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For Aidan, Lex, and Ashley


I gave you a love of Looney Tunes.


But you’ve given me much more.










The Snare of Love


With snare in hand I hide me,


I wait and will not stir;


The beauteous birds of Araby


Are perfumed all with myrrh—


Oh, all the birds of Araby,


That down to Egypt come,


Have wings that waft the fragrance


Of sweetly smelling gum!


I would that, when I snare them,


Together we could be,


I would that when I hear them


Alone I were with thee.


If thou wilt come, my dear one,


When birds are snared above,


I’ll take thee and I’ll keep thee


Within the snare of love.


—From Egyptian Myth and Legend  by Donald Mackenzie










Prologue


Entombed


“It begins.”


“Yes, Master. The chains that bind you are weakening.”


“It was foolish of them to think that this prison would hold me indefinitely.”
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Seth had despaired of ever escaping. But then a spark found him. A human, an ordinary man, discovered a scroll, long forgotten, that held a spell powerful enough to draw a thread from the dark tapestry that fell like a curtain over his mind.


The spell caused a tiny change. A chip in a wall of cement. Seth took hold of a dark thread very carefully and pulled. As he did, his mind’s eye connected to that of the mortal, and he imbued him with power. But the mortal proved weak, easily defeated by the Sons of Egypt.


Then a new voice called to him. She was isolated. She was misunderstood. She wielded power. Seth whispered to her mind. Made promises. Told her the things she longed to hear. And she was his. He strengthened her until she was able to escape the bonds that kept her tied to the netherworld and brought her into his own prison instead.


Draining her stored energies, his frame filled to bursting, and in the blackness of the obelisk he sucked in the first breath he’d taken in centuries. Time and space rippled, and then the wall fractured. A bolt of lightning shot through the fabric of space.


Sliding his hands around the split edges, he used his power to open the gap wider, and the walls fell away, fading until he could no longer sense them. One by one, the stars appeared. Nebulas swirled before him in clouds of cerulean, amber, and magenta.


The stars brightened, and he knew they whispered of his escape, but it didn’t matter now.


He knew what he had to do.


Once, he thought Isis was to be his counterpart. But thanks to the woman currently hanging on to his arm, her form a black fluttering cloud barely able to hold itself together, he knew there was another one destined to be his.


She was beautiful. She was powerful. She was untouchable. An adder stone clothed in flesh. Because of that, it would be difficult to find her. But there was one who held her heart. Who, even now, clutched it in his undead hands. And Seth knew exactly where to find him.
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Pancakes and Papyrus


Nana’s rooster crowed, the sound of his cry too jarring for me to ignore. I rolled over and licked my lips, which for some reason felt swollen and numb. My mouth was particularly dry. I groaned as I shifted beneath the sheets, tugging them over my head to block out the piercing beams of daylight. The light was an intruder—an unwelcome visitor disturbing the dark tomb where I slumbered peacefully.


There was an awareness tickling the back of my mind, but I doggedly ignored it. Unfortunately, whatever it was had sunk in its claws and wouldn’t be pushed aside so easily. What was it that I couldn’t remember? And why did I feel like I’d lost a boxing match? My head hurt. I longed for a cold drink of water and a bottle of aspirin, but I just didn’t have the energy in my limbs to seek what I wanted.


The clattering of pots and pans told me I wouldn’t be able to lounge in bed much longer. Nana was going to call for me soon. Bossy needed to be milked, and there were eggs to gather. My feet hit the cold wooden floor, and as I slid to the edge of the bed my hands shook. I had the sudden feeling that I was in danger.


When I stood, my knees buckled, and I quickly sat back down. Gasping, I took hold of my grandmother’s quilt, my fingers tightening into fists that clutched the fragile fabric as fiercely as I would a life preserver. A cold sheen of sweat glistened on my arms. I couldn’t catch my breath. Horrors filled my mind: Death. Blood. Destruction. Evil.


Was it a dream? If it was, it was the most vivid nightmare I’d ever had.


“Lilypad?” my nana’s voice called. “You up yet, hon?”


“Yeah,” I answered, my voice quavering as I rubbed my trembling limbs vigorously. “I’ll be out soon.”


I attempted to shake off the nightmare as best I could and dressed in a faded pair of overalls, a comfortable T-shirt, and thick socks. By the time I headed out to the barn, the sun had fully risen above the horizon. It perched in the cerulean sky, beaming down on me like an all-too-knowing eye. The light painted the thin clouds above in shades of rose and dusty orange. As I walked the well-worn path, the golden sunshine warming my shoulders and the fragrant air tickling my nose with the scent of Nana’s flower garden, I felt like all should be right with the world. And yet I knew it wasn’t. The gilded setting struck me as false, and I sensed evil things hiding in the shadows. Something’s definitely rotten in the state of Iowa.


Settling onto the wooden stool beside Bossy, I thought I had never in my life been so tired. It was more than physical exhaustion. Deep inside I felt battered, drained—like my soul was one of Nana’s wet towels, wrung of water and thrown carelessly on a line to dry. Pieces of me skittered around in the breeze, and it was only a matter of time until a gust of wind blew hard enough to send me flipping into the dust. Reaching up to pat Bossy’s flank, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. The sound of streaming milk was soon pinging against the side of the metal bucket.


What kind of incomprehensible human ritual are you engaged in now? an irritated voice said.


I squealed and staggered up from my seat, accidentally kicking over the milk bucket and my wooden stool in the process.


It’s called milking a cow, ya flea-bitten feline.


Naturally, I assumed as much. But such an act is beneath us. And for your information, we don’t have fleas.


“Who’s there?” I called out, spinning around. I picked up a pitchfork and kicked open a stall, looking for intruders. “My nana has a shotgun,” I warned, a statement I never thought I’d ever have to utter. “Trust me. You don’t want to get on her bad side.”


Why doesn’t she know who we are? questioned a voice with an Irish accent.


I don’t know. Perhaps there is something wrong with her mind. Lily, we are inside you, the initially irritated voice said.


“What?” I pressed my hands against the sides of my head and crouched down. Maybe I’m still dreaming, I thought. Either that or I’m going insane. Have I finally cracked under the pressure of getting ready for college? I’m now imagining voices. That can’t be a good thing.


You’re not imagining us, darlin’.


Yes. We’re as real as that too-fat-to-run, very mouthwatering creature you were trying to milk. Milk is not nearly as satisfying as red, raw meat, just so you know.


An image of sinking my teeth into the body of a creature filled my mind. Steaming blood filled my mouth as I licked my chops.


I screamed, falling into the small pile of hay I’d broken apart to feed the cow.


Fantastic. You broke ’er.


One as powerful as Lily doesn’t just break.


Shows what you know.


I’ve been with Lily longer. I think I know her well enough to know what she can handle.


Obviously, she can’t handle this. Can’t you feel her disconnect? It’s like her mind is floatin’ above us. Before she was as wrapped around us as a chicken guardin’ her eggs. Now she’s gone and flown the coop, leavin’ us trapped in our little shells waitin’ on some fox to scoop us up for breakfast.


I am one of Isis’s chosen. An African cat destined to fight in great battles with teeth and claw. I am not a chicken egg.


Well, without Lily, we’re just as powerless. When the mama hen dies, her chicks die, too.


Lily is not dead.


Near enough.


I lay there, the prickly straw poking my neck and back as I listened. Was I dead? And all this some kind of special hell reserved just for me? The macabre thought made me want to bury myself deeper. Hide from the insanity surrounding me.


The two voices continued arguing. Whoever they were, they seemed to know me. They sounded familiar, but as hard as I tried, I couldn’t conjure a memory. Bossy came over and nudged my prostrate form, bawling for me to finish the milking job I’d started.


When her long tongue darted out toward my cheek, I tried to move away but found I couldn’t even wince. I was trapped in my own body. A brain aneurysm. That’s what must be happening. It’s the only thing that could explain the voices and the inability to move my limbs.


The door creaked open, and I felt someone reach out and touch my arm. “Lily?”


A man leaned over me. His eyes were kind and familiar, but I struggled to identify him. The skin on his face was weathered, like a timeworn leather vest, but most of the wrinkles around his eyes were upturned, as if he spent most of his time smiling.


Hassan! both voices cried at once. He’ll help us.


“Oh, Lily!” he cried. “I feared something like this.”


That didn’t sound good. The man disappeared briefly before he returned with my grandmother. She eyed the man like he was a wolf trying to make off with her prize sheep. Still, she worked with him to wrangle me into the house. Once I was settled on the couch, she reached for the old-fashioned phone hanging on the wall.


“Please don’t,” the man asked in a soft, pleading voice. His eyes cut to my nana and then to me.


I could hear the anger and suspicion in her voice. It was lurking just beneath a layer of forced politeness that was steadily melting away like a snowpack blanketing an active volcano. Nana was fixing to erupt in all her protective grandmotherly glory. “And why wouldn’t I call an ambulance?” she asked, daring him to give her an answer. “Seems mighty convenient that you just happened upon my granddaughter in the barn. How do I know you didn’t cause whatever’s wrong with her?”


“On the contrary. I freely admit, I am partly to blame for her condition, though I would never wish her ill. If I had wanted to make off with her for some nefarious purpose, I wouldn’t have retrieved you.”


Nana didn’t respond with more than a suspicious hmph.


The man wrung his hat in his hands guiltily as he spoke. “As to why you should refrain from seeking medical attention, it pains me to inform you that what ails Lilliana is not of this world. I’m afraid a doctor would be of no help whatsoever.”


I couldn’t see Nana from my fixed position on the couch, but the fact that she wasn’t immediately pushing the buttons for 911 meant that she was considering his words. “Explain,” she demanded.


“It’s rather complicated . . . ,” he hedged.


“I would suggest you give me the Reader’s Digest version, then.”


The man nodded, swallowed, then said, “Now, this is a supposition on my part, but I think Lily might be suffering from a form of extreme dissociative identity disorder. She’s had a very recent traumatic experience. One terrible enough that her conscious mind has . . . for lack of a better explanation, retreated. It’s a way for her mind to protect itself.”


“And when, exactly, do you believe this trauma has occurred? Lily has been under my care since she arrived.”


“That’s not precisely true.”


“That’s enough. I’m calling the police.”


“No! Please, dear lady, I beg you. I mean neither you nor her any harm. There is no one more qualified to help her than I. You must believe me.”


“Who are you? And how do you know Lily’s name?” There was a dangerous edge to her voice.


He sighed. “My name is Osahar Hassan. I’m an Egyptologist by trade. Has she mentioned me at all? Spoken of Egypt?”


Nana came closer to the couch. I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. “Her . . . her parents said she’s taken quite an interest in the Egyptian wing at the museum. She’s spent all her free time there for the past few months.”


Had I? If so, I had no memory of it at all. Why did I get out of bed this morning? I knew something was off. Still, my brain disassociating didn’t make sense. Was that where the voices were coming from? And why did my mental state affect my limbs? I tried desperately to move my pinky. Just lift one finger. I concentrated like I was threading one of Nana’s embroidery needles. I couldn’t produce so much as a twitch.


“Lilliana has been helping me on a . . . a project of great importance. I’m afraid one of the discoveries we’ve made has put her in some peril.” He raised a hand. “She’s out of physical danger.” He grimaced. “For the moment. It’s her mental state that I’m most concerned about. You see, there was a spell. . . .”


“A spell?” Nana lifted her eyebrow along with one corner of her lip.


“Yes, a spell. A very ancient, very powerful one. If you will allow me, I can prove to you that what I’m saying is true.” He took a step closer to the couch, but Nana dropped the phone, which was now beeping because it was off the hook. The half smile disappeared from her face as she picked up the rifle she kept tucked in the corner. Nana didn’t keep it loaded, but the man wouldn’t know that.


“I’ll thank you to keep your distance from my granddaughter,” she warned.


The man looked at the rifle, then at my grandmother. He gave her a small nod but lifted a finger as if to shush her, completely nonplussed by the gun pointed at him.


“Tia?” he said while looking at my inert body. “Are you there? If you are, I need you to take over for Lily.”


In the few seconds it took for me to wonder who Tia was, my focus shifted. I felt smaller. Like I was looking up at the world through a thin layer of water. Instinctively, I bucked against the change. I knew that what was happening to me was connected to something bad, chained-to-an-anchor-and-thrown-in-the-ocean bad, but at the same time, I had the distinct impression that I was safe. Cared for. Loved.


“I am here,” I heard one of the voices say, except now it was coming from my mouth. Slowly, my view shifted as my body sat up on the couch. “The fairy is with me as well.”


I have a name, ya know, the second voice inside me said.


“The fairy?” The man frowned. “Apparently, Anubis left out some of the pertinent details, as usual.”


“Fairy? Anubis? What exactly is going on here?” Nana demanded. “Lilypad, are you all right, honey?”


“The one you refer to as Lilypad is here. It is as Hassan has described. Her mind is fragmented. She is like a river after a rainstorm—clouded with silt. I can only hope that with time she will return to normal.”


The man rubbed his jaw. “Yes, perhaps,” he said.


“How can you speak of normal when she has a split personality?” Nana demanded. “Tell me exactly what is going on!”


The Egyptologist was about to speak when a new voice, like ethereal musical smoke, echoed around us. “Perhaps you will allow me to explain,” it said.


My head moved and fixed itself on a pinpoint of light that grew steadily in the center of the room. I heard a soft gasp from Nana when a beautiful woman with moonbeam-blond hair as smooth and straight as a frozen pond stepped through a glowing doorway. The lighted background diminished around her, but there was still a brightness that never left her form.


“Who . . . who are you?” Nana asked. She looked to Hassan, but he just stared at the woman in awe.


She’s a blinkin’ fairy like me! the fairy voice said.


“Clearly, she is not,” Tia answered. “Do you not recognize a goddess when you see one?”


A goddess? I thought with an inner snort. That’s crazy. And I knew crazy. New Yorkers saw crazy every day—guys dancing on the street in Lady Liberty dresses, women jogging in heels, food trucks that looked like cheeseburgers, dogs as fashion accessories. But this was next-level stuff, my-boyfriend’s-an-alien kind of crazy.


If I hadn’t seen the woman magically appear, I would never have believed it. Even with photographic evidence. Whoever she was, the woman was as out of place on my grandmother’s farm as a chocolate cupcake was at the gym.


She is a fairy, the voice continued in a manner I was sure only I, and Tia, could hear. I’d bet my tree house on it.


“She is not,” Tia said vehemently, using what I decided to call her outside voice. “She is the sister of Isis.”


“Nephthys!” the man said as he immediately bowed. “It is an honor.”


With a kind expression, the goddess put her hand on his shoulder. “The honor is mine, Hassan.” Turning, the beautiful woman approached Nana. “And you must be the esteemed guardian of our Young Lily.”


“I . . .” Nana swallowed, the forgotten shotgun hanging limp in her grip. “Yes. I’m Lily’s grandmother.”


“Good. There is much for the two of you to do.” Her smile took in both of them. “It is up to you to train Lily. There isn’t much time. Even now, Seth has broken free of the obelisk. He is still shackled, but his minions heed his call. Without Lily coming into her full power, I’m afraid all will be lost.”


“What will be lost?” Nana asked.


“The grand vizier Hassan will tell you everything. I cannot remain here. Seth seeks Lily, and though I am shielded by her presence, even an adder stone of her ability cannot hide me from my husband for too long.” Nephthys pressed a rolled parchment into Hassan’s hands. “Are you familiar with the stories of Hecate? The maiden, the mother, and the crone? The furies? Sirens?”


Hassan nodded hesitantly. “They are not my particular specialty, but I know of the things you mention.”


“That is good. You are aware that Lily has taken on the power of the sphinx.” She ignored Nana’s gasp and continued, “She is to become Wasret. The concept of who and what Wasret is has been purposefully left vague in Egypt’s history. We did this to keep her safe from Seth. However, there are many references to a triple goddess peppered throughout the stories of antiquity. We have placed these things throughout history specifically to hide them from Seth and for you to draw upon. Use this parchment as a guide. Study all of these stories, for they will give you clues as to Lily’s potential and power.”


Nephthys walked over to me and placed her hand on my cheek. “Wasret is of vital importance. I’ve been waiting for her to come into being since the dawn of time.” She placed a soft kiss upon my forehead and turned around to face the others who stared in our direction with mutual expressions of shock. “Lily has not yet taken on the mantle of what she is to be. You must help her accomplish this. Fix what ails her. Reunite her with those she loves. They will help her overcome the beast.


“Even now, the battle of Heliopolis begins. I wish we could give you more time, but I fear that is the one thing beyond even our power. Good luck to you,” she said with a tinge of sadness in her voice. “Good luck to all of us.”


With that, the goddess raised her hand in a flourish, and a brightly lit gateway appeared. When she stepped through, it vanished with an explosion of color, and she was gone. In the electric aftermath of the goddess’s visitation, the three of us remained silent. The only sound in the room was our breathing.


Then the unmistakable cry of Bossy broke the tension.


“Well, now,” Nana said. “It looks to me like there’s more to this than I originally thought.” Turning to me, she said, “Tia, is it?”


“Yes,” I answered.


“You promise me my Lily is safe?”


“Yes. She is here with me and is listening even now. But she is confused.”


“As are we all, my dear. Do you perhaps know how to milk a cow?”


My nose wrinkled up. “I can access Lily’s memories of the undertaking.”


“Good. Then you get out there and finish up with Bossy. And you”—she pointed to the man—“put that dusty hat on the stand by the door and wash up. I’m making pancakes.”


The man nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


Nana put her rifle back in the same spot she’d retrieved it from and started whistling. She then tied on her apron as if it were a normal day on the farm.


When we got back from milking Bossy, the man was sitting at the table with Nana, a bowl of scrambled eggs between them, and a stack of pancakes high enough that I was sure there was no way the three of us could make a dent. I was wrong.


My appetite was voracious. It was like I hadn’t eaten in weeks. Also, the persons inhabiting my body kept making strange comments like “The eggs would be better raw” and “The syrup is like the juice of honeybees.” I dipped my tongue into the glass of warm fresh milk like a very satiated kitten with a bowl.


Normally, I couldn’t force myself to drink it warm; it was a little too close to the musky animal for my comfort. Today, though, I lapped it up and licked the sweet cream from my lips with a shudder of deep-rooted pleasure.


When our breakfast was finished and Tia, who was still in control, stumbled through washing the dishes, the man named Hassan took out the parchment and spread it on the table.


“Now then,” he said. “Shall we begin?”
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I’m a What, Now?


Nana cleared her throat. “Perhaps we should start over again,” she said and then held out her hand. “My name’s Melda.”


“Call me Oscar,” the man replied as he gripped her hand and offered her a warm smile. “Pleased to meet you, Melda.”


If I had been in charge of my body, I would have frowned at the slight blush that stained the man’s cheeks when he realized he’d been holding her hand just a few seconds longer than was necessary.


“Now then, I think I should begin by giving you the . . . What was it? Oh yes, Reader’s Digest version of events.”


He then proceeded to tell the most fantastic tale of mummies, a necromancer, an evil soul-sucking she-devil, goddesses, and much, much more. As he continued his story, my inner voices listened with rapt attention, making little comments and adding their own two cents when he arrived at the parts where they came into the picture.


Everyone sounded very sure that the incredible things he described had actually happened. I couldn’t believe it. It just didn’t sound like me. Why would I leave New York to follow a mummy? To traipse through deadly tombs filled with traps and fight zombies? Then I sacrificed my life just so he could save the world? I must be more altruistic than I thought.


Apparently, I was then willing to save the world again by heading into hell, or, I guess, the netherworld, to find this mummy guy and bring him back to the afterlife so he can keep doing his day job. Of course, his day job does sound pretty crummy. Only two weeks to be alive, and then he has to die to keep this evil god in prison, which clearly didn’t work, since he was out and was waging war.


It was a good story, and the voices inside my head believed it was absolutely true, but something felt off. What was the motivation? Why would I leave and do all these things? How could I be a goddess? Or a sphinx or whatever? I was no warrior.


When Tia sensed my doubt, she stopped the conversation and said, “Lily needs to see something.”


Oscar and Nana nodded and proceeded to follow me outside. Tia stopped near the barn, set up a bale of hay, and asked Hassan, “Do you have our weapons?”


He nodded and retrieved a pack from a place in the barn. “I hid them here after Anubis left.” Opening the pack, he handed me a bow and a quiver of arrows and then set down a harness with two wicked-looking crisscrossed knives protruding from the top.


“I think we’ll try the bow first.”


With an unexpected smoothness that would come only from years of training, my fingers nocked an arrow, drew back the string, and let the arrow fly with a twang. The arrowhead sunk into the bale of hay with enough power that a puff of straw clouded the air. If I’d had control of my body, I would have clapped for her.


My voice sighed. “Lily believes the skill comes from me,” Tia said.


Perhaps the knives? the Irish fairy suggested.


With a shrug, my fingers stretched out and picked up the harness. I whipped it across my shoulders, quickly strapping it into place. Without even thinking, I ran, leapt over a water trough, yanked the knives from behind my back, and did a wicked martial arts maneuver. I tumbled, pressed buttons on the knives that elongated them into spears, and thrust them toward Nana’s garden scarecrow. The straw filling in its chest exploded outward, raining down in golden tufts that drifted gently to the ground. The fallen victim collapsed in a heap of cast-off rags.


Wow! I thought. That was amazing! Good for you!


We would be even more powerful if you joined us, Lily, Tia growled.


Joined you? Umm . . . I’m already here. Stuck with you guys, so to speak.


This power isn’t ours alone. We share it with you. In fact, you already had it before I came on board.


I’m pretty sure I’m not the one doing these things, I said. Actually, I’m not even sure why I’m talking to you. You’re just manifestations of my crazed state. This is probably all an elaborate dream, and I’ll wake up in a hospital at some point with a hopefully very handsome young doctor who will tell me I’ve finally come out of whatever caused this hallucination and he’d like to ask me out. With any luck, it will end up being just a really bad bump on the head.


Another growl rumbled in the recesses of my mind, and I was frightened. I’d angered Tia. How dare you! she said. You make light of our achievements. Our sacrifices. If you don’t believe in our abilities, believe in this!


My hands were brought up so I could see them clearly, and then I watched in horror as the fingers elongated, forming claws with an extra knuckle. My eyesight sharpened, and I focused on a tiny bug that was crawling over one of Nana’s tomato plants. I could even see the little cilia on its back. There was a pop, and I could hear the rustle of leaves though there was no wind blowing through the big tree behind the barn. I then heard the scratching of an animal deep underground as it dug. I sniffed the air to realize that animal was over a mile away.


I panicked and tried to press my palms to my eyes, but I still couldn’t move. I looked down at my hands and was horrified by what I saw. No, no, no! I screamed over and over again, unable to look away but desperate to do so.


“She is frightened,” Tia said forlornly. “She cannot accept what we are. I fear all is lost.”


“Nothin’s lost until it’s dead and buried,” Nana called out, her voice resonating with steely conviction. “And even then, I’m not so sure.”


She came around in front of me and put her hands on my shoulders. They rested there, warm and heavy and reassuring. “Now, Lilypad, you listen to me.” It was comforting having her there, hearing her familiar voice. It was a speck of normalcy in an ocean of confusion. “I understand that this whole thing is a bit disturbing, but I cannot accept a world where you’re shut off from me. This is a mighty strange thing, to be sure, but the women of the Young family buck up and do what’s necessary. It doesn’t surprise me a whit that you’ve saved the world twice over. The granddaughter I know never walked away from what was important, and this sounds pretty important.”


Nana stroked my cheek and then patted it lightly. “What’s more, I suspect the young man you loved and lost was the one you went to save, now, wasn’t he?”


She peered into my eyes for confirmation, but even if I had known the answer, I couldn’t have moved my lips to form the words. For some reason my two inner voices were silent on the matter.


“Hmph.” Nana grunted and looked at Oscar, but he just shrugged and raised his hands as if unwilling to comment on the subject either. “All right, Lilypad. I’ll give you some time to think on it while I get to know these other two girls visiting with you and we decide what to do next.”


She made it sound like I was having a slumber party and she was laying down the ground rules.


“But I fully expect you to make every effort to come to terms with the situation. Denial is a river in Egypt. It has no place on my farm.” She sniggered at her own joke and then noticed that nobody else was laughing. She squeezed my shoulder, a hint of apology and worry in her eyes. “The sooner we figure out this mess, the sooner I will get my granddaughter back.”


A crack of thunder boomed overhead, and a brisk wind blew back the hair from my face. Dark purple clouds churned across the sky like a speeding herd of desert horses. Stinging raindrops hit the ground, followed quickly by hail. The sound was deafening. I wanted to cover my head with my arm, but the one in charge of my body lifted her face and sniffed. “What is it?” she asked.


“The battle of Heliopolis has begun,” Oscar whispered.


“Come on,” Nana said. “Let’s get you inside.”


After we finally managed to shut the banging door, we crowded around the little kitchen table, all three of us peering at the window speckled with rain, the fat drops blurring everything outside. Hail pummeled the roof so hard I winced, hoping the storm wouldn’t rip off the shingles.


Oscar cleared his throat and turned away from the rattling window with determination. “There’s nothing we can do about that right now. Our job is to help prepare Lily.”


“And what exactly are we preparing her for?” Nana asked.


“She needs to come fully into her power. Only then can she defeat the evil one.”


“Defeat? And how would that happen exactly?”


“There are many things I do not know, but take heart. As you saw, she is perfectly capable of acting the part of a warrior.”


“Yes, but . . .”


Oscar placed his hand over Nana’s. “She is the world’s only hope. We must help her to believe. The rest will work itself out.”


Nana put her other hand over his. “That’s what my late husband always used to say.” She offered him a watery smile, patted his hand, and then swiped her hair back, tucking the flyaway wisps into the bun at the nape of her neck. “Okay, then, where do we begin?”


“I suggest we start by translating the scroll. Would you be so good as to take notes?”


Nana nodded and pulled her to-do list off the refrigerator, tacking the top sheet back onto its white surface and then bringing the pad and pen back to the table. Only Nana would think she still needed to hold on to her shopping list when the apocalypse was coming.


This really was Nana. What was happening to me was no dream. It was real. They were right. I could either fight against it—kick against the pricks, to use a saying Nana often quoted—or I could buckle down and try my best to make sense of it all. As Oscar began to translate and Nana took notes, I paid close attention.


“This passage refers to the Furies. They possess the key that unlocks the storehouse where Zeus’s thunderbolts are kept. They travel the night sky singing of justice as the light of the moon marks their path. The wicked hear the voices of the daughters of the earth and know that when their song ends, the windless quiet of death comes for them. They are forever linked to the gods of the sun, the moon, and the stars, and when her life fades, the sun and the moon are eclipsed and the stars fall from the heavens. In sorrow the moon draws her likeness upon his face for all to see.” Oscar paused. “I believe this is in reference to Amon, Asten, and Ahmose. They are the gods associated with the sun, the moon, and the stars.”


Wait a second. Does that mean we’re going to die?


“Do you speak of our demise?” Tia asked, echoing my thoughts.


“There’s no way to know,” Oscar answered.


Tia just nodded as if resigned to the fact. “Please continue.”


Why doesn’t it bother you? Our death? I asked her.


I’ve already died once, she replied. I came to terms with it a long time ago.


Speak fer yerself. I’m not wantin’ to give up the ghost any time soon.


I’ll remind you that a ghost is all you are now anyway, Tia said. Your body has gone the way of the world.


So’s yers, she replied testily.


Obviously.


What’s your name? I asked. I know the one in charge is Tia. But who are you?


I could sense the pleasure the other one felt at being addressed. I’m Ashleigh, the voice replied. I’m a fairy. At least, I was. Originally from Ireland.


An Irish fairy. Sure. Why not. Pleased to meet you, I said.


I then focused back on Oscar’s voice. “The serpent hears her keening and emerges from his den, where she will bind him with a cord. Ah”—the scholar tapped the parchment—“this is a depiction of the Triple Goddess Stone. It’s quite famous. The inscription on the stone refers to a goddess known as Qetesh, who goes by many names. The one here specifically indicates that she is the Mistress of all the Gods. Her symbols were the lion and the sphinx. And here, look at the weapons she wields.”


He turned the parchment around so Nana could look. She put on her reading glasses and peered at the place he pointed out. “Are those her special spear-knives?”


“I believe so.” Oscar tapped his lip, considering the image. “The goddess mentioned sirens. They also sing to trap men. Perhaps Lily’s song is what will be used to trap Seth.”


“We do not sing,” Tia remarked with a snort.


“Singing does have to mean something musical. It can be a chant or something like a spell.”


“We do have the power of the names.” Ashleigh popped up, taking over my body. Even though she used my body to speak, my voice sounded different. There was a pronounced lilting accent.


Nana smiled. “You must be the fairy.”


“Ashleigh,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”


“Can you tell us more about the names, Ashleigh?” Nana asked, pen poised.


“We figure out the true names of things. It gives us power over them.”


“Names, names . . . Yes, here is a section that speaks of the power of naming. It says, she who possesses the eyes to see, the heart to feel, and the soul to reach, shall have the power to discern all things. She, and she alone, will possess the power to name and defeat Chaos.” Oscar’s brows peaked as he sat back. “Can it be that simple?”


Nana thumbed her lip. “Nothing’s as simple as it appears on the surface. What about this section?”


“This piece refers to the goddess Hecate.”


“Is she Greek?” Nana asked.


“Yes. She is also a triple goddess. In this drawing, she holds a key.” He paused. “Interesting. This is the second time a key is mentioned.” He continued. “She is guardian of crossroads and is commonly thought of as one who guides ghosts down the right path. It says her destiny is to fight the Titans. She is honored by the deathless gods who will become her adoring kings. Her token animal is the dog, and she is often depicted with them.”


“Dogs.” Tia snorted. “We have no use for them.”


“Unless it refers to the hellhounds in the netherworld. They became our servants after we named them,” Ashleigh added.


Oscar lifted his head. “Do you remember any of their names?”


“Of course.” Ashleigh laughed. “Who could forget He Who Voids His Bladder in the Wind? That’s a name I’ll never forget.”


“Can you call him?” Oscar asked.


“Call the hellhound?” Tia repeated. “We can try.” She closed our eyes and shouted, “Come to us, He Who Voids His Bladder in the Wind!” Air rushed around us and we heard a whine preceded by a growl.


You must help us, Lily.


I don’t know what to do.


Join your mind to ours, Ashleigh encouraged.


I had no idea what they wanted from me, but at their prompting I attempted to do what they asked.


Tia took a centering breath and something inside me shifted. It was almost like folding my arms across my chest and falling backward, trusting Tia and Ashleigh to catch me. They locked me into an embrace so tight, I couldn’t tell where I ended and they began. With one voice, we chanted, “Come to us, He Who Voids His Bladder in the Wind!”


The rushing of air whirled through the kitchen. I felt darkness draw near in the same way I could feel the approach of a storm. There was a bite in the air. The smell of sulfur, burned coal, and ozone. It was the scent of an enemy. A dark shadow materialized, jaws snapping as a breathy voice hissed, “What do you wish?”


Nana gasped, and Oscar wrapped an arm around her, pulling her back. He stepped in front of her.


I couldn’t remember what this creature did to us, but I remembered the taste of his evil, and the coppery tang of the blood he spilled.


“Do you serve us?” we demanded.


“I have no choice but to do as you ask.”


“Have you seen your former mistress?” we asked.


“Not since both of you disappeared.” The creature’s head turned to smoke and then solidified at a new angle, his eyes turned to the side.


“What is it? Tell me what you know.”


“The queen is alive. She fights with the Dark One.”


“The Devourer has joined him, then?”


“Yessss.” The word was drawn out in a sibilant hiss.


“Do you know their plans?”


“Only the rumors.”


“And those are?”


“That the two of them hunt you. They will seek to find you by hurting those you love,” he replied.


My mind fragmented. “Asten!” Tia cried.


The shadowy creature laughed. “Farewell, goddess.”


“I . . . I command you to stay!” Tia called out.


“You’ve let go of the leash,” he said with snap of his jaws. “Run, little goddess, for I assure you that my bite is much worse than my bark.”


The creature swiped at me with its sharp claws, but we swatted it back. Mentally, Ashleigh took hold of Tia and wrestled her back into place. We locked together again, and with a united voice, commanded the hellhound to depart. He vanished in a wisp of smoke just as the beast lunged toward Oscar, jaws gaping wide.


“Well, that was certainly interesting,” Nana said as the mental hold I had with the other two slowly unlocked.


“If by interesting you mean deadly, then yes, that was interesting,” Oscar said. “It would appear that Ashleigh was correct. There is something to this naming business.”


“It would appear so,” Nana added. “Is there more?”


“There is the mention of Valkyries,” he said and then began to read, “They cross the airy sea. Three girls enter, but one rides ahead, white-skinned under her helmet, sunlight glinting from her spears. The horses tremble, and from their manes, dew falls blood red into the deep valleys.” He looked up. “It appears as if they ride winged horses through the clouds and enter battle choosing who will live and who will die.”


“Perhaps you speak of the unicorns,” Tia said.


“Unicorns?” Nana asked, her jaw falling open. “Can this get any more bizarre?”


“I’m afraid it can,” Oscar said. “There is a reference here to Shakespeare’s three weyward sisters found in the play Macbeth. Specifically, the line ‘Fair is foul and foul is fair’ is mentioned.”


My memory suddenly flashed back to the day I’d had lunch with the girls on my committee. I’d called them the Weird Sisters. Funny. Turns out I was the one who was weird all along. There was a mental block, almost like static that shrouded the memory. For some reason I’d been flustered during the meeting, I’d been in the museum that day trying to pick a college. Something had interrupted the meeting, and I’d had to go outside. That’s where the memory stops. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t access the piece that was missing.


I cannot help you, Tia said. I can only share the things you’ve told me and the memories we have together. However, I suspect that the thing you cannot see is Amon.


You mean the mummy?


Yes. You love him, Tia said matter-of-factly in my mind.


Love?


Was it possible? Had I fallen in love with this guy I kept on saving? I couldn’t imagine any guy I’d risk my life for. Especially one who moonlighted as a mummy. It was a disturbing thought.


“So all will not be as it appears on the surface,” Nana said, interrupting my thoughts.


“That much should be self-evident,” Oscar said.


“Then what should be our first move?” Nana asked.


Oscar pressed his lips together and squinted at me as if considering the merits of an aspiring apprentice. “There is nothing we can do about Lily’s memory except give her time. Until she recovers, I’d suggest we train the girls to use their naming ability and practice their various skills. When she’s ready, she can summon the brothers, calling them forth like she did the hellhound. Without the Eye of Horus, there’s no way for us to raise them ourselves, and Amon won’t have the ability for another millennium.”


“Can we not just retrieve them from the afterlife?” Tia asked.


Oscar shook his head. “Until their bodies and souls are united, they cannot leave that realm. But you called the hellhound, and he had physical form beneath all that smoke. I’m certain that you will be able to raise them.”


And what if we can’t? I thought.


“Lily doubts our ability to do so,” Tia explained.


Leaning forward, Oscar spoke with conviction. “I am confident that if we can somehow help the furies within you rise, then we will discover the key to unlock that particular door.”


Perhaps the key he spoke of would unlock my memories as well. But, as much as I wanted to remember, a part of me was frightened. What if I couldn’t do all that they expected? What if I wasn’t ready? What if I caused the destruction of the world? What if the enemy pacing outside the gates, the one I could feel as surely as I felt the presence of Tia and Ashleigh, managed to find us? Now not even my grandmother’s farm was safe.


As I considered the help I knew I’d need, I tightened my hands into fists, digging my fingernails into my palms. When I straightened them, I saw little fleshy crescent-moon smiles that mocked me. The idea of raising the brothers made my heart feel tight and my scalp tingle. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but there was one thing that was certain: my life was about to change forever. I was so wrought with worry, I didn’t even notice that Tia hadn’t been the one to clench my fists.
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Practice Makes Perfect . . . Sort Of


A week passed and my memory still had not returned. At least, not the memory they all wanted me to have. And everything seemed to hinge on me regaining it.


Hassan was reluctant in guiding me to raise the mummies until I knew what I was doing. Apparently, calling them forth was different from summoning the hellhound. I had to know them—like, really know them—before he would risk it. He worried that if I screwed up the spell, I’d resign them to the afterlife permanently, and that wouldn’t do us any good. He didn’t seem to believe I was strong enough to defeat Dr. Evil What’s-His-Name without their help. Suffice it to say, he didn’t want me—or, I guess, us—going off half-cocked.


Something was wrong with my—our—power. Well, according to them. 


The thing was, nothing they seemed to do, no monotonous exercise or regaling of my supposed past deeds, triggered my memory. I remembered my parents, graduating from high school, getting accepted to college, Nana, even the museum. It was just all the weird Egypt stuff I didn’t know, and truthfully, if I didn’t have crazy lioness girl, who spent hours telling me all about the weirdness of how we came to inhabit the same body, and even crazier fairy girl keeping me constant company, I think I would have hidden in my room with my blanket over my head.


It pretty much stank having a peanut gallery in my brain. Even for mundane, everyday chores, they had to share their opinions. The two of them would argue about practically everything. Eventually, they settled into roles. Ashleigh gathered the eggs, helped Nana in the kitchen, kept notes for Hassan, and took over the showering and dressing of my body. While she’d get us ready, I’d wince, not recognizing who I was in the mirror. It was creepy looking at yourself and not seeing your eyes looking back. Oh, they were my eyes, but the light behind them wasn’t me. Also the facial expressions were all wrong. It wasn’t a horror-movie type of possession, but it was possession all the same.


I retreated further. Sometimes hours passed, and I had no recollection of how I came to be in the barn or on the training field. When it was Tia’s turn, I wasn’t remotely interested in what was going on. She was in charge during physical training, eating (which she did with gusto), and, oddly, milking Bossy.


Not only was I losing myself, I was losing my own grandmother to my two mental passengers. She seemed to like them a lot more than she did her own granddaughter, which stung more than anything else. Nana gave me lots of sympathetic looks, but I could tell that even she was disappointed in me. The more Nana addressed them first, the more I moved further away.


Then there were the times when we entered the room and caught Nana sitting close to Hassan and whispering. When she noticed us, she’d suddenly sit up and move away, wipe her hands on her apron, and head to the kitchen. Tia thought nothing of it. But Ashleigh was delighted over the idea that Nana and Hassan might be beginning a budding romance. Hassan making goo-goo eyes at my nana was just the icing on the incredibly inedible dump cake that my life had become.


Practicing my abilities seemed to be Hassan’s main focus. I just hung out in the background and morosely watched Tia at work. When it came to attacking scarecrows or stalking the chickens, apparently I—we (stupid pronouns) were experts. We could sink an arrow into a bull’s-eye from great distances and throw the spear-knives with deadly accuracy. But each time Hassan asked us to practice merging our minds or summoning the hellhound again, I balked.


I tried, at least on the surface, but something inside me froze. Tia blamed me. Ashleigh kept plaguing me with a litany of bubbly motivational sayings like “He who is not strong must be clever” and “A raggy colt can turn into a powerful racehorse” and then, my favorite, the one that made me feel guilty: “Forgettin’ a debt doesna mean it’s paid.”


Even at night I couldn’t rest. They were always there, the two of them. When it was quiet in the house, and everyone was asleep, there they were, in the back of my mind, their thoughts like white noise. Finally, after a week of restless nights, exhaustion won out, and I fell into a deep sleep.


I wasn’t alone in the dreamworld my consciousness escaped to, which wasn’t surprising at all, but the minds I sensed nearby were unfamiliar to me, which was a surprise. I stood on top of a sand dune, an ocean of desert waves spreading out around me in every direction. The grains of sand shifted, hiding frightening things, like a dusting of snow covering bleached bones.


Then the whisper of a night breeze kissed my face. I looked up at the brilliant stars overhead; I could almost hear them speaking. The bones underfoot were forgotten as voices like the tinkling of bells murmured, overlapping each other as they passed their messages back and forth. It was confusing and chaotic.


One star burned brighter than the others, bathing me in sparkling light. A white bird flew overhead, obscuring all the stars but the bright one before disappearing into the night sky. My senses sharpened. It felt as if I were standing in the eye of an unseen storm and was being watched over, protected.


A man’s laughter fell over me like a warm waterfall. I wanted to sink into it and float away. A zephyr wind caressed my cheek, and I spun, touching my fingertips to my face, but no one was there.


The moon rose like a silver phoenix, and the star I’d been so fascinated by gave way to its light and retreated, fading into the background. I lifted my chin to let the glow trace its fingers over my face and closed my eyes. As it marked its path across the sky, I turned my body so I was always looking toward it. I felt caught in its heavy gaze, and the space between us felt full of secrets, longing, and unfulfilled wishes.


The feeling of someone’s gentle lips pressed against my forehead, but again no one was there. When I looked up again at the pearly orb of the moon, the silver light reflected two stormy eyes, wild as a hunting wolf. They blinked at me from its surface and then disappeared.


The moon set, kissing my face with its beautiful light one last time before it melted into the horizon. I mourned its passing and expected my star to return then, but it didn’t. The loss of the friendly star and the earnest moon sharpened into a knifepoint that twisted in my stomach.


Soon, the darkness surrounding me thickened. It tickled the back of my neck with cold, ghostlike fingers. Almost delicately, it traced a path down my spine. I waited, breathless, for the icy points to tear through the thin fabric of my dress and sink into my flesh like daggers.


Wind whipped around my body, and I lifted my nose to the air. A storm was coming. Or, perhaps, with my protectors gone, the storm could finally unleash its fury upon me. I heard a laugh, cruel and sharp as lightning, the scream of horses, the bellow of a colossal beast, and the cries of tortured men. When I blinked, the desert sand shifted, finally revealing what lay beneath the gritty surface. The land was covered in a vanquished army.


Death littered the ground. The rotted corpses of men mingled with the bodies of fallen beasts. I pressed a hand to my mouth to stifle the scream, and sank to my knees as tears filled my eyes.


Despite the lack of light, the bones took on a sheen of their own, glowing with an inner luminescence that highlighted the empty eye sockets and the hollow rib cages. It was me who had caused this. I knew it. I was to blame. “I’m, I’m so sorry,” I whispered. My voice, though soft, carried across the sand. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”


Just then, the earth’s rim exploded in brilliant flame. Dawn broke over the horizon, tingeing the world gold. The bright sun stretched out its arms, reaching toward me. When the light fell upon the bodies, they disappeared. When it reached me, I was wrapped in an embrace so full of warmth and love that all thoughts of sorrow fled as quickly as the darkness.


Everything stilled and, once more, I existed in a bubble of protection. The dust and the sand, which had been so easily stirred by the breeze, didn’t dare show a transient state or reveal their morbid secrets in the face of something so powerful. I closed my eyes.


The rays of the sun traced over my face, instantly drying my tears and leaving behind a pulsing glow. I had thought the light of the gleaming star and the lustrous moon were beautiful, but they were nothing compared to the power of the sun.


I absorbed the warmth. Basked in it. I was like a bee stuck in a comb overflowing with honey. Fulfillment and purpose and destiny and sweetness and summer were all wrapped up in that single embrace. If I could have chosen to remain in that spot forever, even to die in it, I would have.


Slowly, the light withdrew, and I whimpered, “Please don’t leave me.”


The sun tangled his fingers in my hair. Warm tingles traced over my scalp. The outline of a man briefly appeared in the center of the sun, but the light was too brilliant for me to look upon his face. “I never have,” said a male voice that could weave sunlit meadows and warm the white-capped oceans.


A cry escaped my lips. “How will I find you again?”


“In your dreams,” the voice said with the fading warmth of dying coals.


The sun slipped below the horizon, and I was enshrouded in blackness again. The absence of the sun suffocated me, pressing down on my chest like an anchor. I ran down the dune, attempting to chase the last rays, but my eagerness caused me to trip and fall, and I jerked awake.


My grandmother’s quilt was on the floor and the moon cast a weak glow across the bed—a pathetic copy mimicking the light in my dreams. I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered. Tears trickled down my face. Even though I felt utterly alone, I knew I wasn’t. My own two personal ghosts watched me curiously from the recesses of my mind.


Interesting.


It’s interestin’, all right.


I sniffled loudly and wiped my eyes on my sleeve. “I’m so glad you find my tears interesting,” I spat back.


Oh, it’s not the tears, darlin’, Ashleigh said. It’s the fact that you’re back in control.


“Back in control? You call this control? If I were in control, the two of you wouldn’t be here.”


It’s a sign, said Tia. He called to her, and she heard it.


I groaned. “Didn’t Hassan say haunts like you two slept in the early dawn hours?”


He was talkin’ ’bout spooks. We aren’t spooks, Ashleigh said with a huff. Even if ya know nothin’ else, ya should know that at least.


“Well, regardless, go back to sleep and mind your own business.”


But you are our business, Lily, said Tia softly. Without you, what are we?


“I don’t know. An all-expenses-paid trip to Crazytown? Why don’t you tell me?”


There was a moment of silence. I welcomed it, thinking I’d finally put them in their place, but I immediately started to regret my words. “Look, I didn’t mean it.”


You did. We know when you speak the truth, said Tia.


“All right, I did.” I yanked the quilt off the floor and bunched it around me, tucking it around my legs. “Still, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I’m sorry.”


I told ya, Ashleigh said to Tia, the well fed doesna understand the lean.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


It means, little miss, that this whole experience was probably a good thing. Now ya know what it’s like ta be a passenger.


“What are you talking about?”


You. Now that you’re back in control, ya might have just a wee bit better idea of what it’s like ta be relegated to the back o’ the apple cart.


I heard a tiny growl. Your hair is slipping from its binding, Lily, Tia said.


“My hair?” I reached up and pulled out the loose rubber band. I tossed my hair over my shoulder.


“Uh, thanks?” I said with confusion. “I’m not getting your point.”


The point is, ya daft girl, we didn’ lift yer hand. You did. And yer talkin’ on top o’ that.


“I did?” I raised my fingers, touching the tips to my face and lips. “I did! I’m moving myself! It’s me!”


Yes. You are controlling your body again. I wonder what triggered it.


“Why does it matter?” I asked Tia.


It matters because if you slip into the background again, we need to know how to fix it.


Isn’ it obvious what the trigger was? It was Amon, said Ashleigh with a dreamy lilt in her voice.


“Amon?” I echoed, frowning. “You mean the mummy?”


He’s only a mummy in the mortal realm, Ashleigh explained.


“Still, I don’t see how he has anything to do with it.”


Lily, Tia said, he was the sun.


“The sun?” Could the man hidden in the light of the sun be real? I swallowed, remembering the feeling of being caught up in his arms. “You mean that really happened?”


Yes. The two of you are connected in your dreams, Tia explained.


“I see.”


I didn’t see. Not really. At least I didn’t want to see. They’d all been telling me that I had a relationship with this guy, but I couldn’t remember a thing. It was utterly unlike me to give everything up for a man. I was extremely fastidious when it came to the male species. There was a whole mental checklist I had that eliminated every guy I’d ever met from dating consideration. Most of the guys in my high school couldn’t even fulfill the basic five requirements, let alone the full list. So the idea that a mummy was the one I’d chosen above all others just didn’t make sense to me. I now had a new box to check on my list. Alive. Never thought I’d have to add that one.


“Well, this has been a constructive meeting,” I said to Tia and Ashleigh. “We’ve done some good things here. What do you say we reconvene in the morning and assess our progress?”


Why is she talkin’ like that? Ashleigh asked Tia.


The lioness growled softly. She is trying to silence us.


Oh. Well, g’night, then, girls.


Sleep well, fairy, Tia said. I could almost feel her curling up in my mind, watching me with glittering eyes and a twitching tail. Good night, Lily.


“Night.” I slid down in the bed, kicking the quilt until my feet were covered. After twitching my toes just to prove to myself that I could, I closed my eyes and fell into a dreamless sleep.


 


Much to my consternation, Tia and Ashleigh played hooky the next morning. I stretched and enjoyed a leisurely shower, relishing the fact that I was in charge, but later, when I asked Ashleigh if she wanted to do my hair, she simply replied, No thank you. Even though I sensed she really did enjoy doing it, she stubbornly refused.


Tia did the same thing with milking Bossy. I tried to get a rise out of her by shooing away the cats. They meowed pitifully and brushed up against my legs. Then they batted Bossy’s leg until the cow mooed a warning to them and they scattered into the bales of hay. Tia wasn’t happy, but she didn’t say anything. Pretty soon, even her dislike was hidden from me.


“I don’t know what the two of you think you’re doing,” I mumbled as I carried the full pail of milk down the path to the farmhouse. “I thought you were all about teaching me what it feels like to take the backseat.” They didn’t answer. “Oh, well, your loss.”


I sank into a chair at the small kitchenette table, watching Nana as she prepared breakfast. A smile lit up my face. She was going to be so excited to find out I was myself again. Well . . . mostly.


Nana placed a giant stack of blueberry pancakes dripping with freshly churned golden butter along with a bottle of maple syrup in front of me before turning back to her griddle.


“I think I’ll just have a soft-boiled egg and some tea this morning,” I said brightly.


My grandmother froze, spatula in hand, and then turned to me. “Lilypad?” she said hesitantly.


I nodded, my laugh turning to a grunt as she swept me into her arms and squeezed me hard. “How do you feel?” She brushed the hair back from my face and peered into my eyes.


“I’m not sure. I guess the word would be ‘hijacked.’ ”


As I said it, I could tell that both Tia and Ashleigh resented my remark, but I didn’t care.


“And, um, the other girls are still with you?” Nana asked.


“Yes. They’re still here.”


Nana nodded solemnly. Her eyes were glossy, but I couldn’t tell if she was sad or happy. She took hold of my chin and studied my face. “You’ve got circles under your eyes. And despite Tia’s eating, you look like you’ve lost weight. You were already lean to begin with. Now your skin is pulled so tightly across your bones, it looks like you’ve been cast into a pit to starve for the last month. I won’t have it. Hassan?” she called out.


He came hurrying into the room, toweling his hair dry. “What is it, Melda?” he asked.


I glowered at him. “Who gave you permission to use her first name?” I accused.


“I’ll thank you to be polite to our guest,” Nana said. “If you must know, I gave him permission. And why I did is none of your business.”


“Lily?” He took a step forward and peered into my eyes as if he were a medical doctor instead of the Indiana Jones type. “How did this happen?”


I ignored him and turning on Nana, jerked a thumb in his direction. “Do you like this guy or something?” I accused. “Don’t you think that’s betraying Grandpa?”


Hassan’s face turned beet red, a remarkable occurrence considering the natural tan of his skin. The red color crept down his neck, disappearing into the open collar of his button-down shirt. He spluttered, “I . . . we . . . I apologize for any infraction on my part.”


“Don’t you dare apologize,” Nana said to him. “You’ve done absolutely nothing wrong. Lilliana, I’m surprised at you. You of all people know how much I loved—still love—your grandfather. Now, Hassan has been a good friend to me these past few weeks. That doesn’t mean we’re fit to move in together or walk down the aisle. Even if it did, I would expect you to respect my choice in the matter and at least do me the courtesy of expressing your feelings on the subject in a civilized way. I expect better from you, even if your life is a mess right now. Do you understand me, young lady?”


I looked at her stern expression and nodded, feeling sufficiently chastised and repentant. Even Tia and Ashleigh felt cowed by her lecture. “Yes, ma’am,” I said.


The granite of her eyes softened to their normal cornflower-blue color. She smiled. “That’s my girl. Now, I’m glad to have you back. Hassan? Best bring out those notes we were working on last night. I know you hate computers, but, personally, I think we should organize it so everything’s searchable. Will you bring my laptop, too?” She turned to me. “Eat some breakfast, young lady, and then we’ll get busy.”


As Hassan left, I folded my arms across my chest. “I don’t want to do this, Nana. I don’t think I can.”


“If anyone is strong enough to do this, you are. Don’t ever believe you can’t. Belief is half the battle.”


Taking hold of her hand, I squeezed her fingers and mumbled softly, “I’m scared.”


She shook my hand lightly and stroked my hair with her other. “Of course you are. You’d have to be a fool not to be. And my granddaughter is no fool.” Nana sighed. “Let the fear work in you, soften your rough edges. Give yourself over to it so that it runs through your limbs and eats at your stomach and then set it aside. Tell it that it can work its poison of inaction in you no longer. Fear comes upon us like a towering wave, but it will always break upon the rock of your determination. You will get past it, Lilypad, and you will be the better for it.”


Nana tucked her finger under my chin and lifted my face so she could look at me. I swallowed and sucked in a deep breath. “Okay,” I said finally.


“Okay,” Nana replied. “Now then, before we try anything else, we need to get you healthy. Hassan?” She addressed the returning archaeologist. “What can we do? More rest? Feed her?”


He rubbed his chin. “My theory is that Lily’s body has atrophied while her mind was hidden. A body cannot exist without a mind.”


“But I had three minds in my body all along, so why should that matter?”


“It matters because your body belongs to you. It knows that Tia and Ashleigh are not, for lack of a better concept, good fits. With you back in command of it, memories intact or not, you should begin to see a more positive result.”


“But we were still strong and able to do all the things required of a sphinx.”


“Yes. But you are not meant to be a sphinx. You are more than that. For you to come into your own power, you must embrace the being you are to become. You must take on the name Wasret as well as all that the name entails.”


I stood there immobile for a moment. Nana’s freshly cut flowers on the table tickled my nose with their sweet smell. The dusky dawn had given way to a golden sun that winked at me over the ledge of the windowsill, warming my arm where the light’s rays touched it. I took in everything. Nana’s hopeful look, the mosaic pattern of her kitchen tile, the air moving in and out of my lungs, and the thoughts of the two girls who’d made a home in my brain.


One moment, I was Lily, a girl caught up in an impossible situation as dangerous and as deadly as anything I’d ever read about in stories. And in the next moment, I was something else entirely. As I drew in a breath, I gently guided my two inner consciousnesses toward me. They circled my mind, ideas and thoughts, hopes and dreams mingling until we became one. We became Wasret.


“Shall we begin?” I said, embodying a voice that was as old as the cosmos and as powerful as a newborn star.
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Lionesses, Hellhounds, and Unicorns . . . Oh My!


There was a whine and then the click of claws on Nana’s tile floor. The hellhound appeared. With slavering jaw twitching, he answered me with a hiss. “Goddess,” he demurred with hatred emanating from his shifting body. “What is it you desire?”


“Where are the Sons of Egypt?”


“They are sequestered in the afterlife. At least, that’s where they should be.”


“What do you mean, should be? Tell us what you know.”


“I know many things. You’ll have to be more . . . specific.” He wheezed and then laughed. It was a frightening sound, and when Nana took a step back, the hellhound snapped his jaws in her direction.


Narrowing my eyes, I took a bold step closer. Almost limitless power filled my frame. I was lioness and fairy, human and goddess, and I would not be denied. I grabbed the hellhound’s ear and tugged him toward me. He yelped in surprise, and his head turned to smoke, shifting away before taking shape again. His tail drooped down between his legs, and I cocked my head, a small smirk lifting a corner of my mouth.


It was me confronting the hellhound, and yet it wasn’t me. Every single part of me was in sync with every part of Tia and Ashleigh. I was able to fully access Tia’s predatory nature as well as Ashleigh’s unique view of all things otherworldly. But there was something else there—or someone else. We weren’t three. We were . . . four. We’d opened the door, and someone had stepped in. As one, we moved an arm, asked questions, and processed information, but I sensed the connection was fragile, tenuous.


Pronouns like I, we, and our lost meaning. I was Wasret. We were Wasret—bound in such a way that carving ourselves away from one another—no, from her—was painful to even think about. Each of us still retained what made us unique, but we were locked in an impossible triangle of power, creating a bridge, unable to tell where one of us ended and another began. There was a definite sense that we were now . . . other. We had become something altogether new. In that moment, we were fearless. We could do anything, be anything, and yet I sensed that there was still a small piece missing. There was a part of me, Lily, that was still darkened.


“I’d suggest you tell us what you know we want to hear,” I demanded with the voice of a powerful thunderstorm. “Otherwise, your goddess might do something . . . unpleasant.”


“Nothing you could do to me would be more unpleasant than the netherworld.”


Smiling, I sank down, and a chair moved of its own accord, scraping the tile as it positioned itself in just the right place for me to sit. As if the hellhound’s presence didn’t faze me at all, I crossed one leg over another, kicking my booted foot nonchalantly, and then grabbed a butter knife from the table. I twirled it deftly between my fingers, passing it between my hands before waving it in his direction like it was the sharpest of weapons. “Having spent some time in the netherworld myself, I’m sure I can come up with something.”


I rubbed my thumb across the ridges of the knife. “You know, even the dullest weapon can kill,” I said. “It just takes a little longer.”


The hellhound backed up a step. “You don’t frighten me, goddess.”


“Don’t I?” I planted both feet on the floor and leaned forward, capturing the hellhound’s eyes in my gaze. At first he froze as if hypnotized, then the predator in me recognized the signs of submission. The hellhound lowered his head slightly and shifted his weight from one side to the other as if preparing to flee. He bared his teeth, tongue licking his chops, and wrinkled his nose as if he found bowing to me extremely distasteful.


Then, using our combined mental power, we pressed our consciousness forward and sunk behind the beast’s silt-brown irises, moving past the bristling fur and scorching skin stretched tight with rage. We pushed into the mind of the creature—a fascinating and disturbing thing. “Are you frightened now?” I demanded.


He didn’t need to answer—I could feel his recoil, his horror at being invaded in such a way. Not even his former mistress had been able to rip the very thoughts from his head.


You will tell me, I commanded, mind to mind.


This time, instead of asking, I took. I tore through his memories, seeking the information I needed. The hellhound whimpered and fell to the tile floor, scratching feebly. When I found what I was searching for, I retreated, easing my power back into myself, and warned the pathetic creature prostrating himself before me, “Wrath kills those foolish enough to act in its name. I’d suggest you take up a new hobby, ya manky beast.” I thrust my boot into his side halfheartedly. “Now get out of my sight.”


The hellhound disappeared, and I turned a triumphant gaze to Nana and Hassan but frowned when I saw the naked fear in their eyes. It droned around and between us like the humming of cicadas.


The human in me was ashamed of our actions, and the fragile hold on our power was broken. Immediately, the power of Wasret left us, and we separated, becoming three individuals, albeit still in one body, once more. I felt drained and shaky; my limbs trembled like I was a junkie needing another fix. It hadn’t been a conscious decision to let go of the power. In fact, it was surprising to all of us. It was almost like the snap of a rubber band. Whatever or whoever we’d been was gone. Truthfully, it was a relief to be myself again. I sat back down on the chair, my fingers twitching. “He’s gone now,” I said to Nana. “You don’t need to be afraid of him.”


“It’s not him I’m afraid of, Lilypad. It’s you.”


I frowned and rubbed my aching temples. “We did what you wanted us to do.”


“No. We didn’t want that. Never that.” Nana came forward and cupped my chin in her hands. “Now, girls, each one of you listen to me. Never, never forget to stay in the boat. The minute you think you can brave the ocean on your own, you’re lost. You all went off the deep end for a bit there.”


What does she mean? Tia asked.


“She means we overstepped,” I said, my mouth now dry as I translated Nana’s metaphor for them. I wonder if a hangover feels like this, I thought.


What is a hangover? Tia asked.


It’s the pain that comes after imbibing too much o’ the devil’s drink, Ashleigh explained. I had to nurse my da back ta health from it every Sunday mornin’.


We didn’t feel pain before, when we used our powers on the Devourer, Tia said. So why are we feeling the pain of it now?


I don’t know, I answered. Maybe it has something to do with my memory loss.


Turning to Hassan, I said, “I apologize for frightening you. I . . .  We weren’t in control.”


Or perhaps we were too much in control, Ashleigh added.


Hassan nodded thoughtfully. “The power you possess is great. Perhaps this is why you need the Sons of Egypt.”


“Why do you say that?” I asked.


“I believe they can help you . . . channel your power properly. They have experience with it. Especially Amon, who possesses the Eye.” He touched my arm. “You may not remember, Lily, but I was the keeper of the Eye for a time, and its influence is . . . well, it’s indescribable. If I’d held it for long, I would have gone mad. Perhaps this power is the same.”


“So you think the mummy, I mean Amon, can guide us as Wasret?” I asked as I chewed on a fingernail.


“That is my belief.”


“Then it’s a good thing I practiced by summoning the hellhound. Even though we got a nasty headache from it, as well as a bad taste in the mouth. I’d hate to lose it like that on the Sons of Egypt.”


“You’ll have to describe your symptoms for me,” Hassan said with interest as he picked up a pad of paper.


“Later, Oscar,” Nana said as she dug through her kitchen cupboard for a bottle of aspirin. “Did that beastie tell you where Amon is?”


I shook my head. “All I know is that they haven’t been found yet. Somehow, the brothers have managed to avoid Seth even though he’s sent his shabti spies into the afterlife looking for them. The hellhound didn’t want to tell me, but Seth is planning to liberate the demons from the netherworld and then use them and the Devourer to attack the afterlife as soon as Heliopolis falls.”


“Are the gods losing the war, then?” Hassan asked. His pen clattered to the table.


Wincing, I downed my aspirin and nodded. “I’m afraid it looks that way. At least from the beast’s perspective.”


“Then we must hurry,” Hassan said. “We’ve got to get to the bodies of the Sons of Egypt and summon them before Seth finds them in the afterlife and unmakes them entirely. Anubis assured me that they will be needed in the final battle. Ideally, I’d like more time for you to prepare, but the situation being what it is—”


“It’s sink or swim.” I slapped the butter knife down on the table and then grimaced, shrugging my shoulders in Nana’s direction as an apology. “We’d best get going, then. It will take us a while to get to Egypt.”


“Yes, about that . . . I’m afraid I have some rather bad news,” Hassan said.


“What is it?” I asked edgily, uneager to hear anything else regarding my celestial mission. Rising, I could feel my limbs still trembling with the recent use of our power. I was like a kettle full of popcorn just put on the stove—untapped energy ready to explode out of my skin.


But what would be left behind after that power was spent? My fear was an inner chink in my armor. It weakened me, and I was unsure how I could repair the breach. What if, after this was all over, I ended up just an empty, useless husk of a girl, wrung out and tossed aside by the gods who used me to fight their battles?


Hassan went on, unaware of my inner turmoil, but it gave me some measure of comfort to know that Tia and Ashleigh shared my fears. Even worse: they expected, after all was said and done, to be relegated to oblivion. They didn’t fear being left alone or abandoned by those who had fashioned us into what we were. They had no concept of PTSD and didn’t really care much about what happened to my mortal world. No. They were worried that they’d be banished altogether. That they’d simply disappear—ceasing to exist.


I promised them I wouldn’t let that happen. At the same time, Hassan just finished explaining, “And that is why we have to get there on our own.”


Rubbing my flushed cheek, I said, “Um, what was that again? Sorry. Had an inner conversation going on.”


He gave me a small, understanding smile that crinkled his eyes. In that moment, I admitted to myself that Nana could do worse. Hassan was a kind man and handsome for a guy his age, especially when he smiled. If he weren’t messed up in all this god-and-goddess/saving-the-world business, I think I’d even like him.


“I was saying that Anubis made it quite clear that the gods would be embroiled in battle. We cannot rely on them for transportation to Egypt.”


I placed my hands on my hips. “Well, that’s just great. How are we supposed to get to Egypt, then, fly?”


“I . . . I’ve got some money stashed in the cookie jar—” Nana began.


We don’t need her treasures, said Tia.


Hate to share this sad human fact with you, lioness, but we do need treasures to fly. Egypt is an ocean away.


No, we don’t, Lily. We’ll summon the unicorn.


“Unicorn?” I said out loud.


Ashleigh’s excitement exploded in my mind. A winged one? she asked. Oh, how I’ve missed flyin’.


I took a backseat and let Tia emerge to explain to all of us how a flying unicorn and his children could be summoned to take us to Egypt. Nana was shocked, to say the least, and Dr. Hassan seemed both thrilled at and terrified of the idea. Apparently, he’d never even ridden a horse before.


At first, Nana didn’t want to go. She fussed about the cow and the barnyard cats and the chickens. When I adamantly refused to even consider going anywhere without her, Nana being my only lifeline to what was normal, she acquiesced. She called upon her twin brothers, Melvin and Marvin, to take care of the farm while the two of us went on a “road trip.” The twins instantly agreed and said they’d stop by that very evening, which freed us up to leave immediately.


Tia argued that my elder would be better left behind and that it was dangerous to bring her. Perhaps it was selfish of me to want Nana to come along, but . . . I needed her. There was just no way I was going to . . . to climb on the back of a unicorn and head off to parts unknown. I wasn’t particularly brave or heroic despite what Tia and Ashleigh told me. Whatever had inspired me to do what they insisted I’d done before was . . . well, it was missing now.


Tia finally accepted it and explained that we needed a tomb to summon the unicorn. Hassan asked if there was a cemetery nearby. Nana hesitated only a moment and then confirmed that yes, there was one rather close.


No. We can’t use that one, Tia, I said. It’s where my grandfather is buried. It will be too painful for Nana.


“Lily informs me that the place you have mentioned is the burial ground for your mate. Perhaps we can find another place,” Tia suggested.


Nana clutched a dish towel in her hands. She gave us a small, apologetic smile and then turned to look out the kitchen window. “No,” she said. “If Charles were around, he would have wanted to take part in the action. He would give us his blessing if we could ask him.”


“Are you certain, Melda?” Hassan took her hand and squeezed her fingers.


“I’m certain. Let me just . . . Let me just collect a few things.”


She retreated to her room while Hassan gathered his things, placing them in a well-used waterproof satchel next to his archaeologist’s tools.


Tia shifted back, allowing me to take over again. The problem was, I didn’t know what to do next.


“You’d best prepare yourself, too,” Hassan said with raised bushy brows. “Your weapons are in the barn. Tia knows where.”


“Okay.” I headed out to the barn and found the bow and quiver of feather-tipped arrows along with the leather harness hanging on a hook. Fingering a knife, I sank it down into the casing until the magic that locked it in place took hold. I picked up the harness, letting it droop from my fingertips.


I looked down at my rolled-up overalls, mud-slicked boots, and soft cotton button-down shirt. Then reached up to touch my messy ponytail. “This doesn’t really look like what one wears to summon a unicorn.”


We can make our own clothing, Tia suggested. It is fairly simple, actually. We just summon the power of the sphinx while you think of what you want to wear, and it appears.


“Okay,” I said.


Do not forget to close your eyes. Oh, and also, you usually like to be cleaned.


My eyes flew open. “Cleaned?”


Yes. We are often in an unwashed state, and you enjoy having a silky mane and fragrant skin. Personally, I think our natural musk is better, but I leave it up to you.


“Uh-huh. Well, I appreciate that.” I blew out a breath. “Okay, here goes.”


Closing my eyes, I concentrated and felt my power stir. Tiny stinging particles pummeled my skin and I cried out in fear and cracked open an eye.


The sand is normal, Tia said. It polishes your skin. It shouldn’t take this long, Lily. You are not focused. What is the problem?


“I don’t know,” I replied and instantly regretted it when grains of sand flew into my mouth. I spat and sent her a mental reply instead. I guess I don’t really know what to wear.


I’ll help, replied Ashleigh’s perky voice.


Tia quickly intervened. No. You do not understand the necessary attire. I will help Lily. You just watch.


The sand buffeted my body, and the fabric I wore, including my shoes, dissolved in the storm. I wrapped my arms around myself self-consciously, grateful I’d decided to do this in the barn, where only Bossy could see me. My hair was swept up in the wind, and the long strands whipped against my bare back. It is not working, Tia said as she attempted to merge her thoughts with mine to summon the power of the sphinx.


What am I doing wrong? I asked.


I covered my face with my hands, my body trembling in the onslaught. Then Ashleigh said, It can’t jus’ be the two of you like before. I’ve got to be a part of this, too. She joined with us and the sand froze in midair and then settled down on my body as soft as drifting snow, forming clothing as it did so.


Lifting my hand, I stroked the fabric covering my arm. It was patterned to look a bit like fish scales. Each tiny curved plate caught the light, and I turned, reflecting every metallic color under the sun. It was hard like chain mail, but it moved and stretched with my body easily. It felt like a vintage T-shirt. Open-fingered leather gloves were laced up to my elbows and overlaid with beautifully designed metal plates that cuffed each wrist.


My torso was protected by a sort of breastplate that attached to my leather harness, which was now gray to match my leather gauntlets. Soft, textured leggings were tucked into supple boots with shimmering green armored pieces that capped my knees and shins.


A silver cape was the heaviest thing I wore. It hung from my shoulders and was long enough to brush the ground. Concerned that it would block my access to the arrows, I reached up and was surprised to find that the cape fit beneath the harness with a wide opening so that I could easily draw my weapons.


Feeling along the upper edge, I discovered a fur-lined hood that could be rolled up and tucked away when I didn’t need it. My hands brushed against my hair, and I looked in the small mirror in the barn. My dark hair was wound up and looped in an elaborate design, fastened at the nape of my neck with little scarab pins.
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