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Sleep did not fall away from Sudi at once, but in slow swings between dreams and wakefulness. She fought the dream world, struggling to come back, and when finally she rose up from deep within her mind, the sharp, cold air made her reach for her covers. She flung her hand out, searching for her quilt, and lost her balance. Her eyes flashed open, and she let out a startled cry. She was no longer in her bed, where she had gone to sleep, but outside, and falling down her front-porch steps. She grabbed the iron railing and caught herself. Her elbows and arms scraped over the twisting balusters. 

She pulled herself up and stood, too frightened to do more than stare out at the grayish white clouds skittering across the moonlit sky. She couldn’t remember climbing from her bed or walking down the stairs, yet she stood in front of her house, barefoot and dressed in a long, loose T-shirt that flapped wildly in the autumn wind. 

The front door stood open behind her, and she could feel the heat coming from the house. Her father must have forgotten to turn the thermostat down again. Maybe she had been sleepwalking to escape the high temperature. That would explain why her nightmare had seemed so real. In the dream she had been wandering over scorching desert sand, lost among endless limestone mountains and barren valleys, her lungs barely able to take in the hot air. 

But her logic didn’t calm the trembling in her knees and hands. What would have happened if she had continued down to the canal or the Potomac River and fallen into the water? 

She started back inside, and as she crossed the threshold, a new worry seized her. Her parents and sisters were asleep upstairs, unaware that Sudi had left them vulnerable to predators. Sudi didn’t know how long she’d been standing outside. She touched her cheek. Her skin felt cold. She hoped she hadn’t let in something that didn’t belong, and at the same time she didn’t understand why such a concern should cross her mind. Her family lived in a safe part of the District. 

As she started to close the door, a long, doleful howl made her pause. She stared out at the night, suddenly aware of another presence. She searched the shadows, sensing something staring back at her. 

The cry repeated, more human than wolf, and for the briefest moment she thought someone was trying to scare her. She tried to convince herself that the wail came from a foreign breed, a diplomat’s dog. After all, she lived in Washington, D.C., and unusual animals were brought here from faraway countries. Maybe this one had a peculiar bark, a feral cry. 

She shut the door and slipped the deadbolt in place, then turned the thermostat down and went into the kitchen. She switched on the overhead light. If her best friend, Sara, had been there, the two of them would have been falling against each other and laughing at how frightened Sudi had become, but alone Sudi couldn’t find the humor in her fear. She opened the refrigerator with tremulous fingers and pulled out a carton of cherry-vanilla ice cream. 

Her cat, Patty Pie, rubbed against her leg, begging with purrs and meows for a bite. Sudi found a spoon, scooped a tad into Pie’s dish, then stood over the sink and spooned a larger bite into her own mouth. She let the ice cream melt over her tongue. 

As she started to dip her spoon into the carton again, Pie hissed. Sudi turned to see what had upset her cat, and as she did, she caught an image in the corner of her eye. She turned back and glanced up. Behind her reflection on the windowpane, a long, snouted face with lurid eyes and tall, pointed ears glared back at her. 

The spoon fell from her hand and clanked against the porcelain sink. Sudi stepped back, dropping the carton of ice cream. She switched off the light and stood in the dark, gazing back at the empty window frame. She wasn’t sure what she had expected to see, but the wraithlike image was gone now. 

She tried to convince herself that a lost dog had seen the light in the kitchen and had stood on its back paws, nose against the window, begging for her company. But such an animal would have needed to stretch to a height of seven feet at least. She didn’t think that was possible. 

Without considering it more, she picked up the carton of ice cream, then took a roll of paper towels and cleaned up the mess on the floor. A soft thump on the back steps near the mud porch made her freeze. She was too afraid to go and see what was making the sound. 

Reason told her that it was just the stray dog, trying to get inside, but still her heart continued to pound. She didn’t believe in ghosts or demons, and she had never been afraid of the night. She tried to talk herself out of her uneasiness—but then she saw Pie. 

The yellow cat crouched low and backed away, appearing afraid, the fur on his back standing straight up. 

Sudi’s instincts took over. She raced up the stairs to her bedroom, Pie scampering beside her. The cat darted into the room ahead of her. She turned on the light, and when she closed the door, the sudden movement stirred the air and the pile of torn-up photographs on her desk fluttered before settling again. 

She had spent the afternoon ripping up all of her pictures of Brian. She wanted zero reminders of him. But now she wondered if maybe the breakup with Brian was affecting her more than she wanted to admit. Brian had scared her. Did he still? Could anxiety have caused her sleepwalking? 

She grabbed the masking tape from her desk drawer and tore off several pieces, then stuck them over the doorjamb and across the door. The tape wouldn’t stop her from leaving her room, but she hoped that untangling it would be enough to awaken her if she did start sleepwalking again. She crawled into bed, wanting nothing more than to huddle under her covers and lose herself in dreams. Pie jumped on the quilt, curled up beside her, and began purring noisily. 

As Sudi drifted off, she thought of Brian again. They had broken up on Saturday, but the real break had come the day Dominique Dupont had transferred into Lincoln High School. Her father was the cultural attaché at the French embassy. Usually the diplomats’ kids attended Entre Nous Academy, but Dominique had wanted to experience the “real” American teen life, so she had enrolled in public school. 

Sudi shuddered, trying to push memories of Brian away. She should have felt grateful that they were through, so why did she keep crying? It wasn’t as if she had really been crazy about Brian, anyway. She had liked Scott, but Brian had asked her out first, and by her third date with Brian, everyone was calling them a couple. 

Then Brian had revealed a darker side, and everything about their relationship had changed. What had made her go back for more? 

She drifted off, her mind replaying the memory of the night she wanted to forget. 


* * * 


Morning came before Sudi was ready. She blinked at the sunlight, grateful to find herself in bed. The masking tape still bridged the crack between her wall and the door, and the fear she had experienced the night before felt like a fading dream. She pulled the covers over her head and rolled over. 

Her cheek hit something hard. Her eyes opened. 

A snake lay beside her. 

She jumped out of bed and choked on a scream. The reptile was made of bronze, maybe four feet long, and inlaid with blue and green stones that mimicked a viper’s skin. She picked it up, surprise mingling with curiosity. It might have been someone’s staff or walking stick. She smoothed her hand over the symbols etched in the sides. The tiny pictures looked like Egyptian hieroglyphs. Her fingers caressed the beetles, frogs, and baboons. 

The images squirmed beneath her touch until they were streaming down the rod. 

She cried out and dropped the snake. The rod clanked on the hardwood floor. 

She rubbed her hand down her T-shirt, trying to erase the unpleasant feeling on her skin. Sunshine reflecting off the bronze had probably given the impression that the images were moving, but that didn’t explain the strange throbbing beneath her fingers. She looked around wondering how the snake had gotten into her bed. 

A sudden gust blew through her open window and caught the pile of torn-up photographs. Bits and pieces of Brian’s face whirled around her. The sheer panels between the drapes had been pulled aside, and the window screen rested against the wall. Maybe she had gone sleepwalking again after all. 

Panic-stricken, she examined her hands and knees for proof that she had crawled out onto the porch roof while still asleep. She imagined herself digging through a neighbor’s trash, finding the horrible walking stick, and bringing it home. 

She picked it up again and ran her fingers over the markings. The symbols remained still. She sighed and closed her window, then ripped off the masking tape and threw open her door. 

The doorknob continued thumping against the wall as she ran down the hallway and into the bathroom. She locked the door, then stared at her swollen eyelids in the bathroom mirror. Everyone was going to know she had been crying. But that wasn’t her biggest concern. She and Brian shared the same friends, so what happened now? Did Dominique just replace Sudi, or did they both fit into the same group? 

She thought of the three girls in her drama class, loners who didn’t belong. Kids made fun of them, and to avoid the taunts the girls ducked through the crowded hallways, heads down, wearing their bulky coats in spite of the furnace heat, as if they were trying to hide inside their winter clothing. Sudi worried that she would share this same fate. 

After taking a shower and drying her hair, Sudi went back to her room. She slipped into a silky purple camisole, then pulled on her tightest low-slung jeans. The new stiletto pumps were going to inflict serious pain by the end of the day. She wrapped Band-Aids around her toes and wore the shoes anyway. 

Normally she put on mascara, but she couldn’t chance it. The forecast of tears made it too risky. She hurried to the stairs, but as she passed her sisters’ room, the silence made her pause. They were never that quiet. And why hadn’t they been banging on the bathroom door, telling her to hurry so they could take their showers? 

Maybe Sudi had let something into the house last night after all. Slowly, she stepped back to their door and wrapped her fingers around the knob, her heart racing in anticipation of what she would find inside their bedroom. 

She opened the door and gasped. “What are you doing?” she asked, even though she knew. 

Nicole and Carrie sat on the bed under their lacy pink canopy, a Ouija board between them. Their fingers tapped the planchette, and the small plastic triangle shimmied beneath their touch, then streaked across the alphabet printed in a semicircle on the board and stopped on the YES. 

“Mom’s going to be pissed,” Sudi said. Their mother had thrown away the last Ouija board, along with a tarot deck and the dried herbs that had left a lingering scent of licorice in their room. 

Nicole and Carrie turned, each tucking a wisp of waist-length, white-blond hair behind her ear. They were identical twins, but Nicole’s love for potato chips and chocolate had added plumpness to her cheeks, while Carrie’s picky eating habits had narrowed her oval face. They no longer wore the same size, but they still had a similar unsettling way of looking at Sudi as if they could read her thoughts. 

“We’re doing this for you,” Nicole explained. 

“Don’t put what you’re doing on me,” Sudi said. “I have enough problems.” 

“Precisely,” Carrie answered. 

“I saw the two of you burning something in the backyard,” Sudi said. “I thought you were getting rid of bad test grades, but you were practicing magic again, weren’t you?” 

Carrie shrugged. “We were burning chicken bones to give Brian skinny legs for hurting you. We hate him for making you cry.” 

“That’s not nice,” Sudi scolded, taking on her big-sister role even though she hoped the spell worked. “Besides, I’m the one who broke up with him,” she said, practicing the words she planned to say at school. “I told him we were through.” 

Carrie and Nicole stared at Sudi with something close to pity in their large blue eyes. They obviously didn’t believe her. If Sudi couldn’t convince her twelve-year-old sisters, then how was she going to convince her entire sophomore class? 

“You need something to protect you,” Carrie said. 

Sudi laughed. “I need a charm to protect me from bad boyfriends,” she answered, but as she turned to leave, a soft rasping made her look down. The planchette slid across the Ouija board and pointed to the S. 

“How’d you do that?” Sudi asked. The board hadn’t tilted, and neither of her sisters had moved. 

“We didn’t,” Nicole said excitedly. “It’s speaking to us.” 

Nicole and Carrie put their fingers back on the plastic pointer. The planchette slid to the U, then twirled back and pointed to the D. 

“It’s going to be a message for you, Sudi,” Nicole whispered, as if speaking too loudly might interrupt the board’s concentration. 

“You know I don’t believe in that kind of stuff,” Sudi answered and started downstairs. 

In the kitchen she grabbed an apple and bit into it as she walked through the back porch and out into the yard. She stood under the kitchen window and examined the wet grass. She saw no paw prints in the soggy earth or nose smudges on the windowpane. Maybe she had imagined the dog after all. 

When she reentered the house, Carrie and Nicole stood in the kitchen, waiting for her, their faces solemn. 

“You need to know something,” Carrie said. 

Sudi rolled her eyes. “I don’t need your Ouija board to know my life is trash.” 

The twins gasped. 

“Don’t say that,” Nicole scolded. “Words have power…” 

“…And what you say will come true,” Carrie finished. “It’s a scientifically proven fact that you’ll eventually become whatever you call yourself.” 

“Then you two had better be careful,” Sudi snapped back, “because if you keep messing around with the occult, you’re going to turn into little hags who marry toads and—” Sudi stopped. She was taking her anxiety out on her sisters. “Sorry,” she whispered and stepped past them. 

“Today could be dangerous for you,” Nicole warned. “The Ouija board is always right.” 

“Someone is after you,” Carrie added. 

“And I suppose it’s someone eeeeviiiilll,” Sudi said, mockingly stretching evil into a sinister Halloween melody. She left the kitchen, grabbed her sweater from the hall closet, tugged it on, and turned to leave. 

Her sisters stood behind her, blocking her way. 

“Listen to us for once,” Nicole pleaded. 

Their worried expressions almost made Sudi believe that something bad was going to happen. 

“You have to stop this,” Sudi said gently. “It isn’t healthy. That’s why Mom threw away all that occult stuff. You need to understand that when your kindergarten teacher told you that twins have a psychic connection to each other, she didn’t mean that the two of you are psychics, or that you have supernatural powers.” 

She kissed Nicole, then Carrie, and headed out the door. 

At the corner, Sudi glanced back at the house. Her sisters stood together on the porch, their nightgowns waving in the breeze, staring after her. Sudi didn’t believe in their connection to another world, but, looking at them, she wondered what message the Ouija board had given them. 
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The printer whirred, pushing out paper copies of the Web site on sleepwalking. Sudi leaned back and put drops in her eyes, which were dry and red from staring at the computer screen. Then she pulled the band from her ponytail and ruffled her hair. 

School had ended, but she had stayed late, searching for information on somnambulism. Stress had probably caused her sleepwalking, and for that reason she had decided not to tell her mother about the episode unless it happened again—and maybe she wouldn’t even tell her then—because if she did, her mother would start questioning Sudi, searching for the cause, and Sudi didn’t want anyone to know the truth. She hadn’t even told Sara about that night with Brian. 

Sudi grabbed the printouts and stuffed them into her backpack on top of her shoes, then left the computer room and started up the stairs, barefoot except for the grimy Band-Aids wrapped around her sore toes. The blisters on her heels burned. She’d only worn the killer shoes for Brian, but he hadn’t even come to school. Sudi had learned through friends that his dad was being honored at the Pentagon, and Dominique had attended the ceremony with Brian and his family. 

As she passed Brian’s locker, an unwanted memory came back to her. The first time they had driven over to Virginia, Brian had steered his car down a dark street where no one could witness what they were going to do. She had thought he wanted to take their relationship further, but his mind had never been on kissing her. Instead he asked her to drive his huge old Cadillac, even though she didn’t have a license. 

Then Brian had put on his skates, and, knees bent like a skier, he had taken hold of the car bumper while she started the engine. She drove down the paved roads, while Brian kept yelling at her to go faster. She pressed her foot down on the gas pedal until wind snapped through the window and tousled her hair. 

The oncoming lights flashed again in her mind, and she flinched. If the SUV hadn’t swerved, she would have killed Brian and maybe others. But instead of being upset, Brian had said the near-crash had been his best ride ever. He was into skitching and car surfing—anything extreme. 

How many times had he forced her to drive down those same roads? Why hadn’t she been able to tell him no? 

She should have felt relieved that Brian was going out with Dominique now, but Sudi had an uneasy feeling that her bond with Brian wasn’t broken. She didn’t know what she would do if he called again and she didn’t understand why she had taken such risks. It was as if something dormant inside her had awakened, a part of her she had never known before, and it scared her. 

By the time she reached the second-floor landing, the sun had set, leaving the corridor in dusky light. The silence made her pause. The band practiced every day after school. Normally, the off-key tones from clarinets and flutes filled the air. She glanced at her watch. It was almost seven. She couldn’t have been on the computer that long without being aware of the hours slipping away. 

The sound of footsteps in the stairwell broke the quiet, but knowing that someone else wandered the deserted hallways with her did not comfort her now. She tiptoed to her locker, not understanding the intense need to hide. The feeling nagged at her even though reason told her she was safe. 

Maybe she should have listened to her sisters’ warning after all. She looked up and down the hallway, not sure what she expected to see, before she worked her combination. She opened her locker and caught her reflection in the heart-shaped mirror on the door. Her hair was parted on the wrong side, exposing a section of the birthmark on her scalp. 

As she started to fix her part, a hand clamped down on her shoulder. 

Sudi tried to turn and lost her balance. 

Carter grabbed her arm and steadied her. “What’s wrong?” he asked. 

“You startled me,” she said and started to laugh, but stopped. She had looked both ways down the hallway and hadn’t seen him. “Did you sneak up on me?” 

“Why would I do that?” he asked with a slow, easy grin, and rested his hand on the locker above her. He edged closer and looked down at her as if he were seeing her for the first time. He tilted his head until his lips were dangerously close to kissing her. 

“Carter,” she said, flustered. “We’re best friends.” 

“Just testing,” he teased. 

She shook her head. Girls at school warned each other to stay away from him, but they never followed their own advice. No one could resist him even with his reputation as a heartbreaker. 

“Brian is an idiot,” Carter said, interrupting her thoughts. “I told him so when he started going out with Dominique.” 

His fingers ran down her arm. She pulled away, then hesitated. Maybe he was only offering her the comfort of friendship. He squeezed her hand. 

“It’s pretty funny the way you ruined Dominique’s boots,” he went on. “Brian told me she’s making him buy her a new pair.” 

“It was an accident,” Sudi protested. “The lemonade slipped out of my hand.” 

“No one believes you,” Carter said and shot her a wry smile. 

“You know I’d tell you if I’d done it on purpose.” She tried to concentrate on which books she needed to take home, but her mind jumped back to Saturday, the day she and Brian had broken up. 

Sudi had bought lunch at the Bread Line, a small restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue near the White House, and as she bit into the crusty bread and sweet Italian sausage, Brian and Dominique had walked inside, holding hands. When Brian leaned over to kiss Dominique, his gaze fell on Sudi. She immediately marched over to Brian, planning to tell him that they were through, but the drink she was holding dropped from her hand, splashing over Dominique’s pricey boots. Sudi fled in embarrassment. 

“Can I give Scott your cell number?” Carter asked. 

“Scott?” Sudi asked, hoping she didn’t sound too breathless. 

“I didn’t know if you were ready,” Carter answered. “You look like you landed pretty hard.” 

“I’m through with Brian,” she mumbled, not sure that she was, and reached into her locker. She pulled a folder from under her rolled-up sweater, and a stack of test papers spilled forward. 

“Scott’s been waiting for you to figure out that Brian’s all wrong for you,” Carter said, but his eyes never met hers. He stared at the lopsided pile of tests, then ran his fingers through the pages as if checking her grades. He seemed to be looking for something. 

“You can give Scott my number,” Sudi answered, but a thought occurred to her as she pulled her shoes from her backpack and slipped them onto her wounded feet. “How do you know Scott?” 

“He plays rugby,” Carter answered, and then, abruptly, he began jogging backward. “I’ll catch you tomorrow,” he yelled before turning and sprinting away. 

Sudi glanced into her locker and wondered what Carter had expected to find. She pulled out her sweater, and a white envelope glided after it, skating across the floor. She picked it up. URGENT was written across the front. She ripped the seal, pulled out a square piece of paper and read the message. 


Our meeting cannot be put off any longer. Come to the Hotel Washington, Sky Terrace restaurant, sunset. I will tell you everything. 



A thrill rushed through her. The invitation had to be from Scott. Carter’s odd behavior suddenly made sense; he hadn’t been looking for anything, he had been sneaking the invitation into her locker. 

She stuffed her sweater inside, then twirled the combination lock, grabbed her backpack, and hoped she wasn’t too late. 
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Sudi dropped her backpack on a love seat near the door, straightened her lacy camisole and stepped into the crowded Sky Terrace restaurant. The warm evening air wrapped around her, bringing the lush smells of frying onions and seafood. Even the night views of the White House and the Washington Monument were perfect for a first date. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation. 

When Scott didn’t come forward to greet her, she headed toward the end of the terrace, where people stood clustered in small groups. Maybe Scott had invited her to a gathering of Entre Nous students. 

Halfway there, she noticed a young man, seated at a table near the railing, waving at her. At first, she thought he was trying to get the attention of someone behind her, but then he called her name. “Sudi!” 

She swerved around a fast-moving waitress and started toward him, assuming he was a friend of Scott’s. He had the Entre Nous look: a three-hundred-dollar haircut and a jacket that cost more than Sudi spent on clothing in an entire year. 

“I’m Abdel,” he said, rising to greet her, and took her hand. Then, motioning to a girl seated beside him, he added, “This is Meri.” 

Everyone in D.C. knew Senator Stark’s daughter. Meri attended Entre Nous and was usually surrounded by photographers and bodyguards. Her mother had made one bid for her party’s presidential nomination, and political analysts said that this year the senator would succeed. 

Meri waved and looked toward the exit, as if she were about to use Sudi’s arrival as an excuse to leave. Maybe Abdel had been a blind date and Meri was unhappy with the match—although on the surface, Sudi couldn’t see any reason for Meri to be displeased. 

“I’d also like you to meet Dalila,” Abdel added. 

Sudi had never seen Dalila before, and she definitely would have remembered meeting her. Dalila was breathtakingly beautiful, despite her shaven head and the strange tattoo above her right temple. 

“I’m pleased to meet you,” Dalila said quietly. 

“Hi,” Sudi answered, looking around. “Where’s Scott?” She took a seat next to Abdel. 

“Scott?” Abdel asked. 

“Scott Johnston,” Sudi said. “He asked me to meet him here.” 

“I asked you here,” Abdel corrected her. He handed her a menu. 

“You sent me the invitation?” Sudi asked, surprised. 

“I needed to meet with the three of you.” Abdel set his arms on the table and leaned forward. “I’ve been sent to the United States by the Hour priests, a secret society—” 

“Sheesh,” Meri said and fell back in her chair. “Is this some weird way to meet my mother?” 

“Why would I want to meet her?” Abdel asked. 

“Because everyone in this town wants to speak to her,” Meri answered curtly. “And FYI, you won’t get a meeting with her through me. I only came here because you gave me such a valuable gift.” She held up a rod with the head of a snake that looked like the one Sudi had found on her bed earlier. “My mother told me I had to return this to you.” 

“It’s an apotropaic wand,” Abdel explained. “The ancient Egyptians used it for protection. And you can’t return it to me, because it belongs to you.” 

“That excuse is not going to work with my mom,” Meri said and placed the snake on the table. 

“Maybe after I explain why I’ve been sent here, you’ll want to keep it,” Abdel said. “The three of you are descended from the divine pharaohs of ancient Egypt.” 

Dalila nodded knowingly, suggesting that his revelation wasn’t a secret to her. But Meri and Sudi just stared at each other, then burst into spontaneous laughter. 

“Do I look regal?” Meri asked between giggles. She was thin and tomboyish, her hair falling into her eyes. 

“Abdel is telling the truth,” Dalila insisted. 

“I was born in Nebraska,” Sudi answered pulling on a strand of silky blond hair. Her eyes were blue, her skin pale cream. She didn’t look Egyptian. “My family has lived in North America since the Dutch settled Delaware in 1631. So how can I be related to a pharaoh?” 

“Because you are,” Abdel answered. “And now you must stand against evil and defend the world.” 

“Right,” Meri said and folded her arms over her chest, solemn again. 

“Because we’re superheroes,” Sudi added sarcastically and smiled. She’d played enough pranks on other people to recognize this as someone’s practical joke, but who would go to such an extreme? Then she thought of Brian and the new boots he had to buy for Dominique. But he was the one who had dumped her. Could he really be that upset with her? 

Abdel spoke again, “Since the goddess Isis gave the Hour priests the Book of Thoth, the priests have devoted their lives to stopping the forces of darkness. So, when the Cult of Anubis turned up in Washington, D.C., we were concerned.” 

Everyone in D.C. had heard about the cult: a new age group from California that had opened a spa, offering relaxation and pleasure for overworked Washingtonians. But Sudi had also heard rumors about therapies that sounded more like magic than cures, and elaborate secret ceremonies performed for members only. 

“The cult leaders plan to destroy the bloodline of Horus and return the universe to the chaos from which it came,” Abdel said, breaking into Sudi’s thoughts. “They’ll use demons and—” 

“Do you expect me to believe that?” Sudi asked. For a practical joke it was pretty lame, but then another idea came to her, and she suddenly wished she had worn makeup and her push-up bra because this had to be a new reality show. It made sense to her now. Dalila looked drop-dead gorgeous and was probably the hostess, and Meri was a celebrity. Sudi had an image of her sisters writing to the producers and proposing Sudi, the ultimate skeptic, for their show. She lifted her glass of water, trying not to look too obvious, and glanced around, searching for the hidden cameras and microphones. 

Abdel reached into a worn leather pouch and pulled out three tattered beige scrolls with dark brown striations. 

“These are papyri from the Book of Thoth,” he said and handed one to each girl. “You’ll need the incantations written here to fight the creatures sent to destroy you.” 

Sudi touched the frayed edges and unrolled the scroll, then ran her finger over the images of rabbits, snakes, and eyes. 

“Only the divine heirs to the throne of Egypt have the power to use the magic in the Book of Thoth to stop the dark forces freed by the cult,” Abdel explained. 

“Oh, okay, sure. I’ll just use my Saturday nights to protect the city from mummies,” Sudi scoffed, as she imagined her friends laughing when the program aired on TV. 

“You don’t really believe this stuff, do you?” Meri asked Abdel. “It’s bunk.” 

Abdel scowled. “You must believe me. The cult leaders could be contacting you already, using a spell to make you walk to them while you’re still asleep.” 

A chill swept through Sudi. How could the show’s producers know about her sleepwalking? It had to be just a coincidence. Or maybe Carter was in on it and he had seen what she had been researching in the computer room. 

“You’re wasting my time,” Meri said tiredly and glanced at the other end of the terrace, trying to get someone’s attention. “I need to go home and study.” 

“I’m telling you the truth,” Abdel said, his voice rising. “And the proof is in the identical birthmarks you each have beneath your hair.” 

Sudi reached up and touched her head, then looked across the table. Meri had done the same. They both glimpsed the eye on Dalila’s scalp, then looked back at each other again. 

“Your birthmarks look like the one that Dalila has above her temple,” Abdel explained. “It’s the sacred eye of Horus.” 

“I’ve heard enough,” Meri said. 

Abdel turned to Dalila. “Help me convince them that I’m telling the truth.” 

“Why should I, when no one told me the truth?” Dalila asked, her large eyes becoming glassy with tears. 

“Your uncle said that he had reared you to be the perfect heir.” Abdel seemed truly shocked. 

“The heir to some fortune, I thought. I assumed I was being groomed to marry some rich prince from Saudi Arabia,” she replied. 

“You were taught the old ways,” he argued. 

“So I would be a treasure to my people when I married and moved to the Middle East,” Dalila shot back. 

Sudi watched Dalila. She was definitely overplaying for the cameras. 

“No one ever told me I had to fight demons. And, although I don’t understand your reasons for doing so, I know you’re lying.” Dalila grabbed a shawl from the back of her chair, flung it around her like an actress leaving the stage, and stormed off. 

“That’s it,” Meri said, picking up her scroll. “And, Abdel, take me off your invite list, because I’m definitely not coming to another one of your dinners, no matter how much my mother insists that I should.” 

Abdel clasped her wrist. 

“Let go of me,” Meri yelled and tried to yank her hand back, but his hold was powerful. 

At the other end of the terrace two men got up from their chairs. One had taken off his jacket, and his husky chest and arms barely fit into his short-sleeved shirt. The other, taller than the first, had a hard, sunburned face. He flung his chair out of the way and marched forward, bumping into the table edges. 

“Let go of her!” he shouted with booming authority. 

Diners and waiters became silent. The thump-thumping of the two presidential helicopters landing on the White House lawn were the only sounds on the terrace. 

“You must listen to me,” Abdel pleaded, holding Meri’s arm. “Your life is in danger. Do you think the cult leaders will let you live?” 

“Look behind you,” Meri challenged. 

Abdel glanced over his shoulder. The two men had pulled guns, and their attention was focused intently on Abdel. 

Diners screamed, and a table toppled over as people stampeded toward the exits. 

But instead of releasing Meri, Abdel grabbed her head. 

Meri cursed and flung her arms, pounding on his back. 

Sudi froze, undecided. This wasn’t like any reality show she’d ever seen before; Meri looked truly distressed. Maybe Abdel was just a rich guy living in his own fantasy world. 

Sudi clutched Abdel’s arm, trying to help Meri. She dug her fingernails into his skin, but Abdel didn’t flinch. 

“Release her,” the taller man yelled again. 

Abdel ignored the order and spread his fingers in Meri’s hair, then bowed his head until it rested against her forehead. He spoke in a language that Sudi didn’t understand and had never heard before. 

Meri stopped struggling and tilted her head, looking into Abdel’s eyes, transfixed. 

The two men with the guns lunged forward. The taller one grabbed Sudi around the waist and pulled her out of the way. Then both men wrestled with Abdel, trying to rescue Meri, but Abdel didn’t let go until he had finished speaking. 

When he released her, she collapsed into the burly man’s arms. The taller one slipped his gun back into its holster and tried to handcuff Abdel, but Abdel shoved him aside and turned to Sudi. 

Sudi had no idea what Abdel wanted with her, but she no longer believed this was a practical joke, or a new reality show. She eased backward, afraid, and bumped into a table, knocking over a glass. Water trickled onto the floor near her feet. 

Still clutching the scroll, she spun around and tried to run. Her feet slipped on the ice cubes and water. She almost fell, then regained her balance and dashed into the hallway. She grabbed her backpack, kicked out of her shoes, and sprinted down the carpet. 

A gun fired as she ran for the elevator. 

“Come on. Come on.” She furiously hit the call button. 

Abdel stepped out of the restaurant and ran toward Sudi as the metal doors opened. She rushed inside and pushed LOBBY, then DOOR CLOSE. 

She fell back against the wall, gasping for air. 

An arm shot between the closing doors, and Abdel slipped inside. The doors shut behind him, and the elevator started down. 

Sudi tried to punch the alarm button, but Abdel grabbed her hand and kissed the tips of her fingers. 

“Please,” Sudi said. “Don’t touch me.” 

“Don’t be afraid,” he whispered and clasped her head in his hands, pulling her toward him. 

Sudi whimpered. 

Abdel rested his lips against her forehead, his breath warm on her face, and spoke the same strange language he had spoken to Meri. 

“Heb menekh hekau,” he whispered. “Uab ab-ek. Hu en na ek nifu er fet-ef.” 

And then, unexpectedly, Sudi understood the words. Or was it that he was speaking English again? She wasn’t sure. Her nerves were raw, and her heartbeat thundered in her ears. 

“Sublime of magic,” Abdel continued. “Your heart is pure. To you I send the power of the ages.” 

In spite of being in a closed elevator, wind blew into Sudi’s nostrils and filled her lungs. Her chest heaved, trying to catch a breath not tainted with the smell of tombs. 

Abdel forced her head down, and then his lips moved against her hair, over her birthmark. 

“Divine one,” he whispered. “Come into being. I awaken the soul of ancient Egypt, lying dormant in your soul.” 

He released her. 

Her knees buckled, and he caught her before she fell. 

When the elevator doors opened, Sudi grabbed her backpack and scrambled out into the reception area. She collided with Meri’s bodyguards, who had run down the stairs. 

As the elevator closed, the two men forced the doors open and looked inside. 

The elevator was empty. 

“Where did he go?” the taller one shouted at Sudi. 

Sudi shook her head. “I didn’t see.” 

“Wait here,” he commanded. 

But pure instinct was driving Sudi now. She needed to go someplace safe, and that meant home. 

When the men ran off, Sudi hurried outside. 

Sirens filled the night. Secret Service agents climbed from black sedans and charged inside. 

Still in a daze, Sudi ran across Fifteenth Street and headed north, crossing into Lafayette Park in front of the White House. She slouched on a bench in the darkness, her knees shaking too violently to continue. 

Her scalp itched, and her birthmark burned. She opened her backpack, searching for her mirror. The tattered scroll was resting on top even though she couldn’t remember putting it there. She started to throw it away, then thought better of it, crushed it under her books, and found her mirror. She studied herself, wondering what Abdel had done to her. Wisps of hair stood in a halo around her head as though she had walked through a cloud of static electricity. 

“Sudi?” Someone called her name. 

She jumped up, ready to run, her bare feet stinging with blisters and cuts. 

Scott walked toward her in a slow, even stride. He still wore his school uniform: gray slacks, blue blazer, and white shirt. He had loosened his red tie. His curly brown hair brushed against his collar, and in the dim light he looked more handsome than her memory of him. He still had his California tan even though he lived in D.C. with his grandmother now. Rumor had it that he had gotten into trouble with drugs back in Los Angeles. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked with true concern in his voice. 

“Just a bad case of the frizzies,” she answered, trying to sound lighthearted when all she wanted was to fall into his arms and cry. Her day could not possibly get worse—and then she saw Michelle. 

Michelle strutted toward them. The Entre Nous uniform jacket fit most girls like a box, but Michelle had had hers tailored to accentuate every curve. The top two buttons of her white shirt were undone, offering a view of her lace bra and cleavage. 

“Hey, Sudi,” Michelle said and wrapped her hands possessively around Scott’s arm. Sudi and Michelle had been best friends through elementary school, but in junior high Michelle had been accepted into the academy, and the two of them had quickly grown apart. 

But instead of responding to Michelle’s challenge, Sudi walked away, her brain too flustered and confused to let her engage in flirtatious combat over Scott. 

“Sudi,” Michelle called after her, sounding disappointed. 

“Later,” Sudi replied over her shoulder. 

“Do you need a ride?” Scott yelled. 

She shook her head in response and continued to the street. At the curb, she hailed a cab and eased inside. She waved good-bye and closed her eyes, grateful no one would be home yet. On Monday nights her sisters had dance lessons, and her mom and dad always took them out to eat afterward. 

A short ride later, Sudi hurried inside her house and ran upstairs to her parents’ bedroom. She opened the chest at the foot of their bed. The smell of cedarwood filled the air. She pulled out her baby-photo album and fanned through the pages. 

In every picture, a bonnet or cap or blanket covered her head. And then she found one. She tore it out, certain now that the eye on Dalila’s scalp had been a tattoo. In the picture, Sudi’s birthmark looked like an ordinary dark mole. 

She sat on the edge of her parents’ bed and considered what had happened. Maybe Abdel, Dalila, and Meri had only been part of some strange initiation that Sudi had to go through before she could date a guy at Entre Nous. The students were known for being snooty and sticking together, excluding outsiders. She imagined Abdel telling Scott everything that Sudi had done. Maybe they had even videotaped it and were watching her now, laughing at the fear in her eyes. 

Sudi tossed the photo back into the chest and slammed the lid back down. No guy was worth that kind of trouble, not even a hottie like Scott. 








[image: ] 




Sudi crunched into the dill pickle she was sharing with Sara, then took a sip of Coke and handed both back to her friend. She had thought the class trip to the Smithsonian Institute would be an easy way to avoid Brian and Dominique, but when she stepped onto the school bus that morning, she had found herself face to face with the two of them, embraced in a kiss. 

She had tossed them a friendly smile, even though she had wanted to spit. But what she remembered most was the way Dominique had smelled of jasmine and roses. The designer perfume was something Sudi’s mother would never have bought for her. 

“How can Dominique look so beautiful at the end of the day?” Sudi complained. Dominique was walking by herself toward the line of school buses parked in front of the Washington Monument. 

Sara turned, her rhinestone skull earrings jangling against her necklaces. 

“Dominique is wondering the same about you,” Sara said. “I bet she rubs her skin raw trying to get the glow that comes naturally to you. And her curly bun is definitely an add-on.” Sara grabbed a fistful of Sudi’s blond tangles. “No one can compete with this. Your hair is gorgeous, and so are you.” 

“You’re the best friend ever,” Sudi said and hugged Sara. 

“Aw, quit with the mushy stuff.” Sara tossed the remains of the pickle and Coke into a trash bin. “Where do you want to go next?” 

Sudi glanced at her watch. “It’s time to go back to the bus.” 

“We can’t leave without visiting Minister Cox,” Sara said and pulled on Sudi’s arm. They dodged the oncoming joggers and hurried across the treelined lawn to the National Museum of Natural History. 

At the security station, Sudi unzipped her backpack. The guard stuck a wooden stick inside and shone the beam of a flashlight around the grinning monkey faces on her Paul Frank pajamas. She was spending the night with Sara so they could finish their class project on space travel. 

After Sara passed through the security check, the two of them ran around the African elephant display in the center of the rotunda, took the escalator down to the ground floor, and rode the elevator near the Constitution Avenue entrance up to the Origins of Western Culture exhibit on the second floor. 

“I love all the cubbies and alcoves in this exhibit,” Sara said, rushing around the diorama of an early man drawing a bison on a cave wall. “This would be the best place in the world for a game of hide-and-seek.” 

They stopped in front of the outer coffin of Tenet-Khonsu, an ancient Egyptian high priestess. 

Sudi had told Sara everything that had happened the night before with Abdel. Now Sara looked at the hieroglyphs. “Tell me what they say.” 

Sudi had seen the same pictographs before, but this time she felt she could decipher their meaning. She read out loud, “I have not sullied the world of the Nile.…” 

She stopped. How could she know what the symbols meant? Yet she was confident that she had interpreted them correctly. 

“Show-off,” Sara teased and playfully elbowed her. “Did Abdel teach you how to read hieroglyphs, too?” 

“Lucky guess,” Sudi answered. She couldn’t, of course, read in any language except English. Yet somehow she knew the meaning of the symbols inscribed on the coffin. 

“But it’s a cool idea,” Sara said with a scampish grin. “We could bring Abdel and Dalila here, and you could pretend like you can read the hieroglyphs, and you could tell them something dire.” Sara started laughing, her imagination taking hold of her. 

Sudi gave her a look. “I don’t want to continue the game with Abdel and Dalila. I just want to forget it ever happened.” 

“You will,” Sara said and moved on to the mummy called Minister Cox. She tapped the glass. “Can you imagine having your bones on display in a museum? They should make it against the law.” 

Sara talked as she always did about the unfairness of denying Minister Cox a proper burial, but Sudi walked on to the next coffin and concentrated on the hieroglyphs. She understood the text. How was that possible? 

Finally, she read the inscription out loud. “As for anyone who might pass, pause and make an offering, that I might be well remembered—” 

“Stop,” Sara said and nudged her. “You’re creeping me out now. You made the words sound too real.” 

Sudi clenched the strap on her backpack, trying to stop a sudden sense of falling. If she could read the ancient writing, then was it possible that the other things Abdel had told her were also true? She took a quick step back and caught herself. 

“What’s wrong?” Sara asked. 

Sudi shook her head. “Nothing,” she answered. “Have you ever heard of someone called Horus?” 

“The Egyptian god Hor?” Sara asked and didn’t wait for a reply. “The Greeks called him Horus. He battled the god Seth. It was that typical fight between good and evil. Horus stood for order, and Seth wanted to destroy the world. Did Abdel talk about him?” 

Sudi couldn’t answer, because a sudden feeling of nausea had overcome her. She rushed to the restroom at the back of the exhibit, hurried inside, and turned on the cold water, splashing it onto her face. She took several deep breaths, her head in the sink, then looked up and stared at her reflection in the mirror. 

Sara appeared behind her, watching her. 

“Hey, are you okay?” Sara asked. 

Sudi nodded, even though her legs felt wobbly. “I think I’m coming down with the flu,” she lied. She had no intention of leaving the museum until she had had a chance to study the hieroglyphs alone and find a rational explanation for what was happening. “Go on without me. I’ll catch a cab.” 

“You know you aren’t allowed to do that,” Sara said. 

“Do you think Mrs. Grumm wants me puking on the bus?” 

“Yeah, I guess you’d start a real vomit fest,” Sara laughed. She stepped closer and rubbed Sudi’s back. “I’ll stay with you.” 

“Go on,” Sudi said. “I’ll be okay.” 

“Are you sure?” Sara asked, looking doubtful. 

“Please,” Sudi answered and rushed into a stall pretending that she was going to be ill. “I don’t want you to watch me.” She slammed the door and made gagging noises until she heard Sara’s retreating footsteps on the tiled floor. 

Sudi waited, the leaking faucet counting out the seconds. Then she went back to the glass-enclosed display and stared at the inscriptions. She was definitely reading the hieroglyphs, or at least, in her mind she had been tricked into believing that she could. Abdel must have hypnotized her, given her a posthypnotic instruction to make her believe she could read the ancient writing even though she couldn’t. 

She imagined the students at Entre Nous laughing at what Abdel had done to her. Even so, she couldn’t understand why she had been singled out. 

A muffled noise made Sudi aware that someone was nearby. She spun around, and, when she didn’t see anyone, she called out, “Hello.” 

Silence answered her. Something in the quiet made her tense. She sensed someone moving stealthily about. 

The exhibit had alcoves, niches, and spaces under the displays where a person could hide, and hide again. But she didn’t go looking for the prowler. Her mother had told her to trust her intuition, especially when she felt unsafe, so, without hesitation, Sudi made her way to the elevator. 
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