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      “Readers will love this novel, which twists Shayne’s usual combination of sharp wit and awesome characters with a killer who could have leapt right off of a television screen.” ~RT Book Reviews on Sleep With the Lights On

      

      
        
        WINNER: Paranormal Romantic Suspense of the Year

        FINALIST: Book of the Year

      

      

      

      “Maggie Shayne’s books have a permanent spot on my keeper shelf. She writes wonderful stories combining romance with page-turning thrills, and I highly recommend her to any fan of romantic suspense.” ~New York Times bestselling author Karen Robards

      

      “In this thrilling follow-up to Sleep With the Lights On, Shayne amps up both the creep factor and the suspense.” ~RT Book Reviews on Wake to Darkness

      

      “Shayne has hit the jackpot with the pairing of self-help author Rachel de Luca and Detective Mason Brown. With chilling suspense and laugh-out-loud one-liners from Rachel, this book will have readers engrossed until the very end.” ~RT Book Reviews on Deadly Obsession

      

      “This is page-turning, non-stop suspense at its finest. Shayne brings the characters to life for her readers, who will not be disappointed with this fabulously entertaining story.” ~RT Book Reviews on Innocent Prey

      

      “One of the strongest, most original voices in romance fiction today.” ~New York Times bestselling author Anne Stuart

      

      “Maggie Shayne is a wonderful storyteller. Creepy, chilling, and compelling, her entries into the world of the occult are simply spellbinding!” ~Heather Graham, New York Times bestselling author

      

      “A moving mix of high suspense and romance, this haunting Halloween thriller will propel readers to bolt their doors at night.” ~Publishers Weekly on Gingerbread Man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from Maggie

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      This is Rhiannon’s origin story! It covers her life from age 5 to 20 There is a lot more to tell, but there are some crucial things here, and I’m dying to know if you pick up on the big clue I dropped about Pandora.

      I love Rhiannon. I will continue her stories for as long as I live. Promise. She’s lived thousands of years, so there are lots more to tell.

      A couple of housekeeping things: Please don’t write and tell me there was no Temple of Isis in Ancient Egypt, because:

      A. I know that’s what the books say.

      B. I don’t believe it for a minute.

      There had to be. Just because we haven’t unearthed it, doesn’t mean it wasn’t there. But since there’s no proof it was, I’m using what’s known as poetic license here.

      The second thing I expect to get mail about is that in this story, they don’t eat meat or wear animal-derived clothing in the temple. I expect folks will think I put that in because I’m vegan. But no, it’s a real fact. I actually stumbled upon it while researching other things about temple life in ancient Egypt.

      There are now officially 24 stories in the Official Wings in the Night Universe. And I absolutely adore every single one of them.

      But like its characters, this series will live on…

      and on…

      and on…

      and on…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Jewels of the Goddess

          

        

      

    

    
      I, Rhianikki, firstborn of Pharaoh, stood in a straight line with the other five-year-old girls, and not even at the front of the line. We all wore the same white linen dresses with straps over both shoulders. We wore no silk aprons, no golden girdles, no precious stones. Our sandals were woven papyrus with long, pointed toes that curled up and back around—every pair, just the same.

      I hated it!

      We’d been told to line up here, in the temple garden, which was rife with fruit trees, fragrant herbs, and flowers of all sorts. There were twisting stone paths all through it, with wider stone floors for gathering. It was open to the summer sky above but surrounded on all three sides by the gleaming Temple of Isis. Its fourth side was made of bushes and shrubs with an opening in the center for passing in and out, and beyond lay the desert. The temple’s walls were made of white stone blocks bigger than I, and they blazed like the sun when the rays of Ra hit it just before sunset.

      In one end of the garden, there was a fountain with a pool at its base. A golden statue of Isis stood on a raised stone dais as tall as a person.  Her wings were spread wide, and arced forward, as if she were offering a hug. Her face, arms, and flowing skirt were carved of smooth black onyx. Her glorious wings, skirt, arm bands and headpiece were made of pure gold. Water flowed upward, as if by magic, bubbling out around her feet before tumbling down the head-high dais into the circular pool below.

      A beautiful, dark-skinned woman with long black hair that hung in a thousand braids, stood before us. She wore white linen, too, but the front of her dress was pleated. Over one shoulder, she wore the red sash of the temple, and around her waist, the girdle of her station, a black cord shot through with threads of silver and gold.

      “I am Priestess Elana,” she said, and she walked slowly in front of us, pausing to examine each of our faces for long moments. When she came to me, I gazed right back into her eyes and did not blink. She did, though, and then she moved on.

      “You have been given by your families in service to Isis, and to this, her temple. How you serve here reflects upon your family’s honor.”

      My family. I seethed at the word. I was firstborn to Pharaoh, but my mother had died giving birth to me. My father had taken a new queen who had born him twin sons.

      At first, I had adored the infants, despite their incessant squalling. But soon, my father had sent me away from the palace to serve in the temple. He said I could no longer be heir to the throne. His heirs would be the new queen’s sons, in order of their birth.

      A breeze stirred the air and I heard the ringing of chimes. The beautiful priestess went on as if she’d sensed the fury inside me. Or more likely, she’d seen it in my eyes.

      “You must not be angry with your families for sending you here,” she said, and her words caught my attention despite my rage. “Gifts to the goddess must be the finest and the best we have to offer. The first fruits. Anything less would offend the goddess and invite her wrath.”

      I tilted my head and listened more closely.

      “Only the best, the most gifted girls and boys are sent to serve the gods. You are special, every one of you.”

      Some more than others, I thought, looking at the girls around me. None of them had divine blood. I was born of Pharaoh, a god himself, although a cruel and shortsighted one. I would be ten times the leader those mewling runts could ever be.

      “Here you will learn of the gods, their stories and their history. You’ll learn how to properly serve them, and you will learn the secrets of magic.”

      My head swiveled toward her and I blurted, “Magic?” Then I clapped a hand over my mouth. My father would have slapped me for interrupting, had he been the one speaking.

      But Priestess Elana smiled at me. “Yes. Magic.”

      Something in her eyes spoke to something in mine, but only for a moment. It was as if she recognized my greatness already. “That is all for now. You may enjoy your breakfast here in the garden and then we will begin your lessons.

      I saw servants carrying trays laden with fruits and breads into the garden. These, they placed on flat-topped stands and pedestals.

      The girls around me scattered, rushing to gather all they could carry. Some even used their skirts to carry more. Each went to the fountain to offer the very best piece to the goddess before finding a spot to sit and eat their own. I alone stayed behind, watching them.

      “You are pensive, Rhianikki?”

      I was stunned at Priestess Elana’s familiarity. “I am called ‘my lady, my sun, my princess,’ or ‘my goddess.'”

      “Yes, by those who served you in the palace. But here, you serve. In that way, you are equal to the rest of us here.”

      I blinked very slowly because her words made no sense to me. None of the people here was my equal. Not Priestess Elana—not even Naiya, the high priestess herself. I was no longer convinced that even my father was my superior, having made the sand-headed decision to send me here.

      To serve. Ha!

      “You are only five years old. You will come to understand, in time.”

      Oh no I would not. But maybe she would. “I will eat now.”

      “Yes, you may get some breakfast.

      “I was not asking.” I lifted my chin as I went toward the nearest tray of food, the ridiculous sandals slapping the stone as I walked. A mountain of fruits and breads made from the grains grown along the banks of the Nile awaited me. I took the very biggest, most moist looking slice of bread and brought it to my mouth.

      “Rhianikki, wait!”

      I froze, thinking there must be a wasp about to sting or a cobra about to strike.

      It was the High Priestess Naiya, who’d shouted, I realized as I found her with my eyes. She was far older and less friendly than Priestess Elana. She had come out into the garden and stood near the fountain that splashed endlessly by whatever magic lived in this place. Her hair was long, jet black and shot through with white as if she’d walked through a forest of spiderwebs. She wore it in a single braid that fell across her right shoulder. Her skin was sun-bronzed and wrinkled. She was making her way toward me. Both red and gold sashes crossed over her linen dress, one over each shoulder, draping well past her knees, and her corded girdle looked to be mostly made of gold threads.

      In spite of it all, she still wore the stupid papyrus sandals. Apparently, there was no hope of graduating past them here.

      “What?” I asked.

      She raised her eyebrows where light and dark seemed to be at war, maybe due to the note of impatience in my tone. “We give offerings and thanks before we eat. The gods must always be fed first. No doubt you chose the very best slice of bread. Bring it along, over here.”

      She turned, pointing. The statue of the great goddess stood there, wing and arms open wide. She looked like me, I thought. There was a basket on the dais above the water, for offerings.

      As soon as High Priestess Naiya turned and started toward the goddess, I swapped my bread for a different slice.

      She looked behind her. I held the bread in my palms in front of me and looked up at her with as much innocence as I could fake. Her eyebrows bent low, but she turned around again and kept walking, and I followed.

      We stopped before Isis. High Priestess Naiya bowed deeply. “Accept this offering, oh great goddess Isis, lady of the dog star, eye of Ra, adored by men, envied by women, I offer you the finest part of my meal. Thank you for providing for your people, oh great Isis.” Turning her head slightly, she said, “Repeat.”

      “Oh mighty Isis⁠—”

      “Oh great Isis,” the high priestess corrected.

      “Mighty is a far superior word to great.”

      She blinked down at me, then lifting her eyes slightly, looked past me. I glanced over my shoulder in time to see Priestess Elana, her hands over her lips to hide her smile, but I could see it clearly in her eyes.

      “Nonetheless, child⁠—”

      “Princess,” I corrected. And then I repeated her stupid words verbatim, mostly, just to show her I was not stupid. “Accept this offering, oh great Isis, lady of the dog star, eye of Ra, adored by men, envied by women. I, Rhianniki, Daughter of Pharaoh, adored by all and rightful heir to the throne of Egypt, offer you the finest part of my meal. Thank you for providing for my people, o great… and mighty Isis.”

      I looked at the high priestess, who was watching me with one eyebrow crooked up higher than the other. I was thinking only about getting back to that tray before someone stole my perfect, wonderful slice of bread.

      “Bless all who serve in this temple and teach them of your ways. So be it.”

      “So be it,” I repeated. “I will eat now.”

      As I turned away, I heard the high priestess mutter, “Forgive her, oh Isis. She is… well she is Rhianikki.”

      I looked back at her, in case I wasn’t supposed to go, but she nodded and waved me away. I sped to the food table and snatched my bread just as another hand reached for it.

      The little girl I’d beaten sent me a surprised look, but when I glared, she backed away. I helped myself to a handful of dates and looked around the garden for a place to sit.

      There were other girls gathered and talking as if they knew each other or were beginning to. I had no need for friendship, however. I had noticed something of interest back at the fountain, so I carried my food that way, and found a wide spot to sit atop its short stone wall. I gazed into the pool at the fountain’s base as I ate.

      There were jewels in there, gemstone beads and pieces that gleamed like gold. I took a bite of my bread as I studied them. Oh, it tasted even better than it looked!

      “When people come here, they leave offerings in the goddess’s pool to win her favor.” Priestess Elana had come to join me. She sat on the stone wall, nibbling her own slice of bread.

      “What does the goddess do with them?” I looked at the statue. Isis wore no jewelry at all, except that which was carved into her stone and engraved in her gold. “If I were her, I would not like that one bit—all those gifts at her feet and she can’t even pick them up and put them on.”

      “It is the value of the gift, the sacrifice of giving it that the goddess imbibes, not its physical form. Like when we eat the nut but leave the shell.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes, I do.” I continued eating my bread, having finished the conversation.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, when we lined up as we did every morning in the temple garden, before the statue of Isis and her sacred fountain, I wore my white linen dress just like all the others. Around my waist, I’d tied a strand of precious gemstone lapis lazuli and golden topaz beads all strung on twine. Around my neck hung a strand of onyx beads, around my wrist, four silver bracelets, and holding my dress across my left shoulder, a golden buckle.

      I still had no headpiece worthy of my station, so I’d braided the blossoms from the hibiscus plants to create my own.

      Priestess Elana stood before us, and when she saw me, her eyes widened. She kept opening her mouth and then closing it again.

      High Priestess Naiya, noticing the silence as she passed the open archway between the temple and the garden, came out to join us, looked at me, and then clapped a hand over her mouth and turned away. Her shoulders were shaking. I thought she might be crying, and broke ranks to run to her and put my hand on her back.

      “Do not weep, High Priestess Naiya. I gave the finest to Isis first! Look!” I pointed to the statue.

      Priestess Elana came to stand on my right. High Priestess Naiya was on my left, both facing the statue of Isis, which was now draped in jewels I had rescued from the pool. I had strung amber with jet, and moonstone with blue topaz, and I’d draped strands all up and down her wings. I’d dangled golden cuffs from her headpiece and piled more at her feet.

      “Isis is pleased,” I said.

      Both women looked at me sharply. “What makes you say so, Rhianikki?”

      I shrugged. My jewels jingled like music. “Look at her. She’s smiling, can’t you see it?”

      They looked at the statue, then at each other, and then they looked at me.

      “Well, maybe you can’t see it, but I can. Probably because I am part goddess myself, as you know.” I turned to the other girls, who’d stayed in line waiting, because I wanted to make sure they had heard me clearly. “I am the daughter of Pharaoh, who is divine, which makes me divine, too,” I said. Then I added, “Divine means of the gods,” for the little girl who was frowning hardest.

      I turned back to my teachers and my necklaces jangled again. “I am ready for the day’s lessons now.”

      The two women were still staring at the statue. The high priestess frowned, tilting her head to one side and squinting. “Elana, do you think she is smiling?” she whispered as I walked away.

      “I think… she might be,” Priestess Elana replied. “Yes. I think she is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Lessons in Magic

          

        

      

    

    
      “I am bored.”

      The priest’s shiny bald head was more interesting than the lessons. I had been staring at it for a while, but not a single hair had sprouted.

      I was sitting upon a large silk pillow sent to me from my father the pharaoh. Other girls sat upon the gleaming white stone floor. Unlike our other teachers, Priest Zebet never bothered putting mats on the floor for his students. I was glad he was only a “visiting” teacher and would move on at the conclusion of the astrology class. The Temple of Isis was all women. No men resided here.

      His droning about the positions of the stars was putting me to sleep. He wore white linen wrapped around his waist and a red sash crossways from his right shoulder to left hip as a sign of his station. The sash was also linen. We were forbidden to wear clothing derived from animals in the Temple, as was the case at all of Egypt’s temples. Animal hides were unclean and carried with them the taint of death. It was the first lesson we had been taught.

      “Can one die of boredom?” I asked, when my initial comment failed to get the priest’s attention.

      “There is nothing boring about astrology,” Priest Zebet said. “It has been used to predict wars, famine, plague–”

      “Predict. Who cares what you can predict? It is the person who can cause wars, famine, and plague who has the power.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Or the one who can prevent them,” he said, correcting me.

      I shrugged. “That, too, I suppose.”

      “And yet the will of the gods is beyond our control, Princess Rhianikki. So there is no such person. This is why we give offerings and sacrifices, to placate the gods that they might show us their favor. Ultimately, however, we have no control.”

      Finger to my cheek in thought, I said, “I wonder…”

      “You needn’t wonder. I have just told you.”

      I lowered my head, having learned better than to argue with the priest, or any priest who might have cause to visit the Temple of Isis. They were impatient, filled with ego, and prone to punishing young priestesses-in-training for the smallest of reasons. But I disagreed with much of what they taught me, and I cared about almost none of it.

      “You would do well to pay attention, Princess. You cannot move on to the lessons you long for until you have mastered the basics.”

      “I have been in this temple studying your basics for six months,” I said. “I know all the gods, their names, their powers, and their unlikely stories. I know all the stars and constellations and how they are said to influence our lives. I know how to make offerings and keep the temple and its gardens, and I’ve shown you as much every time you have demanded it.”

      I had risen to my feet. The other girls scooted a little farther away from me, watching the two of us with wide eyes.

      He opened his mouth but closed it again, deciding against his argument. “It is true,” he said. “You have excelled in all your studies, and in all the tasks you’ve been assigned. But the rest of the class must still–”

      “Obviously you cannot hold me to their pace. I am part goddess, after all. My father is⁠—”

      “I am well aware who your father is, Princess.”

      “Continuing to teach me what I already know is a waste of my time, is it not? The pharaoh sent me here to learn, not to die of boredom, not be a servant who sweeps the floors and cleans up the offerings when the gods have sucked all the life out of them. I do not think he would be pleased to know that I⁠—”

      He held up both hands, palms toward me. He might have intended it as a command for my silence, but it looked more like a plea from where I stood.

      I went quiet, just to see if I had yet won.

      He heaved a heavy sigh. “Tomorrow, you may observe the older girls’ lesson in magic.”

      My smile went so wide it might have split my face.

      “But you may not participate, Rhianikki—only observe.”

      “Yes, Priest Zebet. I understand. Thank you.” I managed to sound humble and grateful, despite that as a princess of Egypt I ought to be able to do whatever I wanted in this temple. Still, I was small and could not physically force adults to comply.

      Once I learned to wield magic, however, I expected that to change.
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        * * *

      

      I was up before dawn, bathed, dressed in my best Kalasiris dress. It had been dyed light blue, the color that denoted the first year of study at the temple. We’d received them on our second day. But of course, mine was not plain like everyone else’s. I had created a necklace and belt from deep blue lapis lazuli beads interspersed with white shells I had gathered along the banks of the Nile.

      I was in the garden long before theh servants brought our breakfast. I paced for a while, then paused in front of Isis and her bubbling water and wondered what made it flow. I gazed up at her face, smiled at her, and spoke to her, goddess to goddess.

      “Isis,” I said. “I wish to wield magic. If you can help me, you should, for we are sisters, after all.” I took off my necklace, held it in my hands and inspected it. It would make a very good offering—maybe the best offering ever. Extending my arm, I held it out over the water. Then I thought for a moment, brought it back in, and draped it around my neck once more. “I will give you the necklace after you give me my magic.” That seemed a much more reliable system than the one most people used.

      I heard voices and soft papyrus sandals shushing over stone. The other girls were coming outside in small groups. As they formed a line, I went to join them. I kept my eyes level, gazing at each of them as I approached, but they avoided my gaze, and if they caught it by chance, looked away quickly. They feared me, but only because of who my father was. They could not know how little he cared for his firstborn.

      I took a spot in the line.

      Priestess Elana came out and nodded, pleased to see every single one of us where we were supposed to be, and even a little bit early. I loved the garden in the early morning. It was cool and there was always a breeze, and birds sang so loudly and beautifully that sometimes I would just sit and listen to their songs. I was beginning to learn which birds made which music.

      “You all look so eager this morning!” Priestess Elana said.

      They did seem unusually smiley now that she mentioned it. I realized why and my heart sank a little, even though I didn’t care. “I get to move up to the next level of study today,” I said. “They are relieved to be rid of me.”

      “Is that true, girls?” She looked at each face a bit sternly. “Makka, is it true?”

      Makka was the unofficial leader of the students here. Most of us were six years old. Makka had turned seven, and the two youngest were still only five.

      Makka said, “We are happy to know that Princess Rhianikki will get her wish. That is all, Priestess Elana.”

      “As you should be. Well, go on then, eat. Go on!” She clapped her hands twice, and the girls broke ranks and raced to the platters of food, eager to choose the very best pieces for the goddess.

      I remained, and when they were out of earshot, I said, “Makka lies. They do not care that I got my wish.”

      “They might care a little,” Elana said. She walked slowly toward the food, and I fell into step beside her. “But I think they also feel relief this morning.”

      “To be rid of me?” Like my father, I thought.

      “To be rid of the fear of offending you. Imagine you are an ordinary girl in a classroom with a girl whose intellect is far beyond her years, a girl whose powers were whispered about even before she came here, a girl whose father has the power to order your own death. You would be always on guard; always afraid you might say or do the wrong thing.”

      She was wrong. I had no powers to make anyone whisper. I was smart, but only because I had decided to learn all there was to know. “My father does not behead children,” I said. “Certainly not for offending me. My brothers, perhaps, but they are not here.”

      “The other girls have no way to know any of that. Do not let it hurt your feelings.”

      “Them? Hurt my feelings? Psssh.”

      The priestess laughed softly and plucked two pomegranates from the pile. She eyed them both while I helped myself to several and a hunk of crusty bread. We went together to the goddess, placed our offerings in the basket, and repeated the silly words of our offering prayer in unison.

      Elana looked sideways at me. “Very good.”

      “Thank you. You did well also.”

      She smiled and we ate, and I watched the slow progression of the sun-dial’s shadow. The instant it crept to the day’s second hour, I ran through the archway into the temple, and straight to the room where magic was taught. I’d never been inside before. There was an arched opening in the stone with a deep purple curtain covering it from within. I was early, but there was someone inside, I could hear them moving around.

      I pulled the curtain back to peer in.

      A woman stood before a long and cluttered table. Her back was toward me. She wore a black linen wrap around her waist, and nothing on top. The stone table before her was littered with items that fascinated me—pottery vessels of every shape and size, piles and bundles of herbs in no order, mortars and pestles—a whole row of them, and bow-drills for making fire. From the belt round her waist hung ropes of gemstones in many lengths and in all the colors of the rainbow. Her hair was wild, a fluffy mass in of silver and gray that seemed almost purple in the light of the oil lamps around the room.

      She’d stopped moving when I’d pulled back the curtain. She still hadn’t moved as I stared at her back. And then she said, “Come in, Princess,” in a voice like that of a bullfrog. “I’ve been expecting you.”

      I went inside, letting the curtain fall closed behind me. She turned around and looked me up and down. She wore layer upon layer of silver, gold, and lapis necklaces draped over and between her breasts. Her face was beautiful to me, despite its wrinkles. Her skin was desert bronze and her eyes, midnight brown. She had long, thick lashes, and dimples when she smiled, and her lips were thick and full.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “I thought a visiting priest was the teacher of magic.”

      “The teacher of magic met with a tragic accident while out gathering herbs last night,” she said. “I have come to take his place.”

      “Oh.” I found it odd that I’d not heard of this from anyone in the temple. Priestess Elana had said nothing about a priest having an accident. “Is he dead?”

      “Yes. Does that make you sad?”

      “I did not know him,” I said. “Are you as skilled at magic as he was?”

      “More skilled by far. Magic… is strongest in females, you know.”

      “I did not know. But had I given it any thought, I’d have guessed. Magic is stronger yet in those of royal blood, yes?”

      She laughed and it reminded me of the way chickens cluck all at once when you disturbed their bug-pecking. “Magic is stronger in those chosen by the goddess,” she said. “I believe you to be one of those.”

      “Obviously. I’m the daughter of Pharaoh.”

      “Would you be surprised to hear that has nothing to do with it?”

      My eyes widened. Already I was learning things I’d never imagined. “Then, not all royals are so chosen?”

      “I could be executed for saying such a thing. So I will not say it. Besides, all that should concern you are your own powers. No one else’s matter.”

      “You’re the second person today to suggest I have powers. Why have I never seen them?”

      She shrugged one shoulder. “Your mother was the first to say so. She sensed it when you were still in her womb. Your nurse was the second. She said the room would shake when you were angry. The new queen recognized it, too. I do not know what she saw, but I know it frightened her. And that is why you are here.”

      The notion of the new queen being afraid of me filled me with dark satisfaction. I hated her. It was her fault I’d been exiled from my home.

      “As we grow older, we lose the powers born to us because we doubt they were ever real, or forget them entirely. Already you have forgotten.”

      I could not argue with that. But if my mother believed me special, and my nurse, and that awful stepmother sitting on my throne, then perhaps it was true. “What do I call you?” I asked.

      “Betta.”

      I bent my head, hand to my heart. “I am Rhianikki, firstborn of Pharaoh, Princess of Egypt.”

      “I know.” Her eyes sparkled as they gazed into mine. I felt she was happier to see me than anyone had been since I’d left my home.

      Other girls came in then, all of them far taller than I. They were thirteen, more or less. They wore pale lavender kalasiris, which represented that they had completed all the boring lessons I’d been taking and had advanced to magical studies. They paid me little notice as they took their places on the floor, sitting on the woven mats Betta had spread out for them. One or two sent curious looks my way, then whispered to a friend, but I didn’t care.

      I had forgotten to bring my cushion, but I did not wish to sit among them anyway. They were all so much taller, I would never be able to see. I remained standing in the back of the room so that I could see them all, but only the teacher could see me.

      “I am called Betta. I will be your teacher of magic from now on.” The girls muttered until Betta said, “Princess Rhianikki, firstborn of Pharaoh, please join me here.”

      I walked forward as the girls all started whispering.

      “It’s her.”

      “She’s the one.”

      “The princess.”

      I walked through their midst up to the front of the room.

      “Would you honor me by acting as my assistant, my lady?”

      I adored Betta, I decided. “Yes, I would.” I went behind the table but could not see anything over it.

      A bench came sliding toward me, pushed by Betta’s foot. I stepped up onto it and gazed out at the ordinary girls. Some of them smiled at me as if they found me cute. I hated people finding me cute, so I returned those smiles with a royal glare.

      “I am going to teach you how to make fire,” Betta said.  “Come. Line up in front of the table.”

      They obeyed immediately, all rising and coming forward. There were seven of them, all of different heights and shapes and shades of brown. They all had dark hair—some with curls, some with fluff, and some with long, straight hair like mine. Their kalasiris were pretty, and I preferred the pale lilac hue to my own light blue, but none were adorned like my own.

      Betta handed me a basket full of candles, after removing one for herself. “One for each girl, if you please.”

      I took the basket and walked along my bench, placing a candle in front of each girl. Betta came behind me, pushing a small dish of sand in front of each.

      When I finished, one candle remained. Betta took it and placed it beside a bowl of sand on my side of the table. Then she handed me another basket, and without being told, I knew what to do. This basket held wooden drilling boards, two hands in length, narrow and flat. Each board had twelve holes drilled into it. As I handed them out, Betta moved behind me again, passing out the small drill-bows, already bent and strung, each with a wooden dowel wrapped in the very middle of its bowstring. Again, one of each remained, and Betta set them on my side of the table.

      Finally, I handed out a basket of flat stones with depressions in them, capstones. When there was one stone left, I placed it with the other items near me, just in case Betta didn’t know or didn’t care that I was only supposed to observe.

      “Place your candles into the sand, so they stand upright,” she instructed.

      The other girls stood their candles upright in their bowls of sand, the simplest of candle holders. I looked at Betta, my hands hovering over my candle, eager, but waiting. She nodded at me, and I thrust my candle into the sand so fast I spilled a little.

      “Now,” Betta said, “Light your candle in the easiest way you can. You may use anything I have given to you, or anything else you see in this room.”

      One or two of the older girls reached for the drill bow. Others imitated them. But I looked around the room. There was an oil lamp on the far end of the table, its wick poking from its spout, its flame dancing brightly. I plucked my candle from the sand, walked along my bench to the lamp, and touched the candle’s wick to the oil lamp’s flame. Then I carried it back and stood it in the sand.

      “Very good, Rhianikki,” Betta said. “Not the easiest way, but certainly easier than the manner chosen by the others."

      Several of them dropped their bows and grabbing their candles, started toward the lamp, but Betta held up her hands and they stopped.

      Then she came to me and with her fingers, snuffed my candle. She went to the oil lamp and moved it up to a high shelf, out of reach. “Again,” she said. “The easiest way, without using the lamps.”

      So, I picked up the bow drill. I had seen them used, of course, but I had never used one myself. The holes in the drilling board already held resin packed in tight. I could smell its rich, sharp scent. I inserted the dowel into one of the holes in the board. Placing the capstone atop it and pushing down to hold it in place, I moved the bow back and forth, and its string, wrapped ‘round the dowel, caused the dowel to spin. After a few seconds the dowel began to squeak loudly against the wood. It hurt my ears, and my arm was getting tired.

      I kept going. So did the others. The room was filled with so many high-pitched squeals of wood against wood, it sounded like cats being tortured. Some of the girls began to whine or moan or pant with the effort.

      “That is not the easiest way, either,” Betta said at last, just as I managed to generate a puff of smoke.

      But I was so close! I moved the bow faster.

      “Bows down,” Betta said.

      I obeyed, though I regretted it. What other way could there be?

      Betta took the candle she had saved for herself and placed it into an elaborate stone jackal with a hole in his back for this purpose. Then she gazed at the candle.

      “What are you…” one of the girls began.

      “Shhhh. Observe.” She stared longer. Her eyes seemed to lose their focus, and to go blank. And then she spoke.

      “Isis, great Isis, I, your loyal servant, beseech you to light the candle flame.”

      She stayed very still, her eyes unblinking, aimed at the wick, but I sensed she was not really seeing it. No one else in the room made a sound. Soon Betta began to rock very slightly back and forth on her feet. This continued for a time, and then she began to hum, just a single monotone note.

      I held my breath, and I thought the others were as well, and then as we watched, the wick released a thin spiral of smoke. I almost gasped aloud, but managed not to, knowing the sound might break Betta’s concentration. Within a few more seconds, the wick began to glow, its tip becoming a red-hot brand. Then, with a sudden pop, the flame came to life.

      Everyone gasped, even I.

      Every girl in the room resumed her position in front of her candle, gazing at it, rocking, reciting the same words. Some of them even hummed.

      Betta watched them, smiling indulgently, but then noticed me standing there doing nothing. “Well? Aren’t you going to try?”

      “Not until you tell me how you did it. It would be foolish to try until then.”

      “How very wise you are, child.”

      The other girls, hearing this, stopped what they were doing and listened.

      “I asked the goddess, as you heard. I asked not just with my words, but with my whole heart. And then I emptied my mind, so that Isis could work through me to light the candle if it pleased her to do so.”

      “Oh.” I thought for a long moment. “Would it be all right if I tried it my own way?”

      She gave a single slow nod. Two of the other girls giggled, leaning close to each other and whispering, but when I looked their way, they pressed their lips tight.

      Standing on my bench, I turned and faced my candle. I put my eyes upon it.

      The other girls were doing likewise, muttering Betta’s words again, no longer interested in my efforts. I held my hands over the candle and spoke my own words to Isis and to any of the other gods who might be listening.

      “I am Rhianikki!” I said, and I said it so loudly and so strongly that the others fell silent. “Firstborn of Pharaoh, I am part goddess myself. I am divine. I do not need to ask Isis to light the candle. I have magic of my own.”

      Every eye was upon me as I gazed at the candle. I emptied my mind of every thought except one—the glowing light of a red and yellow flame popping to life on the wick of my candle. I could see it so clearly, that firelight dancing. I could feel it, all warm and hot and rising up my body, up into my chest, up into my neck, up into my face. My vision went hazy and my eyes felt as if they were pulsing with heat that wanted to push its way out.

      “Ignite!” The word burst from my mouth without warning, and my voice sounded deeper than it ever had. I felt the energy pulse from my eyes, and my candle burst to life.  One of the girls gasped, and when I looked her way, her candle popped to life, and so did the hem of her dress. She screamed and hopped backwards, slapping at her hem. But I could not stop. I swept my gaze over the whole row of candles, and one by one they popped to life, and so did the hair of a girl who still stood too close.

      She shrieked and another girl dumped a vessel of water over her head, which made her shriek again. Betta put her hands on my shoulders and said, “Close your eyes.”

      I didn’t close them, I slammed them, and held them tight lest I burn the temple down.

      “Now let the fire energy drain down, down, down to the floor. Down, down, through the floor, and into the earth. Down, down, down. There, take those silly sandals off. Put your bare feet on the floor.”

      I did everything she said, my eyes still closed as I heeled off my sandals. I imagined the fire being quenched by the cool stone under my feet and the strong earth farther below.

      “Good. Now open your eyes.”

      I reached out my hand and felt her standing in front of me. “You should step to the side, first.”

      She moved. I opened my eyes. Nothing caught fire. The older girls stood in a huddle at the opposite end of the table from me. They were all staring, their eyes revealing their fear.

      “I am sorry I set you on fire,” I said to the one with the burn marks on her kalasiris. “I didn’t know I could do that. I will ask my father to send a new dress for you.” Then I looked at the girl whose hair had caught fire. “And for you, I shall make a beautiful headpiece.”

      “Th-thank you, P-princess.” The girls bowed, not from respect, from fear. I didn’t hate it, but it wasn’t ideal.

      “Today’s lesson is done,” Betta said. “Tomorrow we will continue. You may go.”

      All the girls trooped out of the room, but I stayed behind. “How was I able to do that?” I asked.

      “Think hard, Rhianikki. Has anything like this happened to you before?”

      I lifted my head and looked her in the eyes. I could almost feel her willing me to remember.

      “I was very angry when I heard my father tell his new queen that her wailing infants would be his successors instead of me. That I would be third in line, after them.”

      “Yes?”

      “I felt anger well up in me and I stormed into the nursery to tell them so, even though they would not understand. The walls trembled and shook, and a pillar fell right across their beds. And their nurse ran in and saw me standing there, over them.

      “An earthquake, do you think?” she asked.

      “If an earthquake can strike a single room, perhaps. But it felt as if it came from my anger,” I said. “It felt as if I did it to them.”

      “But they were not injured,” she said, and I wondered how she knew. “Why do you think that is?”

      “I would never hurt them. They are my brothers, partly.”

      “You did not wish to hurt them, so they were not hurt.”

      “But Betta,” I said, searching her face. “I did not wish to hurt those girls I set on fire just now, either.”

      “No? Not even those two who giggled at you?”

      “No, of course not, I… ” I realized then, that the two girls who had laughed at me were the same two who’d been set alight.

      “Ohhhhhhh.” I shook my head in wonder. “Maybe I was angry with them. A little bit.” Then I lifted my eyes. “How did you know?”

      “I know many things,” she said very softly. “The truth is that I am not here for those other girls. I’ll teach them, of course, but it is not my purpose.”

      “What is your purpose?” I asked.

      “Haven’t you guessed by now, Princess Rhianikki?” She reached out a hand and ran it over my hair. “You are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Festival Of Osiris

          

        

      

    

    
      Controlling my temper was controlling my power. That was what Betta had taught me above all else during my first two years at the temple. To control my power, I would have to control my temper.

      I hated controlling my temper!

      It boiled inside me, sometimes. I would go for walks, far into the desert where I could hurt no one and just rail. And not once in all the times I’d done so had anything caught fire.

      I turned that over in my seven-year-old mind, and I wondered if it was true that my temper and my power were so inseparable after all. But advanced as my brain was, I was still a child, and the distraction of the day was irresistible.

      

      It was the first day of the Festival of Osiris. There would be a parade in the streets, and I would be in it. Always, the king and his family, carried upon elaborate litters of gold, were a part of the parade. At least, that had been the tradition until I’d come here. This was the pharaoh’s first visit to Terne since I’d been banished.

      I’d ridden in the parade with my father many times before she came.

      As I ran ahead of the other girls, Priestess Elana caught me up, touched my shoulder. “Why the hurry, Princess? We can barely keep up.”

      “I must find my father!” I pulled from her grasp, stretching my head to try and see above the crowds. But there were so many people! In the distance, the pyramids stood, gleaming white in the sun, and when my panicked eyes fell on them, I calmed. “I will find him,” I said. “Betta taught me how.” Closing my eyes, I tried to feel for him.

      The priestess spoke from nearer to me, as if bending down. “He won’t let you ride with him in the parade, sweet Rhianikki. The high priestess has pled with him, but he will not bend.
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