, it comes with a terrible price.”
“How did Anubis know to come and help if he wasn’t alerted?”
“The people expressed such heartfelt prayers and concern for their beloved princes, especially the mothers of the princes, that the gods could not ignore their faithful pleas.”
Our conversation was interrupted when Asten and Amon approached. Asten frowned at Dr. Hassan, giving him a meaningful glance. The doctor winced as if he’d been reprimanded, though no words had been exchanged, and nodded in obeisance. I wondered if they were angry with him for telling me too much.
In my mind, I had a right to know, so I took Dr. Hassan’s hand and patted it reassuringly. “We have decided that we will seek out the temple,” Asten declared. “It is imperative that we locate our brother.” Amon’s head hung low, and he seemed to be having a hard time focusing. I closed my eyes and tried to sense what he was feeling, but it was like I was shut out by a wall made of stone, and no matter how high I climbed or how far along it I walked, there was no way around it.
“Amon?”
“All will be well, Young Lily,” he whispered in a hollow voice. “You must trust in Asten’s guidance.”
“Forget that!” I spat as I stood, no longer holding back. The struggle to remain upright somewhat diminished my righteous indignation, but still I pressed on and jabbed Amon in the chest.
“I can’t help but notice,” I said as I poked, “that you are pretty much ignoring me and making drastic decisions without any regard for my feelings on the subject. As you are aware, I am as invested in the outcome of this adventure as you are, so I have a right to know what’s. Going. On,” I declared, punctuating each word with three final prods.
In all my life, I’d never voiced a demand to be involved, to be able to make a choice for myself. Doing so made me feel a bit proud. I doubted that I had the fortitude to assert myself in the same way with my parents, but doing so with Amon and his brother was a big step forward.
Amon wrapped his hands around mine, squeezing softly. “I am sorry, Lily. I did not mean to leave you by the wayside. I just want to protect you.” He seemed so tired; his skin was cold. The sun radiating off his form wasn’t warming him like it had before we encountered the dying shabti.
“I get that,” I answered more gently. “I really do. But I’m made of stronger stuff than you think. You can tell me the truth. I promise I won’t run away.”
Asten watched us with open fascination, while Dr. Hassan looked embarrassed to be witnessing our exchange. For a moment I wondered if Amon was going to respond, but then he finally lifted his gaze and reached up to push some hair behind my ear.
“Very well,” he said with a sigh. “But know that what must be done, must be done. I will leave it to Asten to explain everything.”
With a final squeeze of my hand, he stepped aside and spoke briefly to Dr. Hassan in Egyptian. Then he chanted a spell to release the golden falcon. The great bird waited silently as Asten gave us some brief instructions.
“Both of you will be flying with me,” Asten said. “Amon is too weak to carry someone right now. As to the matter of educating you regarding our plan, I will instruct you on the way.”
I glanced at the golden bird. He stood, listless, and I wondered if Amon even had the energy to take off. He refused to draw on my energy and was slowly killing himself to save me, and I wouldn’t have it, not if he was about to face down a powerful, necromancing evil priest, if not the god of chaos himself.
Asten changed into the starlit ibis, and Dr. Hassan and I mounted him, with me in front. With a jarring run and a mighty flap of his wings, the ibis took off and the golden falcon followed. Okay, spill, I thought.
Spill what?
“Talk. Tell me what’s going on,” I voiced out loud.
“Perhaps I might venture to explain?” Dr. Hassan politely inquired.
You may, the ibis replied. But do remember your boundaries this time.
“Yes, Great One.”
“What boundaries?” I demanded.
“The brothers simply wish me to be mindful of the information I share. Some of the things that I…have discovered…are not my stories to tell,” Dr. Hassan said simply. “What I can convey to you is this: on our way here, Amon shared his thoughts with me, and together we came to the conclusion that there is still time. Not all the signs are in place for the Dark One’s rising.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that we believe the chaos we’ve encountered comes from a different source than Seth himself. If we can raise Ahmose and the three can finish the ceremony, it will be too late for Seth to rise, and he and his power, no matter how great it seems to be at the moment, will remain dormant for another thousand years.”
“So does that mean we are or aren’t going to trade Amon’s special eye for Ahmose?”
Dr. Hassan paused for the briefest of moments. “We are…not.”
“That’s better. So then, what’s the plan?”
Dr. Hassan stuttered, “W-well…you see—”
Amon will distract the priest of Seth while we three locate Ahmose, Asten interjected.
“But what if he gets hurt?”
There was a long pause. As long as Amon is in possession of the Eye of Horus, he cannot be overcome, the starlit ibis stated matter-of-factly.
I waited a bit before replying. “Then you promise me that we will do everything in our power to get him out of there as soon as possible.”
That is an easy promise to keep. I do not relish the idea of allowing my brother to remain in the hands of a demonic priest.
“Fine. As long as we’re on the same page.”
Dr. Hassan piped up. “She means—”
The ibis interrupted him. I understand the general meaning. Amon is fortunate to have a devotee as loyal as you, Asten said.
The rest of the flight was spent with Asten and Dr. Hassan talking about ancient Egypt. As I listened, the heat of the day thrummed in my body and I realized just how utterly exhausted I was. The fact that I hadn’t eaten since the night before probably didn’t help, but strangely, I didn’t have an appetite.
My eyes felt sticky and dry, a condition that the wind made worse. Luckily, Dr. Hassan was with me, since I fell into a sleep so deep that I let go of Asten’s neck. Hours must have passed as I slept, because when I opened my eyes, it was to a golden-orange sunset.
I woke with Dr. Hassan securely holding on to me. He must have seen that I was getting sunburned, because he’d placed his beloved hat on my head. Embarrassed, I thanked him for making sure I didn’t fall.
Amon will be separating from us now, Asten said. Is there a message you wish me to convey?
I watched as the giant golden falcon shot past us, heading to an outcropping of hilly dunes on the other side of the Nile, while we continued southward.
“Tell him I…” Again I refrained from expressing what I really wanted to say. “Tell Amon I expect to see him again. And soon.”
After a moment, Asten gave me Amon’s reply. He says it is his utmost desire to look upon you again as well and that he will make every attempt to ensure that happens.
Asten’s feathers, gleaming with starlight, winked out as we passed over a city. “Do you think the city’s radar can see us?” I asked Dr. Hassan. “I suppose if they were aware of us, they would have launched a missile by now.”
What is a missile? Asten asked as Dr. Hassan cleared his throat.
“A missile is a large weapon made of metal that bursts upon impact, destroying everything in its range, which varies depending on the yield. In this case, our modern technologies would not apply.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“Because Amon and Asten cannot be seen by technology,” Dr. Hassan said. “And we are too small to be of any interest to those who would be watching the skies.”
Asten cloaked the three of us in firefly smoke, so the fact that he chose a main street with an apartment building on one side and various businesses on the other as a landing strip wasn’t too much of a concern.
As Asten changed from his ibis form into his human one, Dr. Hassan took measure of our surroundings. “The temple is approximately one mile northward. Do you see the light coming from it?”
“Yes,” Asten replied. “We will approach covertly and Amon will communicate with me the instant he learns of our brother’s whereabouts. Come, Lily. Dr. Hassan will lead us and you will stay close to me.” When I gave him a dubious look, he hurried to add, “Amon insisted.”
The three of us began walking, with me quickly falling behind. Finally, Asten stopped and placed his hands on my shoulders. “There is not much I can do to ease your pain. I cannot heal injuries like Ahmose. Perhaps you will allow me to carry you?”
“It’s all right. I can make it,” I said stubbornly as I hobbled, each step shooting biting pains through my leg up to my hip joint. I wondered if Dr. Hassan was wrong about the biloko not having venom, because my limbs felt like they’d been hollowed out. My blood coursed heavy and thick, pounding against my temples, as if it was no longer circulating but coagulating in my veins. On top of that, I was dizzy, but I attributed it more to the flight than to the itching bites on my leg and arm.
Asten frowned as he watched me take a few more steps and then admonished, “Time is of the essence, Lily. I must insist upon carrying you.”
“Fine, but I’d rather have a piggyback ride.”
Asten frowned. “I believe you misunderstand. I can become the ibis, which is a bird. I do not shift into an animal of a porcine nature.”
With a mutual chuckle and a little help from Dr. Hassan, I was soon settled on Asten’s very warm and very bare back, my legs wrapped around his waist and my arms draped over his shoulders. “This will be much faster. Come, Hassan,” Asten urged as he trotted forward.
Even barefoot, Asten crossed rock and sand, pavement and gravel without so much as a flinch. He moved quickly, pausing only to reassess our direction, and then pressing forward. Dr. Hassan followed silently. When we stopped behind some trees, Dr. Hassan, panting from his exertions, helped me climb off Asten’s back.
“What do we do now?” I whispered.
“We wait,” Asten said, staring intently into the darkness as he listened for Amon’s voice.
Feeling anxious about Amon, I took my notebook from my bag and sketched the temple to try to kill time.
The Kom Ombo temple was not as well preserved as other archaeological sites in Egypt. It rested on a high dune, and the Nile stretched to the east. Kom Ombo looked more like a Greek temple than the Egyptian ones I’d seen so far.
Several wide columns supported a crumbling upper segment that appeared to be a roof terrace with only a piece of the pylon gateway surviving. Each column was lit with a soft yellow gleam that gave the whole building a haunted air, especially when the wind picked up and whistled between its cracks and crevices. It was almost as if the ghosts of priests and pharaohs from the past were whispering in the dark shadows of the columns.
Dr. Hassan pointed to my drawing. “The right side is called the House of the Crocodile, and this half is the Castle of the Falcon.”
“I thought this was the temple of Apophis, the crocodile god.”
“It is. But do you see the dividing line, right there?” He pointed to the building. “If you cut the temple in two, there would be equal parts on both sides. There are mirror entrances, two courts with a central altar in each, double hypostyle halls, an identical pair of colonnades, and one chapel for each side. Each section of the temple was managed by a different head priest.
“In ancient times the Nile ran much closer to the temple. Crocodiles, revered as sacred creatures, lounged in the hot sun on the riverbank next to the entrance. Later, when the Nile shifted, the crocodiles left. Regardless, there were and perhaps still are hundreds of mummified crocodiles in and around the temple grounds.”
“Interesting. But who was the second half of the temple dedicated to?” I asked. “Did it have something to do with Amon? I’m assuming it did because of the falcon.”
“Not Amon per se, but Horus—one of the gods who lent him his power.”
“But what are—?”
I was distracted when I heard Asten gasp, and whipped around. “What is it?” I hissed. “What’s happening?”
Asten took a deep breath and then schooled his expression. “It is no less than we expected. Gather your things. We must seek Ahmose.” Under his breath, he murmured, “Let us hope that the sacrifices were not in vain and that we will find him.”
Quietly, we made our way into the temple, searching in the dark shadows of the columns and looking behind any slab of stone big enough to conceal Amon’s brother.
“Amon and the dark minion of Seth are engaged on the other side of the temple. Ahmose is hidden here. At least, that is what he told Amon.”
“Will you be able to sense him?” I asked.
“I cannot hear his voice until he has been called from the realms of the dead. His body is no different from these ancient corpses’.” Asten pointed to a walled-in section covered with clear glass. Behind the glass, there were dusty dead crocodiles of various lengths.
“Ah, those are some of the crocodile mummies I mentioned,” Dr. Hassan pointed out.
“Thanks. I figured,” I whispered.
Asten had cloaked us, but there was no sign of Ahmose or a sarcophagus anywhere in the crocodile section of the temple. We checked every room, doorway, and standing stone, but encountered nothing except the sting of windblown sand.
“We are deceived,” Asten murmured.
“Well, yeah. The bad guy never shows his hand. Come on, let’s go rescue Amon,” I said, and took a step back toward the center of the temple, but Asten darted his arm out to stop me.
“It is too late,” he whispered.
“What do you…” I paused as the wind became more forceful. A dark cloud of sand swept the length of the open court in a whirlwind. “…mean?” I cheeped as Asten scooped me up in his arms and began to run.
Dr. Hassan darted around a large column and through a doorway. “Here, Great One! We can hide!”
Inside the dark room, we plastered ourselves against a wall, hoping to remain undetected. When the sandstorm passed by, we waited for several minutes. I looked up at Asten, who gave me a relieved smile. Just when we thought it might be safe, a tremor rocked the temple. The dirt floor beneath us sank several inches and I staggered against Asten, who caught me easily.
There was a small opening at the top of the wall opposite us, but it looked much higher than it had just moments before. Lifting my finger, I pointed to it and started to mouth Something’s wrong to Dr. Hassan when I felt a heavy pull on my ankles. It was a squeezing sort of weight, like being caught in a boa constrictor’s clutches. I looked down and was puzzled to see my feet were buried beneath the sand. How did that happen?
I distinctly remembered the floor being hard-packed when we’d come in. Suddenly, my eyes flew to several objects. A heavy stone across the room was now one-third sunk into sand. Crumbling rock at the base of the wall was completely gone. And my bag, which I had thrown to the ground when we’d come in, was half buried.
It didn’t make any sense. I tried to pull my legs free but only sank deeper. The sand was now halfway up my shins. “Asten?” I cried in a panic, squeezing his arm.
“I know, Lily. It was a trap.”
“Dr. Hassan?” I called out, twisting to see him.
“I am here,” he replied weakly. He had sunk up to midthigh.
Turning toward the wall, I scrabbled for purchase, trying to reach something that would halt my descent, but my actions served only to speed up the process.
“Stop, Lily,” Asten demanded quietly.
“Isn’t there something you can do? Some sort of magic to get us out?”
“I have tried. From the time I first noticed the quicksand, when the room shook, I have tried weaving spell after spell. It makes no difference. The Dark One has cursed this sand. Once you are captured by it, it does not let you go.”
“But we’ll suffocate! We’ll die!”
“Yes. You will. As for me, I will spend eternity buried alive.”
“This can’t be the end! Why are you giving up? Surely Amon can save us!” I thrashed back and forth wildly and sank up to my chest.
“Lily!” Asten cried. “Moving makes it worse! You must remain still!”
Stretching my arms up, I desperately clutched his fingers, the pressure of the sand like a vise on my chest. But instead of Asten pulling me out, I dragged him down with me. I could no longer turn my head enough to see Dr. Hassan. Tears ran down my face as I hyperventilated. The sand crept up to my neck, my arms so heavy I finally dropped them. This was it. I was going to die a horrible death, one of the worst I could imagine.
All things considered, I would have preferred being crushed in the stone cube in the Valley of the Kings. At least then, I would have been with Amon. A slight tug on my hair tilted my head back. I had a few more seconds of breathing.
The sand stretched gritty fingers over my scalp, filling my ears. I managed to suck in a huge breath, and then it was over my mouth, creeping over my forehead. I closed my eyes, and sank into the viscous abyss.
Drowning in quicksand is a little better than drowning in water. There is no thrashing, kicking, or head shaking. No desperate struggle for the surface. No glint of sun above to beckon you not to give up. Just a quiet shrouding. An inevitable sinking, as if your body has been bound in a warm cocoon.
I would imagine that the sensation is not unlike birth. The sand slides upward, over your skin, which is disorienting since it feels like it’s flowing in opposition to gravity. Intense pressure squeezes your limbs and torso. Your lungs burn with fiery pain, but you wait, and wait, and wait, hoping, praying, and pleading for the travails to be over, wishing for that moment of delivery when the cold rush of air finally allows you to scream.
But then you realize that you aren’t dreaming. That this isn’t a birth, a becoming. No. Instead, this is an ending. There is no light at the end of the tunnel. The shifting sands lead nowhere. Waiting and holding your breath is pointless. You will be swallowed whole.
The mind settles at last, finally resigning itself to fate as you prepare yourself for death. You wonder what the sand will feel like when you breathe it in. Will it hurt? Will you cough? Will you feel the grit filling your lungs? How long will it take for you to suffocate? And what will happen to your body after you’re dead? Will you sink to the bottom, eventually hitting solid ground, or will you just fall forever, sliding through slippery nothingness until the sand rips the flesh from your bones and little pieces of you are messily strewn around in the quagmire?
These were my thoughts as my body sank. Every object that touched my skin, sand and other, was a new sensation. The pressure on my lungs, the tugging on my body hurt in a way I’d never experienced before.
I became hyperaware of my surroundings, which was why, when my legs suddenly became cold and the sand creeping up my pants began to slide back down in wet clumps, I knew something had changed. That there was at least a pocket of air directly beneath me.
Even though my lungs were ready to explode, I held my breath for a few more heartbeats, then shifted. My lower half dangled freely, but my upper half, the half that needed to breathe, was still stuck. The quicksand seemed to clutch at my shoulders and hair, unwilling to give up its victim.
Desperately, I dug down, scooping handfuls of sand until my fingertips broke through and a dry wisp of air tickled the pads of my fingers. I kicked and thrashed, wriggling my exhausted body until, with a wet sucking noise, the sand gave way and I was expelled into a dark cavity.
Choking, I sucked in a quick breath as I fell, not knowing if I was going to hit solid ground and die or be sucked back into the quicksand and have to go through it all over again. My ears were full of sand, but I thought I heard a ghostly voice calling my name. Gasping and wheezing, I flailed at the air, my body twisting and somersaulting as I dropped.
I developed a sudden sympathy for Alice, slipping down the rabbit hole. I didn’t know what I wanted the most—to stop falling, to throw up and get it over with, or to be able to see. Any one of those seemed like an incredibly precious gift at that moment.
As I plummeted, the minutes stretched long and torturous, and I came to accept my fate. I was no longer hoping for deliverance. If I were going to get out of this, it would have happened already, I told myself. No, I was in some kind of never-ending limbo. A terrible purgatory that reminded me of all my weaknesses, faults, and regrets, and there was no way out. Perhaps I was already dead. My eyes stung with tears and I whispered a name. It wasn’t the name of my parents or my grandmother; it wasn’t even God.
“Amon?” I whispered in a tremulous voice. “I’m sorry.”
With my death, his time on Earth would be short, but there might still be enough time for him to bond with someone else. I was imagining my happy reunion with Amon as disembodied spirits and wondering whether the Egyptian version of the afterlife overlapped with the Anglo-Saxon version of heaven, when I hit something. The impact knocked whatever little bits of sand I’d breathed in right out of my lungs with the force of a gunshot blast. Coughing violently, I tried to figure out why I wasn’t dead. The gritty object that broke my fall was now wrapped around me, smothering me. Then it spoke.
“Cease your wriggling, Lily. You are safe.”
Stilling, I stretched out my hands and touched a sand-covered chest. “Asten?” I whispered.
Two gleaming golden-bronze orbs twinkled in the darkness. “Were you expecting someone else?”
“No. Not at all. I was expecting to die, actually,” I choked out.
Asten grunted. “Not today, it seems. Are you injured?”
“Injured?” I echoed, as if not understanding the word.
“Can you stand?” he clarified slowly.
I blinked. “Oh. Yes. I think so.”
“Good.” Asten set me on my feet. “Now that you are here, you can help me with Hassan.”
“Dr. Hassan is here?” I gasped.
“He is. His body is heavier than yours, so he emerged more quickly than you did.”
Asten moved away and I stumbled after him, stretching my arms out in front of me.
“Ah, I forget you cannot see in dark places.” Asten lit his body and surrounded us in a soft white bubble of light. Other than the hard-packed dirt floor under our feet and a few small pebbles, there was nothing else.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“I do not know.”
We came upon the crumpled form of Dr. Hassan and I knelt at his side, pressing my fingers against his neck. His chest rose and fell under my other hand. “His pulse is strong,” I said. “It doesn’t look like anything’s broken.”
“His limbs should be intact. I caught him, as I did you.”
Looking up at Asten over my shoulder, I asked, “Weren’t you hurt by the fall?”
“I am not bound to the earth in the same way as you. The power of the starlit ibis grants me the ability to control the speed at which I rise and fall.”
“Hold on. Are you saying you can fly?”
“Yes. You have seen this.”
“No. Not as a bird. I mean, can you fly as a man?”
In answer, Asten raised his arms slightly away from his sides and his body lifted into the air. Motionless, he hovered several feet off the ground and then slowly lowered.
Shaking my head in wonder, I turned back to Dr. Hassan. “So if you caught him, then what’s wrong?”
“I do not know. Perhaps he is simply unconscious.”
I slapped the doctor’s face lightly. “Osahar? Can you hear me? Wake up!” I shook his shoulder, but he remained unconscious. “Can you carry him?” I asked as I picked up his beloved fedora and shoved it into my bag.
“Yes.”
“How long?”
“As long as is necessary.”
“Okay, good. Let’s try to find a way out of here, then.”
Asten crouched down and scooped up Dr. Hassan, throwing him over one shoulder like a suit coat. “I will follow you, Lily. Where would you like to go?”
“I guess…we should try to go that way.” I pointed ahead.
We wandered for what felt like hours, though I had no real sense of time. The only excitement was finding my backpack. Asten turned his nose up at the bruised banana I offered to share, so I shrugged and gagged down the mealy fruit, happy to find anything to fill my empty belly. As we walked, I scratched and rubbed at the itchy grime coating my body and attempted to wring it from my hair.
I began to despair. Every pebble we came across looked the same, and when I made a little pile of them to resemble an arrow pointing in the direction we went, it had completely disappeared when we doubled back not a few moments later.
Dr. Hassan finally stirred. He moaned, and Asten set him down. I trickled some bottled water into his mouth and wiped away as much of the crusted sand from his face as possible.
“What? What happened?” he asked. “Where are we?”
“We don’t know.” I wet a strip of fabric Asten had torn from his already too-short skirt and bathed Dr. Hassan’s face. “We fell through the quicksand into this place. There’s nothing here but us.”
I pulled Dr. Hassan’s once white, now filthy and crumpled fedora from my bag, brushed away some sand stuck to its brim, and handed it to him. He gave me a kind smile and took the hat.
“Ah, this was given to me in honor of my first real archaeological find—an exceedingly rare stone carving of Bast.” The band on the fedora broke as he tried to reshape the hat. “Well, perhaps it is time to set the past behind me and focus on the future.”
“I’m sorry, Osahar,” I said.
“Think nothing of it. We were lucky to escape with our lives.”
“Yes, but we haven’t exactly found a way out.”
“Lily is correct. There does not appear to be an end to this dungeon,” Asten said. “But it might be possible for you to be able to see something I cannot. Would you agree, Hassan?”
A meaningful glance passed between the two men, but I couldn’t figure out what they might have meant, and honestly, I was too tired to care. Dr. Hassan struggled to his feet with Asten’s help.
“I’ll see what I can do,” he said cryptically.
Slowly turning in a circle as he perused the darkness, Dr. Hassan muttered absently to himself. After a few moments, I had begun wondering if he’d hit his head on a rock and was having a mental lapse, when he turned to us and said, “I am afraid we are trapped in an oubliette.”
“An ooblewhat?”
“An oubliette—a dungeon with no exit other than the way through which one entered. It is a French term meaning ‘a place of forgetting.’ ”
“Do you mean it’s a place people throw you so you are forgotten, or it’s a place so dark and empty you go crazy and forget who you are?”
“A bit of both, I would imagine.”
“So if there is only one entrance and we came through quicksand, then the only way out—”
“Would be back through it.”
“Is that possible?” I turned to Asten.
“I can fly us up to the sand, but it was infused with magic and even I cannot pass through the barrier.”
“So we’re trapped.”
“For the moment,” Dr. Hassan said quietly.
“Are you saying you know a way out?”
“Just because there is no perceivable alternate exit does not mean another exit does not exist. I believe there may indeed be a way to escape.”
“Then let’s go!” I’m sure excitement was visible on my face even in the dim light. I’d been trapped in way too many claustrophobic places on my adventures with Amon and didn’t relish the idea of being stuck in an oubliette any longer than I had to be. The only thing that kept me from panicking and hyperventilating was worrying about Amon.
I grabbed Dr. Hassan’s arm and pulled him forward a few steps before he stopped me. He patted my hand and said, “It might be best to free Ahmose before we leave.”
“F-free Ahmose?” I stammered.
“My brother is here?” Asten demanded.
“He is. Or, I should clarify, his sarcophagus is here.”
“But where?” I asked. “We didn’t see it. How do you know this?”
Dr. Hassan hemmed and hawed before saying, “It is not far. Come.”
We followed him for a few moments and then he seemed to disappear into thin air. I froze. “Dr. Hassan?” I called out nervously.
“I am here, Lily.”
“Where?”
“Here. Take my hand. It might help.”
He was suddenly before me again and held out his hand. After two strides he stepped up onto nothing, turned around, and smiled. “Just trust me.”
Asten gripped my other hand and we slowly clambered after the doctor. The place we entered was different from the one we’d left. We were still surrounded by darkness, but large boulders now littered the ground. The oubliette played tricks with my mind, and the shadows at the edge of Asten’s light lent sinister shapes to the rocks surrounding us. I often turned abruptly thinking the boulders were actually giant skulls that cackled at us as they ground their pebbly teeth.
Dr. Hassan walked right up to his bag. “Ah, there it is.”
As he dusted it off, I asked, “Where are we? How did we get in here?”
“We are still in the oubliette, but this is a different section. The two of you were trapped in an optical illusion.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“Are you familiar with the impossible staircase?”
“Yes, I studied it at school in art class. Wait, are you saying we were trapped in one?”
“Something like it. If we had stayed there, we would have wandered in circles forever.”
“Do they have a lot of those in ancient Egypt?” I asked. “Is that how you knew about it?”
“Not exactly.” Dr. Hassan seemed uncomfortable. “Ah!” he exclaimed. “There it is. I can sense the warmth of Ahmose’s body. He is right over there.”
“But what about his canopic jars?”
Dr. Hassan smiled. “If they did not open the lids, then all should be well.”
“But—”
“Stand aside.” Asten gently nudged me away from Dr. Hassan before I could finish my question. He lifted his arms, and the top of the sarcophagus rose in the air.
Like us, the casket was filthy, coated with grit and mud. Still, little spots of polished wood shone through. After the lid crashed to the floor and Asten confirmed that the body inside was indeed that of his beloved brother, he began chanting.
Dr. Hassan knelt at the foot of the coffin, took out a half-empty bottle of water and a crumbled pack of crackers from his bag, and placed them on a flat rock. He gave me a sheepish grin. “I know it’s not necessary, but I am a man of tradition.”
“I’m sure he’ll appreciate it,” I whispered, and offered him a small smile.
We sat quietly and watched Asten as he wove his spell. Now that I knew what to expect, the idea of bringing a mummy back from the dead didn’t frighten me as much as it had the first time. Asten murmured,
The moon cannot wax or wane. The moon is deathly cold.
As are you, my brother.
Ahmose—the embodiment of the moon.
It is time for rebirth. For renewal. For remaking.
Without you, the moon is eclipsed. The rays of the sun have no mirror.
The celestial realm needs your glittering glory.
Come, Brother. Take up your ax and your cudgel.
Join me in our shared fate once again.
The time is at hand to fulfill our purpose.
My enemies will be your enemies.
My allies will be your allies.
Together we will bring order to chaos
And strengthen the ties that bind the universe.
When I live, you live, for I share my life with you.
When I breathe, you breathe, for I share my breath with you.
I am Asten, the guardian of the stars.
Asten paused briefly and turned to look at me and Dr. Hassan.
With the Eye of Horus we seek you out.
You wander in darkness, bereft and lost,
But we will light the path before you.
I expected Asten’s eyes to light a path similar to the way Amon’s had, but instead a fog with little crackles of electricity surrounded us. It snapped and buzzed like a fluorescent bulb on the fritz, the light burning brightly one moment, then going dark the next. Dr. Hassan groaned.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, turning to him. He waved me off, but his hands shook as he lowered his head into them and began rocking back and forth. “Asten?” I cried. “Something’s not right.”
“I must concentrate, Lily. Hassan will be fine.”
Your body is dust, chaff before the wind,
But the wind obeys me, and the dust listens.
I beckon you forth from the land of the dead.
Come, Ahmose! Heed my summons.
Return to the form of the man you once were.
I call upon the four winds to lend me power
And through them I give you the breath of life….
Once again the sounds of heavy breathing surrounded us. Dr. Hassan lifted his head. “You must open the canopic jars, Lily,” he said. “There is one hidden in each corner of the casket. Find the small button located at the bottom of each corner and push it. That will open the padded box and reveal the jar within. Hurry!”
The first wind hit me right in the face. Standing up, I pushed forward against it and peered inside the sarcophagus, getting an up-close-and-personal view of Ahmose’s scattered remains. Like Asten, bits of tattered wrappings appeared to be stuck to the dried husks of his limbs, but unlike Asten, Ahmose’s body was much more decayed and damaged.
The second wind came, smacking me hard against the sarcophagus. The body inside did not rest in the repose that had surely been intended for it. Broken bones lay strewn everywhere, a likely result of the coffin’s fall through the quicksand. The sarcophagus had seen better days. Thick mud and debris coated both the inside as well as the outside.
I prayed that the jars had not broken. It would be a miracle if they hadn’t, and we sorely needed one. It was hard enough for me to have Amon bound to my organs. That level of intimacy was too much to share with one Egyptian demigod, let alone two.
Swallowing, I felt the push from the third wind. It was like standing in a hurricane. I clung to the coffin to maintain my balance, my hair whipping across my face and neck and leaving little stinging bites.
Expecting the bones to rise up at any moment, I hurried about my task and quickly found the button. I pressed it and a panel popped out. Hidden behind it in a thickly padded cubby was the first jar. Thankfully, it was whole and made of stone, which made me optimistic about the possibility of finding the others intact. “It has the pharaoh’s face on it! Does it matter which one I open first?” I shouted.
“Just get them open. Quickly!” Dr. Hassan yelled, then gritted his teeth in pain and squeezed his shaking hands into fists. Something was definitely wrong, and I knew it must be more than just the pressure of the wind. He looked like he was having a seizure, but when I headed toward him, he shook his head vehemently.
Being a little less careful with the jar than I probably should have, I wrenched off its lid and didn’t even stop to watch the white light that emerged from it before seeking the next jar.
The second corner was blocked by the bound feet of the mummy, whose legs were no longer attached to its hips. My fingers trembled as I nudged one exposed foot aside, found the button, and pulled the canopic jar out. The white light that rose joined the first, both of them circling in the air right above me.
Finding the third jar was difficult. It wasn’t tucked away in its proper corner. I searched the hidden space, stretching my hand as far as I could reach, but found nothing. Desperately, I looked up and noticed something gray beneath the bandages covering the mummy’s torso.
Swallowing, I steeled myself and peeled back some of the bandages. The jar lay nestled in the empty space where part of the mummy’s rib cage used to be.
The fourth canopic jar was the most difficult to obtain. A pile of bones filled the final corner of the sarcophagus, the skull sitting prominently in the middle of them.
My hands shook as I thrust them into the clumps of mud, clothing, and bone lining the coffin. Repositioning the mess, I moved the pieces as respectfully and as quickly as I could, saving the skull for last.
Ahmose’s empty eye sockets seemed to be staring at me as I worked. Lifting his skull and placing it next to his femur with a quick apology, I found the last button and yanked out the final jar. My hands were slick with mud and whatever fossilized bits of Ahmose remained, so it took several tries, but finally I wrenched off the lid, and the white light inside rose and began circling overhead.
After wiping my hands on the rim of the sarcophagus and wishing, not for the first time, that I had a suitcase full of wet wipes, I rejoined Dr. Hassan and nodded to Asten.
Slowly, as if battling a tremendous force, small fragments of Ahmose’s body, including the tiniest bones, rose from the grit inside the coffin and churned in a circular path. They were soon followed by larger bones. Most of the pieces were bare and easily shook off whatever bandages remained. It looked like his entire body was caught in a blender.
Crane—give flight to his spirit
And ease his passage.
The electricity-filled fog swelled in size, becoming gray and stormy. Tiny lightning strikes flashed through the cloud until there was a violent storm and the cloud burst, leaving behind only a pinprick of white light. The light moved, wandering aimlessly in the dark spaces that Asten’s light could not reach. “No, Brother. You must return to me,” Asten cried out.
The embodiment of the stars lifted his hands and beckoned the light. Dr. Hassan trembled nearby, and I nudged my body closer to his to offer support, but he didn’t seem to be aware of my presence. After a few moments, a concerned Asten breathed a sigh of relief as the tiny seed of light finally returned, growing until it took on the shape of a silver bird.
It looked more like Asten’s starlit ibis than Amon’s golden falcon. The creature made of silver light began to circle Asten. “Come, Brother. It is time.”
With a trumpeting cry, the bird soared toward the sarcophagus, where the four lights from the jars merged with it. It was quickly encompassed by the whirlwind and exploded in a burst of silvery light that was absorbed into the skull’s eye sockets.
The frame came together like a puzzle. Arms linked to shoulders. Legs to hips. The vertebrae snapped into their proper places. The right hand shook repeatedly and then I heard the sudden crack of wood as two finger bones that had been wedged tightly in the fragmented side of the coffin shot up into the air and clicked into position.
Shiny beams ran down the limbs of the floating skeleton, and the creature that would easily fit in as a Halloween decoration or hanging in a medical office began to writhe. Newly made veins filled with quicksilver blood, and shining muscle formed over gleaming bone as a heart began pumping. Light shone through the eye sockets in two beams that fell upon me and then Dr. Hassan, and I wondered if Asten’s brother could see already, even before his eyes had returned.
Asten finished the spell.
As you pass through this last portal of death,
Cries of joy will greet you,
Feasts will welcome you,
Your heart will beat again,
Your limbs will leap again,
Your voice will be heard again,
All that was lost will be returned.
Come, Ahmose, and fulfill your destiny!
I shielded my eyes until the light faded, pleased that I hadn’t passed out this time. Asten’s brother hovered above us, resplendent and shining. The skirt he wore was as pristine as if it had just been made, and his body, clean and radiant as a newborn’s, put all of us standing in our filth to shame.
Slowly, he lowered his arms and descended to the ground next to his coffin. He spoke quietly to Asten and then approached me and Dr. Hassan. At first, I assumed Dr. Hassan had fallen to the floor again in a sign of deference to the moon god, but upon closer inspection, I realized he was unconscious.
Concerned, Ahmose knelt and rolled Dr. Hassan onto his back. He asked me a question, but it was in Egyptian. I tried to explain that I didn’t understand, but he smiled kindly and moved closer to Dr. Hassan. Like Asten and Amon, Ahmose had risen naked except for his white skirt. Like them, he was very handsome, but he was larger, with thick muscles on his shoulders and arms.
Ahmose began weaving a spell over Dr. Hassan. As I moved to the other side of the doctor and held his hand, I couldn’t help but study this third brother.
It was easy to see why this demigod preferred an ax to a bow and arrow. At the same time, he treated Dr. Hassan with the utmost care; his thick fingers squeezed the Egyptologist’s shoulders with the lightest pressure. Not something I’d expect in a man of such stature.
When he was finished with his spell, Ahmose lifted his gaze to mine once more, and I felt captured in his silvery-gray eyes. Dr. Hassan recovered and stood up to speak with the men for a few moments before accepting the bottled water I offered. I’d planned to offer a welcoming handshake to Ahmose as I rose from the floor, but seeing how grimy I was, I changed my mind.
“Well, welcome to the world,” I said. “I’m Lily.”
Ahmose quirked his head at me and narrowed his gray eyes, then looked at his brother, who spoke to him in Egyptian. Ahmose nodded and said something that sounded like “Ah” before murmuring a short spell.
“I am Ahmose, the personification of the moon,” he said with a warm smile.
“Nice to meet you, Ahmose. The man you helped is your vizier, Dr. Hassan.”
“I am pleased to know you. Both of you.” He indicated politely.
“Yes…so, Asten, is there anything else, or can we get a move on? I’m worried about Amon,” I explained while Ahmose gave me a considering look.
“Yes.” Ahmose looked around. “Where is Amon?”
“We must find him quickly. The minion of the Dark One has him in his clutches at this very moment. I fear there is little time,” Asten explained.
“Then we will rescue him, Brother.” Ahmose patted Asten’s shoulder.
The three of us had just turned to Dr. Hassan, who was explaining his idea for escaping the oubliette, when suddenly Ahmose and Asten screamed, falling to their knees. The last thing I saw before Asten’s light went out was the two of them cupping their hands over their eyes, blood streaming between their fingers.
As rays of sunlight burst over the horizon, the god Anubis appeared. He did not come in the form they expected—a deity with the head of a jackal and the body of a man—but as a human. Anubis was beautiful by any standard. He seemed a benevolent god, reserved in manner but kind all the same. At his side was a faithful companion, a large dog, black, with brown markings. The dog was muscular and noble in appearance in a way that echoed the god. Sitting obediently at his master’s side, his pointed ears tilted up, he whined quietly, echoing the mood of the people surrounding him.
Anubis motioned for the kings to stand and, though speaking primarily to them, addressed the crowd. “People of Egypt, your great loss is ours. Seth has done much damage this day, and though we cannot undo what has been done, we can offer you this.” He paused as his eyes swept the crowd.
“We will protect the young men of Egypt by keeping the Dark One at bay through a ceremony that must be enacted once every thousand years. Because your young sons of royal blood were willing to sacrifice themselves for their people, we will honor them. Instead of spending eternity in servitude to Seth, they will devote themselves to protecting those they love—a noble enough cause to gladden the hearts of any mortal, I should think.
“Though they are dead, they will be called back each millennium and will be granted a short reprieve from death so that they may continue to do the work of the gods until such time comes that the gods”—he gave a faint flourish of his hand—“and Egypt, of course, need their services no more.”
The kings and queens fell to the feet of Anubis and wept in gratitude. The bodies of the three young men were brought to him. When he came to the first, he said, “Prince of Asyut, son of Khalfani, I, Anubis, god of the stars, have answered the cry of your people, and to protect them, I grant unto you a portion of my power. You are now scribe, mediator, celestial magician, cosmic dreamer, and speaker of words. Henceforth, you will be called Asten, which means ‘a star newly lit.’ ”
Anubis cupped his hands, and when he opened them, tiny stars swirled between them. The god blew on his hands, and the stars sped toward the fallen prince, settling on him like delicate dandelion snow before sinking beneath his skin, leaving in their wake little pulsing lights that eventually faded.
Then the Egyptian god moved to the second brother. “Prince of Waset, son of King Nassor, Khonsu, god of the moon, has granted unto you a portion of his power. You are now healer, master of animals, pathfinder, and bringer of storms. Henceforth, you will be called Ahmose, which means ‘a waxing moon.’ ”
After he spoke, Anubis put his wrists together, and in the space between his palms and fingers, a soft silver light grew until it formed a crescent. Once it had solidified to his satisfaction, he took the object between his fingers and flicked it. The tiny moon circled in the air like a discus until it struck the forehead of Nassor’s son. There it grew brighter upon his skin until, like the stars, it, too, sank, and the light diminished and disappeared.
Finally, Anubis stood before Heru’s son. At a worried look from the king, the god paused and put a hand on his shoulder. “Both the great god Amun-Ra and his son, Horus, wish to bestow gifts upon your son.” Anubis addressed the queen. “Your special prayer for your son will be answered, but this will happen in our own time, and in a different place. Is this agreeable to you?”
Fresh tears fell upon the woman’s cheeks as she nodded. “It is, Great One.”
“Very well. Prince of Itjtawy, son of Heru, Amun-Ra, god of the sun, has granted you a portion of his power. You are now revealer of secrets, champion of the troubled, bringer of light, seeker of truth, and protector of the Eye of Horus. You will take upon yourself the very name of the sun god. Henceforth, you will be known as Amon.”
Lifting his hands, palms up, to the morning sun, Anubis collected its golden rays, and when the light spilled from his hands, he thrust them toward the body of the third royal son. The light arced off his palms and fell upon the chest of the young man, who breathed in and opened his eyes.
Sunlight bounced from his chest to the other two fallen princes, and as their chests expanded with breath, they sat up. When the last of the sunlight was absorbed, each prince stood and embraced his parents.
“Tonight you will feast,” Anubis said. “Spend this precious time with your loved ones, for this evening we must complete the ceremony to align the sun, the moon, and the stars so that the sons of Egypt will be protected from the chaos of the Dark One.”
The people feasted in celebration, but their happiness was short-lived. Though Anubis had indeed returned life to the fallen princes, their time in mortality was short. That evening, he returned to complete the ceremony, and when it was time, he took the three royal princes with him, leaving behind three families in mourning, a legend that would be passed down from generation to generation, and three mummies with a special purpose to fulfill—a destiny that would cause them to rise again.
“What’s happening?” I shouted. “Did something go wrong when we raised Ahmose?” Reaching out blindly, I caught the sleeve of Dr. Hassan’s shirt. The labored breathing and pain-filled gasps of Amon’s brothers was agonizing. Making my way over to them, I crouched down and ran my hands up a powerful pair of arms until I cupped a man’s face. It was Ahmose.
Sticky blood caked his cheeks and I tried to wipe the wetness away with my thumb. “Tell me,” I said. “How bad is it?”
“It…it is not us.”
“I don’t understand. What do you mean, it isn’t you?”
Asten reached out to touch my shoulder. “He means we are fine. It is an attack against us, but we will heal from—”
Ahmose cut off Asten. “That is not what I meant to say. The thing that injured us—”
“Is not something we need to discuss at this time,” Asten pressed on. “It will only cause unnecessary worry. Trust me on this, Brother, and leave well enough alone.”
Pausing, Ahmose said, “Very well. I will trust your judgment.”
“Is one of you well enough to give us some light to work with?” I asked.
“Perhaps, if you can heal me, Brother?”
Ahmose grunted. “Yes, of course. Give me your hand.”
I scooted back so Asten could take my place, and Ahmose’s deep voice wove a spell over his brother. Whatever he’d done was finished quickly, because Asten’s body lit from within once more. The light started off at a very low wattage, sort of like an energy-saving bulb, but then it grew in intensity.
Without turning to me, Asten asked, “Do you have enough water to create a damp cloth?”
“Sure. Just a minute,” I said. Dr. Hassan offered a handkerchief and I used the little water remaining to wet it. “Here,” I said, handing it to Asten.
He took it from me, keeping his back turned. I heard a ripping noise, and both men began cleaning their faces. The bloody trails were not obvious on Asten’s cheeks since his face was still coated with grime and muck, but Ahmose now had unmistakable marks on his otherwise pristine new skin. His gray eyes were bright with tears, but they didn’t appear to be injured.
“So? Does one of you want to explain what just happened?”
Ahmose looked to Asten, who calmly replied, as if bleeding eyes happened every day, “It was merely one of the signs that we are getting close to the time of the full moon.”
I gave him an I-don’t-believe-a-word-you’re-saying look and turned to see what Dr. Hassan thought of this, but he wouldn’t make eye contact—a sign that he was also keeping something from me. “I don’t buy that for a second,” I finally said. “Do you think I’m just a docile female from your century who will believe anything a man tells her?”
Ahmose cocked his head and smiled. “I have never met a woman in any century who takes a man at his word. My experience has always been that women are generally more discerning and harder to deceive than men.”
I wagged my finger at Ahmose. “See? You’re quickly becoming my favorite brother. And as such, you will surely be willing to tell me the truth.”
Shrugging, Ahmose said, “I must defer to Asten’s understanding of the situation. He has been awake longer than I have.”
“Yeah, for less than a day!”
Turning to Asten, whose mouth was set in a stubborn line, Ahmose entreated, “Perhaps she needs to know.”
Asten folded his arms across his chest and sighed. “She will find out soon enough. I fear the blow may weaken her further.”
“I’m not weak.”
“You are weaker than you know.”
“Dr. Hassan, please tell them that I’m fine.”
Dr. Hassan stepped forward and took my hand. “There, there. All will be well. Perhaps we could continue this discussion after we find Amon?”
Amon was pretty much the only thing that would distract me. “Yes,” I acquiesced, remembering we’d left him in the hands of an evil priest. “Let’s get out of here and rescue Amon, and then the three of you have some explaining to do.”
Spinning, I scooped up my bag and threaded my arm through Dr. Hassan’s, waiting for him to guide us out. As he began to lead, I heard Ahmose whisper to Asten, “Oh, I like her.”
“I do as well,” Asten replied. Then he said more loudly, “Though she makes a poor devotee, and she has a bad habit of decidedly not swooning at my feet, as any female in her right mind should.”
“Then I like her even more.” The two brothers followed us.
“Stop,” he commanded.
“What? Did you see something?” I asked.
“You are injured.”
“Yeah. Some biloko demons got ahold of me.”
“Biloko?” Ahmose traded glances with his brother and then knelt down to inspect my leg. “I can heal this, but the other must wait until the three of us are united. Even then…”
“The other?”
Asten interjected. “Ahmose, just do what you can for her leg and arm.”
“Very well.” Ahmose nodded. “Please, take my hand, Lily.”
He had a very nice voice, deep and comforting. I placed my hand in his and he wrapped his big fingers around it, cupping the top of it with his other hand. Warmth trickled into my veins as little pulses of silver light lit his skin.
The soothing sensation traveled to the injury on my arm and flowed down to my leg, an itching, tickling tenderness washing over my damaged limbs. I gasped as the burning feel of the bite disappeared, leaving a warm, relaxed tingle, as if the two limbs had just been given a shiatsu massage.
Ahmose opened his eyes. “There. How does that feel?”
“It feels amazing! Thank you!”
“It was a small kindness to thank you for the sacrifice you are making in helping us.”
“Yes, she has done much.” Asten rushed in and took my arm, guiding me away from his brother, who tagged along behind us good-naturedly.
Winding our way through the ghoulish boulders, I glanced back, wondering why Asten was trying to keep his brother and me apart. His diversions would be obvious even if I weren’t an astute observer of people.
Dr. Hassan strode ahead, then suddenly stopped, staring hard at the nothingness in front of us. He held out his hands and patted the air, running his fingers along invisible lines until I heard a click.
“Found it!” he exclaimed with a smile. Grabbing on to a piece of something imperceptible to my eyes, he pulled, and then thrust his hands away. A large section of the space in front of us slid aside, revealing a long tunnel with steps at the far end. “That portal is our way out.” Dr. Hassan pointed to the hole he’d made.
“How? How did you do that?” I asked.
“Oh.” He blew out a breath and scratched his head. “Well, it’s difficult to explain.”
“There is no time, Doctor. Amon awaits,” Asten reminded him.
“Yes, yes. After you, my dear.”
Carefully, I stepped through the hidden door and into the tunnel. Again we needed to rely on the light created by Asten and Ahmose. Black chains with cuffs hung from metal hooks. High overhead I saw broken stonework that had once been crisscrossed arches. Sunken alcoves held carved statues of Egyptian gods that wore tortured expressions.
“What is this place?” I said, and cringed as my voice echoed through the empty halls.
“I believe this is a secret gathering place for the minions of Seth,” Dr. Hassan whispered.
We passed a large room that contained a floor-to-ceiling statue of the horse-faced god. Great puddles of dark liquid pooled in the cracks and crevices of the stone floor. “Is…is that blood?” I asked hesitantly.
Dr. Hassan kept his eyes forward and draped an arm across my shoulder, effectively blocking my view. “It is best not to think on such things,” he said after we passed. “But suffice it to say, I am very certain that the god of chaos has been worshipped here.”
We climbed the stairs of the long passageway and were met with a series of doors and tunnels. “Which way?” I asked.
“Follow me,” Dr. Hassan said.
Neither Asten nor Ahmose protested Osahar’s leadership, so I made a mental note of it, adding to my list of strange things regarding the relationship between the brothers and their grand vizier. I continued along without asking more questions, despite the fact that I was bursting with them, as usual. Something was definitely going on between Dr. Hassan and Asten, and I wouldn’t be surprised to find out that Ahmose, newly risen though he might have been, was caught up in it, too. Why they would feel the need to keep secrets was driving me crazy.
When Dr. Hassan found the door he wanted, his face brightened as if he’d just discovered the secret of the universe. At last we came to a final set of stairs and he announced, “We are freed.”
At the top was a heavy wooden door locked from the outside. The four of us pushed against it, but thick chains rattling on the other side made it seemingly immovable.
“Vizier, if you would watch over Amon’s young lady, I will attempt to open this door,” Ahmose said.
“Wait a minute, who told you I was…?”
I glanced over at Asten, who gave me a charming smile and shrugged his shoulders.
“Well, you’re wrong. Both of you. Amon is just my friend.”
Ahmose had placed both of his big hands against the door. Bracing them there, he turned to look at me with his steel-gray eyes. “You are bound to one another. As his brother, I can feel this, even without Asten’s girlish whisperings.”
Frowning now, Asten countered, “Nothing is certain at this point. Besides which, why is it that I must put up with your insufferable mockery century after century? Just because I am more handsome than you and my body is not covered with enough hair to rival a jackal’s is no reason to call me girlish. Your jealousy is unbecoming.”
“Yes, you are very pretty, Asten. Normally. You are not now, of course, since you are covered in filth. It is too bad this dungeon does not have a mirror so you could check your appearance. I know how proud you are of it. I am sure you would be devastated to see your current state.”
“Bah! Perhaps we should have left you to your eternal sleep a bit longer. You are as moody as a wrinkled fishwife. Is this about what happened with those devotees at our last rising? It was not entirely my fault, you know.”
“Ah, Asten. You cannot help but draw all the attention to yourself.” Ahmose felt along the cracks in the door with his fingertips. I wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he seemed to lend only half of his attention to arguing with his brother.
“All it takes to gain a woman’s notice is to listen to her,” Asten said.
“I listen. I was just not blessed with the skill to beguile women with my words like you were. Couple that with your handsome face and no woman even notices my presence.”
“I’d notice you,” I said offhandedly. “And I think you’re both very handsome. Any girl would be lucky to gain the interest of either one of you.”
Asten grinned. “Your beauty is eclipsed only by your rare level of wisdom.”
Shaking his head, Ahmose said, “Do you see how he uses his tongue to shamelessly flatter women? Please reassure me by saying you would not fall for his common tricks.”
“Um…” Ahmose had moved to the other side of the door and was investigating every knobby bump in the wood as I spoke. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about how Asten uses his tongue.”
Asten winked at me and Ahmose froze, his face turning bright red as he said, “I apologize. I did not think how my meaning could be misconstrued.”
“No problem.” I found Ahmose’s discomfiture charming. It was refreshing, especially in such a big, self-assured man. When he glanced at me shamefacedly, I offered him a wide smile, which seemed to make him relax a bit. He turned back to the door.
“Ah, I have found the path,” Ahmose said. “Now, if you would kindly stand back, I will see if I can make a way for us to escape. I would ask you to help, Asten, but I would not want you to muss your hair.”
Asten folded his arms. “I do not have any hair. And neither do you. Your skull is as bare as a goose egg, which is just as well since your hair never looked as good as mine anyway,” he said, obviously not wanting the playful exchange to cease.
Ahmose sighed, but there was a smile on his face as he said to me, “It is true. He is the most handsome of us, which is miraculous considering how often I have punched the smug snake charmer in the face.” Over his shoulder he said, “I’ll give you your millennial welcome-back-to-the-world-of-the-living beating after we rescue Amon.”
“I look forward to it,” Asten said, openly grinning. “Now get the door open.”
“Yes, Brother.”
Ahmose whispered a spell in Egyptian, touching the pad of his thumb to a circular knot on the wooden door. Silvery light moved from his thumb into the wood, leaving gleaming trails of different sizes over the surface like roads on a map.
The light grew brighter and brighter as the door shook. Ahmose stepped back and wrapped an arm around me, turning my face halfway to his chest. “Cover your eyes,” he said. I did, but peeked through the cracks in my fingers.
The shaking grew fiercer and then the door exploded, sending fragmented chunks, like broken puzzle pieces, ripping through the air. When it was over, I asked, “How did you do that?”
Ahmose tilted his head. “I am the pathfinder,” he said simply.
“But that’s not a path. It’s a door.”
“Yes. I found the path of weakness in the door.”
“Amazing!” Dr. Hassan said.
We stepped through the doorway and emerged from an abandoned building a few blocks from the temple. Suddenly, I became light-headed, from lack of sleep, almost dying, not eating anything substantial for a few days, or a combination of the three. I stumbled over a piece of door and Asten caught me. “Ahmose,” he said, “is there anything that can be done to sustain her?”
The brothers exchanged a meaningful glance. “Not until we find Amon,” Ahmose replied.
“It’s okay. I’m sure it’s just low blood sugar,” I said. “We’ll get something to eat as soon as we save Amon.” I couldn’t help but notice that both brothers kept glancing my way as we walked and they held out their arms to support me even when it wasn’t necessary.
Soon we came to the temple, this time entering through a back door on the Horus side of the building. It was still dark, but dawn was coming.
I wasn’t as aware of my surroundings as I should have been, and at first I didn’t even realize it was me making noise when there was a loud crunch from glass littering the floor. Everyone had stepped around the glass but me.
“Sorry,” I whispered as I froze in place.
“What a shame,” Dr. Hassan murmured. “Someone has stolen the ancient medical instruments that have been on display here and they’ve broken the tablet depicting evidence of my Egyptian ancestors performing intricate surgery.”
“Ew…that—”
Screaming distracted me from finishing my sentence about the grotesque scene I had just imagined thanks to Dr. Hassan’s description. “Amon!” I cried as Ahmose lifted me quickly over the broken glass and we darted toward the sound. Before I took two steps into the next room, Ahmose cut me off.
Placing his big hands on my arms, he looked me in the eyes and said, “We will go together.”
I nodded, desperate to do something, and shifted on my feet restlessly while Ahmose and Asten created weapons. They held out their hands, murmuring softly as tiny grains of sand rose in the air from every corner of the room. When the sand gathered wasn’t enough to make weapons, it was joined by a steady stream from outside until a big enough ball had formed in front of each of them.
Asten’s sand elongated, shaping itself into his bow and a quiver of diamond-headed arrows, but Ahmose’s dusty particles separated into two equal-sized orbs. One solidified, becoming a gleaming silver ax. Its double edges were sparkling and sharp, and its surface was covered in engraved hieroglyphs.
The second weapon looked like a hammer, except it was several inches longer. Instead of a claw to remove nails, one end was a thick spike, and the other held a wide plate as big as my hand with dozens of painful-looking darts embedded in it. A pointed barb at the top completed the deadly weapon that Dr. Hassan told me was a cudgel.
“Stay well behind us,” Ahmose said as he gave his weapon a twirl to test its balance. “If it is safe enough, your task will be to free Amon. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” I whispered.
Dr. Hassan took a few digging tools from his bag and handed me a trowel caked with dirt, keeping two pointed files for himself. We adjusted our bags over our shoulders and nodded at the Egyptian warriors standing at the ready before us.
Adrenaline was pumping through my veins as I danced on my feet and gave my weak-looking trowel the once-over. Asten offered a small smile and said, “Let us proceed.”
Stealthily, the two brothers moved forward, following the sounds of the screams, and when they signaled each other that the coast was clear, we moved ahead. We had passed three rooms before we finally came upon guards.
There was something…unnatural about them. During the brief glance I managed to get, I noted that their bodies were not correctly proportioned and their eyes gleamed ghostly white. Dr. Hassan pressed his back against the wall next to me. He looked nervous, which scared me more than the ghouls standing between us and Amon.
“They are Masaw Haput—those born of death,” he whispered. “You would call them zombies.”
“Zombies? Are you serious?”
“This is further proof that we are dealing with a gifted necromancer.”
“So how do we fight them, then? If they are already dead, how do we kill them?”
“You do not…kill them,” Ahmose interrupted. “You will remain hidden. And they will return to the state from which they were raised when we dispose of the evil one who called them forth.”
“What are we supposed to do now?” I asked Dr. Hassan.
“Remain here, I would assume.”
I peeked at the zombie warriors, who stood as still as statues. Their gray, sunken skin and bones were covered with strips of black leather. The bones that were exposed and no longer able to bend using ligaments were wired together somehow, their joints connected by long staples. Some rotten limbs must have remained attached by the armor strapped onto their bodies, otherwise, zombie armor seemed a bit superfluous, if you asked me.
Amon screamed again, the sound louder this time. “We’ve got to save him!” I hissed, trying to keep my voice low. A powerful blast of energy from behind the closed door shook the walls and a chunk of rock tumbled down near us, releasing a cascade of dust.
Dr. Hassan’s raised brows indicated its size. “Lily!” he cried. “Get down!”
I ducked as Dr. Hassan sank his two files deep into the zombie warrior’s chest. It just stared at the two of us, breathing raggedly. Then, raising its sword overhead, it let out a supernatural scream, its jaw unhinging, a metal staple the only thing holding the jaw to its skull.
Just as the sword was about to come crashing down upon us, it was met with Ahmose’s silvery ax. The god of the moon thrust back the creature’s weapon as he lifted his and took its head off in a mighty swing. “Come, Lily,” said Ahmose, holding out his hand.
Asten stood on the other side of the hall, bow lifted. As he let loose a gleaming diamond-headed arrow, a dozen more guards rounded the corner, like feral beasts scenting fresh meat. The arrow hit the remaining guard at the door right between the eyes and the creature exploded. Immediately, Asten pulled another arrow from his quiver. “Lily! To me!” he cried.
Dr. Hassan followed closely on my heels as I made my way to Asten. When all the zombies were incapacitated, Ahmose joined us. We were about to break through the door when it opened, more undead warriors pouring out.
As Asten and Ahmose fought the new horde, I glanced behind me. The fallen were rising again. In fact, the warrior whose head Ahmose had chopped off had located it and set it back on his shoulders, albeit at the wrong angle. He would be upon us in moments.
“We cannot weave the spell until Amon is freed!” Asten exclaimed.
Through the mass of bodies in the doorway, I saw a mist of red with a man standing in the middle of it. I knew this had to be the necromancer.
I grabbed Dr. Hassan’s hand. “We must break through and free Amon!”
“But they said to wait for an opportunity.”
“We’ll have to make our own opportunity!”
We darted between fallen bodies and avoided being caught except for one headless zombie’s arm latching on to my leg. I kicked hard enough that it released me; then I crouched down and continued on. Ahmose’s arm hung limply, and Asten had a deep wound on his thigh. Both had several bite marks, which didn’t bode well, considering they were fighting the undead.
I wasn’t sure if Dr. Hassan was still behind me or not, but I rushed to Amon. He was tied to a chair facing the red mist that obscured the features of the man behind it. I ignored the mist and began sawing on the ropes that bound Amon’s arms. My wimpy trowel wasn’t making much headway.
“Ah, Lily,” the ghostly shadow said. “We’ve been waiting for you.”
The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place where I’d heard it before.
“Well, I’m glad I didn’t disappoint you, then,” I said, not allowing anything to distract me from freeing Amon.
Amon’s head had been lowered onto his chest, but at the sound of my voice, he raised it, his words filled with pain. “Young Lily?” he gasped.
“Yes, it’s me. Just hold on. We’re here to rescue you.”
“I’m afraid your rescue attempt is fruitless. You see, I wanted you to come,” the smooth, sinister voice answered from within the mist.
“Really? Is that why you threw us into the sandpit?” I asked.
“Not at all. You stumbled upon that on your own. How did you get out, by the way? I am curious.”
“Uh-uh. Not sharing information with the bad guy, thank you very much.” One of the ropes binding Amon finally broke. I started working on the second. “Now, if you’d like to share some information with us, I wouldn’t be opposed,” I said to the shadow. “Like why don’t you come out here and introduce yourself properly? That is, unless you prefer the title Dark Minion Necromancer of Seth, like I’ve been calling you.”
Laughter echoed through the room. “I am going to so enjoy getting to know you better, Lilliana Young.”
I broke through the second rope. “Okay, that’s creepy. Didn’t know the dark minion knew my name.”
I risked a glance back at the door to see how Asten and Ahmose were doing. But just as soon as there were only a few zombie guards left, the shadow lord shot a stream of red mist toward them. “Lily? Where are you?” they shouted.
“I’m here!” I called out, but their eyes were gleaming in the cloud like Hollywood spotlights on a cloudy evening.
“They cannot see or hear you now, which will make our exchange much more intimate. Of course, Amon is incapacitated enough that I will allow him to listen. I take such delight in that, you know.” The shadow stepped closer, and though its visage was still dark, it became obvious that he was a man and very unlike the monster zombies he’d created.
I heard a deep chanting resonate from within the red cloud, and a cloaked man stepped forward and seized my arm. His mouth was the only visible facial feature, and it was currently turned up in a suggestive leer.
The last rope hung by just a few threads. If Amon had been at full strength he could have broken it, but he just sat there, his back to me, slumped in the chair.
The necromancer priest yanked me toward him and stretched out his long fingers to caress my cheek. “Ever since my biloko demons got a taste of your flesh, I must confess that I’ve been distracted by the idea of savoring you myself.”
Narrowing my eyes, I gave him my most lethal hands-off socialite stare and channeled my best rich-girl snark. “I think I would prefer the biloko demons, if I had to choose.”
He shook me when I flashed a mocking smile. “You would not say that if you knew who I am. What I have become.”
“Really? I’m a New Yorker. Nothing surprises me.”
“Perhaps consorting with Egypt’s sons has left you…jaded. Despite that, I intend to impress you”—he smiled—“one way or another. You see, I have been remade into much more than the man I was. The power of one long dead has filled me. I am”—he paused for dramatic effect—“Apophis.” He dragged out the ending of the name with a sibilant hiss.
Wrinkling my nose as if I smelled something distasteful, I replied, “I figured as much. It explains the smell. All things considered, I’m more impressed with Egypt’s sons. You’re just a cheap imitation of a lecherous wannabe god with a crocodile fetish. Consider me unimpressed.”
“I am much more than that!” he screamed, throwing me across the room. When I landed, I rolled until I stopped with a thud against the wall. My already exhausted body didn’t want to get back up. Slowly, I rolled over in time to see the cloaked minion of Seth stalking toward me, but he was stopped by the sounds of chanting filling the air.
“No!” he screamed as he whirled around. A trembling Dr. Hassan stood behind Amon, holding the final broken rope in one hand and a small silver object in the other. “Foolish man! Do you know what you’ve done?”
Pinpricks of light filled the room, reminding me of Asten’s firefly smoke. Swirling golden, silver, and white sparkles collided, becoming larger. Then they surrounded the cloaked minion, circling his body faster and faster. He screamed, and when he arched his back, the hood covering his head fell away.
I gasped, and Dr. Hassan stepped forward, unbelieving. “Sebak?” he exclaimed. “You betrayed me! Why?” Dr. Hassan’s face grew red. “You swore to uphold the order!”
Trapped, Dr. Sebak Dagher, now the incarnation of Apophis, spat back venomously, “You are an ancient relic, unworthy and unwilling to seize the power at your disposal. I would have killed you long ago if you had trusted me enough to reveal the location of Amon’s canopic jars.”
The lights squeezed tighter. “The Dark One is rising, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it!” Desperate now, Dagher continued fanatically, “His hand will not be stayed. He will make his throne from the bones of those who oppose him. Make no mistake; the powers of the Dark One will prevail.”
“Sebak, there is still time!” Dr. Hassan shouted. “You must stop this! You cannot possibly win.”
Ignoring Osahar and turning to me, Sebak said, “I look forward to the opportunity to gaze into your lovely eyes once more.” He thrust his arms forward and red light poured from his fingertips and out the door. Striking his hands together, he disappeared with the sound of a thunderclap.
The red mist surrounding Asten and Ahmose dissipated and the two brothers quickly used their power to thrust aside the bodies of the zombies littering the floor, along with those still barreling toward the door.
Ahmose rushed to my side while Asten went to his brother. Injured again, I limped over to Dr. Hassan, who looked completely stricken at the betrayal of his assistant. After squeezing his hand, I went to Amon. On the floor at his feet was a tray of ancient tools, likely the ones stolen from the display.
A pool of sticky blood surrounded the tray. Kicking it aside violently, I knelt at Amon’s feet and took his hand. Rivulets of blood had dried on his arms; crusty dark stains flaked from between his fingers. Deep slashes marked several places on his thigh, and ugly stab wounds peeked out from between the fragments of what was left of his shirt.
I ran my hand carefully up his arm. “Amon? Can you hear me? We’re here,” I said. “It’s over now.”
He started, his hair hanging limply over his lowered head.
“Lily?” he said, his voice breaking.
“Yes. It’s me. Your brothers are here. You’re freed now.”
Amon’s hands clutched the sides of the chair, the tendons in his arms standing out as he trembled. Finally, sucking in a breath, he lifted his head.
The sight of him filled me with horror.
A loud sob followed by desperate gasps echoed in the room, and it took a moment for me to register that the sound was coming from me.
The beautiful golden god of the sun, the one I now accepted I was falling in love with, looked up and reached out blindly.
His once-beautiful hazel eyes—now dark, bloody, very empty eye sockets, the stuff of nightmares—turned toward me.
“Amon?” I pushed the hair from his forehead, flinching at the feel of his cold skin and the sight of the horrible things done to him. Amon’s sparkling hazel eyes were gone, and my heart was as broken and empty as the man who sat before me.
His lips were cracked and dry, and his breath rattled in his chest as if he were an old man beaten down by pneumonia. Bitter tears stung my eyes and slipped down my face. I couldn’t look at him any longer, so I laid my cheek against his knee instead.
The irony was that even gravely wounded, Amon felt the need to console me. His hand gently smoothed my hair. “Hush, Nehabet. All will be well,” his voice rasped. He began coughing so violently that I raised my head and cupped his neck, murmuring to him until the coughing subsided. When he took his hands away from his mouth, they were wet with fresh blood.
I sucked in a determined breath and stood, but too quickly, and I staggered. Steadying myself, I shook off the supporting hands of Amon’s brothers and turned to Ahmose. “Will my energy help heal him?”
“No!” The surprising outburst seemed to be all that Amon could bear. Something broke inside him and he slumped against the chair, unconscious.
“Your bond does enable the transfer of energy,” Ahmose said quietly, “but I doubt that your remaining strength will be enough to heal him.”
“Regardless, he wouldn’t want to put you at risk,” Asten added. “The fact that he absorbed all the pain he experienced without sharing even a little shows the depth of his concern for you.”
“What do you mean? Are you saying he deliberately avoided taking my energy? That he blocked our connection?”
“The times you stumbled or felt weakened were moments when he lost control, but he has been depriving himself of your strength for some time.”
“It was foolish of him to allow himself to become so enfeebled,” Ahmose said.
“Would you not have done the same if you felt as he does?” Asten countered.
Ahmose grunted and folded his arms across his chest. “He is closing off his future paths by choosing this course.”
“Perhaps the path that remains is the one fate has determined for him.”
Ignoring Asten’s comment, Ahmose explained, “Without his three other canopic jars, Amon’s powers have waned significantly. At this time he is nearly as mortal as you are. If he didn’t have the strength of the falcon, it is likely that the incarnation of Apophis would have destroyed him. I cannot journey to the past to ensure his well-being, but I will lend whatever energies I can to him now in the hope that it will be enough. As a mortal, your life essence is already dangerously sapped, Lily. I dare not take any more.”
“Well, I don’t care. Between your healing ability and what remains of my energy, how much of this can we fix?”
Ahmose sighed, rubbing his jaw as he peered at my determined face. “I may be able to heal what is broken inside his body enough so that he can function, but his eyes are a different matter.”
“May I contribute something?” Dr. Hassan asked.
Ahmose shook his head. “Only the one bonded to him can transfer energy. Even if Asten joined with me and we drained you dry, Lily, it would not be sufficient to restore his eyes and invigorate him enough to perform the ceremony. Restoring that which has been torn from our bodies is extremely complicated.”
“The ceremony is the most important thing,” Asten stated. “Amon still has his third eye. That will sustain him until Seth is bound once again.”
“His third eye? Do you mean the Eye of Horus?”
“Yes,” Asten answered. After a brief glance at Dr. Hassan, he continued. “The Eye of Horus is likely the reason Sebak focused on Amon’s eyes.”
“He wanted the power for himself,” I speculated.
“That is correct, but Amon took precautions before he gave himself up,” the god of the stars said. “Unfortunately, it seems to have backfired.”
“What precautions? What do you mean?”
Sighing, Asten ran a hand over his bare scalp. “We knew that the dark priest would try to take the Eye, so we transferred it.”
“How? Do you have it, then?”
“No. I am afraid I am the one currently in possession of the Eye.” Dr. Hassan stepped forward. “Amon made me a temporary vessel to hold it for him. It was how I could discern hidden places within the oubliette and found a way out.”
“Yes,” Ahmose said. “But a mortal can sustain the Eye for only a short time. If we cannot transfer it back to Amon soon, your doctor will begin to have irrational thoughts, which will lead to hallucinations and, eventually, madness. My soul was almost lost because the Eye was not focused.”
“Do you mean when we raised you?” I asked.
“Yes. The Eye guides us when we are called forth from the afterlife, and without Hassan guiding me properly, I could have ended up lost in the dark places between.”
Filing that information away, I said, “So as long as we give the Eye back quickly enough, we should be fine, right? What part of that plan backfired?”
“Hiding the Eye accomplished our purpose in that Sebak could not steal it and harness its power, but now he knows it is in someone else,” Asten explained.
“So, he’ll come after Dr. Hassan?”
“No. He believes you are in possession of the Eye,” Ahmose said.
Dr. Hassan fiddled with his hands. “Sebak is slightly obsessive.”
I folded my arms. “That is a bit of an understatement.”
“Yes. I fear he made you his target from the beginning,” Dr. Hassan said, “knowing that you were Amon’s greatest weakness, and now that he believes you have the Eye—”
“He’ll come after me with even more resources.”
“And now that he has channeled the incarnation of Apophis,” Ahmose said, “his previous obsession will become an undeniable hunger.”
“He will not rest until you are in his grasp, Lily.” Asten’s normally jovial expression was grave, giving me a good indication of just how serious my situation was.
“Oh.”
Finding out that I was the target of a dark, reincarnated crocodile god in not one but two ways was not exactly how I wanted my Egyptian adventure to turn out.
“At least we know now how the dark priest obtained his power,” Ahmose said.
“We do? Did I miss something?” I asked.
“He has stolen the power stored in Amon’s three other canopic jars,” Asten explained.
“But that power was not meant for a mortal, even one sustained by Seth. It has damaged him, fractured his mind,” Ahmose said.
“You see, we were each granted four gifts of the gods,” Asten said. “The exception was Amon, who received a fifth gift, the Eye of Horus. The other four are stored in the canopic jars, and we take them into ourselves upon rising.”
“So what are the four gifts that Sebak stole?”
Ahmose said, “Amon was given the names Revealer of Secrets, Champion of the Troubled, Bringer of Light, and Seeker of Truth.”
“How exactly are those considered powers?” I asked.
“Being the Bringer of Light enables Amon to call forth the golden falcon.”
“Okay, so he got that one. What can the other three do?”
Amon’s brothers looked at each other and then at me. “Even we do not know the full extent of our power,” Asten said. “It is rare that we need to use our powers other than to complete the ceremony.”
“But to use them is instinctual, and we can sense when one of us is drawing upon this power,” Ahmose said. “Sebak was using Amon’s power, but it was warped, distorted, almost as if the power was being used in the opposite way in which it was intended.”
“So…instead of being the champion of the troubled, Sebak is the champion of the one who causes trouble?”
“Exactly.”
“And you can sense this power?”
“Yes,” Asten continued. “Sebak has used Amon’s power to discover lost spells and distort others, such as the spell used to raise us. He has perverted it to summon the dead, warriors with no minds of their own who suffer endless torment in broken forms. It would be a kindness to return them to the afterlife.”
I cleared my throat. “Then here’s a crazy question. Can we get Amon’s powers back?”
“Perhaps,” Ahmose said. “But we must convince Sebak to relinquish them.”
“It is not likely,” Asten interjected. “To give up the powers he must voluntarily set them aside. Most men cannot or will not make that sacrifice.”
Dr. Hassan, quiet for the last few moments, spoke up. “Perhaps I can reason with him.”
Asten and Ahmose gave each other a doubtful look. “Sebak’s purpose will be to challenge the ceremony,” Asten said. “If he can disrupt the ritual, then he might garner enough power to raise the god of chaos. Seth will be at his strongest right before the full moon.”
“When is that?” I asked.
“Tomorrow evening,” Ahmose said. “The stars will be aligned and the gateway that bars the Dark One from returning to Earth will be open for a short window of time. Our job is to build a barrier powerful enough that he cannot cross during this interim.”
Dr. Hassan said, “It is early morning now. That gives us approximately forty hours. But is it even possible to stop him?”
“With Amon, yes,” Asten said.
During this conversation, I’d never left Amon’s side. He remained unconscious, but I kept my hand wrapped around his arm, hoping to feel a little trickle of my energy leave me to fortify him. But there was nothing, no sign of life other than his shallow breathing. “Let’s heal him, then,” I said, ready to make the necessary sacrifice.
“Not here.” Ahmose stepped forward and picked up Amon, slinging him over his shoulder. “We need a place we can rest, and we will all need to feast so we can be at our strongest tomorrow night.”
“We can go back to my home,” Osahar suggested.
Asten shook his head. “I would assume that your assistant knows where you live.”
“Yes,” Oscar replied sadly.
“Then we need another place,” Asten said.
I rubbed my sticky arms. The idea of a feast, a shower, and a long nap was so very appealing. “Didn’t we pass a hotel on the way to—?”
My comment was interrupted by the sound of a deep rattle and a hiss. Something had riled up the zombies even more than they already were, and I suddenly remembered the arc of power that Sebak had sent out just before he disappeared. The unmistakable scrape of claws on stone and the clank of armored limbs resounded in the air.
“Sounds like the biloko are back. Can we sandblast our way out? Or maybe use Asten’s firefly-cloud thing?” I asked after surveying the room and finding there wasn’t another door.
“We need to conserve our strength for the ceremony and healing Amon,” Asten said. “Seeing the state he is in, I would like to avoid any unnecessary expenditures of power. If we have no other choice, we will do what we must, but for now I suggest that we fight our way through.
“Lily,” he continued, “stay behind Ahmose. I will take the lead. Dr. Hassan, you will flank me, and then Ahmose and Lily will follow. Do you understand?”
Nodding, I reached out and picked up the only weapon I could find—one of the scalpels that had likely taken Amon’s eye—and tried to ignore the bloodstains on it.
Asten still had his weapon, so he raised his bow and aimed a sparkling diamond-headed arrow at the door, which was buckling under the weight of the many creatures trying to get in. With Dr. Hassan gripping the silver handle of Ahmose’s battle-ax and Ahmose with the cudgel in one hand and supporting Amon with the other, we prepared to make a run for it.
The door banged open and a heap of undead fell into the room looking for us.
Asten took out three in quick succession, while Ahmose beat another two so hard they twirled in a mass of limbs and fell to the side. Grabbing Dr. Hassan, Asten shoved him ahead. Eager to vacate the zombie-filled room myself, I pressed close to Ahmose, Amon’s hair tickling my cheek, and followed.
Ahmose slammed the door shut and, risking a small use of his power, ran his thumb along the seal. “They will not escape now,” he said.
When he finally shifted, giving me a view of what lay ahead of us, I froze.
I had been expecting invisible biloko demons. Their bites were painful, but not being able to see them kind of helped. What waited for us were definitely not biloko demons and not zombie soldiers, either.
Moving stealthily closer was a horde of snapping crocodiles. What’s more, it looked like half of them were missing pieces. Some even had wrappings. “Seriously? Croc mummies?” I called out.
“I don’t believe all of them are mummies,” Dr. Hassan said as he waved the silver ax back and forth in the face of one, getting ready to give him the croc version of a pedicure.
He was right. Some of the beasts looked alive, while others were obviously undead. “There’s too many of them!” I exclaimed. “How do we get out of here?”
When one of Asten’s arrows glanced off the scaly head of a giant crocodile, Asten cried, “Hassan! Jump on my back.” Scrabbling onto Asten as best he could, Dr. Hassan wrapped his arm around Asten’s neck and held out the ax with the other. “Now, Lily! Take my hand. Ahmose, grab her other hand.”
I was flanked by the brothers, who closed their eyes and rose into the air. An aggressive croc lurched upward in an attempt to snag a limb, but Ahmose saw I was in danger and yanked me higher.
His actions pulled me away from Asten, and with Ahmose carrying the combined weight of me and Amon, I dangled and fell, landing on the back of a croc mummy that did not like the fact that its remaining back leg broke off upon impact. It spun quickly and snapped at me, grabbing my shirt in its teeth. Violently, it tugged, wrenching me over the side of its back.
Unfortunately, another crocodile mummy was waiting for me on the other side. The second croc scrambled closer and swung its heavy head into me, pinning me and clacking its toothless jaws, while a third latched on to my backpack. Claws ripped easily through my jeans. Desperate, I tried to scrabble away from the creatures, but the first croc had clamped too tightly on to my shirt for me to escape.
“Lily! Grab on to me!”
Ahmose had sunk down to jaw-snapping level and wrapped his arm around my waist. I held him tightly, one arm wrapped around his muscular back and the other grabbing on to Amon. Ahmose rose in the air, lifting the stubborn mummy croc with us.
Asten drifted closer and raised his arm. With a quick jerk, he thrust an arrow into the eye of the croc and its whole body shook and then exploded into a shower of sparkling dust particles.
Without the extra weight, Ahmose seemed to recover somewhat, though I could tell carrying two people strained him. We floated over the river of crocodiles and out into the dawn sky.
Ahmose and Asten headed for a small cluster of trees on the other side of a dune, and once again I was thankful that cameras could not detect them. After setting Dr. Hassan, Amon, and me down, both men panted. We weren’t too far from the road, so I said, “Why don’t I take it from here? I’ll be right back.”
Like any self-respecting New York City girl, I was well versed in putting on my best face in even the most challenging disasters, and this qualified as a doozy. After tying my ripped shirt at my waist and rolling my torn jeans, I twisted my mud-caked hair into what I hoped would pass for dreadlocks and headed down the street to a main intersection, channeling the idea that I was simply a backpacking bohemian teen who’d fallen on a bit of hard luck.
Within fifteen minutes I’d located a cab large enough to hold all five of us and managed to convince the driver to wait by promising him a very generous tip.
Though the driver raised his eyebrows at Asten’s and Ahmose’s lack of clothing, what really concerned him was Amon. Dr. Hassan had tied a handkerchief around Amon’s head to cover his empty eye sockets, but the blood was not as easy to conceal.
When the driver protested, I said, “It’s okay, the blood is fake. It was a college assignment, to do a reenactment of a temple sacrifice for film class. He was up all night.” I wasn’t sure if there was a college in Kom Ombo, and even if there was, I was pretty certain that they wouldn’t allow filming or reenactments of any type in historic temple sites.
The driver gave us a dubious look and kept glancing at us in the rearview mirror all the way to the hotel. As I prepared to exit, he asked about the giant tip I had promised.
“Just a minute,” I said, and stuck my head out of the car to speak with Asten.
“Can you hypnotize him?”
“What? What is ‘hypnotize’?”
“You know, convince him he’s been compensated.”
The driver, who knew enough English to get the drift of what we were saying, began to make a scene about us taking advantage of him, but Asten quickly raised his hand and put the man in a trance. After a few murmured words, the driver happily left us to our own devices.
After a little more hypnosis, we found ourselves in a lovely balcony room. “Okay, let’s heal Amon,” I said, and knelt next to him on the floor where Ahmose had set him down. I was extremely worried because I couldn’t feel a wisp of a connection between us. When I touched him there was no warmth. I couldn’t taste his emotions, and mine had been relatively stable of late.
Ahmose was leaning over his brother, hands pressed against Amon’s chest. “Not yet, Lily. I have healed him enough to ensure his survival, but to transfer your energy will be a delicate process. If I make a mistake, it will likely kill you, so I need you to be as strong as possible before we make the exchange.”
I blew out a breath. “Okay. So what do you want me to do?”
“Eat,” he said frankly. “Rest. Bathe. Whatever you must do to relax your mind, nourish your body, and prepare your soul.”
“You make it sound like this is going to be my last meal.”
“I will do my best to ensure it is not.”
Biting my lip, I reached out to stroke Amon’s hair. “You’re sure he’ll be okay while I reenergize?”
“You may leave him in our hands,” Asten said. “We have watched out for each other all our lives and we will continue to do so.”
“Okay.” As I pressed a kiss on Amon’s forehead, I caught a whiff of myself, and said, “I’ll be in the shower. Dr. Hassan, can you order a room service feast?”
“Of course.”
We had two connecting rooms, so I left the men in one bedroom, crossed the connecting section, and headed into the second. It took the better part of a half hour before the water cascading over my scalp and down my body ran clean. By the time I was done, I was so tired that I felt like a zombie myself. Still, I efficiently wiped the steam from the mirror, applied lotion liberally to every exposed bit of skin, examined my various new scratches and scars, and brushed my hair.
With no clean clothes to change into, I wrapped myself in a robe and sought out the men to tell them the shower was open. When I entered the room, I found only Ahmose and Amon. Ahmose was sitting on the floor next to his brother’s body, elbows resting on his knees, hands covering his head.
“Catching a quick nap?” I asked.
“No, I—”
Ahmose lifted his head and sucked in an almost indiscernible breath. There was the tiniest flash of something in his gray eyes, but he closed them quickly and turned his head. “Asten and the doctor are seeking some clothing for you.”
“Oh. That’s nice. I just wanted to let you know the shower is free.”
“I will bathe after Asten returns.”
Ahmose still wouldn’t look at me. “I’m making you uncomfortable, aren’t I?” I said. “You probably aren’t used to seeing a woman in just a robe.”
“I am respecting the boundary that exists between us.”
“Boundary? What do you mean?”
“It is not right to look upon my brother’s woman when he cannot. Especially if that woman is as beautiful as you are.”
I smiled. “And I thought Asten was the flatterer.” Putting my hands on my hips, I said, “I’m not sure Amon feels as strongly about me as you believe, but regardless, I’ll leave you in peace.”
“Lily,” Ahmose called out just as I was about to close the door. “If Amon does not feel that way, then he is a fool.”
The sincerity in Ahmose’s voice sent a slight shiver down my spine. “Thank you, Ahmose,” I answered over my shoulder as I left.
Unable to sleep while Amon was uncomfortable, I sat in a chair with my robe wrapped around me and allowed the quietness to sedate me. Not running for my life, or being distracted by a dark priest, allowed me time to really focus on how I felt. And it was worse than I’d ever felt in my life. Ahmose had called me beautiful, but when I looked in the mirror all I saw was haggard ugliness.
My usually soft skin was dry and bruised, the purple, green, and yellow spots still sore when I pressed my fingertips to them. Though I’d washed and conditioned my hair several times, clumps of it had fallen out in the shower, and my brush, which I’d meticulously cleaned, had so much hair caught in the bristles I could have used it to stuff a pillow.
No amount of lip balm could heal my cracked lips. I’d definitely lost several pounds, enough that my ribs stuck out. Overall, I looked like I needed to be hospitalized. Attempting to rehydrate myself, I gulped down glass after glass of water, even though it tasted like it had come directly from the Nile.
Finally, there was a soft knock on the door. Dr. Hassan stood on the other side, bag in hand, which he thrust into my arms. “We did the best we could. I hope you can find something there you’ll feel comfortable in.”
“Thank you,” I said, clutching the bag to my chest.
“The food will be here momentarily. I believe I will take this opportunity to avail myself of a shower as well.”
“Do you want to use this one?” I asked.
He shook his head. “I’ll share the second room with the others.”
With a brief smile and a nod, he closed the door behind him. He’d done a good job shopping with Asten and I realized it was likely that Asten had way more experience with women’s clothing than Amon did. The idea made me smile, but the smile soon disappeared when I thought of Amon.
I dressed in a drawstring pair of khakis. They were a little too big, but cinching them at the waist did the trick. Then I pulled a loose tunic over my head and found a pair of sandals that fit perfectly. After tying back my newly thin hair with a scarf, I headed out of the room to see what the others were doing.
Asten was picking through the food that had recently arrived. When he saw me, he said, “Now, this”—he held up a plate full of roasted meat—“is what I call a feast.” He took the plate into the room where Ahmose waited with Amon and then returned, frowning. “Why are you still standing there? Fill your belly, Lily. You do not need to wait for permission.”
By habit, I put a few bits of green salad on a plate and spooned on a few roasted vegetables. Asten watched with an incredulous expression as I took a seat at the table. “Is that all you are going to eat? You need more. Meat will fortify you. Here.” He shoved a giant piece of fragrant lamb onto my plate and brought over several more items.
Sighing, I looked at my overflowing plate and wondered if all Egyptian men fed their women like this, or if it was just the former princes. As Asten ate, sitting across from me, he watched every bite I took. Pushing the food around on the plate, I finally looked up at his scowling face. “It doesn’t feel right to eat without Amon,” I said. “He was the one who taught me all about feasting.”
Asten’s severe expression eased. “I understand, but consider the fact that you must sustain your body so that you can sustain Amon.”
“Are you trying to say I’m eating for two?” I teased.
“I do not comprehend your meaning.”
“Never mind. I promise I will try to eat more.”
A freshly showered Dr. Hassan entered the room. He’d managed to find cargo pants and a vest and even a new fedora, but brown instead of white.
“Good,” Asten said. “Now I am going to bathe, and when I return, I expect at least half of this food to be gone.”
I ate until I couldn’t take another bite and then went to relieve Ahmose so he could shower. With a soapy hot towel, I bathed Amon’s face and carefully cleaned the wounds on his chest and arms. The water quickly became red with his blood. I’d been through six bowlfuls of it by the time Ahmose came back.
At first I didn’t recognize Ahmose and Asten. They looked completely different in modern clothing, and, like Amon, they had grown out their hair. Ahmose had a short cap of dark hair, while Asten’s was a bit longer than Amon’s and was slicked back. Both of them looked like they belonged on a fashion runway.
“Not that you both don’t look good,” I began, “but doesn’t growing your hair use up some of your power?”
“The power necessary was tiny compared with what we need,” Ahmose said.
“Besides,” Asten countered, “we are hoping we can save up the energy and travel as mortals to the site of the ceremony.”
“The pyramids, you mean.” When they looked surprised, I waved my hand and explained, “Amon told me.”
“Ah,” they said. Both men shifted back and forth uneasily until Dr. Hassan entered the room. “Are you ready, Lily?” Amhose asked.
“Yes.”
“I wish you had rested more,” he admonished as he knelt down beside me. When I shrugged unhappily, Asten approached and gave me a small smile. “Do not worry overmuch. Ahmose is a very skilled healer. If anyone can guide Amon on the path to return to us, it is he.” I nodded, placing my hand in Ahmose’s large one.
“Channel as much energy as you dare, Brother,” Ahmose instructed Asten. Then he closed his eyes and placed his hand on Amon’s forehead. He began chanting in Egyptian, and I gasped as silver pulses of light appeared beneath my skin. The light coalesced, traveling down my arm into my hand, and then jumped from me to Ahmose.
The silver energy lit Ahmose’s hand and then briefly pooled on Amon’s forehead before sinking into his skin. Amon’s chest rose as he breathed deeply. My arms trembled and I suddenly realized I couldn’t swallow. I slumped against Ahmose’s arm, utterly exhausted. Asten stood on the other side of Amon. His eyes were closed and his arms stretched forward, palms up in a meditative manner.
A white fog trickled from Asten’s fingertips and a stream of it shot toward me while another stream hit Ahmose directly in the chest. I breathed in, becoming increasingly attuned to Amon’s brothers. I tasted a sort of icy salt and realized it was a flavor belonging solely to Asten. It was the tang of the stars. When I exhaled, I could see my breath and my lips felt frosty. The white fog I’d exhaled drifted down and became a third stream between me and Ahmose.
The triangle connecting the three of us allowed me to sense the innermost desires of both Asten and Ahmose. Asten longed to explore everything he had missed out on while he lingered for centuries in the afterlife. Ahmose wanted to work with his hands and secretly wished for a family. Then I sensed another presence in our circle—one I immediately recognized—Amon.
I felt him acknowledge his brothers and rejoice at having them near him, but then he noticed I was there. Lily? I heard him speak in my mind. No! Lily! Why is she here? She cannot do this! This will cement the bond!
Ahmose answered his brother. The bond is essential, Brother.
No! I will not allow it.
Amon struggled with Asten and Ahmose, not wanting their help but desperately needing it. His anger and hopelessness made me shrink away. I felt like an intruder. It was very clear that Amon had no desire to be with me, even if it meant his survival.
Distantly, I heard Ahmose’s spoken words, “He is rejecting the transfer.”
“He will not have the strength to complete the ceremony,” Asten warned.
My ethereal self was forcibly pushed back into my body and I blinked my eyes open. The fog connecting me, Asten, and Ahmose dissipated, and both men jerked back before righting themselves.
“What was that? What happened?” I demanded.
“He will not allow me to channel your energy.”
“Why?” Tears filled my eyes. I knew I was drained and overemotional once more, but I was too tired to control myself. I hollered, “Why is he being so stubborn? Does he despise me so much that he will risk allowing darkness to fill the world?”
“He does not…despise you, Lily,” Asten said.
“Look,” I said as I angrily wiped my tears away, “you don’t have to defend him. He’s a big-boy-slash-Egyptian-god who makes his own choices.”
I attempted to get to my feet only to find that my legs wouldn’t move.
“You are weakened from the energy transfer,” Ahmose explained.
“But I thought—”
“I was still able to channel some of your energy, but I do not know if that will be enough. In the meantime”—Ahmose stood up and scooped me easily into his arms—“you need to sleep.”
Hurt by Amon’s rejection, I didn’t protest, saying nothing when Ahmose tucked me into the bed in the next room. When he closed the door, I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to rest, but sleep found me immediately. I didn’t stir for sixteen hours. When I woke, two things instantly made me alert. First, the light of a nearly full moon spilled over the bed, meaning we had less than twenty-four hours to save the world. Second, there was someone watching me. Seated in a chair in the corner of the room, wearing fresh clothes and a pair of sunglasses, his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, was Amon.
“Amon?” I whispered in the moonlit room. “How are you feeling?”
“Not bad, all things considered,” he replied.
“Your brothers—”
“Are resting. As is Dr. Hassan.”
“Oh.” I wasn’t sure what to say. The trauma of what we’d been through and the thought of what we still needed to overcome was too much, the sting of uncertainty too real for me to feel completely comfortable with him.
Lamely, I asked, “How are your eyes?”
He half smirked, half grimaced. “I wouldn’t know, as they are not with me at present.”
“Sorry,” I murmured. “That was an insensitive question.”
“Do not feel sorry. I am the one who needs to apologize. My brothers have expressed their concern over you.”
“They have?”
“Yes. There seems to be some confusion regarding our bond.”
I wet my lips and felt my heart thudding against my chest. What he said next would either break my heart or heal it. “What did you tell them?”
“The truth. That I have no desire to seal this bond with you and that I will take no more of your life essence. In fact, I would like to express my regret for what has been done to you thus far.”
“I see.”
“My brothers are of the opinion that I will not be able to complete the ceremony without you.”
“Are they right?”
Amon worked the muscles in his jaw before answering. “No. Dr. Hassan has an idea that should keep Sebak at bay long enough for the three of us to complete the ceremony. My brothers have agreed to this plan believing that you will remain at my side until I return to the afterlife.”
“I can do that.”
Amon sat forward, pressing his hands together. “Young Lily.” He sighed. “It is my wish that you go home. Now. Before all of this happens.”
“But your brothers seem to think you’ll need me.”
After a brief dark laugh, Amon said, “Not in the way they think.” He paused and rubbed his hand over his jaw. “I believe I still have sufficient energy to do what I was called to do.”
“And if you don’t?”
“Then so be it.”
Amon sat back in the chair as if utterly exhausted by our conversation. The wounded young man in my room was a shadow of the man I’d come to know. He didn’t speak of love, or say that he would miss me, or even that he appreciated the time, let alone the energy, that I’d given to him. What was even more disturbing was that he seemed to now lack faith in his purpose.
The god of the sun was damaged. Betrayed by his body. An eternal being without hope. The despair and the loss he radiated was evident, even with him blocking our connection. Gone were his sunshine smile, his delight at discovering the world around him, and his belief that he could overcome any odds by fulfilling his duty. He was definitely not the person I’d come to know and had fallen in love with.
“Amon? There’s still a way out of this. There has to be.”
“No, Lily. There is not.”
“Tell me. It’s more than just your eyes, I can feel it. You don’t have to hold back. I can help.”
Amon let out a long, slow breath. Then he lifted his head, his expression unreadable. “You are weak, Lilliana. Mortal. I could crush you into powder with just my mind if I wanted to. There is no place for you at my side. It is time you came to terms with that.”
I momentarily lost my breath. What he’d said hurt, though I acknowledged the truth of his words. I was weak and mortal. And, like Asten said, a poor excuse for a devotee. The worst thing wasn’t the mention of my weakness or that he didn’t want me with him—I might be able to get over that. I harbored no illusions about my strengths and weaknesses.
No, the hardest thing to hear was my full name—Lilliana—cross his lips. He’d never called me that before, and the formal way he said it reminded me of just who I really was. Lilliana. The name my father used in his tolerant-yet-stern voice. It was what my mother called me when she wanted to make sure I heard her instructions or when she introduced me at parties.
Until now, it wasn’t a name that Amon had ever called me.
Lily was the name of a girl who headed off on fantastic adventures. But at my core, I was the prim and proper, going-places-whether-I-wanted-to-or-not Lilliana. I felt as if Amon himself had slammed the door on the golden birdcage I had dared to look out of.
With Amon I’d thrown caution to the wind. I should have known better. Lilliana should have known better.
Stiffly, I jerked the blanket back, not caring that Amon was there. I’d stripped down to my underwear sometime in the night, draping my new clothing over the nightstand. It wasn’t like Amon could see me anyway, which was good considering the hot, angry tears that had begun rolling down my face.
I was jerking the tunic over my head when Amon cleared his throat. “You should be aware that I can see you.”
“What?” I said, spinning, the slacks clutched in front of me. “How is that possible?”
“Hassan returned the Eye of Horus.”
“But I thought that was a mind-reading kind of thing—a way to see pathways.”
“The Eye is many things, and it would seem it can do even more than we supposed.”
“Well, turn it off so I can finish getting dressed.”
“The image is gone. You may clothe yourself now.”
Though he assured me he wasn’t peeking, the corners of his mouth were turned up in a small smile. Deciding that modesty was the least of my worries, I quickly slipped my pants on and rummaged under the bed for my sandals.
“How did you configure it to see, anyway?”
“You misunderstand. I cannot see. The Eye merely showed me an image like the one you demonstrated to me on your…phone.”
“Well, congratulations on your little going-away peepshow. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to see if there’s any food left.”
“Lily.” The way he said my name stopped me in my tracks. Amon rose, reaching out his hand until he touched the wall. Then, feeling along it, he made his way to my side. His nostrils flared when he was within a foot of me, and he paused.
Tentatively, he reached his fingers out until they made contact with my hair. “I did not intend to embarrass you or cause you discomfort,” he murmured. “The Eye responds to the wishes of the person in possession of it. This is why Dr. Hassan suddenly knew the answers to the many questions he had in his mind.”
“So you were wishing—”
Amon ran his fingers down my hair, golden light spreading across the strands, adding more highlights to my dark brown tresses.
Stepping back, Amon let out a sigh. “To see you again before I departed this world.”
I waited a heartbeat or two, giving him time to add to that comment, but he didn’t. Lily and Lilliana fought a war inside my mind. In the end I didn’t know who won. Was it the weak side of me that wanted to repair and forgive, or the strong side? Did Lily have unresolved business with Amon, or was Lilliana desperately clinging to the hope that she could be something more, mean something more to someone like him?
Either way, I decided to let him off the hook. He was saving the world, after all. The least I could do was not obsess over him like a typical teenager.
“Can I see? Your eyes, I mean?”
He considered for a moment and then shook his head. “It is not the image of me I’d like you to remember.”
“You don’t think I can handle it?”
“You balked at Asten’s raising.”
“Well, yeah. It was my first mummy revivification, you know. You should have seen me at Ahmose’s. I handled it much better.”
Amon smiled, and I sensed that he, too, did not wish to part on a bad note. “Perhaps you should tell me about it.”
“Have you eaten?”
“I was hoping to feast with you a final time,” he said.
“I suppose that’s the least I can do. We’ll call room service and order up a farewell feast. I wonder if they serve breakfast at this time of day.”
“Do you think they will have some of those circular breads filled with sugared fruits?”
“Danishes? I’ll check.”
We fell back into our familiar companionship, yet there was an unspoken tension that lingered between us. I overanalyzed every word for hidden double meaning. Each touch burned my skin as if I had pressed a hot poker to it. My emotions were all there just beneath the surface, bared, raw, and prickly.
Once our food arrived, Amon’s spirits seemed to lift. We ate together, him pushing plate after plate toward me, often cocking his head to listen for the sounds of me eating, while I told him about the quicksand and finding Ahmose’s sarcophagus. When I couldn’t eat another bite, I moved my plate away and sipped a glass of sparkling water.
I groaned. “I feel like I ate a rhinoceros.”
“Impossible,” Amon said as he took the last date-filled Danish and cut it in half, offering a piece to me. “If you had, there would be a horn protruding from your body.”
Laughing less easily than I once had now that I knew our separation was imminent, I said, “How do you know there isn’t one?” I immediately felt sorry that I’d said something like that to a person who’d just lost his eyes.
Amon took my comment in good stride. “I may not know, but I know a way to find out.”
“Oh, really. How?” I eyed him suspiciously.
Reaching out, Amon took hold of my arm, pulling me to my feet, and ran his hand slowly up my arm. Pausing at my elbow, he rubbed it with his fingers. “Hmm, this piece feels as scaly as a rhinoceros, but a horn would be much sharper.”
I smiled, making a mental note to pack a bottle of very expensive lotion the next time I went on an Egyptian holiday. Amon ran his hands over my shoulders and up my neck. He spent a moment prodding at my cheeks and tweaking my nose, and we both laughed. Sobering, he swept his warm hands down my back.
When he got to my waist, his fingers found the side slit on my tunic and caressed my bare skin. His thumbs drew little circles before his fingertips trailed over my quivering stomach to my belly button.
Tiny warm pulses shot into my belly and I sucked in a breath.
“So soft,” Amon whispered, his hands moving to my back again as he drew me closer. My hands slid up his chest and my arms wrapped around his neck.
I relished the feel of his arms and looked up at his face. It was startling to see the dark sunglasses, with my own reflection staring back at me, rather than his lovely hazel eyes. Though I lifted my head, waiting, hoping for the kiss I’d long imagined, he pressed his lips against my forehead instead.
“I will miss you, Lily.”
Something broke inside me. His soft words carried more power than all of the amazing things I’d seen him do. The gracious gift of those six syllables was a kindness I’d sorely needed. But until that moment, I didn’t know how much.
“I’ll miss you, too,” I said, my eyes filling with tears. I had been more inclined to weep this past week than in my entire life. No wonder there were so many songs about love. What I’d been through with Amon would make an epic one.
He must’ve heard me sniffle, because he cupped my cheeks, wiping the tears away with his thumbs and replacing the wet trails with his golden warmth.
“Lily?”
“Yes?” I answered, blinking to clear my vision.
“I am reluctant to inform you that there is absolutely no evidence that you have consumed a rhinoceros.”
I laughed and then cried harder. Amon smiled. “It is time to wake my brothers. Dr. Hassan will take you to the airport and then meet us at the pyramids after securing our transportation. I am sorry I cannot send you back via sandstorm as I promised. If I had more power at my disposal, I would draw the weeks together so your parents would not know you were missing.”
Nodding, I answered, “It’s okay. I understand.”
“Dr. Hassan said you would need paperwork?”
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll call my parents. They’ll take care of everything.”
“Will they be angry with you?”
“Let’s just say this situation is pretty much as epic a rebellion as any teen could accomplish.” When he tilted his head in confusion, I added, “Yes. But I’ll survive.”
“Good. It will ease my mind to know that you are safe. I am sorry, for everything, Young Lily. I did not mean to draw you into our cause so completely.”
“Don’t apologize.” Daring a final touch, I cupped his cheek, slowly moving my hand down to his shoulder and squeezing. “Despite my ragged emotional state, it’s been the time of my life.” Amon took my hand and brought it to his lips. After he pressed a warm kiss on my wrist, I cleared my throat. “Now let’s go wake up your brothers.”
Lacing my fingers through his, I guided him to the other side of the suite. Asten was already awake and having a serious conversation with Dr. Hassan. I left Amon with them while I sought out Ahmose.
The incarnation of the moon slept with his cheek pressed against his hand. The other bedroom was parallel to mine, so the rays of the nearly full moon fell upon his face, giving his skin a silvery sheen.
“Ahmose?” I said quietly. “It’s time to wake up.”
Blinking, the big man shifted as glowing silver orbs met mine. He smiled. “You look better, Lily.”
Twisting the ends of my tunic, I answered, “It was thanks to your healing and many, many hours of sleep.” He leaned up on one elbow and the sheet slipped down to his waist. Though I’d been around him when he was bare-chested before, it somehow seemed a bit more intimate now. Ducking my head, I said, “We’ll wait for you outside.”
Quickly, I vacated the room and took a seat next to Asten. He gave me a long look and then glanced at Amon. “How are you feeling?” he asked.
“I’m all right. I’m actually more worried about the three of you.”
“Oh? Why is that?”
“Well, the fact that Amon is sending me packing means I won’t know if the three of you are going to make it through the final ceremony. I suppose I would know if you failed because then the world would end, darkness would reign, et cetera. Still, it would be nice to know that you, you know, survived to return another day, so to speak.”
Asten frowned as if trying to fully understand my speech, and then he looked at Amon, who sat with his sunglasses aimed at nothing. Amon’s expression was unyielding, his jaw tight.
“I see,” Asten answered slowly. “I thought we talked about this.”
“Lily is under my care,” Amon said. “I will decide the level of risk that is acceptable. She is returning to her life in New York and that is the end of the conversation.”
“The end of what conversation?” Ahmose said as he entered the room, tugging a too-tight shirt that said I ♥ EGYPT over his head.
After stifling a giggle that made all three brothers turn in my direction, I sat quietly, curious to hear what Amon would say.
“I was telling Asten that my wish is to send Lily home,” Amon said.
Ahmose sighed. “You know that the odds are not in our favor.”
“It does not matter. I will not risk her life.”
“Should she not be able to weigh the risk on her own terms?” Ahmose continued.
“It is not fair to use her for our gain. Lily goes.”
Asten joined in. “Brother, we are not saying we wish her harm. On the contrary, we, too, would wish to protect her from the perils of our world, but should the need arise—”
Furious, Amon spat, “Should the need arise? We have served the gods for millennia, acted as their sacrifices time and time again! Perhaps, in seeing our failure, they could deign to manage their own affairs for once. I, for one, refuse to compromise this innocent mortal girl simply to grant more leisure to those who have long been silent.”
“The gods have blessed us,” Ahmose started.
“They have cursed us!” Amon countered. “Abused us. Bled us dry. And for what? To stop a problem they allowed to fester in the first place. Why is it that we must continue to act as their cosmic gatekeepers?”
I bit my lip. Apparently, the information Dr. Hassan had shared with me about the gods protecting the brothers from Seth was not common knowledge. The Eye had shown him much. I felt a twinge of jealousy that I hadn’t been able to access it as well.
How nice it would be to have instant answers to any question. I glanced at Dr. Hassan, who gave a slight shake of his head. Evidently, he didn’t want to share that information with them just then. I decided to wait and question him about it later before I brought it up to the brothers.
“Brothers,” Amon went on, “we agreed to this bargain to serve our ancestors, but they have long since entered the afterlife. We protect the world, but the world fears us, or worse, does not care. We exist, but have no life. We do our duty, but there is no joy in it, at least not for me. I will not steal the precious opportunity to live, to be mortal, and to be free, from Lily. She deserves more. I will not take from her what was taken from us.”
Quiet descended, and finally Ahmose reached out and placed a hand on Amon’s shoulder. “Very well. We will respect your decision.”
“But—” Asten began, then stopped when Amon raised his head. Asten muttered unhappily, “We will respect your decision.”
“Good,” Amon answered as he rose. “Now, let’s get this over with. Dr. Hassan?” Osahar stood quickly and moved next to Amon, who placed his hand on the vizier’s shoulder. “Take us to the airport.”
“Yes, Master.” This time Amon didn’t protest the title.
In a matter of moments, Dr. Hassan and I had gathered our meager belongings and we were in a taxi before dawn, headed to the airport. After we arrived, Dr. Hassan purchased tickets for the three brothers on a tour bus headed to the pyramids of Giza. He told them he would join as soon as possible.
Ahmose and Asten held me close as they hugged me goodbye, wishing me well in life. Amon merely took hold of my shoulders and planted a brotherly kiss on my cheek. “Farewell, Lily,” he said stiffly.
“Is that the best you can do?” I teased, though the pain of knowing I’d never see him again had risen to the surface.
He misunderstood my comment, or maybe he didn’t. “I will do my best not to need you,” he replied.
Wordlessly, I nodded, and before I could formulate another reason for him to stay with me a moment longer, he was stepping up onto the bus. Ahmose and Asten waved from a lowered window, but Amon, who sat just behind them, stared straight ahead, an undecipherable expression on his face. I sensed nothing from him and realized he must have completely cut off our connection as easily as he had dismissed me from his life.
Taking a shaky breath, I turned to Dr. Hassan as the bus rounded the corner and disappeared into traffic. “Okay, so I guess we should call my parents first.”
“That will not be necessary.”
“No?” I asked, confused. “They’ll need to know that I’m okay and send me the papers I need to get out of here.”
“Yes, yes. We will call them, but not today.”
“Why not?”
His eyes sparkled as he spoke. “Because you aren’t going home yet, Lilliana Young. You are coming with me.” Darting a glance around, he read an overhead sign. “Yes. It’s this way.”
Quickly, he wound through the many people around us, heading toward a ticket agent.
“Where are we going?” I asked after he finished his conversation with the agent in his native language.
“The pyramids.”
“What?”
Stopping momentarily, Osahar explained, “Despite Amon’s insistence that your presence is not necessary, both Asten and I believe that the fate of Egypt, nay, of the world, might rest in your hands. The question I must now ask you is, what would you sacrifice to ensure Amon’s survival?”
There weren’t too many people in the world I would give up anything for.
Those I sketched who were truly in love saw only each other. It was clear in their eyes. These were the people who would die for one another. Who would rather put themselves through suffering instead of watching a loved one be in pain.
That depth of emotion was missing in my life. Except for my grandmother, I wasn’t sure there was anyone who’d be willing to die for me, who loved me that much. More than anything I craved a deep connection with another person.
When I met Amon I thought I’d finally found it. Here was a person who understood what it meant to sacrifice something for someone else. Now I knew exactly what my type was. It didn’t have to do with eye color, or height, or how muscular his frame was. It was that elusive quality, so difficult to capture. I wanted someone who loved me so much he’d be willing to die for me.
I believed Amon was that person. He was willing to die for the world, anyway. And even though he’d turned me away, I was still pretty sure he’d sacrifice anything for my safety. Perhaps it was his sense of duty that kept him at a distance. Perhaps he wanted to die and be finished with his celestial calling. Or perhaps he just wasn’t as interested in me as I was in him.
Regardless, I decided that even if the feelings I had for Amon weren’t mutual, he deserved my support. He was a man worthy of love, and if I was ever going to be the kind of person who might be worthy of someone’s attention in return—not that I really believed I’d find someone else like him—then I needed to be willing to sacrifice myself for something outside of my own wants and desires.
I had to take a leap of faith and see where it led me.
“Anything,” I replied after letting out a deep breath. “I’d sacrifice anything to help him.”
“Excellent. That is all I need to know. We must hurry to beat them there. It shouldn’t be too difficult. The bus will get them there in time, but the two of us will get there faster.”
“How?”
He smiled as the agent handed him a set of keys. “We’re driving.”
It was normally at least a ten-hour drive to Giza from Kom Ombo, but Dr. Hassan made it in eight, stopping only after I insisted it was absolutely necessary. When we entered Cairo, instead of continuing on to the pyramids, he asked me to wait in the car while he entered an outdoor market. He returned twenty minutes later, arms loaded with bags, which he threw carelessly into the backseat.
“What’s all that for?” I asked.
“You’ll see.”
He’d been cryptic about this top-secret vizier plan for the entire drive, skillfully evading my many questions. I only knew that I was an important part of his plan and that he’d arranged everything with Asten.
When I reiterated Amon’s desire for me to leave Egypt, Osahar said that if all went according to plan, Amon would never even know I was there, which suited me fine. Maybe my rejected heart would heal just a tiny bit if I knew I’d helped save the world, and if it also meant I could avoid being spurned by Amon once again, then all the better.
It wasn’t long before the pyramids came into view. Dr. Hassan wound through the busy crowded streets until he arrived at the edge of the pyramid complex. Tour buses were lined up on the hard-packed sand. A few white-shirted men wearing hats policed the area on camels. I was surprised to see tourists climbing up the sides of the pyramids.
“Aren’t the sites under protection?” I asked.
Dr. Hassan waved his hand in the air. “Don’t get an archaeologist talking about site preservation. It would take weeks for me to come down from my soapbox, and frankly, I don’t have the time right now.”
“Okay, but with all these tourists, how are we going to accomplish anything?”
“Ah, the tourists and merchants will leave the moment the brothers arrive.”
“How?” When he grinned, I said, “Wait. Don’t tell me. I’ll see, right?”
“Right.”
He parked the car and we grabbed the many bags before heading toward the Great Sphinx. At least the monument we reached was roped off so no one could touch it. Flashing his credentials to the one guard fending off dozens of tourists, Dr. Hassan opened a gate and bade me to follow him.
I stepped in the footprints he made in the sand, looking up when we reached the front of the Sphinx. It was hard to believe I was actually standing there. I was so absorbed in my surroundings that I jumped when Dr. Hassan nudged my arm.
“This way,” he said.
After leading me into an ancient stone structure that looked like a series of empty chambers, he reached behind a brick that jutted out a bit at the end of the room and pushed on something. A mechanical rumbling shook the area we were in, causing a cascade of sand to drop over the entrance. The back wall moved aside, revealing a series of steps that led down into darkness.
“Archaeologist hideaway or grand vizier secret?” I asked as I pointed to the opening.
“Grand vizier,” he mumbled as he gathered his things. “Come.”
I stumbled along, descending steadily until the door closed and we were surrounded by complete darkness.
“Dr. Hassan?” I whispered worriedly.
“Wait a moment.”
My eyes began to adjust and I noticed a series of large stones placed in alcoves. They glowed like the rock Asten had given me in the Oasis of the Sacred Stones.
“Did Asten make those?” I asked.
Osahar shook his head and started down the steps again. “Perhaps he did at one time. All I know is that they are regenerated each time the ceremony is complete. The light has faded over the last thousand years, but when our task is done, it will be so bright down here you would think it was our own personal sun. My theory is that the pyramids generate the power somehow.”
“Interesting.” The heavy bag bumped against my leg. “So are you going to tell me what all this stuff is for now?”
“I am creating an effigy.”
“You mean like a voodoo doll?”
“On a much larger scale.”
“Why?”
“There is a spell that will weaken if not destroy Apophis.”
“And you hope it will work on Sebak?”
“Yes. I will need your help to construct it.”
We arrived at the bottom of the stairs and stopped in front of a heavy door. Osahar took a key that hung from a chain around his neck and fit it into the ancient lock. I was almost afraid it wouldn’t turn because the lock was so old, but the key worked and the door opened without even a squeak. Inside the large room were a worktable and a giant dresser-sized glowing rock.
Pressing my hands against the rock, I found it warm, but it didn’t burn me. I could feel a hum of energy coming from it. Old parchments and books lined handmade shelves, and various tools, both modern and ancient, hung from a pegged wall.
“Did you make this space?”
Dr. Hassan shook his head. “I have added to it over the years, but this has been here since the time of Amon’s birth.” He pointed to one tunnel and then another, in a different corner. “These underground passageways connect to the pyramids and even run beneath the Sphinx. It is how we viziers recover the bodies of the brothers when their time on Earth has elapsed,” he finished quietly.
“Oh.” Though I knew that Amon had to die so that he could rise again, the idea that his body would be recovered and painstakingly preserved was disturbing. I had a sudden urge to rush out to his tour bus and beg him not to go through with it. But instead of giving into my emotions, I reminded myself that I was just a mortal girl who had journeyed for a time, however brief, with gods come to life. Who was I to judge whether their task was a worthy one and whether the sacrifices made were justifiable?
I didn’t know yet what Osahar had in mind for me, but if there was something I could do to make what Amon had to endure easier, then I was willing to see it through. “What do you need me to do?” I asked.
“Take these bags and form a body.”
“Like a scarecrow?”
“Exactly.”
Reaching into the bags, I found a pair of pants, rope, a knife, and several pillows of different sizes. As I stuffed smaller pillows down the pant legs, Dr. Hassan cut into the large pillow and placed a tool and a comb inside. “These belonged to Sebak,” he said.
After we’d dressed the makeshift scarecrow, Dr. Hassan handed me a very gaudy crocodile-skin jacket. “Is this real?” I asked.
“He is part crocodile now. To minimize his power we must destroy every part of him.”
“So what’s the spell?” I asked as Dr. Hassan finished preparing a potion.
“It is more of a ritual than a spell. Is the effigy ready?”
“I think so. It’s just that you have more clothes and a fedora in the bag. Did you need more layers?”
“No. Those are for later. Please bring the remaining bag. I will carry the effigy.”
Dr. Hassan picked up a mallet and a weighty-looking metal rod, then hefted up the effigy. He led me through one long tunnel after the next. Finally, we climbed another set of stairs, which seemed to go on forever. When we emerged we were on top of an ancient structure. The sun had just set and the orange sky was slowly turning purple.
“Where did everyone go?” I asked, surprised to see the previously crowded valley as deserted as a church on Monday.
“They are here,” Dr. Hassan said. “Like I said, when the sons of Egypt set foot on the soil surrounding the pyramids, the people in the vicinity immediately depart. They are suddenly distracted or they remember they have to be somewhere. I have a theory that it has something to do with the energy the brothers give off.” He sighed. “There are so many questions I wish to ask. If only there were time. The scientist in me mourns the limited amount of time I have to be among them, but the vizier in me is grateful to have had even that.”
I could identify with his mixed feelings.
Squinting in the fading light, I made out three black dots standing by the Sphinx. “I see them!”
One of the brothers strode forward, just passing the Sphinx, when a hissing sound, like sand falling through an hourglass, filled the air. The noise grew louder and became unbearable.
“What is it?” I yelled as I pressed my hands against my ears.
“It is the dark priest of Seth,” Dr. Hassan replied.
Quickly he took the rod and pounded it with the mallet until it was embedded in the roof. I jumped to help him secure the effigy to the rod. Just as we finished, the hissing noise stopped and an eerie quiet descended on the landscape.
A breeze lifted my hair from my neck and I slowly turned. Amon, Asten, and Ahmose stood in a spot where a quivering mass of blackness now erupted between them and the pyramids.
“What’s that?” I gasped.
“That, my dear, is an army of the dead.”
I couldn’t help the shiver that ran down my spine. There were literally thousands of zombies standing between the brothers and the pyramids. The black mass was like a shuddering scourge of desolation, just waiting to sink its teeth into three juicy demigods. Ahmose and Asten had given up so much of their strength to sustain Amon that they were almost as drained now as he was. Even if they did decide to fight, Amon would literally be fighting blind.
“We have to help them!” I cried.
“We will. But we must wait for all the players to enter the arena.”
As soon as Dr. Hassan said that, a rumbling shook the ground and a fissure opened in the middle of the zombie mass. Brilliant light shone from the opening as mist flowed from it. Even far away, I could clearly see the giant crocodile claw rising out of a crack in the earth. The claw stretched out, digging deeply into the soil before a giant body heaved out after it. It was a horrendous monster: half man, half Godzilla, with a long crocodile tail.
“Is that…Sebak?” I called out incredulously.
“I am afraid it is,” Dr. Hassan replied.
The edge of the moon broke over the horizon, bathing the landscape in its brilliant silvery light. Bravely, the three brothers stood before the creature, which was larger in scale and in height than the Sphinx. As one, they raised their hands in the air. The spell they chanted grew so loud I could easily hear it, though I didn’t understand the words.
Light bubbled around them—a swirling mass of silver, gold, and white. The shimmering bubble grew and then burst in a supernova, spreading light in all directions before settling on the ground and encircling the pyramids. Then, slowly, the light rose upward, forming a wall that grew until it arched over our heads in a transparent iridescent dome.
Dr. Hassan gave a satisfied grunt. “There. Now we cannot be observed from the outside. For all intents and purposes, the citizens of Cairo will see only a massive storm cloud covering the pyramids. They will not be able to see or hear anything occurring within the circle of light. All outsiders with an interest in viewing the pyramids tonight will turn aside, completely forgetting that they even attempted to visit.”
I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Surely if the people of Egypt knew their gods were fighting to keep dark energy at bay and to prevent the rising of the god of chaos, they would, at the very least, be concerned.
In comic books, regular citizens often rose up in defense of their heroes. Granted, they also got in the way and frequently had to be saved from death, but in this case, the distraction of mortals might help stave off the zombies. Of course, with our luck, they’d probably get bitten and join the zombie ranks.
Turning to Dr. Hassan, I asked, “Now?”
“Yes. It is time.”
Dr. Hassan pulled out an ancient book and ran his finger down a page until he found what he was looking for.
Asten’s voice rose from the cloud, as clearly as if he stood next to us.
The stars whisper the will of the cosmos.
A hiss, like ocean foam washing across the sand, echoed around us and some movement overhead caught my eye. Through the flickering dome, the stars burned brighter than I’d ever seen them, which shouldn’t have been possible since we were so close to a major city.
They pulsed brilliantly, the familiar constellations seeming close enough to touch. The more-distant stars appeared closer as well, and as I gazed overhead, I felt weightless, like I could float upward into the night sky and become lost in the universe.
I was able to see the colors of the stars with my naked eye, which I knew was impossible. I could make out the rings of Saturn, a binary star, and a distant galaxy. Then, all of a sudden, the world shifted.
The stars fell.
Or rather, they were moving, the night sky spinning like a top, with each star leaving a streak of light behind it. Dizzy, I reached for Dr. Hassan’s hand and the spinning heavens slowed to a stop. The patterns of the stars overhead were no longer familiar. It was almost as if I were looking at the sky from the perspective of a different point in the galaxy.
Ahmose spoke next, his deep voice echoing in my mind.
“The moon fills the air with thrumming power.”
The luminous full moon, which was only halfway over the horizon, shone brighter and brighter. Its silvery light spilled over the land in almost liquid form, bathing everything in the pyramid zone with a mercurial glow. The speed of the moonrise accelerated until it was almost directly over the top of the temples before it stopped.
I froze as Amon’s rich voice swept over me. Despite the power that emanated from it, I could still hear a slight quaver, a resigned tinge of sadness, and I wondered if it was possible that he regretted sending me away. That he might miss me as much as I missed him.
The sun uncovers all hidden pathways
And exposes all that is secret and shadow.
When he uttered the last word, a bright light burst forth and emanated from the three servants of the gods, who stood facing the darkness. The light rose, encompassing everything in the dome, burning so vibrantly that the visible world became white. It took several moments before I could even recognize shapes. A shadow nearby spoke to me.
“Can you see me, Lily? I should have warned you not to look.”
The blur in front of me went in and out of focus. “No. It’s all hazy.”
I heard Amon’s voice once again and his words gave me courage.
Stand firm, my brothers.
Steady your hearts.
We will charge them as the falcon, the ibis, and the crane.
We will slaughter and destroy them,
Returning them to the dust from whence they came.
Dr. Hassan patted my hand. “The battle has begun. I need to weave my spell. When the time comes you must hand me the correct object.”
He passed me a box. Inside it, he’d put several objects. I nicked my finger on one as I was feeling around, and realized it was a small knife. There was also a lighter, a metal rod about the size of a kid’s baseball bat, a length of heavy chains, a stoppered bottle of liquid, and a weighty object with a plastic cover. It was a tool of some kind, but I couldn’t really tell what it was from feeling it. Dr. Hassan asked another question, but I was distracted by the sounds of battle. I worried about Amon fighting blind. Now that I was affected in a similar way, the idea of being surrounded by undead that I couldn’t see, and facing a giant crocodile demon ready to gobble me up, was terrifying. Dr. Hassan cleared his throat. “Lily, I will begin.”
I turned my face in his direction, ready to help.
In a booming voice, he shouted,
I, the grand vizier, guardian of the three points
Of the triangle of impossibility,
Call upon the afterlife to lend its strength.
He’d never spoken of a triangle of impossibility. I wondered what that was. Taking some quick mental notes, I added the phrase to a long list of unanswered questions. Was there some magical triangular object that he held? Why was he guarding three points and what were they? Was the afterlife the same thing as the netherworld?
Dr. Hassan went on.
We defend the path between
The earth, the sky, and the places beyond,
But our enemy has come among us.
Osahar turned toward the sounds of fighting and raised his arms in the air. He’d started to come into focus a little bit more, but everything was still blurry.
Treacherous one, we warn you to retreat!
Do not seek to come against us.
You cling to darkness and abhor the light.
You seek camaraderie with evil, and so,
You will receive the recompense of the one you embrace.
You have chained yourself to chaos.
Assuming that was my cue, I wrapped the chain around my arm, pressing my fingers against the other items in the box so I could grab them quickly.
Your venom is as strong as a thousand vipers’.
I heard a hiss and realized the sound was coming from the scarecrow we had made. Goose bumps broke out over my flesh, and I staggered away. I wasn’t sure if the snakes I heard were real, representations of Sebak, or if it was a mental trick—nothing in this crazy world seemed impossible—but in any case, I moved as far back as I dared, still unable to see exactly where the roof ended.
You have made your teeth as knives.
I heard another monstrous sound, and this time I knew what it was—crocodiles. Gasping in fear, I shifted nervously, but there were no long bodies or dark shapes coming after me. The effigy bucked and snapped against the tape we’d used to bind it to the rod.
We who are your enemies revile you.
Dr. Hassan approached the effigy representing Sebak and spat upon it. The bound figure swung its head back and forth wildly, the shape of it now very different from the figure we’d created.
We who would diminish your power smite you.
“Lily, now!” Dr. Hassan sputtered, and I desperately fingered through the objects, finally selecting the metal rod.
With a cry, Dr. Hassan hit the figure three times and I heard a sharp snap like bones breaking. A scream full of rage blossomed, not from the doll-figure, but from the giant creature by the pyramids. I squinted, focusing on the chaos of color below.
As I peered down, the first thing I could make out was the crocodile beast that Sebak had become. He’d climbed the great pyramid and was about halfway up, but his left front leg hung limply at his side and one of his back legs seemed to have given way. He clung to the pyramid with a massive claw as he struggled to right himself. Broken bits of stone cracked away from the edifice, shattering as they hit the lower levels.
Ahmose, his body silver and shimmering, lifted his cudgel in the air and brought it down upon the monster’s other leg, shattering the bone. Then he transformed into a silver crane. It was the first time I’d seen him in bird form. The crane leapt from the pyramid and circled the sky, seeking his brothers. Below him the zombie horde had clustered in two places, and I was just able to make out flashes of gold and white at the center of each. We needed to hurry.
We who would strike fear into your heart pierce you.
I quickly handed Dr. Hassan a pocketknife, my eyes finally adjusting from the light. The effigy writhing in front of us was nearly as monstrous as the creature below. The face looked eerily similar to Sebak’s human one, but its skin was reptilian. It had fangs, and the tongue that darted out from between its lips was forked like a snake’s.
Leaping forward, Dr. Hassan thrust the small knife into the heart of the creature and left it there. It screamed—a horrible, bloodcurdling sound. Heaving, it wrenched from one side to the other, tearing away the tape on its upper torso. The Sebak effigy lunged forward, almost catching me, but Dr. Hassan pulled me out of its reach at the last possible second.
The only thing holding the creature on the post now was the tape securing its ankles.
“Lilliana,” the creature said, “you’ve returned. Come and let me peer into your beautiful eyes,” it hissed, dragging out the s with a flick of its tongue.
“It’s no use,” I replied as bravely as I could. “I don’t have what you’re looking for.”
“Yes, you do,” the monster affirmed.
“I don’t. Amon didn’t give me the Eye. I never had it.”
It laughed, the sound making every nerve in my body stand on edge. “I am not a fool. I know you do not have the Eye. But it matters not. The incarnation of the sun god will do anything for you. Including giving me the power I seek.”
“You’re mistaken,” I answered, mustering all the bravery I could. “He left me behind. He doesn’t even know I’m here.”
A clicking noise came from the creature’s throat in a mocking sort of sympathy. “Then perhaps he should,” it said, with a dangerous leer.
As it spoke, its eyes rolled to the back of its head and a red mist circled its body.
“No!” Dr. Hassan yelled. “No!”
The body shook in great convulsions like it was being electrocuted, before it slumped lifeless and empty. When the red mist cleared, the form had returned to its original state, except that the clothing and pillows were now ripped apart.
“What is it? What just happened?” I cried.
“Quickly, Lily, the chain!”
Approaching the effigy, Dr. Hassan passed the chain to me around the form and then I handed it back. We went back and forth until we had wrapped the chain around the effigy several times. Then Dr. Hassan said:
We who would see you bound fetter you.
Nothing happened. He looked out over the edge of the building toward the distant pyramid where the creature that was Sebak had rallied.
Again, he cried out:
We who would see you bound fetter you!
“Why isn’t it working?” I asked.
“I thought as much. It is too late. He has called forth his essence.”
“But can’t we, you know, call it back?”
Dr. Hassan shook his head. “The ceremony must be completed. We will have to go to the creature itself.”
“Are you serious? There’s no time! They’re barely holding back the zombies as it is.”
“We must go! Quickly, put on these clothes!”
Dr. Hassan yanked open the remaining bag, which contained clothes that I at first thought were meant for the effigy. There wasn’t time to ask why he wanted me to dress in a cargo vest and pants, and the items were big enough that I could easily slip them on over my other clothes. As Dr. Hassan approached me, with the chain wrapped around his wrist, he took the box, placed a lighter and what I now recognized as a small ax into one of his vest pockets, and jammed the fedora I’d scooped out of the bag onto my head.
Placing his hands on my shoulder, Dr. Haasan looked me square in the eyes and said, “When the time comes, you must pretend that you are me and lead Amon to the top of the great pyramid. Do not speak to him. Wear these gloves so he does not feel the smallness of your hands. Here, take my jacket, too.”
He thrust my arms into the sleeves of his jacket, yanking it up and over my shoulders as I fussed with the drawstring cargo pants.
“This is important, Lily!” he went on. “If he knows it is you, he will not complete the ceremony. The god of chaos must not be allowed to return. I know it is a hard thing to ask, but when you feel the pull on your energy, you need to open yourself to it. Allow Amon to take what he needs. Do you understand? Tell me you understand!”
Numbly, I nodded. A million questions flew through my mind, but I couldn’t seem to focus on a single one. Standing on the edge of the building, Dr. Hassan cried out in Egyptian, and far below, a tremor shook a group of zombies, throwing them away from the thing they focused on as if a bomb had gone off. The starlit ibis rose in the air with a powerful flap of his wings and zoomed toward us.
He landed and changed to human form.
“Asten?” I took a step closer. He was bleeding heavily and bruised. Cuts and deep slashes leaked red rivulets over his chest and arms; his shirt hung in tatters. The dark hair he’d seemed so proud of was drenched with sweat, and locks of it hung over his eyes.
Asten took a deep shuddering breath, glanced at me, and then turned toward Dr. Hassan. “Does she know what to do?” he asked, exhaustion emanating from his entire body.
“She does. She is ready.”
“Then climb upon my back.” He added, “The battle is a sore one, Hassan.”
Dr. Hassan patted his shoulder. “The ritual is nearly complete. There is just a minor complication.”
I was about to make a comment about the complication not actually being minor, but then I looked at Asten and couldn’t bring myself to say it. Instead, I said, “Take care of yourself, Asten.”
He gave me a weak smile. “My initial assessment of you was entirely inaccurate,” he said.
“Oh?”
“Yes.” Reaching out his fingertips, he grazed my cheek and my skin tingled. “I have never met a more dedicated devotee,” he said quietly, “Goodbye, Lily.” Dropping his hand, Asten burst into his starlit ibis form.
After Dr. Hassan and I climbed on, Asten rose into the air. I felt a rush of wind as he headed directly toward the largest pyramid, where the great crocodile god who was Sebak hovered, watching in monstrous delight as his zombie army held back the sons of Egypt from completing their work.
The moon was so large and close that I felt as if we were flying directly into it. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed to me as if it hung directly over the pyramid. It was possible that I’d miscalculated a bit, but I knew that if the three brothers didn’t complete the ceremony before the moon passed over the pyramid, it would be too late.
The ibis cried out and Sebak turned his head toward us. With a scream he surged upward, tearing Asten’s white wing with a scaly claw. The wing broke with a snap and we plummeted. Asten broke our fall with his body. We landed on the far side of the pyramid and Asten changed back to human form, panting as he cradled his arm.
“Go! Go!” Asten said. He gave me a small smile as Dr. Hassan grabbed my arm and led me around the side of the pyramid. Before we turned the corner, I saw Asten take a running leap off the pyramid, somersaulting in the air before landing in the horde, an arrow in each hand despite the break. He thrust the arrows into the eyes of two zombies, who both exploded in a cloud of dust.
Dr. Hassan led me down the length of the pyramid. My feet constantly slipped as I tripped on loose rocks. Before we got to the end, a horrible claw sank into the side of the pyramid directly in front of us. Sebak’s transformed body rounded the corner. The sight of his ghastly grin was enough to stop me in my tracks and make me run in the other direction, but Dr. Hassan paused for only a moment and then kept running, leaving me behind.
“Dr. Hassan, wait!” I called as I scrambled after him.
“Ah, Lilliana,” the creature said, working a giant tongue over sharp teeth the size of stalactites. “I thought I’d have to seek you out. How appropriate it is that you should come to me of your own volition.”
Dr. Hassan had disappeared and I was halfway up a pyramid, facing down a crocodile demon all on my own. I had no weapon. No plan. No powers. Then I realized that Sebak’s obsession with me had allowed Dr. Hassan to escape. If I could distract Sebak enough, then perhaps the brothers could complete the ceremony.
“It must have been very hard for you to submit to being someone’s assistant,” I said. “A man of your ability having to grovel to another with less talent is a shame.”
His eyelids blinking sideways, the creature lowered his big head and snapped his jaws shut not a foot from where I stood. “So easily frightened,” he said, laughing.
“I’m not frightened,” I lied. “In fact, the biggest emotion I feel for you is pity.”
“Pity?” he spat. “You pity me? I am the most powerful creature the world has ever known! Even your pathetic sun god cannot best me.”
“Yes.” I nodded my head. “That is true. But don’t you see? You’ve traded one overseer for another. You cannot deny that your yearnings and your gifts were given to you by Apophis.”
“Speaking of yearnings”—Sebak’s new head drifted closer, his tongue darting out and tasting the air around my body—“I’ve long denied myself the opportunity to sample you for myself. The biloko demons left me…hungry.” The fleshy probe made contact with my arm, which, thankfully, was covered with too many layers for me to feel it, but then it touched my face.
The sensation was not unlike being licked by a dog—that is, if the dog were actually an anaconda with saliva that stung like little knives. My cheek felt like it had been scrubbed with a razor blade. I wiped it with my gloved hand and it came away smeared with blood.
“Ah, you are delicious, my dear. I will enjoy having you all to myself once I dispose of the others.”
“See, that’s not really you talking. That is Apophis. Even now he influences you. He is the one giving you these feelings.”
The monster shifted closer. “Apophis gave me nothing. I stole his power for myself.”
“Even if that were true, when you allow the gateway to open, Seth will come.”
“So?”
“So you’ll just be under the thumb again of someone who holds more power than you. I guess I just don’t get why you’d want that to happen. Do you want the world to view you as inferior? As a lesser god?”
“Seth will reward me. I will be as great as he. Together we will darken the force of the sun, cause the stars to recede in the heavens, and make the moon as blood. Once we have defeated the other gods, I will steal his power as well. I will rule all.”
“Frankly, I doubt it. How often does a man in power give it up? They have to be forcibly removed from the position.”
“Then I will remove him.”
“Wouldn’t it just be easier to let the brothers do their job? Prevent Seth from coming at all? Then they’ll go away and you would be all that remains.”
He blinked as if considering my words, and then dismissed them. “It won’t even matter once I have the all-powerful Eye. Speaking of which…”
Wrenching his large body closer to me, Sebak slammed a limb past me, the claw digging into the side of the pyramid, effectively trapping me.
“Incarnation of the sun!” the creature called out, his voice carrying through the desert night. “If you want to see your young woman again, I suggest you bring me the item I seek!”
After a tense moment, I heard Amon’s voice cry back from far below. “You cannot deceive me, vile creature! Lily is safely on her way home. Come to me and fight so that I may return the favor you recently offered me!”
I finally saw Osahar. While I’d been keeping Sebak occupied, he’d managed to hook the chain around Sebak’s hind claw. With a cry, Dr. Hassan leapt off the pyramid holding on to the chain, his body flying over the dangling limb. The croc monster roared and twisted to see what was going on. Dr. Hassan hung from the bottom of the chain and chanted:
We who would see you bound fetter you!
Sebak screamed, crashing into the side of the pyramid, and then froze, pinning me in place. At the same time the zombie army froze. With a burst of silver light, bodies flew in every direction. The silver crane rose in the air and headed toward the top of the second pyramid. I spied Asten’s human form running toward the smallest pyramid. Dr. Hassan let go of the chain and dropped, rolling to a stop several levels down from me. Wincing, he got to his feet and started climbing up to where I stood.
Sebak’s eyes followed us, but his body remained immobile. When Dr. Hassan reached me, he tried in vain to free me from the monster’s grip. When he was thwarted, he climbed farther, until he could reach the demon’s head.
“Sebak,” Dr. Hassan said, “do not throw away your life in this way. You are the most talented archaeologist I’ve ever worked with. Give up the power you have stolen and we will spare your life.”
“If you truly understood power, you would know that I would rather die a thousand deaths than give it up,” the beast replied. “No. The sun god is weak. He will not be able to complete the ceremony. The god of chaos will come, and when he does, he will raise me up and reconstruct the body you have damaged, and I will return to take my revenge upon you”—he paused and gave me a crocodile smile—“and on her.”
“I am truly sorry, my colleague. Sorry that you were deceived so utterly and that your lust for power has resulted in such devastation and the loss of a brilliant mind. Goodbye, Sebak.”
Dr. Hassan took a deep breath and cried:
We who will defeat you defile your body!
He pulled the ax out from his jacket and lifted it over his head, ready to swing it into Sebak’s giant demon eye, when I heard an achingly familiar voice.
“Stop!”
Amon blindly made his way up the side of the pyramid toward us. I sucked in a breath and pressed my free hand to my lips to contain a sob. His skin, where it wasn’t bleeding, was gray-tinged, and the sunglasses covering his eyes were gone. The empty sockets where his eyes should have been made my heart hurt. He was missing some fingers on one hand, and bites covered his shoulders, face, and neck.
“Hassan?” he called.
“I am here, Master,” Dr. Hassan cried out. “What is it? Why do you want me to stop?”
“Was he…? Is he speaking the truth? Is Lily here? Was she captured?”
“Of course she is here,” Sebak taunted. “She is not even damaged…much.”
There was a pause, and then Dr. Hassan addressed Amon. “You must believe me when I say that Lily is safe. Sebak has lost his mind.”
Amon’s head lowered for a moment, but then the muscles of his arms tightened. “Very well.” He reached out a hand and Osahar grabbed it, pulling him up the last few steps. Gripping the doctor’s shoulder, Amon asked, “Will you allow me to slay the vile beast?”
Dr. Hassan searched Amon’s face. “Of course,” he said, understanding Amon’s nonverbal communication, and placed the ax in his hand. “Do you need me to guide you there?”
Amon shook his head. “No. I will use the Eye.”
Seeing Amon approach, Sebak panted, “She is here! I am telling you the truth!”
“I cannot measure the truth of your words since you stole the power contained in my jars of death. As it is, I trust that my grand vizier would not deceive me,” Amon said quietly.
Dr. Hassan lowered his head regretfully while Sebak laughed. “Ah, I see you intend to turn a blind eye to the situation. How appropriate.” Amon’s grip on the ax tightened. “I suppose it doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. You will fail and I will rise again. I have served my master well and will be rewarded generously for my efforts.”
Angling his head toward the giant monster as if looking directly at him, Amon leaned closer to the frozen creature and said grimly, “Speaking of turning a blind eye, I believe I must return the favor.” With a dangerous smile, Amon raised the ax, leapt onto the crocodile head, and sank the blade into its blinking eye. When he had done the same thing to the other yellow eye, Amon dropped the bloody ax. “I wish for this rising to be finished.”
“Yes,” Dr. Hassan said. “I will be with you momentarily.”
Amon carefully moved to the side and sat down on a pyramid step a few feet from where I was pinned. Propping his elbows on his knees, he lowered his head into his hands, his body shaking.
How horrible this whole experience must have been for him. All I wanted to do was comfort him. Put his head in my lap and stroke his hair. Try to make him forget the pain and the suffering that he had known. If I could have stolen him away from this horrible duty, the terrible responsibility that he insisted upon fulfilling, I would have. But I couldn’t even let him know I was there.
Dr. Hassan lit the body of the inert Sebak on fire and then finished the rite.
We who would see you burn scorch you.
The scream of a thousand deaths filled the air as the giant body of Sebak, the incarnation of Apophis, burned alive.
The sons of Egypt are noble.
The gods of the sun, the moon, and the stars are braced.
The points of the Impossible Triangle are imbued with power.
You cannot defeat us,
For we will not be moved.
Depart Apophis,
Ye cursed crocodile!
After the last phrase, Sebak’s body shook, causing the area surrounding the pyramids to rumble. Rank vapors of black smoke rose from the body and the fire burned brighter and hotter until Sebak’s entire being was consumed in a flash of red.
When his body disappeared, the ashes blowing away in a soft breeze, I stood, testing my limbs, and then heaved a sigh of relief that I was still in one piece. I stepped forward, looking down at the valley, and saw a dissipating red mist, the only sign that there had ever been a tremendous battle between zombies and mummies.
Tiredly, Amon rose from his seated position and said, “Come, Hassan. It is time to end this work.”
“Yes, Master. I will now take you to the top of the temple, and when the ceremony is complete I will recover your bodies.”
Amon said nothing, his face angled away from the pyramid as if he was looking for something in the distance. “Do as you will,” he said quietly.
Dr. Hassan beckoned me to Amon, putting a finger over his lips to make sure I knew to be quiet. When I was standing in front of Amon, Dr. Hassan said, “If you would put your hand on my shoulder, I will lead you.”
Amon stretched out his arm and brushed his hand against the fedora before finding my shoulder. He nodded. “I am ready.”
With a shooing motion, Dr. Hassan waved me forward. I wasn’t sure how long I could keep up the ruse, and I was fairly certain that Amon would notice I wasn’t Dr. Hassan, but he didn’t say a word. He just placidly followed me until we reached the top of the pyramid. I went slowly, careful lest he should fall.
Blood from his torn hand dripped down the front of my jacket. When I saw it, an echoing tear trickled down my cheek. When I stopped, I took his hand, saddened that the thick glove prevented me from feeling his touch one last time, and placed it on the flat stone above.
“Wait here,” Amon said, and took his position, planting both feet solidly on top of the temple.
Raising his arms in the air, Amon began chanting, his skin brightening a little, though it was very clear that his power was sorely diminished and his arms were shaking. The full moon was right above us, and from my perspective it looked like Amon was cupping it with his hands.
The bodies of Asten and Ahmose shone like gleaming bonfires on their respective temples, but Amon’s body remained dim. As the three men chanted, I saw silvery light gather from the moon and shoot down to Ahmose. The twinkling stars loosed some of their light and a beam of it swirled around Asten.
Asten’s and Ahmose’s pyramids shone in the night, glowing white and silver, but the pyramid where I stood with Amon was still dark. Power swirled in the night sky, lighting up the heavens like an aurora borealis. Trickles of the silver and white light shot toward us. Amon’s arms stopped trembling, his body glowing brighter.
The brothers recited their spell and a mist of starlight headed straight for me. To my surprise, it enveloped me, and I gasped as the pinpricks of light tingled over my skin and then sank into me. I felt a pull. I knew then that this was Asten’s way of channeling my energy to Amon. I naturally resisted, but then I saw a golden light encircle Amon and remembered to willingly offer myself, and my energy, for it to work.
Closing my eyes, I imagined that I was offering Amon everything—my heart, my mind, my soul, and my body. The pull became stronger, and I sucked in a breath through my teeth at the pain. I fell back as something broke away inside me, and I drifted—painless, dreamy, and fulfilled in a way I’d never been before.
Lying on my back, I gazed up at the cosmos. Pulses of energy lapped like waves across my body, starting at my head and then moving all the way down to my toes over and over again. A humming filled my mind as golden light erupted all around me.
Sunshine mist angled above me, floating up and away from me, into Amon’s skin. The effect was invigorating him, and his body grew brighter. The thought occurred to me that if I had to die, this was the very best way to go. I couldn’t feel the stones pressing into my back or the emotional loss of leaving life behind. All I could sense was the wonder of the universe and how small a piece of it I was.
Above me the eruption of lights broke apart and became three points. With my eyes, I traced them in the sky—one white, one silver, and one gold. The three had formed a constellation. It was beautiful. But then, something opened in the sky above it—a dark rift—with a terrible evil coming through. It looked like an iridescent storm, but I could tell it was much more than that.
As the sky roiled and churned, fear flooded through me and I whimpered, unable to prevent the sound from coming out. A sinister, malevolent, and ominous face grew, and I knew it was just a matter of time until we were all consumed by it.
Thick hailstones rained down, pummeling my weakened body, but I could barely feel them. When the hailstones came close to Amon’s golden aura, they disintegrated, but I was outside of that circle of protection. An icy ball hit me on my temple and I felt the wetness of blood. It was cold. No. I was cold. Trembling, I tried to move, eager to hide myself from the thing that seemed to be watching me, but I found I could not so much as lift a limb.
Desperate to escape and unable to do so, I felt my eyes fill with tears. Gone was the peace of a few moments ago. I knew then that we were too late. Seth was here and he was coming for us. I wasn’t just going to die; I was going to be unmade, erased. My family wouldn’t even remember I’d existed. What was worse, Amon would forget me entirely. Somehow, that idea seemed the more tragic of the two.
Then the three points of light shot in arcs like falling stars, twisting as they angled toward their brother lights. Next, they angled downward, zooming toward the pyramids. The beams shot down the pyramid shafts and emerged on the other side. The trails they left formed a series of triangles that connected everything. It’s the Impossible Triangle, I thought, as I gazed in awe.
The center filled with swirls of white, gold, and silver, and the inside grew brighter and brighter until it merged into a powerful pillar aimed directly at the crevice that had been made in the universe. A stream of light hit the storm cloud and consumed it, and with a final burst of energy, the crack sealed, disappearing in a brilliant storm of white, gold, and silver light.
Slowly, the light dimmed, and the tails creating the Impossible Triangle were reabsorbed. The white ball of light shot toward Asten, the silver floated lazily past the moon and settled upon Ahmose’s shoulders, and the gold ball zoomed back to Amon, who caught it in his hand. It sank into his body and he staggered back a step.
“It is done,” he said. “Come, Hassan. I will take you with me.”
I couldn’t move. Couldn’t speak.
“Hassan? What is wrong with you? Where are you?” Amon descended a step or two until his foot made contact with my shoulder. “Hassan?” Squatting next to me, Amon lifted my arm and tried to get me to talk. He removed my hat and slapped my face lightly, then suddenly stopped as his fingers touched my hair. He ran his hands over my face and neck. “Lily?” he gasped. “No.” He wrenched the heavy jacket off me, scooped me up in his arms, and pressed his face in my neck. “No!” he screamed.
I realized he thought I was dead. I wasn’t. At least, I didn’t think so. But there was no way for him to know that. Even I couldn’t tell if I was breathing. Maybe I was dead and was now having an out-of-body experience. Amon pressed his lips against my cheeks and forehead; his arms trembled and his breathing was ragged. If he still had his eyes, he might have been weeping. How sad not to be able to weep, I thought.
Clutching me close to his body, Amon uttered a spell, his voice breaking. The top of the pyramid became liquid and we sank into a darkness that closed over our heads.
We passed through layers of stone as if it were water, coming to a stop deep inside the pyramid. Large rocks, like the ones in Osahar’s underground tunnels, sat in the corners providing light. Amon’s feet touched the gritty soil and he staggered, but he held me close, cradling my body as gently as he could. My head hung across his arm while he stretched out a hand to feel where he was. After bumping into a raised stone slab that looked suspiciously like an altar, he carefully lowered me onto it.
Amon smoothed my hair from my forehead and folded my arms across my chest as if I were Cleopatra on her deathbed. I wanted to scream, to shout that I was alive, but I was trapped inside my own body. He knelt at my side, tremors racking his body as he pressed his forehead against my stomach, I wished more than anything to comfort him.
“I am so, so sorry, Lily,” he murmured. “I did not wish this for you. How oblivious I was in thinking I had generated enough power on my own.
“I should have known that my brothers would deceive me. They did not understand why I chose to send you home, why I would risk allowing chaos to reign, why I challenged the very reason for our existence. Now the thing I feared the most has come to pass. How could I not have sensed that the sweet energy seeping into my soul was yours?”
Lifting my hand, Amon clutched it, rubbing my knuckles with his thumb. Little pulses of sunshine ran through me—surely that was a good sign, or at least a sign that I wasn’t really dead.
Amon continued. “The only consolation I had in leaving you behind was believing that you had a chance to live, to exercise the right every person born on this earth takes for granted—finding happiness. Now you have gone, left this world in search of the next. My greatest and only wish is to follow you, but my path is not the same as yours. My destiny calls me elsewhere.”
Dropping his forehead to my hand, he added, “Forgive me, Lily. Forgive me for taking you away from your home, for the burdens I placed upon you, for causing this tragedy, and, most of all, forgive me for the things I would not allow myself to say.”
Light coalesced a few feet behind Amon, and a handsome man appeared with a black dog at his side. If I hadn’t been almost dead, I would have loved to draw him. His thickly muscled torso was bare and he wore a pleated skirt, but his was black instead of white. He had a head of shiny black hair.
He looked like he was around my father’s age, but he had that kind of ageless beauty any woman would be attracted to.
“Amon? What is this?” the man asked.
Amon lifted his head. “Anubis,” he said. “This is Lily. A mortal. I was forced to rely upon her energy during this rising and it has resulted in her death.”
“How…interesting.” Anubis took a step closer. Leaning over to get a good look at me, he noticed that my eyes were open and I was watching him. He winked as he straightened up, and I concluded that I liked him but didn’t entirely trust him. “Tell me how this happened,” he requested of Amon.
The incarnation of the sun got to his feet, keeping my hand wrapped in his as he turned toward the nearby god but looked at a spot just beyond him. “Apophis and Seth lent a portion of their might to a mortal, the same mortal who took my eyes and stole three of my canopic jars, absorbing my powers into himself. This is why I needed Lily.”
“I see. Has this mortal been overcome?”
“He has. And Seth has been locked away for another millennium.”
“Then you have done your duty admirably. Are you prepared to relinquish your powers so that they may be stored for future use?”
“I am. Though there is now only one remaining.”
“I would not be too sure about that.”
Amon cocked his head. “I do not understand. Sebak’s dark shabti opened my three jars and his master absorbed their energy.”
“Yes, but as is often the case, there are certain…substitutions that can be made.”
“What substitutions?”
“You must never underestimate a willing sacrifice. Do you remember when Seth asked your fathers to sacrifice you long ago? You told your people that you were willing to go through with it.”
“Yes, I remember.”
“There is great power to be had when a person gives of himself to protect those he loves. This is why the gods imbued you with their energies in the first place.”
“What does that have to do with my situation?”
“In giving of herself so freely, this young woman restored that which had been taken.”
“You mean Lily’s death returned all of my powers?”
“No, not her death. Her love. Lily’s sacrifice for you was in every way as powerful as the sacrifice you made for your people. The gods cannot deny such a forfeit and have bestowed a great gift in exchange for it. Her love for you has returned that which was stolen. You will still need to give it back, of course, until the time of your next rising, but at that time you will be fully restored.”
Amon turned his back to the god and took a few steps away.
Anubis gave him a sharp look. “Are you not grateful for this gift?” he asked.
“I am…sorrowful that it was necessary.”
“Ah. I understand.”
“Would you…,” Amon began, “I know she is not one of us, but might you consider easing her journey to the afterlife as you do for me and my brothers?”
Rubbing his jaw, Anubis glanced quickly at me and smiled. “I might. If she were actually dead.”
“What?” Amon spun around and felt his way back to the altar. He picked up my limp hand and stroked it. “She is still alive? Then why can she not speak or move? Why can I not sense her?”
“Her energy has been depleted to the point of near death.”
“Is there anything I can do for her? Can I bring her back?”
“Yes, and I think deep down you know what must happen.”
I could see the moment when Amon realized what was necessary. “Is there not another way?”
“Not one that I know of. You will have to nullify it, of course, when it is done. Otherwise—”
“I am aware of the ramifications.” Amon squeezed my hand and I could barely feel the pressure. “What if she cannot do it?”
“I will be here to aid her in any way I can.” Seeing Amon’s hesitation, Anubis added, “If you would rather leave her here and allow the natural order of things to determine the outcome, that is also an option.”
Amon sighed deeply before squaring his shoulders. “No. I will do it.”
“You should know that this is merely a formality,” said Anubis. “As much as you tried to prevent it from happening, it did. Now it is only a matter of you saying the words.”
“I was hoping that would not be the case.”
“Really?” Anubis said, smiling as he folded his arms across his chest. “If it were me, I would be hesitant to cast such a thing aside…until it became necessary, that is.”
“I hoped to spare her the pain.”
“Mortal pain is short-lived.”
I frowned at the god’s words and thought, Says you.
Anubis continued, “Whereas your suffering lasts a very long time. A good memory could make your internment seem bearable.”
“Perhaps, in truth, I wanted to spare us both,” Amon said.
“Ah, well, this is a good lesson to reflect upon until the next rising.”
“Yes, Anubis,” Amon answered quietly.
I wasn’t sure I understood much of their conversation, but whatever it was about, Amon wasn’t happy about it, and I couldn’t help going back over their words and counting the number of times pain was mentioned. Whatever was going to happen could not be good.
Anubis moved back, his faithful dog at his side, as Amon began chanting a spell, one that I recognized. It was the incantation he’d used to bind the two of us, but this time the words were slightly changed. Wind ruffled my hair, though we were entombed inside the pyramid.
With the power of my mouth,
The power in my heart,
I utter a spell.
As our forms are bound this day,
So are our lives.
Tirelessly, she has served me,
As I have served Egypt.
Make light our feathers.
Make swift our wings.
Make steady our hearts.
We combine the strength of our bodies,
And, in doing so,
Pledge to renew one another.
Where she is unknown, I will attend.
Where she is alone, there will I be.
When she is weak, I will sustain,
Even unto death.
Our hearts are firm.
Our souls are triumphant.
Our bond is unbreakable.
By the time Amon finished the spell, he was leaning over me, holding me in place as a strong wind threatened to blow me off the stone slab. Our prior bond had drained me, made me feel ill, but the bond he formed now was exactly the opposite.
I sucked in a deep breath as a burning sensation ran through my veins. It was hot, but it didn’t hurt. My whole body glowed with a golden light. I suddenly felt aware of Amon. The strength of his body was my own. The pain where his eyes had once been caused my eyes to sting and blur with tears. The heaviness in his heart almost made me weep.
“Amon?” I said weakly, and he reached out for me, pulling me to his chest as he buried his face in my neck.
“Lily,” he sighed.
“What…what just happened?”
He leaned back, lowering his head so I wouldn’t have to look at his empty eyes. “I have sealed the bond between us,” he answered softly.
“I don’t understand. What does that mean? Weren’t you already bound to me?”
“It was a temporary thing. I had hoped to avoid this. What is between us now is virtually unchangeable.”
“Why? Why would you want to avoid it?” I wiped the tears from my cheeks, irritated that they were falling.
“Lily.” Amon ran a hand over my shoulder and cupped my neck. “It is not for the reason you are thinking. Open your mind to me and understand.”
Blinking rapidly, I sniffed and tried to do what he said, but I was too wrapped up in the idea that he was once again rejecting me. Amon gripped my shoulder and shook it slightly. “Close your eyes and try to feel what I feel.”
I closed my eyes and focused on Amon. I felt the thrum of his pulse, heard the softness of his breathing. The thump of his heart distracted me for a moment, and then I saw through his eyes. Not his real eyes, but I was able to see what he had seen. I was swept up in a vision through what I now realized was the Eye of Horus.
All at once, I understood…everything.
“Amon?” I cupped his cheek. “I didn’t realize how you felt. I thought you didn’t want to be with me.”
“I could not allow myself to even consider it. But I wanted it. More than I ever wanted anything.”
Anubis cleared his throat and Amon let me go and turned toward him, his back stiff. “Perhaps I am becoming soft in my old age,” the god said, “but I will give the two of you a few moments. Oh, and Amon? You owe me one.”
The handsome god gave me a final wink before whirling both of his hands in the air. With a thrust of his fingertips, the gray clouds of smoke gathering around them were pushed toward Amon’s head, obscuring his expression. Amon screamed and shoved his palms into his eye sockets.
The smoke sizzled and then danced away, forming new fingers on his damaged hand, healing the bites, cuts, and bruises on his skin and his leg. When the smoke disappeared, he lowered his hands and blinked. Amon’s eyes were back. With a grunt of satisfaction and a quiet woof from his dog, Anubis disappeared in a flash of light.
Immediately Amon’s hazel eyes brimmed with tears and he reached out to touch my face. His sunlight warmth trailed down my jaw.
“Can you…see me?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Does it hurt?”
He smiled softly. “Almost more than I can bear.”
I took his hand in mine. “You’re still planning to leave me, aren’t you?” I asked quietly, not really wanting an answer.
“I do not have a choice.”
“Are you sure?”
“Lily, if there were a way for us to be together, I would do anything to make it happen. Do you not know this?”
“I do now.” I ran my hand up his face and through his hair. He closed his eyes and I could actually feel how much he longed to be close to me. “How much time do we have?” I whispered.
“Anubis will give us only a few moments,” said Amon, reluctantly leaving me to pace toward the end of the chamber. I followed him but stopped when I noticed an open shaft.
“Will I have to climb out through there?” I asked.
“No. The heat channeled through the pyramids during the ceremony has melted the rock along the shaft. You would suffer terribly if you tried to enter it.”
“Oh.” I wasn’t sure what to do or say. I’d never lost anyone before. Not even a pet. I could sense his determination to do the right thing and yet the right thing felt wrong.
Amon ran a hand through his hair and seemed to come to a decision. Circling the altar, he approached me. “You do not need to worry about going home now. I have enough power to bend time and return you to the moment you left in New York City.”
“So…it will be as if all this had never happened?” I said weakly.
Amon took a step closer and cupped my neck, my back now pressed against the pyramid wall. “You will forget all about me, in time,” he said, looking deeply into my eyes.
“No.” I shook my head. “I could never forget you.”
“Perhaps not.” Amon smiled forlornly, playing with the loose hair on my shoulder. “You know, Anubis was right about one thing.”
“What’s that?”
Pressing his hands against the stone wall on either side of my head, he murmured, “Eternity is a long time to exist without something to remember.”
Then his lips were on mine.
I’d waited so long for his kiss, and it was so much more, so much better than I had dared imagine. Golden sunshine burst behind my closed eyelids as I became a being entwined with the sun.
His hands pulled me against his body and I melted into him, my limbs tingling and warm. Amon’s mouth moved over mine, slowly, like he could make the kiss last forever.
Heat filled my body and I flourished like a rare flower that could blossom only for a day before being consumed by the fire of the sun. A rosy flush unfurled on my cheeks as his lips grazed slow trails over each of them. Warm pulses of energy lapped my spine as he ran his fingertips down the length of it, finally stopping at my lower back.
Amon.
I wasn’t sure if I spoke his name or merely thought it, but the idea of using my mouth for more than kissing him suddenly seemed impossible. My entire body was all at once both sun-drowsed and sun-scorched.
An inferno ran through my veins and my world was molten, combustible, burning. The passionate heat smoldering between us could energize a dozen cities. I wanted to drown in his light. Amon was like the quicksand that had nearly consumed me—liquid, hot, powerful quicksand—and I was lost.
When he finally pulled away, we were both winded. My lips were swollen and hot, my limbs trembled. My skin was luminous in the aftermath. Amon found a loose strand of hair and ran his fingers down its length, smiling as the golden light made it even brighter. “Beautiful,” he said. “You are perfectly, magnificently beautiful. The suffering of every bitter trial I will face for millennia will mellow as long as I can remember the taste of your sweet lips.”
Wrapping my arms around his waist, I buried my face in his chest and asked, “Do you have to go?”
As he cradled me against him, I felt him kiss my hair. Instead of answering, he said, “I want to give you something.”
He stepped away and twirled his fingers. Sand rose and formed a mound in his palm. He cupped his other hand over it, whispering a short incantation as light gleamed from between his fingers. When it diminished, he beckoned me closer.
Lying on his palm was a jeweled scarab. Its carapace was made of green emeralds the same shade as Amon’s eyes when they glowed in the dark. Small flecks of gold and tiny diamonds outlined the wings and head.
He pressed it into my hand. “It’s heavy,” I said.
“It is…Amset,” he whispered. “It is my heart.”
“What do you mean it’s your heart?”
“What do you know about mummification?”
“Um, not too much. I know your body is preserved and wrapped and your organs are placed in canopic jars.”
“That is true, in most cases. But not all organs are taken from the body. The heart is left behind.”
“Really? Why?”
Amon murmured, “ ‘The heart is the seat of intellect and the tongue speaks to make it real.’ When we enter the afterlife, our hearts are weighed on the scales of judgment, and if we are deemed worthy we are wrapped in robes of glory. If our hearts fail, we are fed to a demon.”
“Well, won’t you need it?”
“I have never seen the scales of judgment in all the time I have spent in the afterlife. I do not think I ever will. Not unless I truly die.” Amon brushed his thumbs across my eyebrows and kissed me softly on the side of my mouth. “Anyway, how can I keep it? It no longer belongs to me.” He paused for a moment, and then added, “Perhaps it is wrong for me to ask, but in giving you this token, I hoped that you might look upon it once in a while and think of me.”
“How could you begin to imagine that your request is a presumption? Of course I will. I’ll hold your memory close to my heart forever.” My eyes brimmed with tears, but I would not allow them to fall. I didn’t want to waste our last precious minutes with him trying to comfort me. If he had to leave, then I wanted to put on as brave a face as possible.
He smiled. “When our bond is broken, you might feel differently. You might wish to forget. Even so, I am grateful to have had this time together.”
“Wait.” I drew back. “You said when our bond is broken?”
“Yes. It must be dissolved before I depart this life.”
“What do you mean dissolved? I don’t want to break our bond. You know how I feel about you.”
“If we do not end our connection you will never find a moment of happiness. As long as you live you will not love another. Your mind will journey with me in the afterlife as you dream. It will lead to madness, Lily. It would destroy you.”
I folded my arms. “Is this what Anubis was talking about? The pain he mentioned?”
“Yes. It is the reason I kept my distance from you.”
“It’s why you wouldn’t kiss me before, isn’t it?”
Amon nodded. “If I had kissed you, it would have sealed the bond. The longer the connection is allowed to continue, the harder it is to break. Even now, having been formally bonded with you only this short time, there will still be echoes, times when we will call to one another across dimensions, but the sooner we break it, the better it will be for you.”
“So, assuming I agreed to this, how would we go about breaking it?”
“You must kill me.”
He stood there, arms at his sides, fists clenched, his beautiful eyes staring at me, willing me to look at him. I turned away and crumpled to the ground.
“This is a sick joke, right? You’re not seriously asking me to sacrifice you?” I gasped.
“It is the only way to break the bond,” he said softly. “Once a connection between one of us and a mortal is sealed, the only way to sever it—”
“Is to literally cut you out of my life.”
Crouching down next to me, Amon squeezed my shoulder. “You must slay the one who cast the spell. I wanted to spare you this, but it was the only way to heal your body.”
What he’d said made me look up. “Anubis said something about the spell just being a formality. What did he mean by that?”
“He meant…” Amon paused. “He meant that my heart had made the choice long before I was willing to acknowledge it.”
“Well, I can’t. I can’t do this. I won’t kill you, Amon. If Anubis wants it done, he’s going to have to do it himself. I can’t be here for it, and I certainly can’t do it myself.”
“You must, Lily. The consequences, should we fail, would be disastrous for you.”
“No.” I shook my head, tears finally spilling over and blinding me. “No!” I said, more loudly.
Sighing and running a hand through his hair, Amon sat down next to me, pulling me onto his lap. I sobbed, wetting his neck with my tears. “Hush, Nehabet,” he soothed as he stroked my back, filling my frame with warmth that I wanted to reject but instead lapped up like I’d never feel it again. In the pit of my stomach, coldness stayed with me no matter how much liquid sunshine he shared.
Quietly, he murmured, “You know that my death is inevitable, regardless.”
I nodded against his chest.
“Even though our bond will be broken, I will think of you,” he promised gently. “My love for you will not diminish. During each night that passes I will bring your image to mind. You are mine—my Nehabet—a rare desert flower that blooms in the waters of the oasis.
“As the days and the years of your life go by, I will keep watch over you, and when your blossom closes its petals, finally surrendering to the night, I will meet you at the dawn of your new existence and I will be your guide in the afterlife.”
Sniffling, I said, “I’m not sure your afterlife and mine are the same.”
Gritting his teeth, he said, “It does not matter. I will find you. Do you believe this?”
“I believe you,” I said quietly.
He kissed me again, softly, his lips lingering on mine, and I tasted the salt of my tears. We were interrupted by the whine of a dog.
Amon lifted his head. “Anubis.”
“I apologize for not making my entrance more timely, but I have already seen to your brothers and I cannot delay any longer.” He glanced at us and furrowed his brow. “Have you explained to her what must be done?”
“I have,” Amon answered. “But it is a hard thing to ask.”
Anubis waved his hand. “I will be here to assist her.”
“When it is complete she must be returned to the time and place she first met me.”
“Yes, yes. I will arrange it. Now come, Amon, it is time.”
Amon helped me to my feet, giving me a final hug as he slid the jeweled scarab into the pocket of my cargo pants. When he pulled back, he shook his head briefly, indicating it was a secret between us, then he took my hand, guiding me to the stone altar.
After giving me an unashamedly electrifying last kiss despite our audience, Amon stroked my cheek, obviously reluctant to let go. Finally, he lay down upon the altar. My breath stopped and my heart started racing. I just can’t do this.
Anubis waved his hands and four canopic jars appeared on a nearby dais. “Amon,” he asked authoritatively, “do you willingly cede the powers gifted to you by the great god Amun-Ra?”
“I do,” Amon answered.
I bit my lip and wrung my hands, expecting Anubis to now bring out the rusty tools and scoop out Amon’s organs. Instead, Anubis opened his hands and a ball of golden light lifted from Amon’s chest and shot toward the handsome god. Quickly, Anubis thrust the light away from him and it flew into an open jar. A lid materialized from the sand in the shape of the Sphinx’s head, then slammed onto the opening and sealed it with a beam of light.
This was done three more times. One lid became the head of a baboon. Another formed into the face of a jackal. The final light did not emerge from Amon’s body as a ball but as an ethereal winged creature. It was his golden falcon. The bird circled above us, gazing at me with a golden eye, the tips of his wings grazing my cheek as he flew past. He glided toward the row of canopic jars and then hovered over the last one. In a stream of light he flew into it, and the final lid—a falcon-headed one—sealed the jar shut.
“What about the Eye power?” I asked. “Will you take that, too?”
“The Eye of Horus will stay with him during his sojourn,” Anubis answered patiently. “Now”—he produced a beautiful jeweled knife out of thin air, its wickedly curved blade gleaming sharp and deadly— “the rest is up to you.”
He pressed the hateful weapon into my hand and I reluctantly took it, gripping it numbly in my fist. “I can’t,” I sobbed. “Please don’t make me do this.”
Anubis sighed. “This was a mistake. She does not have the fortitude to see beyond herself.”
“She will do it,” Amon replied. “She is stronger than you think.” Amon took the hand that didn’t hold the knife and pulled me closer. His skin no longer gleamed now that his powers had been taken. “Lily,” he began, “do not think about what will be lost. Think instead on what has been won.”
“Nothing’s been won,” I said, leaning over him. Fat tears dripped off my cheeks and onto his chest.
“We defeated Sebak. We kept Seth at bay. Is that not a triumph?”
“It doesn’t feel like one.”
“Then know that you have won my heart.” Gently, he brought my hand to his chest, spreading my fingers over it. He took the hand holding the knife and brought it next to my other hand, the tip of the blade touching the skin directly over his heart. When my shaking hands were in place, he reached up and ran his fingertips down my jaw. He smiled—a beautiful, heartbreaking sunshine smile. “I love you.”
A whimper of protest came from my throat as he rose to kiss me, but the kiss was brief. Amon lay back down, eyes wide, as a trickle of blood leaked from the corner of his mouth. Panicked, I backed away a few inches and, to my horror, saw that the sharp blade was embedded in Amon’s chest up to the hilt.
“No,” I whispered. “Amon? No!” I screamed, pulling the knife from his chest. Blood pooled up from the deep gash and flowed down the side of his body. “What just happened?” I cried.
Anubis came over to check Amon. “I gave you a little nudge to get things moving.”
“You did…what?”
Anubis glanced at Amon and then turned and looked right at me. “I helped. I told him I would. Hmm…better say your goodbyes now. He has only a few seconds.”
“Amon?” I leaned over him. “I’m so sorry.” I couldn’t see him through my tears. I angrily brushed them away, pressing kisses on his brow, his cheeks, his lips. Vainly, I tried to staunch the blood that seemed to be pumping in an endless supply from his chest. “This isn’t what I wanted,” I whispered.
Amon sucked in a breath, fluid gurgling in his lungs, and then his body convulsed and his beautiful hazel eyes, which had been looking at me, froze, unblinking. Slowly, the air he’d just drawn in leaked from his mouth and then he was gone.
I cupped his face in my hands, stroking the hair from his brow. With my eyes full of tears, hands trembling, I whispered in a quavering voice, “I love you, too.”
I said a silent prayer that wherever he was, he would hear me and know the depth of my feelings.
Anubis grunted in satisfaction. Angrily, I whipped around and jabbed my finger at him, absolutely not caring that he was a powerful god. “We weren’t ready!” I accused.
He smiled. “I am pleased to see you have more fire in your heart than I previously believed, but let us be honest. You never would have been.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I would have you know, young woman, that I am an excellent judge of character. In fact, judging characters is my forte, if you will.”
“I don’t care what you do in your day job. You could have been more patient. More sympathetic.”
“What difference does it make? You will have a broken heart. He will have a broken heart, though in his case, both literally and figuratively. Prolonging your time together would not diminish the pain. It only serves to make the separation more difficult to bear.”
Gritting my teeth, fiery indignation filling me, I spat, “You know what? You don’t deserve him as your servant. You…you’re unworthy of his sacrifice.”
Anubis lost his smile, his eyes narrowing as he took a step closer. “Because I am a very forgiving all-powerful deity, and because I know that your emotions are not in control right now, I will attempt to forget your disrespect. I will warn you, however, to give your words a bit more regard in the future before you choose to utter them.
“Now, if you will remain quiet, I will allow you to watch as I prepare your beloved incarnation of the sun god for the afterlife.”
Anubis generated a thick pad of wrappings with a flick of his wrist and wiped the blood from Amon’s chest. As he did so, he spoke to me. “Do you know the true purpose of a pyramid?”
My eyes darted up to the god, knowing he was trying to distract me from what was happening. Anubis’s dog nudged my hand and looked at me with mournful eyes as his master repeated the question. “What? No. I guess not,” I said.
“It is a place of ascension. It is also called a house of nature, a house of energy, and a house of the soul.” Anubis raised his hands and Amon’s body lifted off the stone slab. He had crossed Amon’s hands over his chest, in the style most common for mummies. As I watched, Anubis rotated his wrist in a circle and sand rose from the floor, creating long strips of cloth that wound around Amon’s feet and started enveloping his entire body.
Anubis continued, “You see, a body is much like a pyramid. It can channel vast amounts of energy. It can house a soul, and yet it is made of natural materials that eventually return to the dust from whence it came. But, to fashion a mummy is to create an everlasting body—one that will be fit enough so that the ka, or the soul, that leaves it, may take it up once again.
“To accomplish this, there are certain things that must be done when a person dies. The first is to preserve the body, as I am doing now.” The wrappings had now reached Amon’s neck and I could no longer hold back my tears as the linen cloths completed the process and covered his head. Anubis peered at me underneath Amon’s floating body, and said, “I am attempting to comfort you. Please pay attention.”
I glared at the god, but he ignored me and went happily back to his macabre duties. He fashioned a beautiful sarcophagus out of the sand—a polished wooden casket, richly ornate with carvings depicting Amon’s recent battle with Sebak and his army of the undead. I gasped when I noticed a likeness of myself standing with Amon at the top of the pyramid.
“It…it’s lovely,” I said in awe as I reached out to run my hand over it. With my fingertips, I traced a depiction of a girl with sun-streaked hair, wrapping her arms around a man gleaming with the sparkling rays of the sun.
“Do you like it? Sarcophagus art is one of my specialties.” Anubis cleared his throat and I stepped back as Amon’s wrapped form floated toward the coffin and then settled into it. “As I was saying, to create a mummy three things must happen.”
“Preserve the body,” I whispered as I stood to see what Anubis was doing. He was stooped over Amon. He created beautiful jeweled brooches from the sand and then placed them one by one in the sarcophagus next to Amon.
“Very good,” the god of mummification said. “You have been listening.”
“What are those?” I asked.
“Protective amulets. They will ward off those who seek to do evil as Amon’s body sleeps. Even though the current grand vizier is approaching through the tunnels and will be here soon enough to remove the brothers to a hidden location, I feel it is now imperative to take every precaution. I did not think the amulets were necessary before, but the fact that Amon’s body had been removed from the vizier’s care this millennium proves that no safeguard should be ignored. Now—” Anubis lifted his hand to draw up more sand, but nothing appeared. “That is odd,” he murmured.
“What’s wrong?”
“The last piece is the one that goes over the heart. It is in the shape of a scarab.”
“A heart scarab?” I asked.
“Yes.” Anubis peered at me. “Do you know where his is?”
My throat tightened, and instead of answering, I asked a question. “What happens if you don’t have it?”
Anubis scratched his ear. “Nothing, I suppose. The heart scarab only helps the wandering ka find its body, but Amon should not have a problem with that.”
“Good.” I decided then to keep the heart scarab a secret. If there wasn’t anything detrimental about me keeping it, then I wanted it. It was the only piece of Amon I’d have after all this was over.
“There. The body is finished.”
“So what’s the third thing?”
“The third? We haven’t even performed the second.”
“Oh. I thought the amulets were the second thing.”
“No. The second part is invigorating the body by providing sustenance.”
“Won’t food, you know, rot after a few days?”
“Yes, but I did not say I would provide food. The word I used was ‘sustenance.’ ”
I frowned and folded my arms. “I believe I do have some familiarity with the word.”
“Many people misunderstand it,” he said, ignoring my statement. “By sustenance, I mean that I provide energy, enough that the body will be sustained for at least a millennium, and perhaps a bit longer. The strength necessary to maintain Amon’s body when he wakens is contained in his canopic jars.”
“Which is why he needed me when he couldn’t find them.”
“Yes.”
“But won’t sharing your energy drain you?”
“Since I am a god, my stores are vast enough to sustain the three sons of Egypt in the interim without detriment to myself.”
He leaned over Amon’s form and touched his shoulders. I could actually see the energy in the form of light begin at Anubis’s shoulders and roll down his arms and into Amon’s body in waves. When he was finished, he stepped back.
“There. And now the last thing.” He walked to the head of the sarcophagus and impatiently waved his arm, gesturing me over. “Come. You may join me in this final act.”
“What do I do?” I whispered.
“We must recite a spell from the Book of the Dead and commemorate his name as we do so. In naming him, we connect his body, his ka, or soul, his ba, which is his character, and his shuwt, or shadow. The name is the fifth piece that binds the other four together.”
Wardens of the sky, the earth, and beyond,
The sacred barque has begun its journey,
Taking with it this cherished son of Egypt.
His name was given by the great god Amun-Ra.
It will be reclaimed. It will be recovered.
Bestow a wreath of vindication upon his neck,
For he has overcome his earthly travails.
Give his soul peace, and when the time comes,
Let him find his way back to his body.
The Eye of Horus will be his guide.
We are they who remember his name after death.
We are they who carved his name on this sarcophagus.
We are they who engraved his name upon our hearts.
He is, AMON, henceforth and forever.
We call his power, his soul, his body, and his shadow, and give this name to each.
May this body be protected,
So that he can rise in glory once more.
Go forth now, Amon, to a place of rest,
Until such time as we shall meet again.
When his spell was complete, Anubis raised his hands, palms up, and a swirling cloud of sand solidified until it fashioned into an ornately carved lid. It lowered with a definitive thump, settling in place, and I felt as if my heart was locked in the sarcophagus with Amon.
A grave heaviness settled over me and I couldn’t breathe. I was suffocating. I placed a trembling hand on the polished wooden face as darkness crept in at the edges of my vision and the last thing I remembered was collapsing.
When I regained my senses, the heat of the pyramids was gone. I found myself surrounded by Egyptian relics, but something was different. I placed my hand on a cold white tile floor and pushed myself up to a sitting position.
A noise nearby made me turn. In the shadows stood a large, handsome man leaning against the wall, a statue of a pointy-eared dog sat at his heels.
“Anubis?” I gasped. He was dressed like a businessman in a suit and tie.
He stepped forward. “I will leave you where you first discovered Amon. Goodbye, Lilliana.”
With a wink, Anubis and the dog statue disappeared. “Wait!” I called, but there was no answer.
Scrambling to my feet, I noted irritably that I was once again wearing my designer shirt, cropped trousers, and Italian leather sandals. My bag, notebook peeking out, was propped against a wall, and the college brochures were arranged in an efficient semicircle. “Amon?” I cried, and dashed toward the sealed-off section in the Egyptian exhibit.
Beyond the plastic I found the same copper mirror, the same tools, the same boxes and sawdust, but there were no telltale footprints. No sarcophagus. No large box with a sign that said UNKNOWN MUMMY FROM THE VALLEY OF THE KINGS. Amon was gone. It was as if he had never been a part of my life. Never existed.
A golden gleam caught my eye and, hopeful, I made my way over to it, only to find the golden statue of a falcon—Horus the Gold. I pressed my hands against the glass, tears sliding down my face. I tricked my mind for a brief, indulgent moment into thinking he was here, with me. But he wasn’t. Amon was gone.
Sucking in a shaky breath, I wiped my face and, bag in hand, exited the exhibit. Numbly, I walked toward the museum entrance and was surprised when a hand touched my arm. “Miss Lilliana? Are you all right?”
I let out a shaky breath and attempted to smile, though I wasn’t sure my lips were able to form much more than a grimace. “Hi, Tony,” I said. “I’m fine. It’s just been a really, really long day.”
“Ah, then have a good evening, Miss Young.”
“I will. Oh, and, Tony?” He turned. “Please call me Lily.”
He gave me a warm smile. “Of course, Miss Lily.”
As I exited the museum, the scents, sights, and sounds of New York City overwhelmed me. They were familiar but no longer what I loved.
How could I forget the sand-swept vistas, the desert oases, the ancient pyramids, and the mummies brought to life, and go back to the life I knew before? I was utterly changed from my time with Amon. It wasn’t right that we had to be separated. I couldn’t even put flowers on his grave.
Still, I was grateful to know that he existed somewhere and would continue to exist long after I was gone. I took some comfort in his promise to watch over me wherever he was, and deep in my heart I knew he would always be with me.
Amon had said that a bond like ours meant we might see each other in our dreams. I knew that killing him was supposed to have broken our bond and yet he didn’t feel so very far away. Closing my eyes, I lifted my face to the sun and felt its warmth on my skin, imagining it was Amon caressing my cheek. The heat traveled down my shoulders and torso before it focused on my heart.
It burned, and I smiled as I felt my heart beating. Then I looked down, puzzled as I felt something shift in my shirt pocket. I reached inside to find Amon’s heart scarab. It wasn’t my heartbeat after all. It was the stone drumming a slow rhythm, its soothing beat warm and alive in my palm. Though the odds seemed insurmountable, Amon’s heart was a small miracle that gave me hope.
With a small secret smile, I folded my fingertips over the heart scarab and raised my other hand to hail a cab.
“Bring him forth,” the goddess Ma’at proclaimed.
“I do not understand why this is necessary. It never has been before,” the young man protested.
“What is going on here?” Anubis asked as he entered.
“This young man must place his heart on the scales of justice,” the goddess explained patiently.
Anubis ran a hand through his hair, relieved to have changed out of his modern-day clothing. “But he is not really dead. His judgment is suspended until he is released from his duty.”
“In this case, he must be evaluated. He bound himself to a mortal and was slain by a mortal. If the death of their union is to be final, then there must be an assessment.”
“But his death is not final.”
“That is immaterial. All things must be balanced.” She indicated the golden scales set before her. “His heart must be weighed to determine if his actions on Earth are worthy.”
“They were,” Anubis vouched.
Ma’at chastised, “Above all things we are charged with following the laws of the cosmos.”
Anubis grunted. “Fine. Then get it over with.”
The beautiful goddess took an ostrich feather from her headdress and placed it on the scale closest to her, then smiled benevolently at the young man standing by Anubis. The gods stared expectantly as he stood quietly, head lowered, and fists clenched.
After a silent moment passed, Ma’at spoke. “You are aware of what you must do, are you not? Anubis, perhaps you had better explain things.”
The young man answered with a determined gleam in his eyes. “I know what I must do.”
“Then you may proceed,” the goddess denoted, with a small gesture toward the scales.
And with a secretive gleam in his eye, the young man flicked his wrist and disappeared.
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