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      I wiped the sweat from my brow and glanced up at the blue sky overhead. It was only 9 AM, but I could already feel the sun beating down on me just like it had done every day for the last month. See, I’d had the great idea to join the archeology club’s volunteer group and, as such, had been reduced to slave labor on the Greek island of Delos. Spending the summer in Apollo’s birthplace getting college credit had seemed like a great idea at the time, but now that I was here, I was beginning to have second thoughts.

      For one, I wasn’t used to the heat and the humidity, and the combination was still getting to me even after a month. For two, well, I sort of missed my dad. I wouldn’t tell him that of course, but ever since he’d adopted me after my parents died when I was two years old, we’d spent every summer traveling from dojo to dojo learning from the world’s greatest martial arts masters. It sounds more fun than it is, especially when you’ve done it for twenty or so years.

      I loved my dad and everything he’d done for me, but if I were being one hundred percent honest, I’d admit that part of my reason for wanting to go on this trip was to skip out on the whole punching boards under the tutelage of aged Chinese monks old enough to make my sixty-year-old father seem like a spry youth.

      “Luke, water?” Gina, one of the girls from my class, called from a few feet away. She was dressed in jeans and a white t-shirt and had one tan, lean arm extended toward me with a plastic canteen full of water.

      The rest of her features were muted by the sun at her back, making it so I couldn’t make out her movie star good looks complete with blonde hair and cornflower blue eyes. It was just as well. My dad would never approve of a girl like Gina, and even if he did, I wouldn’t want to date a girl I could snap over my knee with minimal effort. Still, it was still fun to look. And imagine …

      “Yeah, please,” I replied, reaching out and taking the offered canteen. I popped the top and took a long swig before wiping the water from my lips with the back of my hand. I’d long since given up trying to be graceful on a dig site. I’d never really been good at it anyway. Growing up with no mother will do that, I guess. No one to tell me to keep the toilet seat down or whatever.

      Gina tossed her trademark starlet smile at me as her fingers brushed her long blonde hair behind her ear. “No problem, Luke.”

      She knelt down next to me and gave the artifact I was carefully uncovering a cursory glance before looking at me. Her eyes roamed over me hungrily, although I wasn’t sure why since she’d never paid me much attention before. No, she was always more into the guys who were more concerned about their cars than digging in the dirt for treasure.

      Even if I wasn’t wearing my dirty, sweat-wicking cargo pants and a black tank top I hadn’t washed in two days, I wasn’t a traditional sort of handsome, even with muscles honed by decades of martial arts practice. They may have been great for busting cement blocks, but they also didn’t make me look like I belonged on the cover of a muscle magazine either. Hell, even if I had one of those musclebound bodies, well, let’s just say if plain were in the dictionary, my picture would be next to it. If this is where you say, “But Luke, plain is in the dictionary,” I’ll start ignoring you. You’ve been warned.

      “The professor mention when lunch will be?” I asked hopefully. It was always a bit of a tossup when food would be served since everything on Delos seemed to run on island time, which was not very fast at all. A catering company operated by snails would have moved quicker, and when you started working at five in the morning, having lunch at one or two o clock wasn’t exactly awesome.

      The lack of food combined with the backbreaking labor was doing a number on my metabolism. I hadn’t been very big when I’d started working here at the beginning of summer, and already, I’d dropped a size or two. I’m sure that was great for some of the girls, but it only served to make me look like a skeleton.

      “He says it will probably be around noon, so you know, maybe one thirty if we’re lucky.” Gina finished looking me over and stood, brushing the dust off her beige pants and glancing around.

      “Figures,” I muttered, shaking my head in dismay as my stomach rumbled like a runaway whale.

      “Any new discoveries into Isis’s history?” she asked as she started to turn away, obviously eager to get back to her own work. Still, I was the only one up here, and I’d half-hoped she’d come to help me excavate the object I’d been working on for the last two days.

      As she began to walk away, I shrugged a little to myself. She had been nice enough to bring me some water, and that was good enough for me. My own canteen had run dry an hour ago, and I’d been reluctant to trek the half mile down the hill to our encampment to get some more.

      “Not yet, but soon.” I gestured to the chunk of obsidian with an Egyptian Ankh carved into its surface. “Maybe today, even.” I smiled at her retreating back. “Would you like to help me?”

      “Oh, you know I would, but you’ve been saying that for two days,” Gina replied glancing at me and smiling as she stuck her headphones back into her ears. “But when you actually are close, let me know, and I’ll definitely help.” She waved at me.

      “Will do,” I smiled and nodded. While I was sure I was close, Gina wasn’t wrong, and she had her own work to do. I could get it done on my own, even if some help would be nice. She probably thought the same about her own project.

      I brushed my dark hair out of my face and tucked the strands escaping my ponytail behind my ear. Then I shoved my earbuds back into my ears, cranked up some Nickelback (Hey, don’t judge.), and got my happy ass back to work. This thing wasn’t going to uncover itself, and when I was done, the credit would be all mine. Yup. I’d just dig the damned thing out myself and march down to camp with it.

      Turning back to the symbol that was barely visible beneath the dirt I’d painstakingly brushed away, I began to work. No one seemed as interested in it as I was, probably because Isis wasn’t a Greek god. At some point in the past, the Greeks had built a temple to the Egyptian deity up on this hill in the most sacred of the Greek islands, but even though I’d asked why, no one seemed to know. In fact, I’d been the only one from our little delegation to do more than walk through the structure since we’d gotten here.

      Still, an hour later, the ankh was completely visible. It wasn’t big, maybe the size of a softball, and as I cleared away the dirt, I realized there were faint flecks of gold in the etching. A grin spread across my face. This thing had been decorated with gold, and while the stuff may have been more common than sand in Egypt, it wasn’t super common here in Delos.

      A triumphant cry erupted from my lips as I clutched my hands into fists and pumped them in the air. Whatever I’d found was valuable and important. I leaped to my feet, intent on running the half mile down to the base camp, grabbing my professor by his lapels, and dragging him over here when a pulse of light from the ankh caught my eye.

      I stopped, my heart practically beating its way through my ribcage as I slowly knelt back down over the object. It had flashed with purple light, but that seemed impossible. I’d either imagined it, or the flash had been a trick of the light. Neither of those was worth getting worked up over.

      “I probably just need some water and shade,” I murmured, slowly getting back to my feet when the damn ankh began to glow with purple light like someone was filling the symbol with the ink from one of those glow in the dark bracelets. I swallowed hard and dropped back to my knees in the dirt.

      “What’s going on?” I asked cautiously, but the only response I got was the wind whistling across the desolate temple. That’s when I did the dumbest and bravest thing I could possibly imagine. I reached out and touched the symbol with my left index finger.

      A lavender spark leaped from the surface of the stone and zipped across my skin. Strangely enough, it didn’t hurt. In fact, it was sort of pleasant feeling, leaving me with a strange sense of warmth. Purple light flared along my skin as the scenery around me grew hazy, and for a second, I could see wavy lines of energy drifting up from the stone all around me. It sort of reminded me of heat lines, but it wasn’t anywhere near that hot and those lines tended not to be purple. The smell of dust and plant life filled my nostrils as I sucked in a breath, and I swear, I could taste the life of the island itself.

      Lightning crackled in the sky above, and I swung my head upward to see dark clouds swirling in the once-clear sky. It reminded me of every bad tornado movie I’d ever seen. That was probably not good.

      The purple light was slowly spreading up my arm, but I forced myself to ignore it because, so far, it hadn’t hurt me. No, what I needed to do was get out of here before that storm kicked off.

      I scrambled to my feet as thunder rumbled above like I’d angered Zeus himself. For all I knew, I had. Here I was in the birthplace of Apollo and Artemis, and my dumbass had started digging at a temple dedicated to an Egyptian goddess. My blasphemy knew no limits.

      “If you strike me down, I’m going to be pissed,” I called to the heavens as I hauled my sacrilegious butt away from the temple. With any luck, I could be back at base camp before Zeus dared to blast me from the earth.

      “Don’t go,” a faint voice begged from behind me. I spun before I could stop myself. Call me a sucker if you want, but I wasn’t one to turn away from someone who obviously needed help. As I looked around desperately for someone, my hands curled involuntarily into fists and adrenaline surged through my veins.

      There was nothing on the hillside with me. So, what had I heard?

      “Who’s there?” I asked as I took a cautious step toward the glowing purple ankh.

      “You can hear me?” the voice replied, relief and confusion filling it in equal measure.

      “Yes?” I offered, still looking around, but seeing nothing. Still, I could have sworn the ankh pulsed with every word I’d heard. That was impossible though, right?

      “Thank the gods,” the voice said, and this time, I was certain the symbol I’d excavated flared. “Can you help me?”

      “How am I going to help you when I can’t even see you?” I asked, taking a step toward the source of the voice. That was when it finally dawned on me that the stone I’d been excavating for the last two days was speaking to me.

      I was talking to an object I’d uncovered in the temple of Isis. I swallowed hard. Was Isis, a five-thousand-year-old Egyptian goddess, speaking to me from her temple in Greece?

      “Oh, my bad,” the voice replied, and before I could blink, the ethereal form of a woman manifested in front of the stone.

      I could still see the pulsing purple ankh through her nearly transparent form, and near as I could tell, she was linked to it by a chain of burnished amethyst light rooted to where her heart would have been if she’d been corporeal. Which she wasn’t. Not even slightly. I could tell because, from the calf down, her legs disappeared into my backpack like she was Casper the friendly ghost.

      Unlike Casper though, she was relatively normal colored and looked to be in her mid-twenties. Her hair was the color of black ink, and she was so damned hot, I nearly swallowed my tongue.

      “What are you?” I asked as I halted my forward movement, raised my glowing fist in front of me, and dropped into a fighting stance. “Some kind of ghost?”

      “Some kind,” she replied, shooting me a sarcastic smile. “My name is Aziza.” She held her hand out to me like there was some way in hell I’d shake it. “High Priestess of Isis.”

      “Don’t come any closer,” I warned. I was the son of Chuck Peters, one of the most famous martial artists in the world. I’d trained in everything from Aikido to Iaijutsu. I wasn’t afraid of no ghost.

      Instead of ripping out my heart with her ghost powers, Aziza smiled at me and shook her head. “I won’t hurt you if you promise to do one thing for me.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, immensely proud that I’d managed to hide the justifiable fear in my voice. I had just stepped from junior archeologist to talking boxes and ghosts, so caution was the smart play.

      “Reach into the box and pull out the object inside.” She gestured toward the glowing ankh. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

      I was about to reply when a low, guttural howl unlike anything I’d ever heard before exploded across the horizon. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up as a primal fear rose in me and strained at my self-control.

      That was the howl of a predator, and judging by the sound of it, the thing was not only huge, but it was way closer than I’d like. How was that possible? I was on an island filled with tourists, guards, and other students. There was no way something like that should be here.

      Aziza’s face grew worried. “Hurry!” she cried, gesturing for me to move it along. “Before they get here and kill you!”

      “Kill me? Why me?” I pressed, right before another howl cut through the distance, low and hungry sounding. It was way closer. If the other one had come from down the block, this one was at my neighbor’s house.

      Instead of responding to me, Aziza dropped to her knees in the dirt and tried to pull something from the stone, but her fingers passed right through the rock. She glanced back at me, her fear replaced with something that was a cross between determination and anger.

      “Yes. They will kill you and eat you, but not in that order. I can help you stop them, but only if you get the object out of the box now!” She flashed her teeth at me. “Hurry!”

      “Fine!” I said as I shoved down my fear and allowed my training to take over. I’d never won a fight by being scared and freaking out. No, I won by being calm.

      I scrambled toward Aziza, reaching toward the box even though she was some kind of ghost. I had no idea what was inside, but if it would keep me from being eaten by whatever was howling, I was all for it. I kept my fear conquered just like my father had taught me to do and grabbed hold of the stone with both hands.

      As soon as I touched the ankh, the purple glow spread across my flesh, covering over my fingers and palms like gloves made from purple light. Aziza’s hands settled on top of mine which was a little weird because her touch was icy and made my skin prickle.

      Her hands began to fly across the stone’s surface, directing me to press here and there as more howls ripped across the horizon and lightning began to crackle angrily through the sky. Zeus was definitely pissed.

      The sound of claws moving across the stone behind me filled my ears as the amethyst stone began to glow violently before unfurling like a blooming flower. At first glance, the thing inside was about the size of a tennis ball and sort of resembled a heart made of pulsing black tissue. Red tendrils wriggled around it like a sea anemone. I couldn’t tell you why, but the moment I locked eyes on the object, everything inside me screamed that I had to have it, had to make it mine.

      I reached in and grabbed it before I could even fully process what the object was or why I’d just gone fifty shades of Gollum over it.

      Tendrils wrapped around my flesh, latching onto me like octopus tentacles and filling me with nearly indescribable warmth, and as I opened my eyes in shock, something smashed into my temple.

      I went flying sideways and smashed into an outcropping of stone with bone-shuddering force before bouncing several feet like a rag doll. As I skidded to a stop, the pulsing heart remained melded to my flesh. My vision went blurry around the edges as a thing hewn from my nightmares came into view, one hand outstretched toward me. It was nearly ten feet tall, covered in mottled black and green fur, had enormous claws the color of rusty fishhooks, and eyes the color of melted gold.

      “Give me what you have stolen, boy,” it snarled in a voice that tore painfully at my eardrums. It took a step toward me on massive black-furred legs bigger than redwoods. “If you do, I’ll kill you quickly. If not, well, I’m quite hungry.” It grinned at me, revealing a mouth that reminded me of a great white shark only much less friendly.
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      “Monster,” I growled, still struggling to rise and defend myself (as hopeless of an endeavor as that would be), when the sky above me tore asunder, spilling red light across the horizon like blood from a terrible wound. A freaking comet struck the ground between the monster and me, throwing up a gout of dust, debris, and light. I barely had time to comprehend what was going on when Aziza breathed a sigh of relief into my ear.

      “Thank God, the cavalry is here,” she murmured so close to me I nearly jumped. I didn’t, but it was mostly because I was watching the dust cloud in front of me start to settle. There was someone inside that cloud. “You need to hide the sacred heart before he sees what you have. If he does, it won’t end well for either of us.” I felt Aziza’s hand on my shoulder. “Concentrate on hiding it, and it will listen.”

      “What about the monster?” I said, shutting my eyes and willing the thing in my hand to hide even though it seemed pointless. Almost at once, the tentacles clutching my arm disappeared into my flesh, and the tennis ball vanished in a flash of lavender, leaving behind what resembled an ouroboros tattoo on the palm of my hand.

      “Good. And don’t worry about the monster. The guardian will take care of it. That’s his whole job,” Aziza replied as a guy dressed in what looked like regal Egyptian armor stepped from the dust. “Sometimes they’re even good at it.”

      The guy stood there looking at the monster with a dopey grin on his face. Without a word, he pointed a giant warhammer at the creature. A length of silver rope stretched from the hammer’s end to coil loosely around his wrist. It made me wonder how he wielded such a weapon. It seemed completely impractical. I’ll admit, it was mostly professional curiosity because at that moment the monster was only a few feet away, and if this guy had come from the clouds to fight it, I wasn’t going to stop him, even if his weapon did seem ridiculous.

      “Wendigo,” the guardian said disdainfully as the monster sniffed the air. It seemed unconcerned by the guy’s sudden appearance. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. “You have no place here.”

      Instead of replying, the creature attacked. It moved so fast I barely saw it. The guy must have seen it though because he stepped to the side while lashing out with his hammer. The rope coiled around his wrist snapped like a whip, sending the hammer in an arc that punched straight through the monster’s chest. As its corpse fell to the ground, it began to slowly dissolve, its particles melting away in a cloud of crimson steam as the weapon returned to his hand. He nodded once at the cloud rising from the monster’s corpse before turning to look at me.

      I wasn’t sure what the look on my face was, but the moment he met my eyes, the anger in his eyes was replaced by a strange calm. Then he smiled at me. It was strange looking to say the least because the expression seemed somewhat forced. It reminded me of the one on the lady at the returns counter at a department store who was always happy to help you. He held his left hand out to me like he was offering to help me up.

      “I need the sacred heart,” he said in one of those scratchy voices I associated with smoking. “It looks like a pulsing black heart. If you don’t give it to me, more monsters will come to take it.”

      “Wait, hold up,” I replied as I ignored his outstretched hand and got to my feet.

      The guardian shrugged and dropped his hand to his side. It was just as well. He hadn’t even inquired how I was, so the last thing I was going to do was let him touch me, especially since Aziza’s weird heart thing had magically buried itself in my palm. I swallowed hard and let that thought replay itself. Aziza’s weird heart thing had melted into my flesh.

      Oh my god, what if it burst out of my chest like an alien? Still, if this guy and the monster had appeared to get it from me within seconds of me finding it, I wasn’t sure I should let either of them have it. For all I knew, they were both bad guys. While Aziza had said the guy was a Guardian and was supposed to kill monsters, she’d also told me to keep the sacred heart from him. And, oh my god, I had an ancient Egyptian artifact inside me. How could that possibly be good?

      “What do you mean more monsters?” I gestured to the spot where the wendigo had been, but all that remained of it was a fast evaporating puddle. “Monsters aren’t supposed to be real.”

      “Yeah, that’s what we want you to think.” He made no movement toward me although I could see his muscles tensing like a jungle cat about to spring. He was definitely trying to decide whether he wanted to ask me again or just take the sacred heart from me. I was even inclined to give it to him because hello, crazy monsters.

      The only thing keeping me from doing it was Aziza. Why had she told me to hide it when she could have easily told me to hand it over? Then again, what the hell did I know about Aziza? She was a ghost I’d found in a box beneath the temple of Isis on Delos. And where the hell was she anyway?

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped, fixing him with my best glare. It had little effect.

      “I’m the guardian of this tomb.” He jerked a thumb at his own chest. “My job is to keep the supernatural whatsits from getting the artifacts we bury in tombs.” He pointed at me. “Please just give me the sacred heart before more monsters show up. Then I can go back to sleep, and you can go back to playing archeologist.”

      I swallowed his jab because his words had bigger implications. If this guy was telling me the truth, not only were monsters real, but he was responsible for this tomb. It seemed impossible to believe, but at the same time he had appeared out of the clouds in a comet and killed a monster right in front of me. That surely lent some credibility to his words. Maybe not as much as I’d have liked but definitely more than a little.

      “What if I don’t want to give it to you?” I replied because taunting an ancient Egyptian temple guardian with a warhammer was always the best choice of action.

      “Seriously?” He shook his head, and a smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “What do you think happens?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and raised an eyebrow. “You try to take it, and I stop you?”

      “Why are you being this way?” He glared at me like I was some kind of strange fish. He waved his hand dismissively. “The sacred heart is a powerful artifact my people created during the last Destroyer war. I’ve been keeping it safe for a long time. The moment you activated it, I awakened. Let’s just say you beat me up and keep it while simultaneously avoiding all the monsters drawn toward the heart’s power. Let’s just say that happens, you know, for funsies.” He let out a slow breath.

      “I’m like an ant compared to the monsters the destroyer could send to get it from you and rest assured, the bad guys will bury you beneath bodies before they let it fall into the enemy hands closing around you even as we speak.” He held his hand out to me again. “Please just give it to me. Then I can make it dormant and hopefully avoid a world-ending catastrophe.”

      “Maybe I think you’re lying,” I said, and while I didn’t sound very convinced, something about this felt off in a way I couldn’t explain.

      “Then you’re a fool,” he replied, his outstretched hand shaking with annoyance. “Please just give me the sacred heart—”

      I wasn’t sure if he was going to say more because another wendigo appeared next to him like the Predator dropping out of camouflage. The creature batted him aside with one clawed hand. The guardian’s hammer slipped from his hand and fell emptily to the dirt as he bounced across the temple like I’d done only a moment before.

      The guardian was on his feet in an instant, blood running down his face in a crimson mask. He darted forward, focused on dropping the wendigo in front of him when three more of the things appeared all around him. They drove him to the ground as several more of the creatures appeared from every which way. How could there be so many? And why had no one from the dig come up here to help? There were armed guards less than a mile away, and we weren’t exactly hidden from view up here.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve feasted on a guardian.” The wendigo closest to me smiled, revealing a mouthful of shark-like teeth. His smile made one thing startlingly clear. Even if help was on its way, it wasn’t going to get here before the thing ate me.

      No, I had to take care of this myself.

      I darted forward and scooped up the guardian’s fallen hammer. The moment my hand touched the weapon, purple light exploded along its length, and a surge of confidence exploded through me. I spun faster than I’d ever done before and drove the weapon into the monster’s face with lithe movement. Blood and skull fragments sprayed across my face as I whirled, whipping the hammer around and letting it fly while holding onto the end of the rope with my other hand.

      The weapon struck the monster atop the guardian in the back right about where I judged its heart should be and punched straight through it. I jerked hard on the silver rope, and even though I was a six-foot-nothing guy, the several-hundred-pound monster hurtled backward off the guardian like I’d snagged it with an industrial-strength crane.

      The monster hit the ground with a wet thwack, but I didn’t stop to see if it was dead. No, I was already moving forward, weaving past claws and fangs in a dance I’d done a million times, albeit not against monsters before. I couldn’t tell you why, but their movement seemed slower than I remembered them being earlier.

      I spun, pulling hard on the rope as I did, and the weapon tore free of the wendigo I’d speared with the hammer and flew back to my hand like the weapon had a mind of its own. I barely had time to contemplate it as I blocked a claw that would have removed my head from my shoulders. I spun the weapon and drove the blunt end of the weapon up into the creature’s jaw. It stuck with a satisfying crunch. Without hesitation, I pivoted on my left foot and smashed my knee into the creature beside it. The sickening crack of ribs giving way filled my ears.

      The wendigo’s howl of rage and pain echoed as I landed and took another step forward, swinging the hammer at the nearest monster like I was trying to knock a baseball out of the park. I even followed through. When in doubt, follow through. It’s what my little league coach always said. I’d always found the suggestion dubious back home, I mean what good could come from swinging past a ball, but it seemed to work now.

      The broken monster hit the ground as I whirled around, looking for more enemies. There were none to be found. Instead, the temple was littered with slowly evaporating corpses. Had I killed them all? It seemed impossible. I wasn’t even out of breath.

      The guardian was a few feet away, his body drenched in blood. I could tell he wasn’t dead because his chest was still moving with every breath. Still, that wound didn’t look good. He needed help, fast. Not wanting to drop the warhammer, I sprinted over to him as the purple glow surrounding my body faded away.

      By the time I reached him, I almost wished I hadn’t. His stomach had been torn open with three horizontal slashes, revealing things inside I was pretty sure weren’t supposed to be visible. His eyes were shut tight in pain, but before I could stop him, he drove his own fingers into the rent flesh. Gray light burst from the wound, spilling over him like water. I watched in amazement as the bleeding stopped and his flesh knit itself together.

      “Well, that’s a neat trick,” I mumbled in awe.

      His eyes opened. He met my gaze, and a smile crossed his lips. He opened his mouth to say something and promptly passed out. I sighed. Some supernatural badass he was. He’d come to rescue me, and I’d wound up saving him from the wendigos. I dropped down next to him, slinging his body up over my shoulder so I could drag him down the hill. I wasn’t quite sure how I was going to make it a half mile like this, but I was loath to leave him here alone. What if more wendigos showed up and ate him while I was gone? No, I needed to take him with me.

      I looked around, trying to figure out how I was going to explain what happened, but there was no trace of any of the creatures. How had they all vanished? Then again, maybe that’s what happened when wendigos died. It wasn’t like I even knew what a wendigo was anyway.
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      I made it about six steps before realizing the guardian, clad in full armor, was way too heavy for me to possibly drag him half a mile. Besides, I wasn’t too keen on having any more of his blood soak into my tank top. It wasn’t that I was squeamish. It was more that for all I knew, he had some kind of magic ancient Egyptian disease. I did not want a magic ancient Egyptian disease.

      “Aziza? Are you there?” I whispered while mentally chastising myself for talking to a ghost I was still partially sure I’d imagined. In fact, I was reasonably sure I was going to find one of my comrades kneeling over me, trying to wake me up after I’d passed out due to heat stroke. Yup, I definitely needed to get into the shade and rest. Fast. If I didn’t, I might actually start to believe in magic, monsters, and ghosts.

      “Yes?” Aziza replied in a sing-song voice that reminded me of Belle from Beauty and the Beast before she materialized in front of me. Even though I’d been expecting her to do just that, I let out a grunt of surprise. This confirmed it. She was real. Well, take that, sanity.

      “Can you help me?” I asked, voice straining as I stood there trying to hold up a billion pounds of musclebound supernatural guardian.

      “I suppose I could lend you a hand,” she said, cradling her chin between the thumb and forefinger of her right hand as she looked me up and down. “A figurative hand, at least. I can’t actually touch him or you.” Then she stuck her hand through my face to illustrate her point. Her touch caused a chill to creep over my skin. As she withdrew her hand, I shuddered involuntarily. “Non-corporeal.”

      “Don’t ever do that again,” I replied, gritting my teeth together in an effort to stop them from chattering.

      “Or what?” she asked, grinning at me. Very slowly, she licked her finger before sticking it in my ear. I tried to swat at her, but my hand passed straight through her which had the added bonus of knocking me off balance. I wound up falling straight through her stupid non-corporeal body and crashing to the ground in a tangled heap. Then the billion-pound guardian landed on top of me. It was just this side of awesome.

      “Now that we’ve settled what I can and cannot do, how about you stop messing around? We have a lot of work to do if you expect to use magic to carry Tweedledum down this mountain.” Aziza knelt down in front of me, and I could tell she was just about to burst out laughing. I glared at her, but sadly, she didn’t spontaneously combust. Why the Hell had I asked her for help, again?

      “All right,” I muttered while secretly plotting to get Ray Stantz, Peter Venkman, Winston Zeddemore, and Egon Spengler to help me out with the pest problem I seemed to have. “What do I need to do?”

      Part of me still couldn’t believe I was lying on the ground beneath a guy who had come to earth in a flaming comet while talking to a ghost about magic, but I did my best to silence that part of me. It wouldn’t help any because let’s be real here. Either magic was real, or I was abso-freaking-lutely insane. I really didn’t want to be insane. I would look terrible in a straightjacket.

      “You’ve absorbed the sacred heart.” Aziza paused to let that sink in. “I won’t bother to explain how impossible that actually is, but suffice to say, you now have my magic. You’re welcome.”

      “Magic?” I replied as I pushed the guardian off of me. Oddly, it was a lot easier than I’d expected it to be. And were my hands glowing?

      “Indeed,” Aziza said, still grinning at me. “So, all you need to do is call upon your newfound magic, throw the guardian over your soldier like a continental soldier, and move down the hill, preferably before more monsters come to kill you. And they will come. Trust me.”

      “How the hell do I have magic?” I snapped, leaping to my feet and staring at the stupid ghost. I held my palm out to her.

      “The sacred heart grants the user magic, it’s a little more complicated than that, but that’s the nutshell version of what’s going on. Now close your eyes and let me walk you through the unlocking process.” She reached out and trailed her fingers along my eyes like she was trying to shut them, only it didn’t work because her fingers just passed through my face.

      I was about to start yelling at her, but the look on her face pleaded with me to just go with it. I huffed out an annoyed breath and shut my eyes. Then I tried to ignore the fact I was talking to a ghost who said I had magic. What was next? An owl with a letter? Congratulations Luke, you’re a wizard. I snorted. I couldn’t help it.

      “Concentrate,” Aziza snapped, and I stiffened, trying to do as she asked even though it was ridiculous. “Now reach out to the sacred heart. You won’t consciously be able to feel it or anything, but there’s nothing to do about that. Just breathe in, and when you do, imagine you’re trying to commune with the energy all around you like a crazy hippy.”

      “That is the worst explanation I’ve ever heard,” I replied as I took a long, slow breath like I’d learned to do in a Shaolin temple a few years back.

      The monks there had spent most of the day in meditation, and while I hadn’t found inner peace, I was more than used to meditating. At the time, it’d nearly drove me insane, especially since my father insisted I not spend the time reading. So, I’d sat there for ten to fifteen hours a day and tried not to go insane. The sad thing was that wasn’t even close to the worst summer I’d ever had.

      I let go of the memory, allowing my mind to drift like the monks had taught me, and as I did so, I felt the pulse of something deep inside me like the faint beating of a heart. My concentration snapped toward it.

      A thud echoed through my inner space, and without realizing, I’d reached out toward it with my mind. The sacred heart filled my vision. It looked like it had when I had first picked it up, but as I focused on the object, I realized it was looking at me.

      Or rather, a huge golden wolf with eyes like rubies regarded me curiously. An involuntary shudder went through me, and as I tried to open my eyes and break the connection, scarlet tentacles lashed out, wrapping around my arms and legs and holding me in place. It was then that I realized I was, somehow, standing on a large purple platform. Cotton candy pink stars flashed through the sky overhead as I stood there, completely flummoxed by what was going on.

      “Hello,” I said, somewhat surprised I could speak.

      I’d half-expected to be unable to find my voice, but no, I could talk just fine. Now if I could just do something about the tentacles undulating around me, I’d be good. I was more than a little worried about them, but admittedly, not that worried. I was still pretty sure I was still physically standing back on the hill on Delos. This was just some weird mental thing. If this thing tried to kill me, I’d just wake up. At least I hoped so.

      “Who are you?” the wolf asked, and the stars above pulsed with his words.

      “I’m Luke,” I replied because asking “who the hell are you,” right back seemed a touch snotty. I wasn’t sure what this thing was, but Aziza had told me I needed to unlock my power, and this creature had to be part of that.

      “Luke,” he said, rolling my name over his tongue. “That’s an interesting name.”

      “Thank you—”

      “It will not do.” He cut me off with a wave of his paw. “How do you expect to strike fear in the hearts of men and beasts with a name like Luke?” He was suddenly there in front of me, his eyes only an inch from my own. I wasn’t sure how that was possible since I hadn’t seen him move, but there it was. “You will need a new name if I am to aid you, one befitting your new station as my hand, Luke.”

      “Your hand?” I asked as calmly as I could. I partially did it because if I didn’t ask about that, I was going to start screaming about how I was named after the guy who blew up the Death Star, and he could back the Hell off.

      The thing smirked which was altogether weird since I didn’t know wolves could do that. “Aziza has given you the sacred heart. Do you know why it is called that?”

      “No?” I offered as a bad feeling swelled in my stomach, and the urge to panic increased exponentially. This was the part where he revealed he was the devil himself. I knew it. Well, that was the last time I trusted ghosts. You’d think I’d know better, but evidently not. Still, if this was where I was going to bite it, I wasn’t going to do it like a wuss.

      “It is not as you think,” he said, and his wolfish smirk grew wider, revealing dozens of dagger-like yellow teeth. Those were the teeth of a carnivore, and at the moment, I didn’t see any other meat around. “Long ago there were only three hundred and sixty days in a year. Nut was forbidden to have children on any of those days, but she desperately wanted to have children with Geb. She went to Khonsu, God of the Moon and begged for help. It did no good because the moon god was an ass. Fortunately, Nut was prepared for this. Khonsu was a gambler. She managed to win five extra days of moonlight from the moon god in a game of chance. Those last five days are known as the demon days.”

      “Are you seriously telling me that the sacred heart has something to do with the demon days from ancient Egypt?” I asked, and I couldn’t keep the relief out of my voice. That was quite a bit better than I’d hoped for.

      “Yes. There were five sacred hearts, one for each of the five days. The one you now possess once belonged to the Egyptian warrior known as the Dunewalker. He was … an interesting fellow.” The wolf waved his paw as if to say, “You know how some people are.”

      “Wait,” I said, holding my hands up to make a time-out gesture, and surprisingly, I could do it. I was no longer bound in tentacles. I was standing there unharmed. This was getting better and better. “Isn’t he the guardian?”

      “No. The guardian you see was merely chosen to guard the heart until the Dunewalker could be found.” The creature took a step forward and gestured at me.

      “You can’t mean me, can you?” I asked, shocked. “I’m a college kid.”

      “Perhaps you were, Luke. You are not now,” the wolf replied, staring into my face with his ruby eyes, and I got the distinct impression everything about me was laid bare before him. “I see understanding dawning in your eyes. This pleases me.” He offered his golden paw to me. “I am Wepwawet.” As he spoke the heavens above boomed in response, and I knew deep down he was telling the truth. “Accept me, Luke. Become my hand, and your name will be like a dirge wailed into the ears of your enemies.”
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      Before I could even respond to the wolf, a terrifying shriek exploded in my ears. My concentration shattered, causing the pink sky of the wolf’s domain to splinter into a billion glimmering shards of light. In an instant, I was back in the temple of Isis, standing next to Aziza beside the downed guardian’s body.

      A swarm of birds was coming toward us in a seething mass of glinting bronze beaks that blotted out the sun. The creatures were huge, easily dwarfing the giant condors I’d seen at the zoo when I was a kid.

      I stood there gaping at them as they hurtled closer. As the massive birds approached, they flung their wings forward at us in one nearly perfectly choreographed movement. Millions of metallic feathers burst from their bodies and streaked through the air like glinting, metallic arrows.

      A cry of surprise tore from my lips as I stumbled backward, trying to scramble out of the way. I might have been known to snatch an arrow or three from the air, but this? This was impossible … There had to be thousands of them. Still, there was nowhere to run and hide and no shield to use to block them. I had two choices. Stand there and get skewered or try to knock them away. Admittedly, it was a pretty poor set of options.

      Trying my very best to ignore the screaming voice of logic in my head, I shoved down my fear and rooted myself to the temple’s stone floor, spreading my legs into a wide, yet sturdy stance. I sucked in a slow breath in an attempt to still my hammering heart and dropped my arms to my side like I had done when my dad let that crazy Chinese monk shoot arrows at me for a day and a half. Yes, I still have the scars, but there are less than you’d think.

      The air in front of me filled with iridescent purple light as the first feather approached, but I ignored it, allowing my brain to enter its “knocking arrows away from my face before they turned me into Swiss cheese” happy place.

      My hands snapped outward on their own, batting aside the first metallic feather in a blur of speed honed from countless hours of practice. The feather smacked into the stone at my feet with a screech that threw up a cloud of sparks. I ignored it, mostly because I was too busy smashing the next several feathers from the air, and as I did, time seemed to slow.

      Pain shot through me with each strike, but it felt far away and distant as I continued to move, continued to strike down the arrows. Even as blood began to run down my arms from numerous cuts and slices along my hands and wrists, I was too concerned with the whole not dying thing to focus on it very much.

      Then the birds were upon me, and even though I’d never done it before, I began punching the crap out of what amounted to metal eagles. Their razor sharp bronze beaks struck out at my flesh as I weaved and dodged, doing my best to keep the creatures from laying so much as a single metal feather on the unconscious guardian. I mostly succeeded. I felt a little bad about it, but hey, stitches were sexier than being dead.

      My chest heaved with effort as I stepped further into my Zen place. I’d had this happen before, and when it did, it always scared me a little because when it did, I was no longer a thinking being. I was a coil of tight muscles hammering my enemies into oblivion, even if my enemies were eighty-year-old monks who had just smacked me upside the head one too many times.

      A second later, the cloud of avian death had passed by us, flapping upward into the sky like I was no more than a distraction. The bodies of their unconscious brethren littered the temple around us, and as I stood there shaking from the adrenaline coursing through my veins, their metallic carcasses began to melt into puddles of molten bronze. Then the stupid things began to flow together across the stone around me.

      They converged into a shape that rose from the earth like that liquid metal Terminator after it had gotten blown apart. The air around the creature was so hot that even from several meters away, it sucked the moisture from my body. The mass of superheated metal lumbered forward, splattering bits of goo that popped and hissed across the temple. It was already fifteen feet tall and still growing. The ground beneath its feet cracked as it settled its molten bronze eyes on me and reached out for me with one glowing red hand.

      “What the hell is that?” I cried as I snatched up the guardian’s hammer. Somehow the weapon didn’t seem adequate, but there is no way I was going to try punching something made of liquid metal, magic powers or not.

      “Metal golem,” Aziza replied, her voice strangely calm. “They aren’t that big a deal. They’re pretty stupid. Just use your magic to suck out all its heat, and it’ll freeze in place. Then one good blow should shatter it completely.”

      “Are you mad?!” I cried as the golem took another step toward me, and I pointed my tiny weapon at it.

      “Look, Luke, just do as I say!” Aziza snapped as I ducked under one huge swipe of the creature’s hand and smashed it in the chest with all the strength and momentum I could muster. The weapon crushed the monster like it was made of tinfoil, but as I jerked the head of the hammer free with a squelch, the wound instantly sealed over, leaving behind no trace that’d I’d so much as dented its shiny metal surface.

      “Stupid golem!” I yelled in frustration and tried again … which resulted in pretty much the same thing.

      I reared back for a third swing, and as I did, the golem regarded me like I was a particularly annoying gnat before lunging at me once more. Awesome. This was going awesome!

      “Stop hitting it and use your magic!” Aziza said, her voice filled with forced calm.

      “I don’t know how to do that! Is there a magic word or something?” I growled, rolling between the thing’s legs and driving the hammer through its back. The head burst through its chest, splattering the ground with bits of molten metal. I had half a second to be glad none hit the fallen guardian when the golem whirled around, wrenching the weapon from my hands.

      “Try yelling freeze,” Aziza suggested, and because I had no better ideas, I threw my hands out in front of me and screamed as loud as I could.

      “Freeze!”

      The world slowed down. Cold came over me, causing gooseflesh to break out on my arms as I sucked in a breath of frigid air even though it was like a hundred degrees outside and I was beside a golem that was more blast furnace than anything else. That cold swept over me, and as it did, my hands began to glow with soft blue light.

      Thrumming filled my body, begging me to release it, and oddly enough I knew I could. I nodded to myself, directing the cold to escape from my outstretched hands.

      A torrent of sleet and snow erupted from my fingertips, blasting the creature full in the face and sending it flying backward across the temple. It crashed to the ground and shattered into a million tiny shards of metal. I stared at in amazement until those shards started melting back together just like that stupid terminator. If this kept back up, it’d be on me in a couple minutes. I needed a more permanent solution. Right-freaking-now.

      “Um, what now?” I said, my hands still outstretched. I still couldn’t quite believe I’d just thrown magic ice at the thing, but unfortunately, if I stopped to try to understand that craziness, the golemsicle was likely to get back up and punch me to death. I made a deal with myself. I’d freak out after I survived being attacked to death.

      “Run like the wind!” Aziza replied before making a “hurry up” gesture. “Duh!”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice. Without thinking, I reached out to the wolf in my head even though doing so made me feel like a special kind of idiot. I felt his presence spread out inside my mind, and for a moment, I got the impression that someone far above was looking down at me and grinning maniacally while stroking a cat.

      “Have you made up your mind?” the wolf’s voice reverberated in my brain and lightning crackled in the sky above me.

      “Can you help me carry this guy to safety, Wepwawet?” I asked, and I got the distinct sense the god was chuckling at me.

      “And so much more. The power I have lent you thus far is but a taste.” The sky roiled as if an example, and it made me wonder for a split second if I could also control storms.

      I shoved that thought away, spared a glance at the rising golem, and let out a sigh. There was a small chance I could survive without Wepwawet’s power, but I really doubted it. No, I needed his help, and while I wasn’t sure what strings he’d attach to it, I was willing to bet it was better than being dead.

      Besides, if I accepted his deal and still died, well, I wouldn’t have to do anything. See, I’m totally a glass-half-full guy.

      “Then I accept,” I replied aloud even though it would make me look like I was talking to myself. Then again, it probably didn’t matter anyway. The only people up here who could comment on it were a ghost and an unconscious magic pharaoh. They could both bite me.

      “Are you sure?” Wepwawet said, and the hint of a question in his voice was strangely mocking.

      “Yes!” I said, knowing full well I might have just sold my soul to an ancient Egyptian wolf.

      Before the word had even left my lips, a surge of energy exploded through my body, filling me up from the tips of my toes to the top of my head. Red and purple sparks danced along my flesh, and for a second, I could actually see every dust mote moving in the air, feel the worms burrowing through the ground beneath my feet, and taste the salt in the sea surrounding the island.

      Scarlet lightning leaped from my hand and struck the golem, obliterating what remained of the creature and turning the surrounding sand into slag. More lightning struck the molten chunks that flew every which way until the whole of the golem was quite simply gone.

      It was amazing. And terrifying. This was who I’d just asked for help, who I had just become the hand of, and sadly, I got the impression, this was just the tip of the iceberg when it came to the wolf’s true power. Whatever his motivations were, there could be no doubting his strength.

      Before I could let that thought take hold, I focused on the task at hand. I needed to get the guardian to someone who could help him. While I wasn’t sure how to treat injuries like he’d sustained, or what was even wrong with him since he’d magically healed his horrible gut wound, I wanted to at least get him to the first aid station down the hill.

      This time, when I hefted the guardian in my arms, he felt lighter than a feather.

      I spun back around to make my way back down the hill when I caught sight of Aziza staring at me from a few feet away. The look on her face made me stop in my tracks. She was afraid, but why? Surely, she knew who was in that sacred heart. After all, she’d been the one to tell me to take it.

      “What?” I asked, trying to keep the tremor out of my voice as the sky above us roiled and churned. “What is it?”

      “You changed.” She pointed at me, and her hand was shaking violently.

      “I changed?” I gave her a quizzical look. “What about it?” I reached up and touched my head, but nothing seemed out of place. My hair didn’t seem to be on fire or anything.

      “You’re a werewolf,” she said, and the tone of her voice was almost scarier than her words.

      I was a werewolf? How was that possible? I looked down at myself, and as I did, I realized it was true. I’m sure I should have been worried, but as I stared down at my lanky, muscled arms, I couldn’t help but smile. Sure, they were covered with light brown fur and had giant black claws extended from my fingertips, but with everything else that had happened, well, it just felt fitting.

      Crazier still, I had an honest to god wolf’s tail, and what’s more, as I reached up and touched my face, I felt tufted ears, and an elongated snout filled with teeth perfect for snarling down Little Red Riding Hood.

      There was just one problem. I had somehow grown several feet taller and gained a couple hundred pounds of muscles which had torn most of my clothing to shreds. I still was wearing enough to be decent, but only because tattered clothing still covered my bits.

      Yeah, okay, it was a bit freaky all things considering, but I’d just fought off a golem made from metal birds and accepted the power of an ancient Egyptian wolf. This was probably the power I’d gained from Wepwawet, and something told me this was going to be one of the least weird things that happened to me today.

      “Sweet!” I cried, walking past her down the hill with the guardian over my shoulder. I felt great. Better than great. And now I could change into a werewolf? That was awesome. Assuming I could change back, of course. “Say, can I change back to normal?”

      “Probably.” She paused and looked me up and down, clearly thinking. “The problem is that this means at least one of your parents was a guardian. Otherwise the sacred heart wouldn’t have let you gain wolf form.”

      I stopped in my tracks and stared at her. Had she just told me I was descended from the same race of people as the guy I was carrying down the hill? How was that even possible? No, surely that was wrong. Except … maybe it wasn’t? I didn’t know anything about my mom and dad. My adopted father had never talked about them. I’d never pushed the issue because, well, it seemed ungrateful and pointless. They were gone, and if my adoptive father didn’t want to talk about it, I wasn’t going to make him.

      But now I had a link to my parents. A tenuous link to them, sure, but a link nonetheless. Maybe this guy could take me back to his people and … what? No. I couldn’t get my hopes up. Following that rabbit trail would only lead to pain and suffering. And where did those lead? To the dark side. Nope, I was not going that route, I was strictly a Yoda kind of guy. Emperor Palpatine could go take a flying leap off a short cliff, Padme be damned.

      “That’s interesting,” I said, carefully studying her for a reaction. “But how does that matter right now?”

      Aziza’s eyes dropped to her feet like they were the most interesting things in the world. “Only three guardians have ever successfully fused with a sacred heart. All three were incredibly powerful.”

      “That doesn’t sound that bad.” I took a deep breath to keep from yelling at her. She was starting to scare me, and the longer she took to tell me what was going on, the more worried I got. “Can you just tell me why you’re so concerned?”

      “Guardian physiology doesn’t really mesh well with sacred hearts. All three of them were driven insane by their power. They killed a lot of people before they were stopped. That’s why when the guardian appeared, he wanted to hide it, to keep it from being used by another guardian.” Aziza swallowed even harder. “You’ve just absorbed the magical equivalent of godhood, and even if it doesn’t wind up turning you into a vicious, unstoppable megalomaniac, everyone will be trying to hunt you down and kill you anyway. The gods aren’t exactly the trusting sort.” She looked up at me with unshed tears in her eyes. “On the plus side, you’re probably only half guardian, so you have that going for you.”
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      “How am I supposed to respond to that?” I snapped, unable to keep the fear and hurt from leaking into my voice. Aziza had just told me the device I’d uncovered buried beneath the temple of Isis was going to turn me into a bloodthirsty psychopath because, apparently, my birth parents were descended from supernatural ancient Egyptian warriors. Seriously? That couldn’t be real, and if it was, it was total bullshit.

      “I have no idea,” Aziza replied, looking away from me and staring off into the clouds. “If I’d known …”

      “You’d have what? Left me to get eaten by the wendigos?” I narrowed my eyes at her.

      “Yes. It would have been a far nicer fate, and yes, I realize that’s saying something.” She turned and looked back at me, and her face could have been carved from granite. “But as I said, you’re likely only half-guardian, and if that’s the case, your human side should be able to contain the power.” She nodded so fervently I actually believed her. “It’s entirely possible you have the best of both worlds.”

      “How do we find out for sure?” I asked, rubbing my chin. If what she said was true, then one of my parents was human, and that might let me have my cake and not die when eating it. I liked that idea a lot. Okay, more than a lot. A metric ton.

      “I don’t really know. The guardian might be the one to ask.” She gestured toward the unconscious guardian.

      “Right, so back to plan A. Save the schmuck.” I stomped past her transparent ass while carrying the unconscious form of the very person who was likely going to try to slit my throat the second he woke up. That was some serious crap.

      “Where are you carrying him?” Aziza asked after I’d made it about thirty feet. I ignored her and kept walking. Stupid, no good ghost, making me open a Pandora’s box. “Luke, I asked you a question.”

      I whirled around and poked her in the chest with my index finger, only my finger went through her chest an inch or so. “To someone who can help him.” I glared at her so hard it actually hurt my face muscles.

      “Okay, okay,” Aziza replied, taking a step back and holding her hands out in front of herself in the universal sign for “please don’t kill me, you crazy psycho.” It was a little annoying since she was the one being a jerk. “Luke, where are you taking the unconscious guardian? Specifically.”

      “Down to the base camp so he can get medical treatment, or tea, or I don’t know, but I’m like this close to losing my ability to even.” I threw my free hand out in exasperation. “What do you think I’m doing? Taking him to a quiet place to kill him? Let’s be real here, that’s the smart play, isn’t it?”

      “I suppose … but you probably want to change back to human form first. Humans tend to not deal well with werewolves,” Aziza said, glancing away from my face as she spoke the last part. “Besides, there’s an easier way now that you have magic.” She stared off into the clouds high above, and for some reason, I got the impression she was looking for something in the heavens. “You can use your magic to help him.”

      “You mean I didn’t need to carry him at all?” I nearly screamed before dropping the guy onto the stone like it was somehow his fault for being unconscious. Which, I guess, it sort of was. I mean, what kind of rescuer needs to get rescued by the rescuee? Not a very good one. I kicked him, but not that hard. I swear. Okay, okay, it was a little hard. But could you really blame me?

      “No, you didn’t have to carry him,” Aziza said, not bothering to comment when I kicked the guy again.

      “Great. So, how do I heal him?” I glared daggers at the ghost who was doing a very good job of looking innocuous.

      “Grab the golden bracelet on his wrist and concentrate on sending your magic into him.” Aziza knelt down over the fallen guardian and pointed at a shiny piece of metal wrapped around the man’s wrist.

      I let out a long sigh before following suit. As I reached out to touch the bracelet on the guardian’s wrist, a spark of purple energy leaped from my finger and struck the object. A faint glow surrounded it, and I glanced uncertainly to Aziza, still expecting her to help me even though she’d infused me with a magic artifact. Yeah, I was way too trusting.

      “That’s it. Now, just concentrate on him waking up.” Aziza smiled at me reassuringly.

      I wrapped my hand around the bracelet and willed the guy to get better. The metal began to pulse beneath my touch, growing so hot I could barely keep holding onto his wrist. I gritted my teeth and shut my eyes, trying my best to block out the pain.

      “Luke! Stop!” Aziza cried, and my eyes snapped open. Gray and purple light spilled from beneath my hand in arcs of jagged lightning. I snatched my hand back to see the bangle glowing like a nuclear weapon. What the hell was going on?

      “What’s wrong?” I asked just before the bracelet exploded, throwing me backward over the edge of the cliff in a flurry of debris. I fell for what felt like forever as purple light leaped from my body in streams. I reached out, trying to use my power to slow down, but before I could even begin to concentrate on doing so, I smashed into the foundation of an ancient house at the base of the huge hill. Everything inside me snapped, crackled, and popped.

      As the stone beneath me shattered to dust, and I plunged into the darkness beneath, my vision went seven kinds of blurry. Breath shot from my lips, and I struggled to even breathe. Then I smashed into a cold pool of water. I gasped involuntarily, sucking down a mouthful of frozen liquid that tasted of old sweat socks and slime. I simultaneously gagged and screamed as I drifted down through the murky water.

      My back hit the silty ground, and for a moment, I lay there unable to make my body respond to the most basic commands. The tiniest pinprick of light glimmered overhead, and as I reached out toward it like I could somehow grab hold of it and use it to pull myself to the surface, the ground beneath me lurched.

      A whirlpool opened in the sand beneath me, sending my entire world into a tailspin. My lungs burned as I tried to get my legs underneath me and push toward the surface, but as I did so, my limbs pushed down through the sand. I screamed, releasing a torrent of bubbles far smaller than I should have as my entire body was sucked down into the spinning sand.

      Spots danced across my vision as I reached out, trying one last time to grab for something, anything that could save me. My fingers gouged into the churning earth, but try as I might, I couldn’t get ahold of anything. Then, as my head was pulled beneath the swirling, all-consuming sand, everything faded to black.
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      I awoke back in human form, shivering on top of a rusty metal grate. Blue-flamed torches flickered along the walls, casting shadows that danced across the small room like demonic ballerinas. Every glistening marble surface looked slick and wet. Fungus clung to the cracks in the stone walls, reminding me of old dungeons in horrible movies. The only thing missing was an old skeleton still shackled to the wall with rusty manacles.

      The smell of mold and rot hung in the air as I sucked in a deep breath and looked around. I wasn’t quite sure where I was since the walls and ceiling had no obvious exits but judging by the sounds coming through the grating beneath me, there was some sort of river rushing by beneath the floor.

      “Where am I and what happened to the guardian?” I asked aloud even though I didn’t expect anyone to respond. The last thing I remembered was being thrown from the temple of Isis and falling into the catacombs beneath Delos. Then the floor had turned into quicksand and pulled me beneath the Earth like I’d offended Gaia herself. Stupid Gaia. What had I ever done to her?

      “I’m not quite sure on both accounts,” Aziza replied, popping into existence in front of me wearing jeans and a white t-shirt that looked incredibly similar to what Gina had been wearing earlier. Interesting.

      “Very helpful,” I muttered, getting to my feet and spinning in a slow circle. My body ached in a way I hadn’t expected, reminding me of the time I’d run a marathon without training. Let me tell you, I’ll never do that again, and not just because I still have scars from the chaffing.

      “If you’re looking for the exit, it’s that way.” Aziza pointed at one of the walls, but it seemed indistinguishable from the others.

      “How do you know?” I asked, already walking toward the wall she’d specified, and trying to ignore how the cold grate felt on my bare feet. Instead, I just tried to be thankful for what remained of my tattered clothing.

      I touched the wall because it wasn’t like I had any other ideas. Well, I had one, but I wasn’t ready to try to magic my way into the river running below me just yet. Just because it sounded like a river didn’t mean it wasn’t filled with acid or crocodiles.

      Besides, Aziza had said sacred hearts drove people insane. For all I knew, using my newfound powers was like taking a bullet train to crazy town even if I was only half guardian.

      “I’m incorporeal, remember? I just stuck my head through the walls and looked until I found one with a passage behind it. The other three walls are surrounded by dirt for at least a hundred or so feet in each direction, so they are probably a no go.” She shot me a dazzling smile, and honestly, I let her have it because she deserved it.

      “That’s a neat trick,” I said, running my hands over the slick, wet stone once more. Despite appearing to be white marble, the stone was warm and spongey to the touch, reminding me of a hot-blooded toad. I suppressed a shiver and glanced at the ghost. “But why are you helping me?”

      “I’m not helping you per se,” Aziza replied, looking away from me and studying the ceiling like she expected to find the answer to life, the universe, and everything among the stones. “It’s more that I need someone to help me, and you bonded with the sacred heart so quickly …” Her voice was so quiet I probably wouldn’t have heard her if the room hadn’t been as silent as a tomb.

      “Come again?” I spun on my heel and fixed my steely eyes on the ghost.

      “My essence was bound to my sacred heart.” She swallowed, which was weird. I’d seen her do it a couple times now, but she was a ghost. It wasn’t like she had saliva. “It’s what anchored me to this plane.” She gestured feebly at the room. “By absorbing the sacred heart, you became that anchor.” She smiled weakly. “And now I need your help.”

      The world started to spin on its own, and the reason I didn’t fall flat on my face was that I was already leaning against the wall. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop me from slowly sliding down the stone until my butt was firmly planted on the wet grate.

      “Is that why you asked me to hide the sacred heart and then to absorb it?” I asked, my voice strangely calm and forceful even though everything inside me was being torn in a million directions. “Were you worried someone was going to destroy the sacred heart and send you off to the never, never?” I waved my hand through the air before she could even respond, brushing the thought away. “Doesn’t matter anyway since it’s done.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “What did you need help with?”

      “It doesn’t matter right now, Luke.” Aziza shrugged. “All that matters right now is unlocking your latent powers, so we can escape from this tomb before this chamber fills with water and you drown.”

      “You’re bluffing,” I replied, hoping it was true as I stared down into the grate. Did the water sound closer or was it just me reacting to her words? God, I really hoped it was the second one.

      “Maybe, maybe not. You want to wait here and find out?” She raised an eyebrow at me. “I can wait for a long time since I don’t need to eat or drink.”

      “No. Let’s do this.” I got to my feet. “How do I get through the door?”

      “I’m glad I found someone like you, Luke. You’re decidedly less whiney than I thought you’d be,” Aziza replied, moving past me and pointing to a small indentation in the stone. “You need to activate this keystone with your power. It will allow the door to open.”

      “Thanks, I guess.” I knelt down next to the spot and peered at it. The room was too dark for me to make out much, but it looked like some Egyptian hieroglyphs were etched into the marble. A tingle ran down my spine as I studied them. Something about the sight of them tickled at the back of my brain, only I couldn’t quite place it.

      “So, uh, how do I do that?” I gestured at the wall. “Despite being a werewolf, I’m really new to the whole doing magic thing.” I smirked. “Pretend this is my first time and go there.”

      “Right, sorry,” she said as she approached and knelt down beside me. Then she placed her palm over the indent. “Do this.”

      I sighed and followed suit, resting my hand inside her ghostly one. The tingle of cold from touching her set my nerves ablaze, but I ignored it as the apparition regarded me thoughtfully.

      “Now what?” I asked when she didn’t say anything and the passage still hadn’t opened.

      “Now reach out to it with your mind,” she replied, nodding toward the spot as she pulled her hand back. The moment she stopped touching me, I felt better. I hadn’t realized it, but I’d been coiled up like a high-pressure spring. Now, my muscles had relaxed, and as they did, I realized I could sense the call of the mechanism under my hand. It was a soft pulse of energy like a match struck in my mind, and as I focused on it, I realized it was like a metaphysical light switch. All I had to do was flip it on.

      “Open sesame,” I said, concentrating on flipping the magical switch. It was way easier than I’d thought it would be because as my power reached out and communed with the mechanism, purple light lit the underside of my palm, casting dancing shadows across the space.

      The sound of grinding stone filled my ears, and the entire room shook, causing dust to fall from the ceiling. Instinctively, I covered my mouth with the crook of my elbow in an effort to keep from breathing in the mold, rot, and whatever else was falling over me, but I needn’t have bothered because while the grinding of stone grew louder, the room stopped shaking.

      A loud screech filled my ears as the door slid down into the floor like it was straight out of a science fiction movie and not a piece of stone beneath a centuries-old temple.

      Unfortunately, that’s not what screeched at me. No, standing behind the door were three more of those metallic birds, and as they narrowed their hungry eyes at me, I scrambled backward in shock.

      “How did they get there?!” I snapped, my hands coming up into a fighting stance. Only, instead of approaching, the birds unfurled their wings like they were trying to make themselves appear larger than they were. I wasn’t quite sure why because they were almost as big as I was, which for a bird, was pretty damned fearsome.

      “I don’t know,” Aziza said, stepping beside me and leaning forward to stare at them. “They weren’t there before.”

      “Well, that’s really helpful,” I said, trying to swallow down my fear as I took a step forward, reaching out to them with one hand like I was going to pet them. “Um … nice giant eagles.”

      The lead one took a step backward, wings flapping once as it opened its mouth slightly. Its black tongue gleamed in its metallic mouth as the two behind it also stepped backward almost like … like they were afraid of me.

      Only that couldn’t be possible? Could it?

      “Let me pass, and I won’t hurt you,” I said, and as I spoke, the birds nodded in unison before sweeping into a low bow.

      “We will trust your word, guardian. We did not know who you were, or we would not have attacked before. Please, forgive us,” the leader said, its voice high pitched and grating. “Please. We will not bother you further.”

      “It’s okay,” I said, tossing a sidelong glance at Aziza who shrugged. Great, even the ghost was stumped. Some supernatural mentor she was. Still, there was nothing for it. No. I just had to move forward and find my way out of here. That was priority one. “You’re forgiven. Please step aside.”

      “As you wish,” the lead bird said before moving to the side to allow me space to pass by him.

      It wasn’t a lot, and as I moved he’d be able to strike me, but I had to go anyway. If I didn’t, he might stop being scared of me, and I really didn’t want to fight more of the birds if I could help it. Sure, I had the advantage in close quarters, but I was pretty sure if they merged into a golem underground, Wepwawet wasn’t going to be blasting anyone to bits with lightning.

      “Thank you,” I said and moved forward, taking a deep breath to calm myself as I did so. Each step took me closer to the birds’ beaks and claws, but I ignored them as I strode confidently forward. I could feel the heat coming off their gilded bodies as I moved past them, but I kept my head forward, staring into the darkness of the corridor just beyond them.

      A moment later, I was past them, and a quick glance over my shoulder revealed the creatures moving forward into the room I’d occupied.

      “What do you think they’re doing?” I asked, turning my eyes back to Aziza who stood beside me, her body partially obscured by the wall as she walked through it.

      “Don’t know, but you should probably close the door just to be safe.” She nodded back at the birds. “Once they realize there’s no way out, they’ll come back this way, and even if they are scared of you, they might be a bit more peckish, if you catch my drift.”

      I did. I most certainly did not want to get attacked by hungry birds. I spun on my heel and reached out with one hand toward the door. Purple sparks leaped along my hand as I called out toward the mechanism like I’d done before. This time it was much easier, and as it snapped into focus, I willed the door to shut. The grinding of stone filled my ears once more before the stone slab began to rise from the floor, sealing me away in the darkened corridor.

      As the last of the light disappeared behind the stone, I turned to look at Aziza who was pretty much the only thing I could see in the complete and utter darkness, which was also weird because I shouldn’t have been able to see at all.

      “So, what now?” I asked, taking a deep breath. “I can’t exactly see in the dark. Can you?”

      “Actually, you can if you transform into a werewolf,” she replied, smiling at me. “But you may want to save that for later. I’m not sure how long you’ll be able to maintain that form.” She waved away her comment. “If you want my opinion, you should just summon some primordial fire and use it to light the way.”

      “So, uh, how do I summon elemental fire?” I asked, taking a step toward her, only as I did, the floor beneath me gave way, and I plummeted into darkness.
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      I hit the water below half a second later, and as the heat was stripped from my body, I opened my mouth to suck in a shocked breath.

      Which was a bad idea.

      Acrid water filled my mouth, blocking out any chance of air and causing me to sputter as I hit the stone beneath the raging water moments before I was swept along by the rushing current. Rage exploded through me as my lungs threatened to burst from lack of oxygen.

      Worse as I struggled to get my feet under me and push toward the surface, my left shin slammed into something with enough force to make stars shoot past my eyes. I gasped again and swallowed another lungful of water.

      The pain was the only thing that kept me grounded enough to force the need to breathe away long enough for me to think. I shoved my hands out toward the stone beneath me, and as the rocky surface tore at my palms, I shoved with all the force I could muster. Purple light wrapped around my hands as I did so, causing me to shoot upward through the water like a champagne cork.

      I hit the surface a second later and spat out the water I’d gulped down earlier. As I tread water, trying to force myself to breathe normally, tears filled my eyes, obscuring my vision.

      It took me half a second to realize what that meant because I was still sucking down air like it was going out of style, but when it hit me, it was like a punch in the face.

      My tears were obscuring my vision because there was light ahead.

      My legs kicked, keeping me above the surface as I wiped my eyes with the back of one hand and focused on the light rushing closer.

      “Awesome!” I cried, barely able to contain my joy when as I realized it was a ledge. It wasn’t big, maybe ten feet across, and it had a couple glowing torches on the walls along either side. The yellow flame danced, casting shadows across the water as I rushed forward, and while I wasn’t sure what had lit them, I knew that I had to get out of this river before it carried me somewhere horrible.

      I kicked my feet, redoubling my efforts as I swam forward toward the edge as the current carried me closer. My head dipped below the surface, but now I was prepared and held my breath as I surged forward with all the strength I could muster. The alcove was coming closer, and I had to be there in time or I’d miss it.

      A second later, I reached out, grabbing onto the stone along the midpoint, and the sudden force of stopping myself damned near pulled my arm from its socket. I screamed aloud in pain, but my cry was carried away by the rushing water as I hung there like a drowning rat.

      My fingers started to slip off the damp stone as I bit down the pain in my arm and reached out with my other hand. I seized the stone a moment later and hauled myself out of the rushing water and up onto the stone.

      My abdomen hit the lip of the alcove a bit later, and my arms trembled from the effort of holding myself out of the water. Fortunately, I was okay now. I flopped down on my chest and pulled myself forward while lifting my legs out of the water.

      What felt like hours later, I flopped onto the stone on my back and stared up at the ceiling. My chest heaved with effort as my eyes focused on the shadows leaping across the gray stone. Sigils I couldn’t decipher covered every inch of the place, even though I’d been studying both Greek and Egyptian works the whole time I’d been in Delos, and these were both neither and both. Well, that was strange.

      Either way, as I lay there, trying to ignore the fact I’d nearly drowned, Aziza’s head popped into view overhead.

      “You made it. I knew you would.” She smiled, flashing his translucent teeth at me. “Go ahead, take a minute to recover yourself because we’ve got a long road ahead.” She pointed back toward the wall. “I did a bit of scouting, and there’s another hidden passage through the center of that wall.

      “Swell,” I muttered, taking another deep breath and turning away from her to stare at the wall. “So, how do I open the door?”

      “I’ll show you,” Aziza replied, looking at me thoughtfully before she approached the door. As I got to my feet and followed her, I realized there were more symbols along this wall too, only they were the same color as the stone, and so lightly made, I might not have noticed them if I hadn’t been so close.

      “What do the symbols mean?” I asked as Aziza looked over the wall before settling his eyes on one of the spots. “They’re definitely not really Greek of Egyptian.”

      “They’re in the Minoan language which is curious. I didn’t know they had a base below this temple.” She took a deep breath and ran her ghostly finger along the stone, which was weird because her finger mostly vanished through the stone. “Not deep either. They can’t be that old…”

      “I didn’t realize the Minoan had their own language,” I said as I watched confusion flit across Aziza’s features.

      “They do.” She nodded. “Or at least they did before the war. They lost most of that kind of thing” - she gestured lamely at the wall - “when the Destroyer crushed their great cities, but that’s a story for another time.” Aziza pointed at one symbol that sort of looked like two interposed triangles on top of a diamond. “That’s the entry sigil. Press your hand to it, and it should open.”

      “Why does this one have a symbol when the other didn’t? Seems like they’d both have symbols or neither would,” I asked, moving closer and touching it. As I did, a spark leaped from my finger, filling the design with flame. Then the entire wall slid down into the floor, revealing a corridor a couple of hundred feet long with three doors on one side and five on the other.

      “I’m not sure,” Aziza said with a shrug as she stepped into the hallway. “I didn’t design the place. You want me to guess?”

      “No, it’s fine.” I sighed and followed her into the corridor, and as I did, the whole room lit up with harsh fluorescent light. Only I couldn’t tell where the source of it was. That’s also when I realized the doors were marked, and this time I recognized the five doors on my left. Each one had the symbol for an Egyptian deity, and as I stared at them, the one marked with the symbol for Set slid open.
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      Before I could stop myself, I walked into the room, and the first thing I noticed was how small it was. Maybe a hundred square feet, which was made to feel all the more oppressive because the walls, ceiling, and floor were composed entirely of scarlet stone.

      I sucked in a breath that tasted stale and glanced around as the torches lining the walls came to life, bathing the room in the glow of crimson flame. In the center of the room sat a throne of carved mahogany decorated with hieroglyphics depicting Set fighting off Apep, doing battle with Horus, and slicing Osiris into tiny bits before scattering him across the lands of Egypt.

      Statues of those weird jackal-like Set animals stood on either side of the throne, black as coal with eyes of glittering ruby, and as I moved closer, I found their eyes following me along.

      “Man, this would make my professor cream her pants with excitement,” I mumbled as I took another step toward the throne. Something about it was drawing me closer.

      “What do you mean?” Aziza asked, and the sound of her voice was a sudden intrusion as she moved up beside me. Man, I’d totally forgotten she was here.

      “Nothing,” I muttered as I knelt down in front of the throne. I couldn’t tell you why I did it, only that something gave me the idea I should. As I tried to puzzle over it, a gout of flame exploded from the throne, singeing my hair and making me fall backward in shock.

      As my butt hit the cold red stone, Set, the God of Primordial Chaos, appeared before me. He clutched his Was-staff in one hand and wore golden battle armor that covered his torso and waist but left his scarlet arms and legs bare. His crimson eyes filled with mirth as the flame surround him died away, leaving him sitting on his throne looming over me.

      “Welcome, Luke,” he said, and the power in those words took my breath away. I’d never felt anything like it. This was like standing at the mouth of a volcano, knowing it was about to erupt and there was diddly all you could do to stop it.

      “Um …” I said because I couldn’t exactly think of what to say. I knew I should say something and that I wasn’t quite holding up my end of the bargain, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure what I could possibly say. I mean, an Egyptian God was standing before me. That was insane, right?

      Set nodded once, his jackal lips splitting to reveal his glistening red teeth. Then he turned to regard Aziza thoughtfully. “You have chosen a poor steward to guard the mummies, Aziza.” Set snorted. “He is not trained enough to utilize his powers to their full extent.”

      “Sorry—”

      “Silence,” Set snarled, cutting off the ghost before she could say more. It was sort of annoying because had he really just said I wasn’t worthy? That was bullshit.

      I shook my head, trying to orient my thoughts. While I knew I should be mad at Set for proclaiming me unworthy, more importantly, I wanted to prove him wrong with everything in me.

      “I know how to fight,” I snapped, getting to my feet even though doing so was like trying to push an anvil uphill in the snow with no shoes. “I’ve trained my entire life.”

      “Perhaps,” Set said, glancing my way like I was an insignificant thing. “But without being able to harness your magic, how could you ever take mine upon yourself?” He raised an eyebrow at me as he waited for a response.

      “Well, um …” I said as I racked my brain for a response that wouldn’t make me prove him right. “That’s a fair point …”

      “He’s a quick study,” Aziza said, thankfully butting into the conversation. She gestured at me with one translucent hand. “When I came to you before, I didn’t know the ways of magic, but you taught me.” Aziza reached out and stroked my hair which was weird because she was still so cold and the room was sweltering. “He has his own power inside himself. Guardian power. If you taught him, he would be stronger than I ever was.” Aziza cracked a grin. “And that means you’d be the strongest.”

      “You raise an intriguing point,” Set said, rising, and that was when I realized he was nearly twelve feet tall. In fact, he was just bigger, like he was a normal human, but somehow freakishly proportioned to seem even bigger than he should have. “But his name will not do.” He flicked his Was-staff at me. “How will someone named Luke be a fitting hand for the God of Chaos and Destruction?”

      “Names aren’t everything—”

      Set cut me off by slamming the butt of his staff into the ground. The stone cracked, causing little gouts of flame to shoot out like he’d unlocked a gateway to Hell itself. Then he reached out and drew one scarlet finger along my chin, raising my face to look up at his own. The warmth of his breath hit me all at once, making my stomach tighten with apprehension and every instinct in me scream to run the hell away.

      I didn’t though. I wouldn’t give in to the fear.

      “Names, my dear Luke, are everything.” He released me, allowing me to fall backward onto the stone. “But I will help you. It is as Aziza says. You have potential.” He gestured at Aziza. “Much more than she ever did.” Set sighed. “Besides, if I do not accept you, there is no way for you to win the battle coming.”

      “Wait, accept me?” I asked, confusion passing across my face as his words tumbled around in my brain. “And hold on, what battle?”

      Before the Egyptian God could respond to either question, he vanished in a puff of crimson smoke. It happened so suddenly it took me a minute to realize he was gone, and as I stood there staring at the space, I heard movement in the room behind us.

      “Is that more monsters?” I asked, whirling around as I raised my fists, and as I did, I felt Set’s presence like a hand on my shoulder. It was as if a veil had been lifted from my eyes, and I realized I could see magic in the air. Little currents of power weaved all around me, begging to be taken ahold of and wielded. What’s more, I knew that if I grabbed them, I could bend them to my will. I could suffuse myself with the strength of the power here or hurl it at my enemies.

      “I wish it were more monsters,” Aziza said, stepping closer to me as the sound of cracking stone filled the air.

      I took a few quick steps forward and peered into the room and found that one of the other doors, the one marked with the symbol of Osiris, was open, and what’s more, I could see a ton of sarcophagi inside.

      I stood there staring at it like an idiot as green light burst from the sarcophagus closest to the doorway. As I raised my hand to block the glare, the lid exploded in a spray of golden debris that threw me off my feet. I hit the ground hard, my vision going hazy as my head smacked into the stone. I lay there, for a moment, unable to do more than blink as a blurry form rose from the coffin.
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      “A mummy!” I cried, leaping to my feet, hands already half-transformed into wolf claws. I hadn’t even done it on purpose. One moment I’d had normal hands and the next, a hot tingle ran over my hands as they transformed.

      My claws glittered in the blue torchlight of the room as the mummy stepped over the lip of the coffin and onto the stone floor. Even from my position on the ground, I could tell she wasn’t very tall. How did I know she was female? Because she had boobs that even millennia of wrapping couldn’t quite contain.

      She stood there for a moment, whipping her head back and forth as the bandages surrounding her body flaked off of her like bits of ash. She tried to say something, but it was so muffled I couldn’t make out her words.

      “What do you want, mummy?” I growled, now in full werewolf form, and when she didn’t respond, I looked around for Aziza who seemed to have vanished completely.

      “Mmpmh,” the mummy said again, drawing my gaze back to her as she gestured toward her face like she wanted my help. Then she held a hand out to me.

      I reached out, very slowly, and lightly touched the top of her hand with my fingers. Her yellowed wrappings felt like a scratchy bed sheet that had been left out in the sun a bit too long. I extended my magic, allowing just the barest touch of it to flow through my fingertips and breathe across her skin.

      “Hello, I’m Luke. I mean you no harm.” Power flowed out of me along with the words, causing the room to heat up just a touch as my magic slid over the mummy. She looked up at me with linen-covered eyes and started to say something, but the words came out mumbled once again.

      She nodded her head once before reaching up and grabbing hold of the material covering her face. It disintegrated under her fingers as she pulled it free. The linen pads came loose and fell from her eye sockets, revealing eyes that burned like a pair of glittering amethysts. As she opened her jaws, stretching the fabric around her face to the breaking point, she pulled a long, golden plate from her mouth.

      The mummy girl worked her jaws a few more times, and as she did, I couldn’t help but think she looked familiar. Her full lips spread into a wide grin I was pretty sure would summon small singing birds as she scraped away more of the fabric still covering her face.

      “Thank you for waking me,” Aziza squeaked. Her voice was so soft that it was like listening to the fluttering of butterfly wings. “I hate being non-corporeal.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said before I could stop myself, I leaned on the closest sarcophagus, heat burning across my cheeks. “And I didn’t realize you were down here too…”

      “Of course, I was.” She shook her head, auburn hair shedding bits of linen that cascaded around her like snow and revealing a lot more supple flesh than I expected her to have as a mummy. It looked like she wasn’t a day over twenty. “I was only up there to find someone like you, Luke. Someone who could help me.”

      I opened my mouth, about to ask her what she meant by that statement when the ground roiled beneath our feet like a writhing snake. I lost my balance, toppling forward, and grabbing onto Aziza who clung to me. Behind us, the sarcophagus I leaned on began to spew green light into the sky. It cascaded off the ceiling, shooting across the stone and illuminating the room.

      “What did you do?” Aziza called, glancing past me at the sarcophagus. “Who did you awaken?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said, staring wide-eyed at the golden coffin. “All I did was lean on it.”

      “You had to have done something,” Aziza cried, pushing past me and shambling toward the sarcophagus. When she reached it, her eyes went wide, and she pointed at it angrily. “You awakened Khufu! Of all people, why did you awaken him?”

      “Aziza!” the word thundered out over the room, slamming into me with such force that it was like being punched in the eardrums. I careened sideways as the floor slipped out from under my feet. My body sprawled across the ground. The stone above us fractured with a sound that made my stomach clench. “Did you miss me, Aziza? Did I not tell you I would find my way back to you?”

      “Khufu, stop this madness!” Aziza said, glancing back at me as her hands flew across the lid of the sarcophagus, her face was awash with fear and panic.

      “I will do no such thing, jailer!” the voice boomed from within the sarcophagus.

      “What’s going on?” I took a step toward her, arms spread wide for balance. She glanced at me as a huge onyx statue toppled over in front of me, crashing to the ground with a sound that nearly deafened me.

      “Send me back, Aziza. Send me back home!” Khufu snarled, finally throwing the lid free of his coffin and sitting up so I could see him. He wasn’t as big as I thought he’d be, perhaps only five and a half feet tall. His chin was covered with a black goatee while the rest of his head was shaved completely bald.

      He reached out, grabbing Aziza by the throat and lifting her one-handed into the air. He peered at her, a sinister smile that was a bit too toothy spread across his face as he flung Aziza behind him. She smacked into the statue with a loud crack, and if she hadn’t been undead, I’d have worried about broken bones and internal injuries. I mean she could still have them, but I wasn’t exactly worried about her dying, ya know?

      She slumped to the ground as Khufu pulled himself from the sarcophagus and made a beeline toward the dais in the center of the room. I took a deep breath and leaped over the statue in full werewolf form, and once again, I marveled at how little I felt the transformation. It really was just an on again, off again thing.

      I slammed into Khufu, all fangs and snapping jaws as blinding golden light leaped from the dais. We tumbled to the floor, rolling around for a moment before the ancient pharaoh drove his fist through my chest. It burst out my back with a spray of gore, but strangely enough, it didn’t seem to hurt. Instead, I just felt heat along the edges of the wound, pain a far distant thing, and what’s more, I could feel my werewolf body knitting itself back together.

      Perfect. If I wasn’t going to die, I could stop this bastard. I drove myself forward along the pharaoh’s arm, claws struggling to find purchase on the mummy’s still wrapped flesh.

      Behind me, Aziza was on her feet, hobbling toward the dais … directly beneath a thousand-ton coffin straining the bindings that had lashed it to its perch high above.

      Flinging Khufu away, I sprinted forward, calling on my magic to increase my speed as more cracks spread out across the stone. I crashed into Aziza, shielding her body with my own. Lavender energy burst from my body. The huge coffin hit my magic and stopped, holding itself in midair as I leaped backward, the muscles in my legs straining to the limit. We slammed to the ground a few meters back as my magic gave way, and the end of the sarcophagus hit the ground beside the dais with a sound like crackling thunder.

      I rolled, pulling Aziza along with me as the huge coffin wobbled dangerously before toppling toward us like a felled tree. I barely threw my arms up in time, calling upon my magic one more time to shield us.

      “Aziza, we need to get out of here!” I cried, glancing around the now exploding room as I used my power to fling the sarcophagus sideways. It smashed into the ground beside me as Aziza started to get to her feet.

      “No. I need to get to the dais.” She turned away from me as a huge stone broke free of the ceiling and crashed onto the dais, shattering it into a thousand pieces and causing an eruption of energy that swept outward. I didn’t feel it so much as I knew when it hit me because at that moment I felt more pain than I had ever known, and then I felt nothing at all.
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      Broken sarcophagi filled the dunes for what seemed like miles. Footprints trailed off in every direction as I lay on my back trying to figure out where I was because the last thing I remembered was being in the weird tomb.

      I was back in human form, and as I got to my feet, I slowly checked myself for injury, but thankfully, everything seemed to be there. Hell, I didn’t even have a sunburn, which was a little odd considering the entire room had exploded. But considering I’d had a hole punched through my chest and had gotten better, who was I to judge?

      Hell, the last thing I remembered was that explosion … so where the hell was I and what was with all the sarcophagi?

      Spinning in a slow circle, I saw what looked like, but definitely couldn’t be, the great pyramid of Giza. Why? Because I had been on a Greek island and not Egypt for one. But the real kicker was that it was under construction, and as far as I knew, the pyramid of Giza had been well and truly built for over four thousand years. Seeing it being constructed was enough to make the hair on the back of my neck stand up straight, and a bad feeling swelled in my gut.

      “You’re awake,” a soft sing-songy voice that reminded me of a Disney princess filled my ears.

      I whirled to see Aziza, the ghost turned mummy who had gotten me to absorb the sacred heart.  She sat on a golden coffin only a few feet away, her chin cradled in her hands as she watched me. The sunlight glittered off her ebony hair as she pursed her perfect lips. My heart sped up in my chest as I stared at her.

      What’s more, instead of her wrappings, Aziza was wearing a thin blue dress that clung to her body in such a way that just looking at her made my heart palpitate. No. She wasn’t just pretty. She was, how can I say this? Really, really hot. Like one of those models on the cover of swimsuit editions, only more natural.

      “Yeah,” I replied, smiling at her. “Was I out a long time?”

      “Yes,” she replied, sweeping her hand over the horizon and gesturing at the sarcophagi littering the sand. “Long enough for many of the mummies that had been locked away in Isis’s vault to escape. I stopped those I could.”

      “You stopped all those mummies? How long was I out? A week?” I swallowed, staring at the literally hundreds of gilded coffins littering the dunes. “And what do you mean by escaped mummies …?”

      “The worst mummies of all time were stored in the tomb. Khufu then used the magic that had kept them all sealed for years to cause a fracture in time that sent us all back to Ancient Egypt.” She shot me an amused smile. “It also awakened a great many of the mummies, but as I said, I dealt with some of them.”

      “Wait …” I took a deep breath, trying to comprehend what she had just said. “Are you seriously telling me I’ve been sent back to Ancient Egypt? How is that even possible?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “But Khufu must be up to something, or he wouldn’t have brought us back.”

      “Wait, are you an evil mummy?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “Like all of them?”

      “I am not evil. I merely serve chaos.” She looked like she was about to say more, but instead stopped and gestured at the sarcophagi littering the sands. “We should get a move on. You were out a while, and while I stopped those I could, most escaped …”

      “There are more?” I asked, finding it hard to believe. There had to be several hundred coffins littering the dunes around us.

      “Yes, many more. The most powerful awakened first. They escaped before I awoke to take care of them.” Her smile faded, and she wrung out her hands. “Khufu escaped. I was not able to capture him.”

      “That seems bad,” I replied, a horrible feeling settling in my stomach as I recalled the pharaoh I’d fought in the tomb. “I mean, judging by that fight and the way you said that.”

      “It is bad. Exceedingly bad. Khufu is probably the most powerful mummy ever created, and unfortunately, he’s quite wily too,” Aziza said, worry filling her amethyst eyes as she stood and walked over to me. “You don’t even understand how bad it is that he has escaped. But thankfully, you’re awake now. You must help me recapture him and everyone else.”

      “Recapture them? I don’t even know how to go about doing that,” I replied, running my hand through my hair. I took a deep breath. “I just need to get home.” I gestured at the sands. “Not stay here.”

      “You have the sacred heart and the ability to transform into a werewolf. Help me do this, okay?” She gave me a smile that made me think she was almost being reasonable.

      “But—” I said and was about to say something really good when she cut me off.

      “Look, Luke, I need your help.” Aziza took a step closer and put her hand on my arm. “Please.”

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” I said, turning and staring out at the huge pyramid in the distance. Trap an amazingly powerful mummy in Ancient Egypt? That would prove myself to Set, something I still wanted to accomplish.

      “Thank you,” she replied, taking my hand and squeezing it. “I know you can do it. Besides, I’m pretty sure Khufu knows how to get you home.” When I turned to look at me. “At least, if anyone does, it’s him.”

      “Right.” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “Where do I find Khufu?”

      “You can’t find him, but I can. And I won’t do it unless you help me recapture all the mummies. Deal?” She held out her hand like she wanted to shake hands with me.

      I ignored her hand and instead stared past her at the sand dunes. If the mummies were dangerous, I should stop them. After all, I’d been the one to dig up the sacred heart and start all this. I should finish it. That was the basic rule of adventuring. “Fine.”

      “Fine what?” she asked as I took her hand. “Fine what, Luke?”

      “Fine, I’ll help you if you help me find Khufu,” I replied, and she nodded.

      “Good.” She poked me in the chest with one slender finger. Flames spread across my face as I realized I was naked. I was standing in front of Aziza completely naked. “Let’s get going. Every minute we delay allows the mummies to entrench themselves further in this world.” I pushed her hand away and dropped my hands to cover myself. She raised an eyebrow at me, a sly smirk melting across her face. “Why are you embarrassed, Luke? You look quite nice.”

      I swallowed, turning away from her. “Thanks,” I replied, trying to make my heart stop pounding so hard …

      I mean, okay yeah, it was great that she thought I looked nice, but that didn’t mean I wanted to walk around with all my bits showing.

      “I can see thoughts dancing across your face, flitting through your eyes like little fish.” Aziza smiled at me before turning away from me and walking toward the pyramid. “Come on, let’s get you some clothes, and don’t worry, I’ll walk in front of you.”

      “Why didn’t you get me some clothes when you got yourself that dress?” I asked, trying to think of unsexy thoughts before I reacted in a really embarrassing way because her sheer blue cotton dress clung to her in a way I had to try very hard not to admire, even though it fell to her ankles and had long sleeves. In fact, now that I was looking closely, I realized most of her body was covered. So here I was, stark naked, and she was completely covered.

      “These are my wrappings. Now that I am awakened, they can transform into any clothing I’d like. When I was a young girl, I always wanted a dress just like this, but we couldn’t afford it.” She bit her lip, staring off into the distance and saying no more.

      “Well, I think you look very nice,” I said, glad she wasn’t looking at me because I was pretty sure I turned an even darker shade of red.

      “Oh?” she asked, glancing at me over her shoulder, and I immediately covered myself.

      “Keep your eyes forward, missy.”

      “Am I making you uncomfortable?” she asked, looking me up and down, and I felt fire burst across my cheeks and ripple down my neck. “I’m really not trying to do that …”

      “Yeah, a little, but it’s not your fault,” I lied. The truth was, I didn’t really want her looking at me naked because, well, I don’t like to be naked in front of random people even if they are really hot Egyptian priestesses, for well, obvious reasons.

      “Is it because you haven’t seen me naked?” She arched an eyebrow at me. “Because if it is, I’d be happy to oblige.”

      “Really?” I asked before I could stop myself. And, yeah, I’m going to blame it on one of those mouth working before my brain caught up things.

      “Yes.” She nodded, coming toward me. “I will do whatever I can to make sure you are most comfortable.” She gave a quick look around. “But this is not the best time and place to do more than that.”

      “Right. Of course,” I said as she gave me another once over. “Maybe later.”

      “If that is your wish,” she said, right before she dropped to her knees in front of me, and for a moment, time seemed to stop. She gave me a wry smile and blew a kiss at me before turning her attention to the sand beside my feet. “I think these tracks lead north.”

      She ran her hand over what looked like half a footprint, and as she did, her hand began to glow with strange lavender light. Her eyes went a little unfocused as she stared into the distance. All at once, footsteps lit up across the dunes. “Come on, the trail won’t last long,” she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along. “Maybe we can get this one before he regains too much power.”

      “What about my clothes?” I grumbled, stumbling along behind her in the super-heated sand. She glanced at me, eyes sweeping over my body as she bit her lip, dark thoughts flashing through her eyes.

      “You’ll be fine.” With that, she turned back toward the trail of iridescent footprints.

      “But I’m naked. There’s no way I’m going to fight a mummy naked. It’s just not going to happen.”

      “We can get you some clothes later.” She gave me an apologetic look.

      “Aziza, I am not marching around naked. The sun will burn me, for one, and for two, I’m just not.”

      That’s when her clothing vanished, leaving her standing there completely naked before me. “Well, now I’m naked too.” She watched me look her up and down for a second. “Let’s go.”
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      “I thought we were going after mummies. Is this where they are?” I glanced over my shoulder at Aziza. We were crouched just behind a sort of stone hut that looked a lot nicer than I’d expected, and as I stared out at what sort of seemed like a quarry, I saw lots of people scurry to and fro. Their dark, shirtless bodies toiled endlessly as they shaped blocks, moved blocks, and generally did a whole bunch of strange, block-related tasks.

      “I thought you wanted clothes,” she said, giving me a once over and allowing her gaze to remain on my ass for a lot longer than was necessary. “So, when I saw the slave camp just a little bit off our path to the first mummy, I figured we should stop.” She gave me a smile. “I do want you to be happy, Luke.”

      “Oh, well, you didn’t have to do that,” I said, glancing back at the naked priestess. True to her word, she’d remained naked so as to not make me feel like I was the only one sans clothing. It was a bit weird because while she was so hot it made my mind spin, I’d sort of gotten used to seeing her naked after only a few minutes of looking.

      In fact, as I leaned my bare chest against the stone, I’d forgotten I was naked.

      “You just want to keep me naked too, huh?” she said, smacking me lightly on the arm.

      “Well, yeah,” I said, grinning at her. “It’s not often I get to look at someone as pretty as you.”

      “Well, maybe once we finish this, we can do a lot more than look at each other.” She smacked me on the ass for good measure. “Now, go steal some clothes so we can get on with this.” She grinned. “I look forward to watching you go.”

      “Ha ha,” I said before turning my gaze back to the quarry. Only now, it seemed even more unsettling than before because I knew these guys were slaves … “Wait, does that mean there’s like a slave master here somewhere?”

      “More than likely.” Aziza glanced past me toward the quarry. “I don’t see one though.” She rubbed her chin. “It would be obvious if one was here because he’d be wearing a tunic and carrying a whip.”

      “Yeah, I’d say that would make him stand out,” I said, thinking. I wasn’t sure the best way to go about getting clothes because I didn’t want to steal from the slaves, and what’s more, I didn’t know where they kept their supplies, assuming they were here at all.

      “Are you worried about being seen, Luke?” Aziza asked when I didn’t move to infiltrate the camp. “Because you can simply wrap your magic around you and bend the shadows and light to hide you. It’s not quite invisibility and if someone looks right at you, they’ll probably see you, but it’d be enough for you to sneak in and steal what you need.” She pointed past me toward another hut. “They’re probably in there.”

      “Right, okay.” I nodded, fixing my eyes on the other hut. Like the one we were near, it was made of the same butter-yellow bricks, but unlike this one, it was much, much smaller, standing maybe ten by ten. There wasn’t even a door, just a flap of dirty cloth over what looked like an entrance.

      As I studied it, I wondered if the building we were next to had a similar door, and if the slave master or masters would be inside?

      If they were, that might make things a lot easier.

      “Say, Aziza, do you think I’m strong enough to beat up some slavers?” I asked, turning to look at her.

      “You’re more than strong enough to kill mummies with super strength, speed, and durability. Any human wouldn’t stand a chance against you. Why? Worried you’ll get caught and have to fight?” She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “It is totally possible …”

      “No, that wasn’t it at all.” Taking a deep breath, I strode out from our hiding place and turned the corner of the building. Like I’d thought, there was an entrance, but unlike the one over on the other hut, this one’s flap had been rolled up. Inside, I could see a few men dressed in tunics, but they were too busy playing at some kind of game I couldn’t recognize to pay much attention to me even though I’d neglected to hide myself with magic.

      That was fine though. They’d pay attention to me soon enough.

      “Hey,” I called, marching through the entrance and looking them over. There were six of them and only the one immediately to my left had hair. The rest were bald. That was pretty much where the differences ended because they were all wearing similar tunics though the ones with the nicer tunics seemed a lot better fed.

      Maybe you got better rations when you were more of a dick?

      “What are you doing here, you insolent dog?” the one to my right snarled, standing as his hand went for his whip. “Get back to work.”

      The others didn’t even bother to get up, or really look at me. As soon as the one had risen, they’d gone back to their game. Well, all except the one by my left who was nursing what seemed like cup full of amber liquid as he watched.

      “How about you make me?” I said, and as his face turned a shade of red I’d never actually seen on a person before, his whip lashed out.

      It should have seemed quick, but it wasn’t. In fact, I’d seen the whole thing in slow motion. His muscles had tightened and then uncoiled as he snapped the whip out with a flick of his wrist. The end of it came rushing to me, and while I probably should have been scared, I just wasn’t.

      Taking a casual step to the left, I let the whip crack by me, and as the sound snapped through the air, I seized it from the air and jerked on it.

      I must have been a lot stronger than I was before because the guy came stumbling forward, his feet going out from under him as the whip slipped from his grip. I took a quick step forward, slipping by him as I smashed my elbow into the back of his neck with a satisfied crunch that dropped him like a sack of potatoes.

      He hit the ground with a whump and lay there unmoving as the whole room went silent. The whole ordeal had taken less than a second.

      Then everyone was moving as the slavers playing their game leaped to their feet. Some rushed me, some went for curved swords I knew to be called khopeshes, and others grabbed whips.

      Only it didn’t much matter. I was so much faster than them it was a joke. My foot lashed out, kicking the first one to come at me in the shin, and the blow caused him to stumble right into my fist.

      My knuckles slammed into the side of his skull. Something broke inside him as the blow sent him toppling sideways over the cushions, upending the table beside them before he collapsed to the ground unmoving.

      The next guy had a sword, and as it came down at me in an overhead swing, I closed the distance between us. His wrists bounced off my shoulder, and while it should have hurt, I barely felt the impact. Still, I didn’t pause to reflect on that because I was too busy headbutting the guy in the face. My forehead shattered his nose, and as he flopped backward in a spray of blood, someone tried to whip me.

      I turned, once again slipping by the cracking whip, and hit the guy who had tried to sneak up on me from behind. I punched him in the stomach, and as he buckled, I grabbed him by the back of his tunic and flung him at the Indiana Jones wannabe.

      The impact carried both men into the far wall, and as they slumped to the ground unconscious, I turned toward the last man who still sat there nursing his drink.

      “You seem to be quite the fighter. You took out all my men so easily. It was most impressive,” he said, nodding around the room, and he wasn’t nearly as scared as he should have been. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen someone like you.” He rose and put his drink down on the table beside him. “You and I can make a lot of money in the slave fights.” He quirked a smile at me as he came closer. “Think about it, you could have your freedom if you played your cards right.”

      My hand shot out, grabbing the smug bastard by his throat. I squeezed, cutting off the floor of oxygen to his brain and causing his eyes to bug out of his head.

      “I’m already free, and if you have any sense, you’ll free all these people too,” I snapped right before I flung him through the doorway. The moment he hit the sand outside, all work in the quarry stopped as the slaves turned to look at us.

      “If this is your master, you are free.” I kicked the guy in the ass as he tried to rise, sending him flopping face forward onto the sand. “Go on, do it.”

      The guy turned toward me, and for a second it looked like he was going to refuse.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Unless you want to fight for it?”

      “No.” He looked at me for a long time. “They can go free. It matters not to me. I do not own them.” He turned his eyes to the sky. “The gods own them. If they take offense to this, they will punish you.” Only as he spoke, I didn’t get the impression that I had the gods to worry about.

      “Yeah, I think they agree with me,” I said as I held out one hand and called upon my magic. It swam in the air, and as it did, I pointed at him. A rush of power exploded from my finger tip and struck him in the chest, flinging him backward.

      He struck the ground hard, and as he did, everyone’s eyes went wide. Then they all began running away, which, honestly, was about what I wanted.

      Well, that and clothes. I moved toward the lead slaver as he tried to rise, smoke still curling from a pinprick on his chest.

      “Give me your clothes,” I said, holding out my hand. “The gods demand satisfaction.”
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      “How do you even fight a mummy?” I asked as we stood in front of a massive cave an hour later. Its mouth yawned open like the maw of a great beast as it extended down into the yellow earth. It was a little weird because I didn’t even know Egypt had caves. I’d been pretty sure it was all sand with a river running through it. Maybe a palm tree? “Like, let’s say we find the mummy, and we want to recapture him. What’s the plan, exactly?”

      “Hmm …” She turned and looked at me a slight frown on her face.

      “Is the frown because you don’t know or because I stole clothing from the slave camp we walked by?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at her. The clothing wasn’t much. Merely a long white tunic, a pair of shabby sandals, and a head wrap to keep the sun off of me, but something told me she’d liked me a lot more when I was naked, which was fine. I liked her naked a lot better too.

      “The clothing one.” She gave me a grin. “It’s still a nice view, but not as nice of a view.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I said, glad she liked seeing me naked. “So, about the mummies then … I’m not exactly a ghostbuster, so unless you have one of those traps and a proton pack, I’m not sure what to do …”

      “Oh, the mummy thing is easy,” Aziza said, reaching up and tapping the amethyst scarab around her neck. “All mummies have a necklace like this. It’s what keeps us animated. Destroy it, and our wrappings will cinch down on us and render us immobile.”

      “That seems a little … easy?” I offered. “Are you sure there’s not something you aren’t telling me?”

      “It is a little more complicated, but basically, no. That’s it. Break the pendant, and they’ll fall back asleep.” She smiled at me, and the sight of it made my heart forget how to beat in my chest. “It’s, as your people would say, ‘not rocket science.’”

      “Okay, smarty pants, what do we do with sleeping mummies? Let them lie?” I asked, smirking at my own joke. You know because I was a werewolf.

      “I’ll summon a sarcophagus from the Duat and imprison them. Trust me, once you get the pendant, I’ll take it from there. Now let’s go.” She pointed into the cave, and a tiny shiver shook her. I probably wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been watching her very closely.

      “So, I fight the raging mummy, and when I’m done, you bag ‘em and tag ‘em?” I asked, stepping in front of her and staring down into the cave. It smelled like a damp sewer, but beneath that, there was a faint odor of flowers. Jasmine, maybe?

      I stepped down into the cave, and almost immediately the warm, damp air within washed over me, making me feel sticky and wet. Every step forward was like treading deeper into the maw of some great beast. Golden stone glistened all around me as I descended further, and as I watched, bits of water collected along the roof and dripped down to form multi-hued stalactites that seemed to grow as I approached. I shivered, trying to dismiss the notion that fangs were distending all around me.

      “Yep, definitely the mouth of some giant monster,” I murmured to myself.

      Aziza nodded next to me, her face a dim outline in the darkness of the cave, which was when I realized something. I could see and smell a lot better than I ever could before. Was that from the sacred heart? From Wepwawet? Both?

      I pushed down the thought as another thought filled me. I could become a werewolf. That was awesome. That said, I wasn’t exactly sure of the specifics.

      I rubbed my clammy hands together, glancing around the cave, and wishing I could see just a little better. Already the entrance had faded to a small pinprick of light behind us. If we didn’t find the mummy soon, I was pretty sure we weren’t going to be able to see anything. The prospect of encountering a shambling mummy in total darkness wasn’t exactly appealing.

      “So …” I whispered, trying not to be loud enough to be heard by anyone other than Aziza. “you never did show me how to call up elemental fire, did you?”

      She shook her head. “But we don’t need that now. That’d give our location away,” she replied.

      “Okay.” I paused a moment. “How do you even know what rocket science is, anyway?” I asked as I stepped in something sticky and my stomach lurched.

      I looked down, trying to wipe my toes off on the sand, but whatever goop I’d stepped on stuck to me with gooey tenacity. Awesome.

      “I don’t really.” She shrugged, fingers touching her pendant. “Your sacred heart is translating our words, assisting us in communicating better.”

      “Oh.” I poured that knowledge over in my head. It made sense since they were probably speaking some ancient Egyptian dialect. I should have figured that out sooner, but in my defense, everyone in movies always speaks English.

      Something just beyond her moved. I wasn’t sure how I could tell, but the shadows twitched. My heart began to pound in my chest, and my hands clenched themselves into fists. I stared at the spot, trying to tell myself I was just seeing things, that my mind was playing tricks on me.

      “What?” Aziza asked, looking at me, wide-eyed. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” I said, shaking my head. “I thought I saw something.”

      “You thought you saw something?” she asked, and the words sort of caught on her teeth and spun out into the space between us.

      “Yeah.” I shrugged. The shadow hadn’t moved, and though everything inside of me told me to run the hell out of the cave, I started walking toward it anyway. It wasn’t like it was far away. The whole cave was only a few meters wide. As I approached, a strange smell hit my nose. It was still flowers, but they were almost sickly sweet, like rotting fruit.

      Something struck me in the back of the head. I toppled forward, my already obscured vision going even darker around the edges. I hit the ground hard on my hands and knees as fingers tore into the flesh of my right bicep. I tried to move, tried to fight off my attacker, but the next thing I knew, I was flying sideways through the air.

      I smashed into the cave wall. My breath whooshed out of me as I slid brokenly to the floor. I lay there, unable to do more than wheeze. Aziza’s face lit up in the distance, her scarab pendant glowing bright enough to fill the cave with lavender light.

      In front of me stood a man with short ebony hair and skin the color of charcoal. He was wearing a skintight tunic of solid gold that fell to his ankles. His back was to me, but even from here, I could see blood dripping down his fingers so they looked like gory claws. He wasn’t watching me anymore, his head craned toward Aziza.

      I sucked in a breath that tasted like pennies and gritted my teeth together. I was going to get up and help … any second now.

      “Jailer,” the man said in an angry, gruff voice. “Why have you come for me?” He took a step forward, his tunic glittering like a golden disco ball as he moved. “Surely there is someone else you can go bother?”

      Aziza’s face clammed up, going stony and unreadable as she wrapped her hand around her pendant. “Nas,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “You should come quietly.”

      Even though the man’s back was to me, I was suddenly blinded by a flare of pale blue light that exploded from something on his chest. It cast shadows along the ceiling that skittered across the cave like a swarm of bugs.

      “Or not,” Nas said, anger turning his words caustic. The sound of millions of tiny scurrying legs filled my ears as I hoisted myself to my feet, blood dripping from the corner of my mouth. While I wasn’t a big guy who towered over everyone, this dude was barely five and a half feet tall. It was time to use my size to my advantage.

      I reached out, grabbing Nas by the shoulder and jerking him around. He spun, losing his balance and toppling to the sandy ground in a cloud of dust. I threw myself on top of him, moving to pin him to the ground beneath my hundred-and-sixty-pound body. I expected air to whoosh out of him as I slammed my knees into his gut, but instead he just glared at me, hatred distorting his features into an animalistic mask. With one quick movement, he smacked me across the face with the back of his left fist.

      My head snapped back, and as I stumbled backward half a step, Nas scrambled to his feet just in time for Aziza’s fist to whip through the air and catch him broadside across the temple with a thud. He careened sideways, smacking into the rocky wall and falling forward onto his knees. His blue sapphire wasp pendant hung loose in the air, wings flapping and legs thrashing as it tried to climb back into Nas’ tunic.

      Before Aziza could take advantage, Nas threw one hand up, and a burst of sparks leaped from his outstretched hand. A golden fireball shot through the air a second later. It smashed into Aziza, throwing her backward in a smoking heap, and rage unlike anything I’d ever felt surged through me.

      It ran through my veins, turning my vision red as I grew so hot I could barely think, barely speak. No. The only thing I wanted to do was rip Nas limb from limb. As that rage filled me, I felt the change come over me once more. My body grew, gaining height and weight as fur sprouted from my skin and my fingers and toes elongated into claws. My mouth shifted into immense jowls filled with a bazillion sharp teeth.

      And it all happened in a split second.

      Before Nas could even get to his feet, I pounced, my huge werewolf body slamming into him and driving him into the ground. As his head smacked into the wall with a wet thwack, I grabbed the writhing insect pendant around his neck and yanked. The golden chain snapped free with a shriek that made me howl with delight. With a sound like cracking thunder, blue light exploded from a spot in the center of Nas’ forehead, filling the small cave like an arc flash.

      “No!” Nas screamed, his words shriveled and dry sounding. His clothes vanished as musty wrappings snaked up his body and cinched down on him like an invisible spider was wrapping him up.

      In the time it took me to blink, Nas was completely ensconced in mummy chic.

      “Toss the pendant next to him,” Aziza said, coming toward me. I nodded once and did as she asked.

      As it hit the ground, Aziza muttered a few words and raised her staff, causing light to envelop both it and the wasp pendant.

      A second later, the Nas’s pendant exploded into a million scintillating shards of metal that circled the mummy like spinning, whirring bits of sapphire shrapnel before collapsing in on itself in a flash of color that made spots dance in front of my eyes.

      I turned away, shielding my face until the glare died down. When I looked a moment later, a golden sarcophagus etched with a billion hieroglyphics stood in the spot where Nas had been. Aziza smirked at me. Her face was shrouded in amethyst light as she placed her outstretched hand on the metal lid. There was a shriek that reminded me of a clarion call. The entire thing vanished. No wisp of smoke, no flash of light. One second it was there, the next it wasn’t.

      In fact, the only thing left behind was one of the rings Nas had been wearing. It wasn’t particularly shiny or anything, but it was still neat.

      “Do they always drop loot?” I said, picking up the ring and fingering it. “This seems cool.”

      “It is cool,” she said, moving next to me and peering at it. “That’s a Ring of Endless Hunger. You should wear it.”

      “A ring of Endless Hunger?” I quirked an eyebrow at her. “That seems bad.”

      “It isn’t. If you wear it and activate it with your magic, it will drastically reduce your need for food, water, sleep, basically all those things.”

      “Why isn’t it called the ring of Endless Nourishment then?” I asked as I slipped it on my finger and reached out to it with my power. As I did, I felt a wave of calm settle over me, and not only did I feel like I’d just had a huge meal and drank my fill, I wasn’t tired either. Damn. This thing was great.

      “You’re better than I expected,” Aziza said, staring at me, cheeks flushed. “You activated it without even asking it how.”

      “What?” I replied, fire spreading along my own cheeks. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s supposed to mean that while I knew you would be a fast learner, you’re learning even faster than I hoped. You took to being a werewolf surprisingly easy.” Aziza gestured at me, amusement in her eyes. “Though you probably need new clothes now.” She paused, rubbing her chin as she looked at me. “Why don’t we find another slave camp? I bet you can enchant your clothing so it doesn’t explode every time you transform. It’s mostly a visualization exercise, but it might take a few tries.”

      “Right,” I said, looking down at myself as I reverted back to human form. I was still clothed, but barely. Only, her words had given me an idea. Taking a deep breath, I looked down at myself and concentrated on visualizing what I wanted.

      Power began to flow off of me, infusing into the fabric, and as it did, I focused on knitting it back together. The edges began to glow before fusing back together with threads of magic in a way that made me think of a wound stitching itself back together.

      “Wow,” Aziza said as I finished, her mouth open. “Um, I guess just do the enchantment then.” She took a deep breath. “Infuse it with some magic and bind it to your wolf, that way it will shift along with you.”

      Doing that was even easier than repairing it, and I’d completed it by the time we’d made our way out of the cave.

      “So, what’s next?” I asked as we stared at the dunes.

      “Find more mummies and stop them.” Aziza looked me over. “You did so well at this one, I can’t even imagine how well you’ll do after some practice.” She paused a second before throwing her arms around me. “I’m really glad I found you, Luke. You’re going to do great things. I just know it.”
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      Aziza was right, but don’t tell her I said that … ever. I had gotten pretty good at fighting mummies once I learned a couple things. They didn’t need to breathe, and they didn’t feel pain, not in the traditional sense. Unfortunately, that was where the similarities between them ended. Depending on how they had been mummified, they might have vastly different strengths and weaknesses. It made fighting the last twenty mummies a unique experience I didn’t particularly enjoy.

      Still, I felt a strange sense of satisfaction as I smashed my fist down on the mummy’s face, shattering his snapping teeth into fragments. The mummy’s head snapped backward, bouncing off the stone entrance to the pyramid with a sharp crack.

      “Stop struggling,” I growled, my voice low and feral as I thrust my hand into his mouth, trying to grab onto the pendant he had swallowed a moment before. Thankfully, I could still see the chain dangling from the corner of his mouth. I wasn’t going to have to do a mummy-sectomy … this time. If I had a nickel for every time a mummy tried to swallow his pendant, I’d have an ass load of nickels.

      He sputtered, spraying blood and saliva across my face. My stomach revolted as I resisted the urge to wipe myself. He bit me. Pain exploded in my fingers. I howled in frustration, my hand transforming into a mass of muscle, fur, and sinew without me realizing it.

      “Look out!” Aziza cried from behind me as I grabbed hold of the pendant’s chain and tore my hand sideways out of the mummy’s jaws, ripping apart his face in a cloud of blood and flesh.

      “What?” I asked, glancing over at her as a curved Egyptian sword tore into my back and burst through my chest in a spray of blood and thicker bits. I toppled forward, my body forgetting to breathe as the beast inside me raged.

      I turned my head, trying to see my attacker as the world went sideways. A fist hit me in the side of the head, and I flopped uselessly onto my side, still in too much shock to really feel the pain. Instead, it felt more like a foreign object had been wedged into me. The pendant slipped from my grip and hit the sticky sand with a plop.

      The mummy released his hold on the khopesh still embedded in my back and seized his pendant. Metallic silver light spilled through his fingers. His flesh flowed back together like watery clay, forming back into his normally ugly features. He stood, brushing my bleeding body aside like I was a gnat. He looked down at me, his huge pink lips curled into a hideous smile. Then he spat on me, and a warm gooey glob of saliva smacked into my cheek.

      “Aziza, did you think it would be so easy to take me down? I am Amon, first guard to the great pharaoh Imhotep. I am not some peasant for you to extinguish. Not some whelp to be locked in a cage.” He bent down and tore his curved khopesh from my body, and I screamed, agony shooting through me like molten lead.

      He flicked his blade outward, spattering my blood on the sand beside him. “Nothing to say for yourself, girl?”

      “Watch out,” Aziza said, not even raising her hands to defend herself.

      “Watch out?” the mummy said, confusion filling his voice. “For what?”

      “Him,” she replied, pointing her gleaming golden staff at me.

      Amon glanced at me and snorted. “What is he going to do, jailer? Bleed on me to death?”

      I gritted my teeth as the beast inside me raged, and thrashed, and screamed. I pushed one hand into the sand, gripping it as hard as I could. The smell of the forest hit me like I was standing in the middle of a Smokey the Bear commercial. The wolf within me growled, and my own mouth elicited the same sound.

      The mummy’s eyes widened as my flesh rippled. Things beneath my skin shifted and squirmed. It wasn’t painful, I know it always looked like it was, but it was quite the opposite. A strange sense of euphoria overtook me as fur cascaded down over my body, my skin filling out with the hard, lithe muscle of a predator. I craned my head up and howled at the blue sky above. Already, the wounds had stopped bleeding. In another moment, they would be gone.

      I stood, flexing my claws, adrenaline coursing through my body, filling me up, making me feel invincible. I snarled, and my lips curled back to reveal my fangs. I took a step forward, my claws sinking into the sand.

      The mummy backed up so quickly he fell on his butt in the sand. I licked my lips, the smell of his fear pungent and sweet. I tore forward, closing the distance in a single bound. I seized the mummy by the throat, tearing into his flesh with my teeth. Hot, warm blood filled my mouth.

      I bit down and shook, the sound of tearing meat filling my ears like sweet music. A huge chunk of flesh came free in my jaws, and the mummy collapsed to the ground. He scrambled backward in a pool of blood and gore, one arm hanging uselessly at his side.

      The taste of tin and sour rot filled my mouth. My vision went red around the edges as I spat out the vile, disgusting meat. The stench of foul death filled my nostrils. This thing wasn’t alive. He was unclean. He was not food.

      “You are unclean!” I bellowed.

      The creature beneath me scurried backward into a corner, trying to wedge himself between the stones like a disgusting, bleeding insect. I lashed out, my claws ripping him open. Only there were no gooey, tasty inside bits. They weren’t there. Why weren’t they there?

      I howled in frustration as I lifted his bleeding, torn carcass into the air, and the fear in his eyes was a small consolation. He screamed, swinging his blade at me, but it did not matter. Too quick for him to stop me, I grabbed the pendant from his hand.

      It shattered beneath my strength, exploding into a million sparks of pink flame. “Begone!” I cried as his blade slipped from his hand and hit the sand with an empty thunk.

      The creature wailed, screamed, and thrashed. The sound was like music to my ears. Strips of fabric burst forth from his torn garments and wrapped around his body, burying him beneath a blanket of linen. I dropped him, still struggling, to the sand and turned away.

      “Please, Aziza, I can tell you where Khufu is. I can tell you more …” he trailed off as Aziza’s eyes flashed in interest.

      She rushed past me, grabbing the mummy by the shoulders and shaking him. His eyes began to dim, fading into little pinpricks as whirling shards of metal filled the air between us like a swarm of angry hornets.

      “Where? Tell me where, and I will,” she lied. I knew because I could taste her lie in the air like sour candy, smell it on her skin like old milk.

      “He’s after the Staff of Ra in the hidden city,” Amon said, his body stiffening.

      “But only the priests of Ra …” she trailed off, thoughts blanketing her face as she stood up. The swarm of metal descended upon the mummy like a cloud of angry crows in a whoosh that hurt my ears.

      “Change back, Luke,” Aziza said, staring past me and into the distance. “We need to get to the temple of Ra before Khufu does something stupid. Maybe they can help us get to the staff ...”

      I shook my head. I did not want to go back to the soft, puny cage. I did not. I was strong. I wanted to hunt. To bite, to kill, to feed.

      Aziza slapped me, hard enough to rattle my brain. “We don’t have time for this, Luke.”

      I looked at her, and her face told me it was not the time, but that there would be a time … soon. My body melted back into its normal shape, all traces of my wounds gone.

      Wepwawet, the wolf within me, receded. It lay down in the back of my mind and licked its lips, ruby eyes burning into me as it buried its snout in its paws to wait.

      “It’s getting harder to control,” I said, not to her or myself, just out loud.

      “You will take greater control soon, Luke,” she said, putting a hand on my shoulder as the last of my flesh shifted into place like it was made of flowing sand. “Then it will not matter how often you change.”

      “Or, it could be that being half-guardian is still too much.” I shrugged, my temples throbbing. “Maybe I just need to relax a bit. We’ve been going at this pretty hard.”

      “I don’t think it’s the half-guardian thing.” She touched my arm. “I think you like getting hurt, like the feel of shaking off the damage.”

      “Well, if that’s what you think, how about next time you attack the guy with the sword, and I’ll stand back looking pretty?” I grinned at her. She was right. I loved transforming into my wolf form. The feeling of power, of being able to shake off anything. It was indescribable.

      “You think I’m pretty?” Aziza asked, quirking a slender black eyebrow at me.

      “Of course, I think you’re pretty.” I smiled at her. “You’re basically the most beautiful girl I’ve seen before.” I nodded at her.

      “Well, thank you.” She flushed and looked me over appraisingly. “You’re pretty nice yourself.”

      I was about to respond when she turned suddenly and stared off into the distance. The movement caught me so off-guard, I just stood there staring at her because I could have sworn she seemed embarrassed though I wasn’t sure why.

      “Aziza, is everything okay?” I asked, taking a step toward her, and as I put my hands on her shoulders, she shivered.

      “Yes, just trying to remember my priorities.” She glanced at me over her shoulder and smiled. “Anyway, the Staff of Ra is the most powerful weapon in all of Egypt. I should have known Khufu would go after it.”

      “Hmm …” I bent down and picked up the khopesh, still slick with my blood and stared at it, mulling over what she’d said. Khufu was already immensely powerful, but you could always have more power. Was that why he was going after it? For power? It seemed reasonable, but also … off because nothing Khufu seemed to be doing made a lot of sense.

      I’d tried to ask Set about it, but so far, the god had been stubbornly silent. I turned my attention back to Aziza who was clearly lost in thought.

      “Why didn’t you think Khufu would go after the staff?” I asked.

      “I just didn’t think he would do it …” she said, but I wasn’t sure she was actually responding to me. She had a look in her eye that made me think she was talking to herself.

      “Why?”

      “Because you need the book of Thoth to recite the prayer to enter the hidden city of Ra. Then you have to ascend the steps of the great pyramid, fight through all of its denizens, and seize the staff. Then it must find you worthy.” Aziza spread her hands wide. “It’s like saying you’re going to go steal Thor’s hammer, except that might actually be easier. And yes, I know I shouldn’t even know what that is.”

      I smirked and shoved the khopesh into my sash. I had debated wiping it off first, but why bother? My clothes were covered in blood. What was a little more? I was just thankful I’d enchanted my tunic so that it didn’t rip into a million tiny pieces when I changed. That got old like six seconds after it had happened.

      “It’s okay. I’ll forgive you, just this one time.” I smiled at her, but I don’t think she saw. “But if you start making Star Wars references, we’re going to have a chat.”

      “With as much as you talk about those movies, I feel like I should see them,” she said and began walking away, kicking up little clouds of golden dust. “Let’s go check. Maybe it will make more sense when we get there.”

      “Sure thing. Also, they’re great. The movies, I mean. You’ll love them.” I shrugged, catching up with her as we meandered down the road toward a distant speck in the distance. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “Same plan. Catch mummies, stop Khufu, save the world. You know, the usual.” She smiled at me, and when she noticed the khopesh, the faintest hint of amusement filled her eyes. “Do you know how to use that?”

      “Hit the bad guy with the slashing part,” I replied, resisting the urge to change forms and show her just how tough I really was. “It’s not rocket science.”

      “Sometimes I can’t tell when you’re joking, Luke. Half the time I think you can’t possibly be as good as you seem to be, and then you surprise me by doing something even better.” She looked me up and down. “Makes me wonder how good you are at other things.”

      “Other things?” I asked, confused. “I mean, I was trained in a lot of forms of martial arts, and while I don’t particularly know how to use this type of weapon, I’ve used lots of similar ones.”

      “Right. I know, I just find it hard to believe sometimes that someone like you exists.” She frowned then. “That won’t help us with the priests though. They aren’t the type to be impressed by how well you punch someone’s teeth in or how nice your muscles are.” She took a deep breath then, eyes sweeping over me. “If they were, this would be a lot easier.
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      The seminary, for lack of a better term, was huge. Like how football stadiums were huge. Only, instead of lights and ads for soda and televisions, the walls were filled with paintings and hieroglyphics depicting Ra and his fellow gods fighting a huge black snake.

      Aziza strode between a pair of sixty-foot-tall daffodil-yellow stone pharaohs toward the center of the room, ignoring the guards scattered around. It was like they were trying to let you know they were there, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice, but at the same time, were trying to blend into the scenery so you forgot about them. It probably would have worked if they weren’t so obviously dangerous. I mean were the staves and swords necessary?

      A man so old he had to have been a thousand sat on a white marble throne raised several feet in the air. His hair was the color of that perfect snow that fell from the sky at the start of snowboard season. It cascaded off his head and cheeks, falling all the way to the middle of his stomach. Part of me wasn’t sure if he had a beard or if all of it was from the top of his head.

      A golden staircase glittered in front of him and upon each step sat several other priests, though surprisingly, the bottom stairs held the most decorated-looking priests. Was it some kind of ranking system? Did they give up their riches as they moved up?

      “Oh, great and wise High Priest of Ra, we have a most urgent and important question to lay before you. Please bless us with your bountiful wisdom.” Aziza smiled at the old bat on the top step.

      “How, exactly, did you get in here, mummy?” asked a priest on the lowest step. His wrinkled face twisted into a sneer as he lifted one jewel-encrusted hand and pointed his wobbly finger at Aziza.

      Aziza looked like she would punch him in his stupid face for a second. Instead, she shut her eyes and visibly calmed herself. “I have been tasked by Osiris himself to keep charge over the vilest mummies from Ancient Egypt—”

      “Well, you failed that task,” the priest said, interrupting her in mid-sentence. “Now, you seek our help? Are we to do your job for you, girl?”

      “Um … no. But it’d be nice if you guys, you know, helped,” I said, and when I spoke he gave me the ‘go play by yourself in the corner and let the grownups talk’ look. It pissed me off.

      I gritted my teeth and looked up toward the old priest at the top. He was watching us, blue eyes filled with interest. Not the ‘I will help you’ interest, though. It was the ‘oh, this is way more interesting than what’s normally on daytime television’ interested. Which, while better than indifference or outright loathing, wasn’t exactly helpful. Why? It meant that he’d probably let his priest badmouth Aziza because he found it entertaining.

      “Yes, we seek your assistance, oh, wise priests. We have learned Khufu intends to take possession of the Staff of Ra. In fact, he is on his way to the lost city right now. We would like you to aid us in stopping him.” Aziza smiled at the bedazzled priest and batted her eyes.

      He ignored her, glancing up the steps toward the old guy at the top. The old guy shrugged. The priest turned back to Aziza. “What you say is impossible. He cannot take possession without the Book of Thoth, and no one knows where that is.”

      “Um … isn’t it at the bottom of the Nile?” I asked, shrugging. When they all, and I mean all, turned to look at me, I swallowed. “Yeah, there’s the story of the book of Thoth. How it’s buried beneath the Nile, guarded by a ghost, you know?”

      Evidently, they did not know because the old priest guy at the top stood and descended the steps quicker than I could have. It was actually kind of impressive.

      “How do you know this?” he asked, and his voice was deep, rich, and booming. It filled the entire temple and resounded off the walls. When his withered feet touched the ground, I swear to God, the eyes of the pharaoh statues turned to regard me. He reached out and touched my face, and the feel of his fingers was like old, dry paper.

      “Speak. You have no need to fear me,” he said, nodding to me. “I am your ally. In that, you can trust.”

      I shot a quick glance at Aziza who nodded and decided to go for it. After all, their help was what we wanted.

      “I read it in a book. Well, an electronic book.” I shrugged.

      “I sense that you are not lying, but …” He turned away and stared up at the statue to my left. “That is secret knowledge that you should not have.”

      “He’s from the future. Maybe it’s common knowledge where he is from.” Aziza’s voice seemed to placate the priest, and his expression softened.

      “Ah.” The old priest moved back toward the dais and knelt down beside it. He picked up a large white jar with a golden crocodile emblazoned on it. “That makes everything clear. His future is not visible to me. It is blurry like a pond that has had the dirt kicked up by a thrashing fish.” He stood and handed the jar to Aziza, a warm smile on his lips. “Take this deep into the river and pour it into the water. It will summon a crocodile you can ride down into the Duat. Do not be afraid, he will not harm you.”

      “Um … what do we do once we ride the magic crocodile down there?” I asked as Aziza took the jar from him and tucked it under one arm.

      “Unlock the seven boxes, defeat the spirit that guards the treasured book, and bring it back out of the Duat with you. Take the book to the city of death and use the spell to perceive the gods at its steps. Perhaps Ra will gift you with the staff before Khufu’s plan succeeds.”

      “How will Khufu take the staff without the book?” I asked as Aziza grabbed my hand and began pulling me away.

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” the old priest replied and began ascending the stairs, his long white robes trailing behind him. “Remember, werewolf, everything is not as it seems.” He winked at me and my stomach clenched as the bad feeling therein turned from a grapefruit to a pumpkin.

      “You know what’s going to happen, right?” Aziza said as we exited the temple. “We’re going to go through all this trouble to get the staff and book. Then Khufu is just going to steal the staff, the book, or both from us. That’s always how these things end.”

      “Which is why I’m going to burn the book to cinders the second we get it. That old priest is a fool if he thinks for a second I’m going to retrieve the staff.” I smiled at her.

      “What?” she asked, shocked. “Do you really think burning a priceless artifact written by the god Thoth himself is wise?”

      “I don’t like the idea of burning the book either, but the best plan is the one that keeps Khufu from getting the staff. Especially since he might get the book himself even if we do nothing. Doubtless he knows where it is, and if he doesn’t, he will soon. You don’t think he has spies in there?” I jerked my thumb at the temple behind us. “Any one of those guards could be a spy for Khufu. The best plan is to find the book and destroy it. If we don’t, as you pointed out, he’ll probably just steal it from us once we do the heavy lifting.”

      She sighed. “I don’t like when you use my logic against me. It makes it tough to argue since I like being right.”

      “Well, you’re usually right, so it makes everything easier,” I replied, grinning at her. “You’re quite good at being nefarious.”

      “Thanks, I guess,” she said as she stopped and spread her hands out. “This seems like as good a spot as any.”

      “For what?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “For you to teleport us with your magic.” She knelt down in the sand and scooped up a handful.

      “I can do that?” I stared at her in shock. “Actually teleport?”

      “More or less.” She walked over to me and held the handful of sand out to me. “Take this.”

      “All right.” As I took the handful of sand from her, she smiled at me and patted my arm.

      “Good, now concentrate on taking us to the Nile River. Picture it in your mind while slowly pouring out the sand.” She gestured behind her. “Make sure you release it so it catches the wind.”

      “Right,” I said, trying to picture the Nile River. Admittedly, I’d never actually seen it, but I’d seen tons of pictures, so I focused on those. As I did, I slowly unclenched my hand, allowing the sand pouring from my fist to catch the wind and whip around us like a dervish that grew wider and wider. “Um … is it supposed to do that?”

      “Yep. Now, get ready to hang onto your socks. We’re going for a ride.” She smiled sweetly at me as a raging tornado of sand and debris exploded into being around us, sweeping us into the air like we were weightless. I shielded my face in my arms as the swirling sand lifted me up, but strangely, I didn’t feel my body being torn apart by flying sandpaper. I dropped my hands to see Aziza. She sat cross-legged in mid-air, smiling at me.
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      I’d known the Nile was a big ass river, but when I stood before it and stared out at almost two miles of water straight across, it took my breath away. That was ignoring the fact that it went so far in either direction, I couldn’t see the end of it. It reminded me of the time I’d gone with my dad to see the Mississippi, only this made the Mississippi seem like a small creek running through someone’s backyard.

      “Um … so what now?” I asked, swallowing my awe and turning to look at Aziza. She was still dusting herself off from our ride over here in the sand dervish. I smirked. I was glad she’d known that trick because instead of taking hours or days to cross several miles of barren sand in the middle of the day, we were here in minutes.

      I wasn’t even sure if we’d actually traveled or if we’d been transported. Either way, I was glad we’d avoided a long, arduous trek through hundred-plus degree weather … even if I did have sand in places I didn’t even know I’d had. Definitely good for long treks, but I wouldn’t be repeating it for short distances.

      “Now, we find us a crocodile and make him magical,” she replied, putting the priest’s jar on the ground next to her and nudging it with one slender foot.

      “You know, I never really liked crocodiles. I remember when I was little watching one eat a duck in a wild animal park. It was the scariest thing I ever saw.” I shuddered at the memory of the creature bursting from the green, algae-filled water and dragging the poor waterfowl to a murky death.

      “For a guy who turns into a raging wolf monster, you’re surprisingly sweet,” she said, not looking at me as her clothing transformed itself into a pair of very short shorts and an even tinier skin-tight shirt that left very little to the imagination. That somehow made lots of thoughts swim through mine. She picked up the jar once again and waded into the water.

      “Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself,” I said as I tore my eyes from her lithe form and scanned the water for reptilian predators. Thankfully, I didn’t see any. “Say, aren’t you worried about getting eaten?”

      “No. I’m a mummy and will taste all wrong. They won’t eat me.” She smiled. “If they were interested, I wouldn’t be in here because predators eat prey. That’s just nature. Hell, you’ve tried to eat six of the mummies we fought and a cat. I don’t even know why you would try to eat a cat in ancient Egypt.”

      “That’s nothing. You should have been there the time I went to India.” I smirked at her. “Besides, it isn’t like I’ve actually eaten anything. I’m hungry.” I rubbed my stomach.

      “I know it feels like you’re hungry, so we’ll have to get you some food, but the ring you found is more than capable of sustaining your body for months before needing to be recharged. It’s only been a couple days.” She grinned at me. “But either way, I look forward to showing you some of my cooking skills once we get some more time.”

      “I look forward to that too,” I replied, fingering the tiny golden band I’d gotten from the very first mummy I’d killed. It was warm to the touch, like a little ring of lukewarm bathwater, and while it had kept the worst of the hunger away, it was no substitute for actually eating.

      “Luke, come in here. It will be fine.” She sank up to her hips in the murky river and gestured for me to join her. “The crocodiles aren’t interested in eating you either. You’re twice the predator they are, and they know it.”

      “You don’t need to tell me twice.” I kicked off my sandals. The sand burned beneath my feet as I moved into the water. My clothing, unfortunately, did not transform itself into magical swimwear, and I was immediately struck by how ridiculous I must look wading into the Nile in a blood-drenched toga.

      “So … uh … how come the priests didn’t mention the fact that I was covered in the blood of the fallen?” I asked as the water around me turned pinkish.

      “They were probably too engrossed in their own shit to pay any attention to what you actually looked like,” Aziza said, shrugging.

      “Fair enough.” I shook my head, dismissing the thought as muddy water seeped into places I’d rather it not be, and plastered my bloody clothes against my body. I looked down at myself and blushed because my clothing had become nearly transparent.

      When I looked up, I found Aziza looking at me and grinning, and when I caught her watching me, she didn’t bother to look away.

      “Man,” she said, finally tearing her gaze away and meeting my eyes. “I can’t wait until we get a bit more downtime.”

      With those words, she spun on her heel and made her way deeper into the Nile until she was nearly up to her shoulders in the murky water, one hand balancing the jar on the top of her head. She turned and looked me over with a wicked gleam in her eye.

      “So, do you think this is deep enough to pour out the jar?” I asked as I reached her side.

      “I think so.” She nodded and took the jar off her head. Then she poured it into the river.

      The first drops had barely struck the water when a thirteen-foot-tall man with a crocodile head exploded from the Nile. He was covered in thick, black sludge. It ran down over his golden armor as he looked us both over.

      “Why have you invaded my water, priestess?” the crocodile-headed man snapped, his flat empty eyes boring holes into my friend. His voice was low, and well, reptilian sounding. It reminded me of the voice of a dragon from one of those old movies.

      “Lord Sobek, I’m sorry!” Aziza cried. As she said those words, crocodiles appeared all around us, multiplying on the banks like they were water-doused gremlins.

      “You’re Sobek?” I whispered in awe. “Like the Sobek? The Egyptian god of strength?”

      Sobek turned his crocodile eyes at me, his huge mouth opening very slightly. “Yes. I am Sobek,” he replied, tilting his head to get a better look at me. “What is it you want, wolf?”

      “I … um … erm …” I mumbled, trying to figure out what the hell it was I wanted. I knew it was something important, but sadly, I was so star-struck, I couldn’t even think. Still, I shook it off quickly and managed to speak intelligently. “We need to go down into the Duat, so we can get the book of Thoth and stop Khufu. Only a crocodile can take us to the entrance to Neferkaptah’s tomb.”

      “If you truly wish to stop Khufu, I will help you, but be warned. If you go to the tomb and retrieve the book, Neferkaptah’s spirit will haunt you until you die,” Sobek said, plunging one huge hand into the water between us. The river surged around us, reminding me of those feeding frenzies for piranha that you see on television. Only instead of crimson, the water was sickly yellow.

      A huge crocodile head surfaced from the Nile, its maw opening wide to reveal rows of dangerous-looking teeth. It was so large, I was pretty sure I could have stepped into its gullet and still had room to park my van inside. You know, if I had a van.

      “Wait, you mean we actually get to ride in a crocodile’s mouth?” I asked, pointing at it as Aziza took my hand and squeezed it. “Because if so, that’s awesome.”

      “I love how you think everything is so fun, Luke.” Aziza smiled at me. “Would you help me inside?”

      “Don’t worry.” Sobek nodded at me, a strange gleam in his eye as he patted the huge creature on the snout. “You’ll be fine, I promise.”

      At the sound of his voice, the sky above us crackled, thunder booming from the cloudless sky, and for some reason, I knew Sobek’s promise would be kept.

      “Why are you helping us?” I asked, making my way toward the open maw of the giant croc so I could help Aziza inside. “What’s in it for you?”

      “I have my reasons,” Sobek said, and I could have sworn he was grinning at me as I put my hands on Aziza’s waist and helped her climb inside.

      “Well, thanks.” I smiled at him before grabbing onto two of the crocodile’s huge teeth. They were warm and slimy in my hands, and as I pulled myself into its gaping jaws, a warm breath that stank of decaying meat and fish hit me full in the face. Even still, it was a lot better than I’d expected it to be.

      “You’re welcome,” Sobek said. He waved at me as the crocodile shut its mouth, trapping us inside.
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      “I always just love seeing new tombs,” Aziza said, running her fingers along the golden pharaoh statue at the entrance of the tomb. It was nearly twenty feet tall and had eyes that glittered like sparkling rubies in the torchlight. The rest of it was covered in hieroglyphics I couldn’t even begin to understand.

      I still wasn’t quite sure where we were. The crocodile had spit us out on the bank of an underground river a few yards behind us before disappearing back into the ether. The sand down here was the color of soot, reminding me of those Hawaiian beaches my dad took me to visit when I was younger.

      “Should you be touching that?” I asked, walking up to her. “Isn’t that how booby traps are sprung? What if you summon a giant fireball or a huge rolling rock to crush us?”

      All the color drained from Aziza’s face as she snatched her hand back and examined it like she was worried it would fall off. “Sorry,” she said, nodding at me. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s okay. You were excited. I get that.” I smirked. I couldn’t help it. “But no harm, no foul.”

      She looked at me for a long time before turning back to the statue. “I’m trying to figure out what these hieroglyphics mean. I can understand what they say, but it’s more like someone just picked random words and strung them together. I think it’s some kind of code.” Her long ebony hair swished behind her as she began walking around the statue, looking for clues. To what? I wasn’t sure.

      I was about to ask her about it when a stench like rotting fish and ozone filled my nose and turned my stomach. I swung my head toward it. Off in the far corner was a lone torch. I moved toward it, and as I got closer, the smell grew stronger. No longer was it just a faint whisper in the air, no … no, it was definitely getting more …

      I was nearly in front of the torch now. Like all the others, it sat clutched in a golden claw that reminded me of a bird of prey. Rings of blue and red spiraled up its base going all the way to the lip of the torch. I couldn’t see over the lip because it was too high on the wall, but now that I was examining it closely, it didn’t seem like the torch was actually burning. It seemed more like fire was being shot out of its mouth from a fuel source within. But how was that possible?

      I was about to reach out and touch it but thought better of it. Hadn’t I just scolded Aziza for doing just that? I turned and gestured at Aziza, trying to get her attention, but instead of looking up at me, she was bent over the statue’s huge feet, studying something.

      “Aziza!” I called, my voice echoing in the space.

      She looked up at me, confusion on her face. “What?”

      “This thing is weird, come check it out,” I said, turning back to it and pointing … only it wasn’t there anymore. The smell was still there, stronger than ever, but the torch was gone.

      “What’s weird? I don’t see anything,” she replied, but she sounded closer.

      “Hmm…” I muttered, squatting down to examine the wall. Now that shadows weren’t dancing across its surface like flickering ballerinas, I could see something dark along the bottom that sort of looked like a handle. I reached out, running a tentative finger along its edge.

      “Ow!” I cried, yanking back my finger as blood welled from the tip. “It bit me.”

      No response. I glanced over my shoulder. “Aziza?” I asked, but as my eyes scanned the room, I didn’t see her anywhere. I hopped to my feet, spinning in a slow circle. “Aziza, where are you? This isn’t funny.”

      The torches around the room puffed out in little bursts of sulfur-smelling smoke. It started off behind me and circled outward like a cascading ring of dominoes until I was left in nearly total darkness.

      “You seek the book, don’t you? I would advise against it,” a low, angry voice said from behind me. I spun around and found myself face to face with a guy who stood within a beam of white light. He looked about my age only way shorter. He had long black hair tied in a braid that fell down his back and huge brown eyes that seemed to take up most of his face. He was wearing thick white pants with a gleaming khopesh strapped to his leg but was otherwise unclothed.

      “What did you do with Aziza?” I asked, trying to decide whether or not this guy was a mummy.

      “I have done nothing with the jailer. I am not her quarry, and thus, do not fear her presence.” He shrugged at me. “But they might.” He pointed behind me.

      I felt water hit me in the back as the sound of creatures bursting from the river filled my ears. I whirled to see several men splashing toward me. The bloody, torn carcasses of crocodiles filled the water behind them, staining the river crimson. They were all dressed in similar linen tunics, but that wasn’t what concerned me. What concerned me were the spears in their hands and the angry, murderous looks on their faces.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      “Setne, why are you helping him?” the lead one asked, pointing at me with his spear. The tip of it sparkled like obsidian in the relative darkness. Now that the torches had gone out, the cavern was illuminated by pale blue algae that seemed to cover every surface.

      “I’m not helping anyone. None of you should be here,” the guy behind me said. I fought the urge to look at him and instead kept watch on the guys with the weapons.

      “What did you guys do with Aziza?” I asked, but my words came out like a growl. Already, I could feel the wolf inside me getting riled up as he looked out through my eyes and licked his lips.

      “We have done nothing with her, but that shouldn’t concern you,” the leader said, running one hand over his bald head.

      “I disagree,” I said, fighting to stay calm as my hands clenched into fists. I consciously unclenched them. “I think you should return her and get the hell out of here before I kill you all.”

      They laughed, actually laughed. Well, everyone except Setne who I could hear moving slowly away from me. Maybe he could see things starting to writhe beneath my skin.

      “Are you laughing at me?” I roared, lunging forward as the wolf took over. The smell of forest and earth filled me up. The darkness of the cave faded away in an instant, everything snapping into surreal focus as I landed on top of the center goon, my feet planting into his chest and knocking him to the floor with a loud, wet crunch.

      His friends spun, but they were slow. So very slow. I drove our heel downward as hard as I could on the man’s amulet, shattering it. Crimson light exploded from his chest as the man thrashed and writhed. I was already moving, muscles and senses working in perfect harmony. I dodged a spear thrust and grabbed hold of the shaft.

      I whirled, using my weight to tear the weapon from the thug’s grip and drive it through the chest of another. The point of the weapon pierced his dragon-shaped pendant. A scream like a raging inferno filled my ears as I released the spear and flexed my claws. Something slashed through my thigh as I threw myself backward. It hurt like a thousand rusty fishhooks tearing out my flesh for a split second before it was pushed down and away.

      I landed hard on my back and rolled to my feet without stopping to take a breath. My hands clenched and unclenched as the remaining four guys stared at me in amazement and shock, two golden sarcophagi gleaming next to them.

      “Where is Aziza?” I snarled, words more animal than not. “I will not ask again.”

      Without saying a word, they dove back into the water, grabbed hold of the bloody crocodilian corpses, and vanished beneath its surface in a flurry of bloody foam. I was already moving, crossing the distance to the river’s edge in a single bound that threw up a spray of muddy water.

      “Don’t,” Setne said, one hand on my shoulder. How had he gotten to me so quickly? He squeezed, but not hard. “They don’t have her.”

      I swallowed, barely resisting the urge to tear off his arm as I sucked in a deep breath. “What?”

      “I said they don’t have your friend. She was pulled into the tomb.” He pointed to a spot below where the horrible smelling torch had been. “There’s a button there that releases a trap door. You must have hit it by accident.”

      My rage died away, forcing the wolf into the back of my mind as I reverted back to human form. “What? Is she okay?” I asked, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him. If he didn’t tell me … “How do I get her back?”

      “Go inside and get her.” He looked at me stony-faced. “It is the only way.”

      “Why are you giving me that look?” I asked as the wolf retreated back into its cave inside my brain. Now that the fighting was done, it wasn’t interested.

      “No reason,” he replied. “But be careful. The spirit of Neferkaptah lives within. He guards the book of Thoth. Even if you opt to leave it there, he will still come after you for entering his tomb. You do not want that.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I need the book and Aziza, so I’m going down there.” I pointed at the torch. “Would you be a sport and hit the button for me?”

      Setne sighed and looked at the ground for a long time before nodding once. He moved over to the spot and stared at me with sorrow-filled eyes. “Good luck,” he said and pressed the button.

      The next thing I knew, my body was rendered completely insubstantial, and I was sucked down through the sand.
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      I hit the spongy earth with a plop. There had been a point where I worried that I would remain in a gaseous state for a prolonged period of time, and I was extremely glad my time spent as vapor had been limited.

      I patted myself down to make sure nothing was missing. Nothing was, but I did know one thing for certain. I would not like being a ghost. That was for sure. There was something about not being able to scratch an itch on your nose that bugged me … a lot.

      Getting to my feet, I looked around, wiping my greasy hands on my tunic. I wasn’t sure what I expected, exactly, but what I saw was a little off. For one thing, all of the walls were shifting from neon purple to blue to green and back again in an endless swirl of changing color. Shapes that reminded me of electric jellyfish writhed within the walls, floating about on currents that couldn’t exist within stone. The ground beneath my feet was made of the same substance and looking down gave me the weirdest sense of vertigo I’d ever had.

      The ground beneath my sandaled feet was surprisingly similar to a trampoline. I bounced with every step. I couldn’t help it. As I glanced around, looking for somewhere to go, a smirk crossed my face. Instead of having a billion doors or tunnels, there was only one exit. A big rectangle was cut into the floor a few meters in front of me. Lightning zipped through the floor around it as I approached, each footstep sending green sparks flickering outward.

      Stairs led downward into a tunnel I couldn’t see the end of. I took a deep breath and began making my way down into the depths of the jellyfish-filled hole. It wasn’t long before I reached the bottom because the stair’s trampoline-like consistency made it easy to take them two and three at a time. I wasn’t sure how far down I’d gone when I reached the bottom, but since the entrance I’d taken was just a faint spot against the background of color far above, I was guessing it was at least a couple dozen flights.

      A lone door stood in front of me, glittering like polished ivory. Its handle resembled a giant batwing carved from solid jade. It glimmered as I reached out to take it. I pulled the huge door open, and when nothing zapped me into dust, I let loose a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      “I am the loud noise in the dark, making you shriek in surprise,” a voice like a tattered sheet whipping in the wind whispered in my ear. I spun toward it, ready to kick ass. There was nothing behind me but iridescent jellyfish swimming through the stairs.

      “I am the tree scratching on stones, making you hide beneath your sheets.” The words tickled along my flesh, and again, I turned back around, but like before there was nothing there.

      “Hello? Is someone there?” I growled, growing annoyed.

      “I am the one there when no one’s around,” the wind whistled in my ear, the like rustling leaves on a windswept evening.

      This time, I didn’t look around. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened my eyes, the door in front of me was very slightly ajar, and cool green mist drifted in through the crack, rising up toward me like an amorphous cloud.

      “I am the poison gas that fills your lungs,” the voice said, reptilian and squealing as the door swung open. Pungent gas that smelled like rotten eggs rushed out toward me. My feet hit the bottom step as I backed up. I stumbled, my hands flailing for purchase on the slick, gelatinous stone. I hit the ground with a bounce that sent me lurching forward into the cloud.

      It stung me like I’d just walked into a steam line, and the beast inside me howled in pain, threatening to burst outward as my skin blazed with green-black fire. I clamped my eyes shut, willing myself to move forward through the caustic mist, one burning hand stretched out as I called upon my magic to shield myself. At once, the fumes stopped burning me, but my flesh was still raw, still hurt even by that momentary contact.

      The wolf inside me wasn’t having it. It pushed me onward, crawling along my flesh and shoving down the pain. Then I began to heal.

      “I am the breath that’s stolen from your lungs, leaving you to drown and thrash.”

      “Shut up!” I cried, the beast snarling through my words. I summoned everything in me, reaching so deep inside that I could actually taste the wind whipping through the forest after a hard rain and forced my magic outward and moved past the gas and into the room beyond.

      “So, it looks like the gas is just in the doorway,” I said to no one in particular as I continued forward, dropping my magic when I no longer needed it to shield me.

      A raised dais with a huge white-marble chair upon it filled the center of the tiny room. Sitting upon that throne was a man. He was clad in golden armor that covered his shoulders and waist but left his well-muscled midsection bare. A huge golden crown sat upon his head that made me think of a golden top hat.

      “Was it you telling me all those things?” I asked, glaring at the figure who regarded me as someone would regard an interesting bug.

      His regal face contorted into a thin smile. “No,” he said, pointing behind me at the cloud. “That would be Neferkaptah.”

      “Oh?” I asked as the wolf inside me perked its ears up. Something about this guy did not sit well with Wepwawet. The wolf stirred, looking around and sniffing the air.

      “Indeed,” he replied, crossing one leg over his knee and leaning back in his chair.

      “He’s really not as scary as I thought he’d be,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the cloud. “He’s more like the rock in my shoe.”

      “Even a rock in one’s shoe can cause paralysis.” He let the words hang between us for a few moments before continuing, “Why have you come here, Luke Peters?” He waved his hand, blue eyes staring off into the distance like he was watching something play out in front of him. “Never mind, I already know. I just didn’t realize I already knew.”

      “Okay, cool,” I said, glancing around. “So, why are you here?”

      “Calm yourself, Luke. I will not harm you.” He stood, stepping off of his dais and holding his hand out to me. “I promise.”

      “Okay.” I nodded to him. “But that doesn’t answer my question.”

      “What, not going to ask me why you should trust me?” He raised an amused eyebrow at me. “No, of course not. The great Luke Peters would never do that.”

      “How do you know my name?” I asked just before he ran one slender finger along my cheek. His icy touch made my knees shake from the cold.

      “I know everything.” His lips curled into a smile as he reached behind himself and pulled what looked like a golden dictionary from behind his back, only I was pretty sure it wasn’t actually a dictionary. “I just don’t always know that I know everything until I do.”

      “Is that it? The book of Thoth?” I swallowed, my eyes going wide. It couldn’t be this easy ... right?

      “Yes. I’m not really much of a writer. Never got my ten thousand hours in.” He shrugged at me. “But I’m going to give you this because I already know how this story ends.” He shoved the book into my hands, and the moment I touched it, power washed over me like dew over a spring morning.

      A picture of a sand dune was etched into the cover. The details were so fine I could make out each and every grain of sand. The book was lighter than I expected, weighing less than a comic book, but as I tried to thumb through it, I found I couldn’t open the cover.

      “Why won’t it open?” I asked, but as I looked up from the book in my hand, the world around me spun.

      I careened upward toward the ceiling with green mist trailing after me like an emerald comet tail. I threw my hands out in front of me to shield my face just as I slammed into the ceiling. It was like hitting really warm jelly. I plunged upward, holding my breath. When my lungs were about to explode, I sucked in a breath that tasted of spearmint and cotton candy.

      Iridescent jellyfish swam past me in the murk, and I had the distinct feeling that they were wondering what the hell I was doing there. I was spat out onto the surface a moment later, the book slipping from my fingers. I lay there like a flummoxed seal, my face pressed against the cool stone. The wind began to whip around me, kicking up little motes of dust.

      I got to my feet and glanced around. Off to my left, Setne was standing there, staring past me with wide eyes. Blood spattered the ground next to him, but for some reason, it didn’t seem like any of it was his. I turned my head, craning my neck so I could follow his gaze, and my breath ripped out of me.

      Aziza was waist deep in the water, blood leaking from a wound on her shoulder as she wrestled with a massive mummy. He spun, grabbing her by the arm and flinging her across the room. She smacked into the wall to my left as a massive crocodile sprang from the water.

      It snapped and thrashed at the mummy, but before I could blink, he had one arm around its neck and was forcibly yanking back on its head like he was trying to tear it off its body. The water around him was littered with the bobbing corpses of crocodiles and glittering golden sarcophagi.

      Ignoring the fight, I rushed toward Aziza while trying to count how many mummies she’d defeated in the time it had taken to get up here. Ten, twenty? Where had they all come from? Hell, how had she gotten back up here?

      “Aziza,” I said, and I wasn’t sure how she heard me, but she must have. Her head snapped up, eyes going wide as she took me in.

      “Look out.” I spun in time to see the mummy take two steps forward and fling the massive croc at me.

      I threw my arms up to block and called on my magic. Power poured out of me as the giant reptile slammed into me. My magic exploded outward in a wave that reduced the beast to a cloud of crimson foam. It splattered across me and the ground, leaving a Luke-shaped outline on the stone behind me.

      “Is that all you have?” I asked, taking a step forward. My hands clenched into fists, and I made an effort to relax them.

      “I’m surprised you’re not dead, wolf,” the mummy snarled. The words were so acidic they could have melted through the stone floor.

      “I don’t actually like being called wolf,” I replied, cracking a smile. “How would you like it if I called you mummy?”

      “It wouldn’t matter to me.” He shrugged his shoulders the barest fraction of an inch. He moved, one tentative step closer to me, the muscles in his legs tensing like he was about to spring. Well, if he wanted to fight, that was fine.

      “Aziza, take this.” I slid the gilded Book of Thoth into her hands and turned to face the mummy as he sprang, one hand swinging his curved sword in a wide arc at my head.

      I twisted. The blade swept by me, so close that the wind of it buffeted my clothing. I drove my right hand outward, catching him in the throat with the heel of my palm. The blow knocked him backward on his butt, the sword slipping from his hand and skittering across the stone.

      “Setne, what is going on?” I asked, and my voice was only partially mine. It had the spirit of the wind in it, thrumming under my words like the first stirrings of a winter storm. “Who is this guy?”

      “I’m not sure.” Setne swallowed. He shook himself from his trance and took a couple quick steps forward as the mummy regained his feet.

      The mummy’s eyes threw daggers at me as I leaped forward, my knee slamming into the underside of his chin and knocking him flat on his back.  Then I lifted my left foot and planted it square in the middle of his chest so that the ball of my foot rested on his pendant. The light of it throbbed, sending sapphire shadows scampering across the dark stone.

      “Move again, and I’ll end you,” I said, glaring at the man.

      “You’re too late, wolf,” he said, mouth puckered up like he’d bitten into a particularly sour lemon. Black smoke burst from the mummy’s lips, eyes, and well, pretty much every hole in his head. It exploded upward, reminding me of the time the Sequoia National Forest had burned and filled the sky with thick, dark smoke for miles. Bits of paper white ash flitted through the air on unseen currents as darkness pooled against the silver backdrop of the room.

      He shuddered, his body writhing beneath my foot as I watched the smoke hit the ceiling and turned toward Aziza. It hit her a second later, slamming into her chest, and as it did, little silver sparks leaped from the book’s surface and zipped through the air before dying away like firecrackers in the night.

      The volume fell open in my hand as the black mist swarmed over it. Hieroglyphs brighter than the sun filled my vision, making black spots dance across my eyes as I shattered the pendant, but even though the mummy was recaptured, it did nothing to quell the mist.

      My flesh squirmed, bones shifting beneath my skin as I leaped for her. Even as my feet left the ground, silver light burst from the book, filling the room like a metallic sunrise as the pages revealed a wolf-headed warrior ascending a pyramid, one clawed hand gouged into the surface of the stone.

      I caught her a second later, pouring my magic into her as Aziza’s face went perfectly blank. Power exploded out of me, slamming into the dark mist and destroying it in an instant.

      “Aziza, are you okay?” I asked, pulling her close to me.

      “Yes.” Aziza stared up at me. “Thank you for saving me, Luke.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, even though it seemed inadequate. “What do we do now?”

      “I think we go with your plan and destroy the book—”

      Only, before she could say more, the Book of Thoth burst into a million golden beetles that scurried across the ground, up my legs, and into my body.
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      “We’re not going to talk about anything that happened, are we?” The words tumbled out of my mouth, though I wasn’t quite sure I’d said them aloud until Aziza turned and looked at me, eyes half-staring into the distance as thoughts writhed beneath their surface. “You know, with the beetles?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it.” She nodded toward the distance. “If I did, I’d tell you.”

      We had been walking along the bank of the Nile for almost an hour. Thick mud squelched as I moved, covering my feet in the stuff.

      “You know we’re going to stop Khufu, right?” I said because I didn’t know what else to say. “We’ll pay him back for everything.”

      “I know that,” she said, and I got the feeling she was leaving something unsaid. I’d gotten that feeling a lot since the beetle thing had happened.

      “Say, Zeez …” I said, but before I could say more, she cut me off.

      “What did you call me?” she asked, glancing at me. “Zeez is not my name.”

      “It’s just a nickname,” I replied, shrugging, “If it bugs you, I could go back to calling you Aziza.”

      “I don’t know if we’re close enough for you to be giving me a nickname.” The barest hint of a smile crossed her face. It was the first smile I’d seen since the beetle thing had happened.

      “Actually, you’ve been calling me by a nickname the whole time. My name is Lucas. It's why I go by Luke, though. You might not understand what it’s like to be named after the hero of Star Wars, but where I come from, it’s the best name to have.”

      “I can see that.” She nodded. “If your name belonged to a hero, it must be a strong name.”

      “My sentiments exactly.” I shrugged.

      “What were you going to ask me?” she asked, batting her long black eyelashes at me. I wasn’t sure if she did it on purpose, but it made my stomach do a little flip-flop.

      “Um …” I said because I didn’t have anything better to say right then. I shook my head and looked off into the distance. It was nothing but desolate sand for miles and miles. I sighed. There was no good way to ask, really. “Do you know what happened with the book? I mean, I know you said you couldn’t explain it, but that makes me think you know.”

      As I spoke, Aziza seemed to deflate just a touch. She bit her lip and looked away from me, staring out over the waters of the Nile. “Okay.” The word had an ominous quality to it, like the crackle of distant thunder in a grey sky. “Luke, you’re going to die.”

      It took me a moment to process what she said. Even then, it didn’t seem right.

      “How could I die?” I asked, reaching out toward her and spinning her so that I was staring into her face. Tears lined the edges of her eyes, threatening to spill out at any time and my heart wrenched. Was she telling the truth? No … she couldn’t be.

      “Anyone who uses the book of Thoth dies.” She looked away, not meeting my eyes as she stared past me into the distance. “And before you ask why we went after it, remember that I am already dead. So is Khufu. It cannot harm us.” She swallowed. “But you? You absorbed the book, so how could you not die?”

      “So, you don’t know for sure?” I asked, and an undeserved feeling of relief washed over me. “You’re just assuming then?”

      “Well … yes, but—”

      “If it’s just a rumor, I’m not worried. I’m not a normal guy, remember? I’m a half-guardian werewolf who absorbed a sacred heart.” I smiled as I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her against my chest. She felt good pressed there, fitting against me like a puzzle piece, her body warm and soft. I inhaled a breath that smelled of lavender and cinnamon.

      “Perhaps you should be,” said a low, gravelly voice behind me.

      I spun so quickly that I actually pulled Aziza off her feet and wound up toppling to the ground with her on top of me. I looked up, and my heart leaped into my throat. Shrouded against the sun so that he was like a black statue, a tall, bronze-skinned man stood. In one hand, he held a spear that glittered like polished obsidian. He bent down toward me, his other hand reaching out as if to help me up.

      But he wasn’t a man at all. Instead of a face, he had the head of a black-furred jackal. His huge jaws were curled into a smile that reminded me of my dad the moment before he taught me some kind of painful lesson. It was a smile that made my wolf leap to his feet, ears straight up, jaws just on the edge of curling into a snarl.

      “Anubis …” Aziza growled, and the anger in her voice left me unable to speak. This was Anubis? The god of death? Why was he here, why now? Was he coming to claim me like Aziza said? And why was she so mad at him? Shouldn’t she be nice to him, so he didn’t, I don’t know, turn her into a toad?

      He reached out and gripped my wrist, pulling me to my feet like I was weightless. It was sort of weird because Aziza was on top of me, and she tumbled to the ground in an annoyed heap. I was about to say something about it, but his eyes glowed like a pair of enormous rubies with flames flickering around the edges.

      “Hello, Luke.” He nodded toward Aziza who was still lying on the ground, mouth clenched together so hard, her jaw-muscles stood out against her flesh. “Jailer.”

      “Um … hello,” I said. You would think that by now I would have gotten used to meeting Egyptian Deities, but really, I hadn’t. Every time it happened, I sort of got a little star struck.

      “I have a problem, Luke.” Anubis smiled, baring his huge, dagger-like teeth, and the wolf inside me raised its hackles. “There seems to be a number of mummies on the loose within my realm. I would stop them, but unfortunately, Osiris has disappeared, leaving me to deal with the entirety of the underworld myself.”

      “What a jerk,” I murmured as Aziza got to her feet. She nodded once, but I don’t think she was referring to Osiris.

      “Indeed. You go and ask for one day off and instead of that bastard granting it, he just takes off like a jackass, leaving me with even more work.” Anubis shook his head. “Anyway, as we both know, the jailer had one job, to keep the mummies locked up. She’s obviously failed at her only task since there’s a full-on mummy invasion going on down below.” A faint glimmer passed through his eyes as he gestured toward Aziza’s still seething form. “I want to bring you down there, so you can stop them before they release even more prisoners. What do you say?” He raised an eyebrow at me.

      I glanced over at Aziza, but her face was perfectly blank. Still, her scent had changed, and her hands were curled into fists. She was angry, why? Was it with Anubis, or how he had dismissed her? No, it seemed like something more than that.

      Anubis followed my gaze until his eyes rested on Aziza. He sighed and waved his hand. “I’ll even let you bring her along. You know, so she can pretend like she’s helping.”

      I was about to tell him how he shouldn’t talk to her that way when Aziza shot me a look that made me clamp my mouth shut.

      “We’d be honored to assist you, oh great and wise Anubis.” It looked like she was about to say more, but even though her mouth kept moving, no sound came out. She reached up and rubbed her throat with one hand, her eyes burning with hatred.

      I tried to say something, to protest, but I found that I couldn’t talk. Every word stuck in my mouth like peanut butter.

      “Excellent,” Anubis replied and waved his hand in front of us. The air between us shimmered, taking on a haziness that swirled like the surface of a lake after dust had been kicked up. “After you,” he added, gesturing toward the spot. “Step right up. Don’t be afraid.”
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      We stood in a landscape that didn’t scream underworld to me. I mean, maybe it should have, but it was all polished sky-blue stone. Huge pillars reached so high into the sky that I couldn’t see the ceiling they supported. The ground beneath our feet was like the surface of a pond on a perfect spring day. The scent of wildflowers filled the air as we followed behind Anubis. It would have been a great place for a photoshoot or a picnic.

      Anubis’ huge, eight-foot-tall form chewed up the distance so quickly, I had to jog to keep up with him. The trip through his portal had been relatively uneventful. In fact, it was more like stepping through a doorway. One moment we were on the bank of the Nile, and the next we were here, wherever here was.

      “This looks a little strange to be the underworld,” I said, murmuring to myself. “Where are all the skulls and stuff?”

      “We’re not in the underworld,” Aziza whispered. She was breathing hard, which was odd because I didn’t think mummies needed to breathe. “This is the Duat. Anubis isn’t powerful enough to take us directly to the underworld, so he’s taking us through the spirit realm.”

      “Why does it seem like the two of you don’t really get along?” I asked when she wasn’t immediately stuck down by a bolt of lightning.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and looked away. Was there some kind of history between her and the god of death? If there was, did I really want to know about it? Not really. Getting into the middle of a spat between anyone and Anubis seemed like a horrible idea.

      “We’ll be in the underworld shortly,” Anubis said, and just as the words left his mouth, a badly painted red door appeared in front of him. A small white-pawed tabby lay in front it, napping. When it saw us, it stretched, paws reaching out toward us as its mouth opened into a yawn.

      Anubis stopped, standing stock still as he stared at the feline. It reminded me of a deer the moment before it bolted. Very slowly, the cat rose and sauntered forward, tail up in the air like a lazy question mark. It rubbed its furry face against Anubis’ leg, all the while staring directly at Aziza. Anubis swallowed, glancing from the cat to Aziza and back again.

      “Hello, Bast,” Aziza said, words clipped and angry. “How are you?”

      “Purrfect,” the cat replied in a voice that made me think of rich cream and blood. It smirked, leaning back on its haunches and licking itself, tongue dragging along its fur in an almost obscene way.

      Aziza turned her glare from the cat to Anubis, her hands on her hips. “Seriously?”

      “I didn’t know she would be here,” Anubis said, voice very careful sounding. His arrogance seemed to have vanished into smoke. His head swiveled back and forth between Aziza and Bast, and for a moment, it was like watching a jackal-faced bobblehead.

      “Um … is there a problem?” I asked, unsure of what to do.

      “No,” Anubis and Aziza said at the same time. The cat kept licking itself. The sound of its tongue on its fur was like sandpaper scraping on flesh, and while I wasn’t positive, it seemed like it was getting louder. But how was that possible?

      “Well, can we go through the door and kill mummies then? I have shit to do,” and as I said the words, a thought popped into my werewolf brain. “Say, can you help us find Khufu?”

      Anubis looked at me for a long time before inclining his head very slightly in a gesture that seemed to say he was sorry. “No,” he said several seconds later. “But I’ll check around and let you know what I find.”

      “Sweet, thanks a lot,” I said, and a huge weight felt like it lifted from my shoulders. This was Anubis, one of the rulers of the underworld. If he was going to look for Khufu, the mummy was as good as found, right?

      “Don’t mention it,” Anubis replied, waving his hand dismissively. “It’s the least I could do since you guys are going to rid the underworld of renegade mummies.”

      “That sounds suspiciously like a promise,” Bast said, looking up at him, her yellow cat eyes filled with amusement.

      “It does,” Aziza seconded. Anubis glanced at the two of them, and his shoulders slumped.

      “I liked it better when you two didn’t talk to each other,” Anubis replied. “Rid the place of mummies, and I’ll try to find Khufu. I promise.” As he said the words, lightning crackled through the sky and thunder boomed. The ground shook beneath us, and the door teetered open a crack. The smell of swamp gas filled the air, making me crinkle my nose.

      “Ugh, what’s that smell?” I asked, covering my nose with my hand.

      “Him,” Aziza said, jerking her thumb at the Egyptian god of death.

      “It isn’t me,” Anubis said, kneeling down and scooping the cat into his arms. He held it there like an obscenely large, struggling baby. “That’s what the underworld smells like. It helps keep out intruders. You’ll get used to it once your nostrils go numb.”

      “I don’t think she likes that,” I said as the cat slowly unfurled its claws. “I saw on a television show that cats don’t like being held like babies.”

      “The mortal is correct,” Bast hissed, one claw flashing out but striking air as Anubis grabbed her by the scruff of the neck and tossed her through the door. Then, without waiting for a response, he entered the door himself, disappearing into its dark, dank depths.

      “He’s really not very nice to his cat,” I said, taking a step toward the door as my wolf scanned for danger.

      “That’s not his cat, you moron. It’s his wife, the goddess Bast.” Without waiting for me to reply, Aziza vanished into the doorway, leaving me to stand there by myself.

      I wasn’t quite sure what was worse. That he’d treated his wife like that or that I’d met another god and hadn’t even known it. I sighed. I really should have brought an autograph book with me. I bet I could have sold it for a fortune online when I got home.

      I stepped through the doorway and was greeted by alternating blasts of cool and warm air. It reminded me of the time my dad couldn’t make up his mind about the temperature in the house. He wound up running the air conditioner full blast with the fireplace eating wood like it was going out of style.

      Both Anubis and Aziza were standing there arguing, but they stopped as soon as they saw me. Behind them stood a seven-foot tall, athletic-looking woman with skin like polished volcanic glass and hair that fell down to her ankles in a sweeping ebony wave. Golden bangles covered her arms, legs, and neck. Golden wire was actually woven through her ears so that it spiraled upward like a gilded serpent.

      She glanced at me. As my cheeks burst into flames because she’d caught me staring, she batted her long black eyelashes at me and placed one slender finger against her lips. The look in her eyes made some very uncomfortable thoughts swim through my mind.

      “I don’t think your friend will mind if I tag along.” Bast’s voice was like having satin gently dragged across my skin. It made goosebumps rise on my flesh, and my knees go a little weak.

      Aziza glanced at me and smirked. “Something tells me you’re right.”

      “Well, I’m glad we’re all in agreement then,” Bast murmured, sashaying over to me before putting one slender arm around my waist and pulling me against her. She was warm ... so warm that I couldn’t think about anything but snuggling up against her. “I’ll pair up with Lucas, and you two can go do whatever it is you need to do about the mummies.”

      “Wait, what?” Anubis asked, glancing at his wife, confusion and horror snaking across his jackal-face. Was there a reason this was a bad idea? I’m pretty sure there was, but as she ran the tips of her fingers along my spine, I decided I didn’t much care.

      “I don’t want to go anywhere with him,” Aziza said, but it didn’t matter because Bast was already leading me away from them.

      “So, what do you want to do first?” Bast asked, her hand drifting just a touch lower so her fingers rested just above my butt.
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      “This is not going according to plan,” I said, my words carefully neutral so I wouldn’t offend my host. I was sitting on a soft pink cushion in the middle of a room where every object resembled some kind of bed. Bast was in front of me, lounging backward across a fuchsia loveseat, but she was so tall that her bare feet draped over the side.

      I glanced down at the table, staring at the gilded goblet filled with milk and honey for a moment before moving to get up. “I think I should go and help Aziza.”

      “I wouldn’t if I were you,” Bast said, her voice the faint edge of a feline purr. She looked at me lazily, one hand thrown back across her forehead as her yellow-cat eyes watched me. “Those two have centuries of issues to deal with. Getting into a good tussle will help them sort it out.” Bast stretched, her chest straining against her grey tiger-striped blouse.

      I swallowed, staring hard at her as I sat back down on my too-soft cushion. “Are you suggesting that Aziza and Anubis have a sordid past?”

      “Yes,” Bast said in her purr voice. The word hung in the air, drifting between us like an amorphous blob.

      “He’s your husband, right? Doesn’t that upset you?” I asked, feeling crazy because I was the voice of reason.

      She shifted, burying her shoulders into the couch and hugging onto one of the pillows so that her eyes were barely visible. “I’m a god, Lucas. Gods do things like that. Our sex lives are all kinds of screwed up.” She glanced at me. “The thing you’re not understanding is that gods actually have a lot less control over our destinies than you’d think. We’re bound by what people think of us. I’ve gone from being Anubis’ mother to his wife, and I’m sure I’ll have some new incarnation soon. Whatever people believe about us is what is. It’s why some of the aging gods combine together.” She shrugged dismissively, but the edge of sadness in her voice touched something deep inside me, scratching at a wound I didn’t even know I had.

      I wasn’t sure what it was like to be a god. I couldn’t know. But I still felt bad for her.

      “What are you thinking, pup?” Bast asked, startling me from my thoughts. She was sitting up, leaning forward with her elbows on the table and her head cradled in the palms of her hands. Her yellow eyes bored into me like a couple high-intensity laser beams.

      “About my life, the universe, and everything,” I replied, looking away from her and down into my milk. I’d only taken a sip of it, and to be fair it was really good, but I wasn’t exactly interested in drinking the stuff. Which was odd because I couldn’t even remember the last time I had eaten.

      “I doubt that,” Bast purred, her tongue flicking out between her teeth as she spoke. “You look more like you’re thinking about a girl. And, while I don’t mean to be blunt, I really hope it isn’t the jailer. There’s no hope for you down that road.”

      I blushed, fire spreading across my face. “I wasn’t thinking about Aziza. I was thinking about you.”

      “Oh,” Bast said, and her response surprised me. Color filled her cheeks as she crinkled her nose. “I did not realize you cared so much for my feelings.” She looked down at the table. “Being a god is a pretty time-consuming job, so I don’t often get the chance to just be.” She smiled at me. “This is really nice.”

      “Well, I enjoy your company too.” I nodded, trying to understand her plight because I was pretty sure she just wanted someone to listen to her. It was a bit weird because she was a god and probably understood why the grains of sand did the things they did, but at the same time, a friendly ear was a friendly ear.

      “That makes me very happy.” Bast smirked at me, and I swear to God, her eyes glinted mischievously. She got to her feet, stretching so that her body strained against the fabric of her clothing. “You know, it’s okay if you want to look,” she added, padding over to me, her bare feet sinking into the plush carpet. It was the color of blood, but instead of seeming horrible, it just seemed normal. “I don’t mind. No one else looks at me anyway. It’s kind of nice, actually.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I grinned at her. “If you were my girl, I’d look at you all the time and twice on Sundays.”

      “I believe you.” She sat down next to me on the cushion, her body so close I could feel the heat rising off of her. One of her perfect porcelain hands drifted down and rested on my thigh. I was pretty sure my cheeks were melting because I was suddenly so hot that I didn’t know what to do.

      When I didn’t respond, she moved her hand up just a touch so that it was resting just below the hem of my tunic. My heart was beating so quickly in my chest, I was pretty sure it was going to explode. Why was she doing this? What was I supposed to do? Should I push her off? Should I tell her to stop? But she was a god, if I told her to stop, would she turn me into a mouse?

      She leaned in close so that her breath was hot on my neck. It sent little shivers scampering across my flesh, and I wasn’t sure I could tell her no even if I wanted to tell her no. I swallowed as her tongue flicked out, licking my earlobe.

      “It’s been a long time,” she said, voice husky in my ear. Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to make of that because, as I turned toward her and stared into the face of a beautiful goddess, the only thing I could think about was how perfect her lips were. “We could do more …” She let the words hang there in the air like a promise just aching to be kept. “I could show you things. So many things, Lucas …”

      I swallowed as a million reasons why this was a bad idea ripped through my mind, and then I decided I didn’t much care. I reached out, my hand reaching around the back of her head. She let me pull her into me, and as our lips touched, fireworks exploded in my brain.
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      “Did you two have fun?” Aziza’s amused voice woke me from sleep, and as my eyes fluttered open, I saw Aziza was standing there.

      Her dress was covered in splotches of blood, and her hair was all sorts of messy. Anubis stood about half a foot behind her, huge, hulking, and equally amused. Like Aziza, he was covered in blood. It was smeared across his chest and arms like he’d reached inside a corpse up to his elbows and then wiped his hands on his shirt. Only he wasn’t wearing one.

      He was nothing but hard muscle and staring at him, I suddenly felt very inadequate especially since his naked wife was laying across my also naked body asleep.

      Bast licked her lips next to me, her tongue sliding out over her teeth as she yawned, eyes fluttering open. “Oh, you two are back.” She frowned, eyes swinging back to me and roaming over my body like, for lack of a better term, a hungry lioness. “I’d hoped to have another go at him.”

      “Was it that good?” Aziza asked, staring straight into my soul. “I’d wondered …”

      “Definitely worth it,” Bast repeated, finally untangling herself from me and standing. “I was trying to give Luke a few pointers.” She blushed, cheeks turning bright red. “But it turned out he didn’t need them.” I caught the edge of a wink as she sashayed past Aziza who stood there like a statue, staring at me with a strange look in her eye.

      Bast put one delicate hand against Anubis’ chest and stood up on her tippy toes to whisper in his ear. Whatever she said made a tremor run down his body, but before he could do anything, she dropped down and padded past him out the door. Anubis watched her, and well, so did I because as much as I hated to see her go, I liked watching her leave.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Anubis said, voice half-strained as he turned and disappeared into the hallway.

      Aziza watched him go for a second before walking over to me. “You don’t have any idea what that’s about, do you?”

      “Um … no.” I looked from her to the doorway where the gods had disappeared.

      “They’re swingers.” She looked me up and down. “They get off on, well …” She trailed off as she seemed to realize I was naked.

      “Oh.” I smirked. “That makes everything fit.” I nodded. “Guess that’s why I didn’t get smote.”

      “Nope. I’m sure Anubis is super pleased right about now.” She giggled, her eyes drifting back toward my crotch. “Now your only concern is if you wind up having a whole mess of kittens.”

      “Wait, is that a thing?” I asked, suddenly worried because I’d, well, not used the proper protection because, in my defense, she was a goddess. “Can she really have my … kittens?”

      “She’s a cat god. Of course, it works that way.” She stared at me stone-faced for almost ten seconds before bursting out laughing. “Nah, I’m kidding with you. The only way Bast can get pregnant is if she wants to.”

      “Good to know.” I moved to get my clothes, but before I could, she grabbed my arm, stopping me. “Hmm?”

      “Was it really good?” she asked, gesturing toward little me. “I’ve heard she’s really good at, um …” she flushed nearly scarlet.

      “At sex?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at her. “She wasn’t bad if that’s what you mean.”

      “No, um, I heard she’s really good with her mouth.” She once again pointed at my crotch and this time I got it. “Did she do that for you?”

      “Oh, yeah, she was a lot better at that than the actual sex.” I shrugged. “She’s way too squirmy.”

      “I wonder if she’d show me,” Aziza said, looking back at the doorway, and I got the distinct impression she hadn’t really been listening to me. “I mean, I get the mechanics of it, but I’ve never really felt like I was good at it, you know?”

      “You don’t feel like you’re good at blowjobs?” I asked, making sure I was on the same page as her.

      “Not really, no.” She frowned. “I want to be good at them, but I always get the impression no one enjoys it, so I get all self-conscious …”

      “I’m sure you’re great at it.” I smiled at her. “I mean that.”

      “You’re sweet, but you have no way of knowing that.” She frowned and opened her mouth to say something else, but before she could, I interjected.

      “Well, why don’t you try it on me, and I’ll tell you?”

      “You would let me do that?” she asked, swallowing hard as she nervously tucked her hair between her ear. “After you’ve been with Bast?”

      “Yeah, that way I could tell you.” I nodded. “I really like this plan.”

      “I’m not sure I want to go after Bast. The comparison might make me seem even worse …” She looked down at me. “Wow, you’re big.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking a step toward her and as I took her hand, she didn’t resist. “But trust me, I’m sure it’s fine, and if you really want to know, I’ll tell you.”

      “Are you sure it’s okay?” she asked as I slowly guided her hand to my cock, and the second she touched me, her cheeks flushed. “Because I don’t want to make you feel like you have to do this.”

      “Oh, trust me. I want to do this.” I smiled. “And besides, what’s a blowjob between friends?”

      “I suppose that’s true.” She nodded before dropping to her knees in front of me. “Okay, tell me if I mess up.”
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      “I’m pretty sure you’ll find what you want here,” Anubis said a few hours later.

      One of his tanned hands swept out in front of him as he gestured at the walled gates of a huge city, at least I think it was a city. The margarine-colored walls surrounding it stretched up so high into the sky that I couldn’t see the top, much less over them. I wasn’t quite sure what awaited us inside, but as we approached the huge gilded gate, my wolf seemed strangely calm. Maybe it was because we were with Anubis and Bast, but I felt strangely invincible.

      “Thanks for bringing us.” I smiled at him. When in doubt, be polite. It was something my dad had drilled into me. Politeness costs you nothing, and sometimes, it gets you everything. Besides, he was a god, and he had found a clue as to Khufu’s whereabouts, even though technically Aziza had helped him with the mummies instead of me. Still, how often do people tell stories about gods doing them a solid?

      “You don’t remember the name, do you?” Aziza asked, quirking her eyebrow at me. “That’s why you said ‘here’ isn’t it?”

      Anubis nodded sheepishly. “I’m bad with names.”

      “It’s okay. I am too.” I patted him on the shoulder. “I really appreciate this.”

      It was true. Not only had Anubis found a clue, but he had been waiting for us in a room just off the hallway we’d been in. Surprisingly, it was covered with paintings of swans. Then he’d done one better and offered to take us there. Someone was clearly in a good mood.

      “Don’t keep thanking him, or he’ll get a big head,” Bast said, smirking her cat smirk at him, and laying a hand on his shoulder and leaning into him so her breasts pressed into his back.

      “Once you’re through the gate, we won’t be able to help you anymore. You’re on your own with Khufu. Try not to mess up and lose him. I had to pull in a bunch of favors to learn the location.” Anubis stared up at the sky, eyes sweeping over the tops of the walls. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to do it again.”

      That worried me. This was Anubis. Who the hell would be strong enough to hide things from him? No one good, that’s for sure. And for him to have used favors? That seemed doubly ominous. Still, I wasn’t planning on letting Khufu slip through my fingers now that we were so close.

      “We’ll be careful,” Aziza said, walking past us and placing her hand on a small stone dais that sat inauspiciously next to the gate. The moment she touched it, purple light exploded from her palm, throwing off sparks and shrouding us in shadow. “Besides, I know the guy who runs this place.”

      As the sparks faded, I the dais began to rumble. I threw a look at Anubis, but neither he nor Bast was there. Both of them had vanished as though they had never been at our sides.

      “Jailer, why have you come to Saqqara? This is a holy place, and none of your charges are here.” The voice boomed across the sands, whipping it into small dervishes all around us.

      “Anubis has told us that the key to finding Khufu is within your walls, Imhotep. We ask for passage within so that we might find him,” Aziza said, blatantly name dropping.

      “Denied.” The light on the dais went out like someone had flipped the off switch.

      “Well, that was rude,” I said, staring at Aziza. Her mouth twitched for a split second before settling into a stony mask that could have sent small children fleeing to their mothers. I wasn’t sure what it meant, exactly, but her scent had changed subtly. I knew that scent. She was worried.

      “Yeah, and odd. He should have let us in. Imhotep is usually a pretty reasonable guy, so …” She rubbed her chin thoughtfully with one hand.

      “So, something is wrong,” I said, following along with her.

      “I knew it couldn’t be this easy,” Aziza said, walking over to me and putting one arm around my waist. “Thankfully, there’s more than one way to skin a mummy.” She looked back toward the city. “Would you lend me some of your power? If you do, I think I can get us up there.”

      “Um … sure,” I said as she pulled me in close to her body and reached out toward the sky with her other hand.

      “Great, now kiss me.” She pressed her lips to mine, and as she did, I felt my magic rise inside me and flow into her body. Her clothing shimmered, throwing off amethyst sparks moments before a linen cord exploded from her sleeve and shot off into the air like a rocket. It hit one of the towers with a flare of purple energy a second before our feet left the ground.

      Aziza continued to kiss me, and we shot up along the line of her mummy-cord. The edge of the wall came at us so fast that I was sure we were about to be splattered against it, so I threw my feet out. My heels smacked into the stone with a thwack as she broke the kiss.

      “That was amazing,” she said as we hung there, just below the lip.

      “Yeah, it was.” I looked around. “So, uh, I’ll climb up and then pull you up?”

      When she nodded, I bent my legs so that all I had to do was reach out and grab the lip. The buttery stone was so close that it wouldn’t be hard to pull myself up. I took a deep breath and grabbed onto the stone, calling on my magic to help me get a better grip. Then, muscles straining, I hauled myself up. I slowly got to my hands and knees, careful not to lose my balance, but since the ledge was over six feet wide, it wasn’t hard.

      When I turned around, Aziza’s lips twitched around the edges like she was trying to suppress a smile. She nodded once as I reached out and took her free hand and, with a surge of strength, pulled her onto the wall next to me.

      “You did great. I was worried you might be scared of heights,” she said, giving me a quick hug.

      “Nope. At least, I never have been before,” I replied as we turned to look out into the complex below. The walls didn’t seem as high inside the place because I could see the sandy earth below. The compound was huge, filled with mini-pyramids and statues of what I assumed were gods.

      All around the courtyard, the animal-headed figures stood guard, brandishing all sorts of wicked-looking weaponry. The entire inside of the left wall was covered with a mural that depicted Ra on his sun-boat traveling down a river with a host of other gods at his side. It was done in a sort of pictograph so as it swept across the wall, the scenes changed to show them fighting off a massive black serpent with eyes like the void itself.

      “We better get down there before any sentries come,” Aziza said, pointing toward the sky, but when I followed her finger, I didn’t see anything.

      “Sentries?”

      “Yeah, giant stone falcons that make sure people don’t scale the walls. If one sees us, it will sound the alarm, and all those statues will come to life and try to kill us. I’d like to avoid that.”

      “I would also like to avoid that if possible,” I replied. “So, how do we get down? The stairs?” I pointed to an alcove on my right. There was an entrance that was blocked by a simple wooden door with slats the color of old mud. It wasn’t even closed all the way. Through the partial opening, I could see stairs heading downward.

      “Good find.” She nodded to me as I walked over to the door. “But what if it’s trapped?”

      I grinned at her as I pushed the door open to reveal a torch-lined stairwell that led down into the inky darkness below. “Well, if you’d like to stay out here, you can. By yourself. With the falcons. On top of a giant wall.” I shrugged and made my way inside.

      Aziza moved to follow, but as she reached me, a hand that was more a mottled grey-green claw with glinting black nails grabbed her face, wrapping its fingers around her mouth and jerking her down the stairs.

      I leaped forward, rushing after her as her feet disappeared from view down the dimly lit stairs. Before I made it more than a few steps, the door slammed shut behind me. A breath of cool, damp air rolled over the back of my neck. I whirled around as the torches went out, not one by one or anything, but all at once and completely, so that I was left in pitch black darkness.

      I swallowed, trying not to lose my cool as the scratch-scratch of claws on stone filled my ears. It was too dark to see much, but I called on my wolf form to enhance my vision. Unfortunately, even shifted, it was so dark I couldn’t see very well.

      I sniffed, tasting the air for clues. It reminded me of sweat, old socks, and rotten eggs. I crinkled my nostrils in disgust and took a step forward, my feet padding silently along the stone. It was brittle beneath my talons, and I moved slowly so I wouldn’t alert anyone.

      I went down into the deep dark, ears straining to hear, but getting nothing. I moved further, claws trailing lightly along the walls on either side to feel for a trap door or other surprise.

      A scream exploded through the darkness. It tasted of fear and pain. I leaped, loping down the stairs and relying on my reflexes to keep me from falling. I slammed into a landing a moment later, my shoulder smashing into the unforgiving rock. A loud crack echoed through the cavern.

      I turned, raised my head to the air and inhaled. Aziza’s scent filled my being, wafting over me along with the tinny smell of blood. Only it was different. This was someone else’s blood.

      I peered over the edge of the balcony and saw nothing but oppressive darkness. Fear roiled in my gut as I stared out. It was the only way to reach her in time. I gritted my teeth together and leaped over the edge.

      The ground slammed into me a moment later, hard enough to break things inside of me as I collapsed. I pushed down the pain and stood, spinning in a slow circle as my broken bones wove themselves back together.

      Something moved to my left, and I pounced, claws extended. My body slammed into a furry shape. Its hair was like coarse thread, thick, shaggy, and long. It made it impossible for my claws to find purchase. It reached back, grabbed me by the left arm, and flung me away. I whipped around in the air, my feet smacking into the stone, and I pushed off.

      My shoulder slammed into the creature’s chest, and it collapsed under my weight. I reared back, my claws raised to rip into its flesh and spill its hot slick blood when something hard smashed into the back of my head.

      I wobbled, the world spinning as I tried to turn toward it. It hit me again, and I fell sideways, crashing to the ground. My vision swam so I shut my eyes and listened. The wind whistled next to me, and I moved, lunging toward the sound. Something sharp tore through my leg as I landed.

      I howled, pain leaping through me and fading just as quickly as my claws slashed, finding purchase in something. Boiling fluid spilled out over me, melting my skin, but I seized hold of the thing and jerked it toward my mouth. I bit down, clamping onto its too warm flesh and shaking until the thing went limp beneath my jaws.
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      “I can’t believe you killed the sphinx,” Aziza said, awe filling her voice.

      “I didn’t know it was a big deal,” I said. I rubbed my eyes with my hand and stared at the torn corpse of the sphinx lying on the floor. I had ripped out its throat, and blood was fast spreading around its body in an ever-expanding pool of golden ichor. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “Well, it is, and I appreciate it, Luke,” Aziza said, nudging the fallen creature with her toe before reaching past me and pressing on one of the bricks beside my head. The door on our right shuddered, and the sound of breaking rock and turning gears filled my ears, reverberating in the tiny room so it numbed my brain. The door screeched open, sliding sideways into the wall like we were in some sort of sci-fi movie.

      Bright yellow light spilled into the room and chased away all the shadows. I put one hand over my eyes to shield them from the glare. I was about to say something when Aziza put a finger to her lips to silence me like she hadn’t just opened the loudest door in the world, but I decided to follow her lead. She took a couple quick steps forward and leaned toward the opening, peering out into the blinding light outside.

      She waved at me, gesturing for me to come forward, and as I did, she held out her hand, signaling me to stop. She turned back toward me, eyes squinted nearly shut and put a finger to her lips. She made two of her fingers walk across her palm before making a fist and smacking it into her open hand. She nodded at me, and I nodded back.

      I was pretty sure someone was coming, and we were to crush him with our fists or something. That I could do. Since I was still in werewolf form, I squatted down so I could pounce on the intruder the moment he showed himself. My muscles tensed, and my blood began to pound in my ears. Every sound came alive, and the smell of dust and lizards filled my nostrils.

      Aziza smirked at me and turned back, one hand held up above her head. Very slowly, she began counting down with her fingers. Five… four… three…

      I crept forward so tense, I was like a bowstring. Two… one…

      I leaped as a shadow crossed in front of the threshold. My arms were outstretched, fingers curled into claws as I landed right on top of a giant scorpion. My bare feet slammed into its hard, obsidian carapace with a crack that dropped it flat on its belly, legs splaying out to its sides with a snap.

      A piercing cry filled my ears as I rolled, barely avoiding the spine on the end of its tail as it lashed out at me. I hit the dirt, sending up a cloud of golden dust as the creature righted itself, dragging several broken limbs along the sand as it whirled to face me, huge pincers snapping through the air. Each clack-clack of its claws was like thunder in my ears.

      I rolled backward to create distance as it struck again, burying its huge sword-like tail in the dirt. Steam hissed from the sand, and the smell of melting plastic filled my nose as it withdrew its tail. The movement was so quick that I could scarcely follow it. Black ichor dripped from the tip, splattering across the sand and sizzling.

      Aziza pounced, the khopesh she’d gotten from Anubis during their mummy hunt gleaming through the air as she landed just behind the creature and swung. Her blade smacked into the side of the creature’s tail with a sound like shattering glass. The plated chiton shattered in a spray of coppery goo. The embedded weapon began to spark and bubble as the creature spun, tearing it from her hands.

      It threw her off-balance, and she hit the sand in a heap. The scorpion dragged itself toward her as she scrambled to her feet. I leaped forward, grabbed hold of the sizzling khopesh buried in the creature’s tail and braced my feet against its carapace. I pulled, muscles cording with effort, and the blade came free with a pop. The creature juked, trying to throw me off, but before it could, I drove the khopesh downward into its back as I fell. The metal shrieked and shattered under the force, breaking off into a jagged shard that pierced its shell.

      Ichor sprayed from the wound, coating the hilt of the weapon in copper-colored slime, and making my hands slip off. I fell, landing hard on my back. The air shot out of me as the creature reached back, trying to pull the broken sword from its back with one pincer. I was on my feet in an instant, one hand extended toward the creature. Air began to whip around me as I turned my attention and my magic to the giant statue of a lion-headed goddess to our left.

      With a jerk of willpower, I flung my hand toward it, and a lasso of purple fire exploded from my hand. It wrapped around the statue until it was burning so brightly there was no way you couldn’t see it from space. I ignored the glare as I jerked my hand backward in a sweeping gesture that caused the statue's legs to shatter as I pulled it toward me.

      The huge stone lion-woman toppled over, slamming down on the wounded scorpion with a sound that reminded me of stepping on a cockroach, only a million times louder.

      Goo splattered out across the sound, covering me and my tunic in slime that smelled like rancid pork. I wiped my face, turning to look at Aziza. She beamed at me, her legs and torso covered in the same foul-smelling gunk.

      “Well, that was easy,” she called as the ground beneath our feet began to shake.

      A falcon cried out, high above our heads, and I glanced toward it as the statue of the lion-goddess began to move. It reached out, its stone hands hitting the ground and pushing it off the splattered scorpion. It craned its head toward me and frowned.

      “You dare to destroy my statue, wolf?” it asked, voice like a rumbling mountain crossed with a raging inferno. “Does your disrespect know no limits?”

      The statue tried to get up but couldn’t do so with its broken legs. It struck the ground with its fist, shattering its hand and throwing a wave of burning sand into the air.

      “Sekhmet,” Aziza called, fear lacing her words. “We meant no disrespect.” She backpedaled, hands out in front of her to ward off a blow.

      “Silence, girl!” the goddess cried moments before the statue exploded, flinging shards of rock outward in every direction. I hit the ground, shielding my neck and head with my hands like they taught me to do in school. You know, in case of an earthquake.

      When I finally looked up, a girl who looked no older than twenty stepped out of the cloud of debris. Somehow, despite how angry she looked, she was gorgeous. Her armor gleamed like the sun. It was painted with reds and blues that depicted a lion tearing the head from a snake. Her hair was neon-blue and matched her eyes. Little wisps of electricity danced across her ebony skin as she moved toward us, though her bare feet left no footprints on the sand.

      I’m not sure how, but the next moment, she had Aziza by the throat and was holding her aloft. Aziza’s eyes looked like they were about to pop out of her skull, and both of her hands reached up to grab Sekhmet’s wrist.

      “I am She Who Mauls,” Sekhmet cried, voice like an active volcano. “I am She Before Whom Evil Trembles, the Mistress of Dread. I am the Lady of Slaughter. I am the goddess who leads Egypt’s armies to victory! And you have dared to defend one who would destroy my statue?”

      “We’re trying to find Khufu,” I cried, finally shaking myself into action as I scrambled to my feet.

      Sekhmet turned to look at me. She sniffed, her nostrils flaring outward for a second as she regarded me with rage-filled ice blue eyes. “Wolf,” she nodded at me, a barely perceptible movement of the chin in my direction. “How are things?”

      “Um …” I swallowed. Was the Egyptian deification of war really standing there making small talk while holding Aziza by the throat? Was that really happening?

      “What’s the matter, Bast got your tongue?” she asked, blood-red lips curling into a smile that revealed her teeth like a flash of diamond in the sunlight.

      “No, not this time anyway,” I replied, shrugging. “See, we came here to stop Khufu. Aziza is helping me do that. I didn’t mean to break your statue, but there was a giant scorpion …” I trailed off because her eyes were taking on a bored quality. “You don’t care about what I’m saying, do you?”

      “Not really,” she affirmed and tossed Aziza on the ground in front of me. She hit once, bounced, and lay there unmoving, her eyes staring blankly up at the blue sky.

      “Well, why did you ask then?” I glanced up at her and narrowed my eyes.

      “It was the polite thing to do.” She shrugged at me. “Politeness never costs you anything, wolf.”

      I smirked, and it must have annoyed her because she narrowed her eyes at me. “Do you mock me?” she asked, voice like the desert wind. It was hot enough to scald your throat and relentless enough to sear the flesh from your bones. “Is destroying my statue not enough?”

      “No, no, not at all. My dad has told me that same thing a million times,” I replied, putting my hands up in the universal sign for surrender.

      “Perhaps you need another lesson in being polite?” she asked, crossing the distance between us in the space of a heartbeat and running one crimson-nailed finger across my chest. “I could teach you many things, wolf. How would you like that?” She looked up at me because she was only about five feet tall and licked her lips. “What do you say, Lucas?” She bit down on her bottom lip and let it scrape against her teeth.

      Without waiting for a reply, she grabbed me by the back of the head, pulling me down toward her. Her breath was warm on my flesh, making me shiver. Her lips parted as she stared up into my eyes, and admittedly, that made some very bad thoughts fill my brain.

      She stepped into me, pressing her body against mine, and despite her being nearly a foot shorter than me, she fit against me perfectly. Her other hand trailed down my chest, blood-red nails lightly scratching my skin. “Many things,” she whispered, voice heady and thick. “You cannot even imagine …”

      “How do you know my name?” I blurted, and as the words left my lips, she took a step backward, releasing me. Her eyes hardened into granite, and her lips twisted into a grimace.

      “I’m a goddess,” she snapped, and actual flames danced across her eyes. “Knowing your name is hardly beyond my power!”

      “Fair point,” I said, shrugging. “So, what do you want?”

      “What do I want?” Sekhmet’s face twisted into a snarl as she took a step forward, hands clenched into angry fists at her sides. “To make you pay for breaking my statue.”
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      “Now prepare yourself for my wrath, wolf. Try and make it worth my time.” As Sekhmet finished speaking, golden fur flowed over her features until I was staring face to face with an angry lioness.

      “Fine,” I growled, feeling my own magic rush up inside me. Purple sparks began to spark off my fur as I bared my teeth and growled.

      Before I could blink, Sekhmet was on me, one hand lashing out through the air. I barely dodged. As her fist sailed through where my head would be, I shifted my weight, sliding by her and driving my elbow into her side.

      The force of the blow rang through my arm, shattering my elbow as she wobbled sideways. The pain in my arm died away almost instantly, and I knew I only needed a few moments for it to heal, but that wouldn’t help me now.

      Sekhmet spun, somehow regaining her balance and pushing off the ground with both feet. Her hands went out, flinging gobs of fire right at me. My own hands rose up, summoning a magical shield, but instead of trying to block the attacks, I angled the barrier, causing the fireballs to hit and immediately divert around me.

      They slammed into the city behind me with an explosion that shook the ground, and as debris rained down around me, I realized Sekhmet had played me. Or tried to play me anyway.

      She rushed right toward me, pouncing over my magic shield to come down right on top of me. Wreathed in flame, her fist came right at my face, and I did the only thing I could think of. I blocked. My arm went down, and even though I felt my forearm crack from the force, I twisted with it, using an aikido move to divert her momentum and use it against her. As I swept my arm around, her arm popped from the socket with an earsplitting crack.

      Sekhmet didn’t seem deterred though. Instead, her other hand came around in an instant. Her claws rent across my chest, tearing through my flesh and spilling my blood across the ground. Still, if there was one nice thing about being a werewolf, it was healing and pain suppression. I ignored what would have been a killing blow and went for her throat. My teeth latched around her neck, and I bit down while tearing outward.

      Her golden blood sprayed across me, and as it did, I felt it go down my mouth. A surge of power went through me, unlike anything I’d ever felt. My wounds instantly healed as my fur took on a gold tinge.

      Unfortunately, that moment of euphoria cost me, and Sekhmet slipped from my grip. She backpedaled, one hand clasping her ruined throat. As her eyes met mine and I knew she was about to come at me again, an obsidian-headed spear burst through Sekhmet’s chest, spraying me with warm, sticky ichor.

      The goddess looked down, uncomprehending as the weapon twisted and jerked out of her, leaving a huge bleeding cavern in the spot between her breasts. Metallic blood spilled out of the ragged hole in her armor and gushed down over her body, painting the front of her gold.

      Her mouth opened and closed like a dying fish as she slowly turned her head. A booted foot caught her full in the face. She hit the sand with an empty-sounding thwap. I looked up, my sudden surprise fading in a split second as I recognized who had helped me.

      Khufu.

      Even though he was only about as tall as Sekhmet, he was huge and muscled, reminding me of a bodybuilder who had undergone a little too much chemical enhancement. His bloody spear dripped in the sand as he held it lazily in one of his huge hands.

      “Hello, Luke,” he said, offering me his other hand. His fingers glittered with so many rings it made it hard to look at. “Thanks for lining up that shot for me.” He grinned and raised his spear. “I put this right into her heart. Should keep her down for a bit.”

      “Bastard …” Sekhmet coughed, spattering bloody spray across his leg as she tried to push herself to her feet and failed.

      “Actually not,” he replied, absently driving his spear through the back of her neck and pinning her to the ground. A horrible wheezing gasp filled the air as she tried to reach back and wrap her fingers around the weapon. Her hands only succeeded in brushing limply against it before falling emptily to her sides. “My parents were quite happily married, unlike yours. Do you Menhit even know who your parents are?”

      He turned back toward me, apparently unconcerned that he’d just speared a goddess through the throat. While she seemed pretty well incapacitated, she had been pissed at me for breaking her statue. What would she do as vengeance for this? Call down a meteor?

      “I’m pretty sure they spawn in the water like frogs. The gods I mean.” Khufu shrugged his shoulders and rubbed his goatee with one hand. “Who is to say? Now, where were we? Oh yes, Luke, you need to come with me if you want to live.”

      “Uh … why is that?” I asked, glaring at him. “I came here to capture you, not help you.”

      “If you don’t come with me, I’m going to kill you.” He shrugged, and the twinkle in his dark eyes told me that the possibility didn’t bother him all that much. “And, unlike the Lady of Slaughter, I don’t think you’ll recover from being stabbed in the throat with this.” His lips curled into a smile that was way too toothy. “This spear is a guardian weapon and is designed to take down supernatural beings.” He gestured at me with it. “That about sums you up, right?” He smiled at me again.

      “But again, that’s not what I want. What I want is to help you.” He waved a hand toward me. “Just hear me out, and afterward, well, if you still want to fight about it, we can, okay?”

      I stared at the mummy for a long moment. I had come here to capture him, but at the same time, he had helped me with Sekhmet, and while I didn’t think I’d needed his help, it had been a nice gesture. Maybe I should hear him out? My dad would have, and my dad was the smartest guy I knew.

      “Okay, what do you want?” I asked, glancing around the city. I didn’t see Aziza anywhere. Was she still incapacitated from Sekhmet’s attack, or had this guy done something to her?

      “I want the book of Thoth, and unfortunately for both of us, it’s inside you.” Khufu tapped his chin with his knuckles. “I thought about trying to cut it out of you, but now that I see you, I can tell that it's actually part of your essence, so I’m not quite sure how to get it out of you.” He sighed, a single explosive burst of breath. “You’ll just have to perform the ritual. Think you can manage that?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s a bad idea since I have no idea how to perform said ritual,” I replied. “Besides I don’t want to help you anyway. You’re the bad guy.”

      “Feh, details. Besides, it’s not like the ritual is beyond the ken of mortal men or anything.” Khufu shrugged. “All you have to do is seize the Staff of Ra from its dais. It’s really not that hard, but only someone with the book of Thoth will be able to perceive its location within this city.”

      “You mean the staff is here?” I asked, looking around and not seeing it.

      “Yes, that’s why I came here. I wanted you to come here and grab the staff for me. I knew that Aziza would take you to find the book, so I hedged my bet by making you come to me.” Khufu grinned that toothy grin at me. “If you get the staff for me, I’ll help you get back home. No harm, no foul.”

      “I just don’t think that’s going to happen,” I said, fixing Khufu with my best glare. “I don’t trust you.”

      “Why not?” he asked, puzzlement filling his features. “Is it because of the jailer? Has she been spreading lies about me?” He turned and moved toward a broken building, and I realized Aziza was lying beneath the rubble. Her eyes were rolled up in her head, and her tongue fell out of her mouth so that a trail of slobber slid over her cheek and pooled on the sand. “I don’t think she’ll mind. Promise.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s a lie since she’s been trying to capture you this entire time,” I replied, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “That’s true.” Khufu sighed, his shoulders slumping as he stared at Aziza. “She is under the misguided notion that we are enemies. That, however, isn’t true, Luke.”

      He turned to face me, and he looked totally sane. Great. I hated when insane people looked sane. Even worse, my werewolf senses were telling me that he didn’t smell like he was lying. So that meant he thought he was telling the truth. That was unfortunate. He would be a lot easier to ignore if he was lying to me.

      “But you can trust me, Luke. I only have your best interests at heart.”

      “You punched a hole in me and got me stuck in Ancient Egypt. That doesn’t exactly inspire confidence in you.” I touched the spot on my chest where he’d hit me way back in the tomb.

      Khufu waved me off. “You’re a werewolf. Isn’t that how you say ‘hello’ in werewolf?” A smirk crossed his lips as he reached out toward me but stopped just short of actually touching me. “The truth is, I’m on your side. You just don’t know it yet.” He walked past me toward Sekhmet and leaned down so that his knee was braced against her back. “Most of the gods have been weakened to the point that they’re mere shells of their former glory. And those are the ones we can find.”

      He licked his finger and stuck it in Sekhmet’s ear. “Do you really think I could do this if she were at even a sliver of her true power? No, she would rain down fire from the sky and cover this land in blood.” He looked at me, eyes filled with cold certainty.

      “So, why is she so weak?” I asked, wondering if he was right. Anubis and Bast had seemed strong, but Anubis was a god. So, why did he need Aziza’s help to dispatch some mummies? Shouldn’t he have been able to blink them out of existence? Especially since he was the lord of the dead and the mummies were, you know, dead?

      “I can tell from the thoughts crisscrossing your face that you’re starting to understand.” Khufu stood, tearing his spear free in a spray of golden ichor that left Sekhmet curling her bleeding body into a ball. “The gods are under siege. It’s why I want the staff of Ra not to take over, but to revive Ra. I’ve managed to pinpoint his location, but unfortunately, he’s still asleep.”

      “Wait a second,” I said, holding my hands up and making a time-out gesture even though I was reasonably sure he wouldn’t understand what I was doing. “Let’s assume that I buy that you’re not some kind of evil, vicious psychopath and what you say is actually, you know, true.” I took a deep breath. “What is besieging the gods?”

      Khufu’s face turned grim as he spun and pointed at the mural covering the wall. “Apep is rising. He hasn’t risen yet. I can tell that it will take a while, perhaps a thousand years or more, but someone is trying to call him forth. As he wakes, his essence is pulling apart the very fabric of reality. The more he awakens, the more this negative inertia increases. In short, he is draining away the powers from all the other gods. He is like a great big sponge sucking in all their strength.”

      “You mean to tell me that Apep is what you’re worried about?” I raised an eyebrow at him and then shook my head because that seemed crazy. “The giant snake god?”

      “Yes,” he replied, gritting his teeth. “He must be stopped.”

      “Well, but we’re from the future. Or, well, I am at least. So that means it all works out, right? Nothing to worry about?” I’d barely said the words when he laughed.

      “It all works out a few thousand years in the future, sure.” He looked at me like he had me hook, line, and sinker. “Why do you think that is, Luke?” When I didn’t respond, he moved to his tippy toes so he could look into my eyes. It was no easy task because he was almost a foot shorter than me. “It’s because someone in the past fixed it.”

      I swallowed as his words dawned on me. My time was what? Four thousand years in the future? Maybe, just maybe, we were the ones who stopped Apep here.

      And maybe, just maybe, that meant Khufu was actually telling the truth.

      If that was true, I had to help him.
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      “I cannot believe you’re going to help him,” Aziza spat. She was walking a few feet behind us, arms crossed over her chest. Thankfully, her clothing had somehow cleaned itself so she wasn’t covered in scorpion slime. I, unfortunately, was not so lucky. I reeked of scorpion juice, among other things.

      “This is why we should have just left her unconscious on the sand,” Khufu said before glancing over his shoulder at her. “I always liked you better when you weren’t talking, drooly.”

      Aziza wiped her mouth, her cheeks turning bright crimson. “Well, I never liked you.”

      “What’s that? I can’t hear you over all that slobber.” Khufu turned back and smiled at me, shooting me one of those looks that said, “women, eh?”

      “Look, Aziza, you heard his story too. It isn’t like I’m going off half-cocked. You agreed that what he said sounded legit,” I said, shrugging.

      “Yeah, that’s how you tell really good lies. You wrap it around a grain of truth.” She sighed and shook her head.

      Khufu shrugged, and his huge shoulders made the movement seem exaggerated. “Okay, don’t help me, and when the world ends in a swirling black hole of darkness, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say anything then, because the world will have ended.” Aziza stuck her tongue out at him in a display of monumental maturity.

      “So, where is this staff supposed to be?” I asked, turning so that I could look at both of them. I was beginning to get more than a little frustrated because we’d been walking through the tombs like dumbasses for the last hour, and I still wasn’t quite sure where we were going.

      Why? Because Khufu was playing things close to the chest. A little too close if you asked me, especially since he wasn’t exactly trustworthy. I mean, I had no proof that he was actually lying, but well, he had been locked in a tomb full of undesirable Egyptians. That had to count for something, right? Why, after all, would a hero get locked down there?

      And okay, while that was really annoying, I could have gotten past it. But their constant bickering was starting to make me edgy. This was not how people worked together.

      “We’re heading toward the staff,” Khufu replied, giving me the same smug look he had when I’d first asked him where to go.

      “Look, this place isn’t that big. We should be there already,” I said, gesturing at the city.

      “That’s because he doesn’t know where it is,” Aziza said, fixing Khufu with her best glare. “He’s just wandering around hoping you’ll spot it.”

      “I know where it is.” Khufu spread his arms out, gesturing at the city that lay before us. “It’s in Saqqara.”

      “Well, if that’s not wildly specific, I don’t know what is,” Aziza growled. She pointed at a tomb with an asp carved into the top of it. “Should we just pick tombs at random? Maybe we can play eenie meenie miney moe?”

      Khufu sighed and rubbed his chin with one hand. “It’s not that simple. See, Saqqara is made up of layers, and as you walk through it, the layout physically changes. We have to walk in a very precise path or else we won’t find Imhotep’s tomb.”

      Aziza’s face went pale, and her eyes got as big as trashcan lids. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Unfortunately, I’m as serious as a heart attack.” Khufu put one hand over his heart and nodded once.

      “What’s so bad about Imhotep? Didn’t you say you guys were friends, Aziza?” I asked, glancing between them.

      Aziza bit her lip but didn’t say anything.

      “What she’s not willing to tell you is that they used to date, and it didn’t end well.” Khufu smirked and rubbed his bald head thoughtfully. “And no, it wasn’t because she’s what I like to call an ‘acquired taste.’” He covered his mouth with one hand and leaned toward me conspiratorially. “If it’s just between you and me, I heard she’s really bad at blowjobs.”

      “You mean to tell me that the Staff of Ra is guarded by your angry ex-boyfriend? You didn’t think you should mention that?” I asked, ignoring his other comment because I knew from experience she wasn’t that bad, and besides, she’d gotten a lot better after some training.

      “It isn’t that simple,” Aziza replied, looking away from me, her scent changing so I knew she was about to lie to me.

      I opened my mouth to say something along the lines of, “don’t bother lying because I’ll know you’re doing it,” but an arrow chose that moment to pierce the side of my knee. So instead of making a witty retort, I opted for crying out in pain. I fell, hitting the ground hard, and rolling onto my back. I grabbed at the wound, blood gushing through my fingers as Khufu looked up toward the direction of the shot.

      “Damn,” he said a moment before three flaming arrows smacked into the ground at his feet. They would have hit him, but he was a little too quick. He scrambled backward, throwing his arms up as the arrows exploded. A wave of fire ripped outward across the sand, melting it to glass.

      The blast threw him like a broken doll, and he slammed into a hawk-headed statue with a crunch. He fell forward, slumping to the ground on his knees, blood dripping from his mouth as a dozen more flaming arrows filled the sky.

      I could already feel myself healing from the wound, which was bad because it was going to heal around the stupid arrow. That would be really bad. I reached down and grabbed the haft of the arrow in my knee so I could snap it off, but as I touched it, fire ripped up my arms, burning my flesh.

      The pain of it shot through me like a lightning bolt. For a second, I couldn’t even breathe. My vision went dark and hazy around the edges. It cleared as Aziza grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and dragged me bodily out of the path of the arrows. She threw us behind the statue of a squat sphinx.

      The sound of arrows smacking into stone filled my ears as I struggled to staunch the bleeding in my leg. It was no good. There was so much blood. Why was there so much blood?

      No. That didn’t matter. I needed to take care of this stupid arrow.

      Aziza threw a worried glance at me, panic flashing across her face as I turned my gaze toward the arrow and took a deep breath. This is going to hurt.

      Before I could dwell on it, I grabbed the arrow, and as more flame exploded out of it, I yanked.

      Pain like I’d never felt before ripped through me, and for a second, I thought I’d torn off my leg. Before I could so much as suck in a breath, purple light exploded from my wound, and it went sort of numb and cold as though all the heat inside me was draining away through my knee.

      “You can open your eyes now,” I said, glancing at Aziza who had her eyes clenched tight.

      She slowly opened them as my jaw unclenched. The pain was gone as was the wound. I moved, and it felt fine. Guess it would take more than an arrow to the knee to end my adventure.

      “Come out, my darlings,” the voice of fire said as it raged across the land, melting the sand to slag. “I have a bone to pick with you.”

      There was a loud thud as something landed on the other side of the statue. Visions of buzzards feasting on my corpse filled the space between my eyes and my brain. It was so vivid that it took me a moment to realize our attacker was trying to use some kind of mind magic on me.

      Taking a deep breath, I called on my power and willed it away.

      As the vision vanished, the statue in front of us shrieked, the stone groaning and cracking as it lifted from the sand until it was fully suspended in the air.

      Sekhmet stood there, holding the twenty-foot tall sphinx above her head like it weighed less than nothing. Her eyes were thin slits that spewed fire. Crimson flames danced across her flesh as she took one angry step toward us, brandishing the statue like a weapon.

      “Where is he?” she asked, voice booming like thunder. “And I swear to Ra if you say you don’t know, I will throw this statue at you. It won’t be pretty.” She hefted it like she might do it anyway. “I saw him with you a moment ago.”

      I glanced from the seething goddess to Aziza, but she stood there unmoving. Not like frightened unmoving, but like time had actually stopped. That’s when I realized that even the dust particles in the air had ceased moving. I searched back through my memory, but I was reasonably sure Sekhmet, as powerful as she was, didn’t have control over time. I swallowed, not sure of what to do when I realized that Sekhmet was also frozen in place. Even the sweat upon her brow was suspended in place.

      “Hello again,” said a familiar voice behind me. “I know you probably don’t need my help, but I hope you don’t mind me calling a little timeout on this play.”

      I whirled to see the guy who had given me the book of Thoth, the guy who I was pretty sure might actually be Thoth himself. He wasn’t wearing his armor anymore. Instead, he was wrapped in a black toga-like thing that fell around his ankles. He pushed a pair of gold wire-rimmed glasses up his nose and stared at me, which seemed weird since I was pretty sure eyeglasses hadn’t been invented yet.

      “I don’t mind, Thoth.” As I said the words, a smile crinkled his face, and he nodded almost imperceptibly. “Please share your wisdom.”

      “Okay,” he replied, touching my forehead with one huge palm.

      There was a flash of light across my brow, and blinding white light filled my vision for a split second. Then I was standing next to Thoth a few feet away, only I could see myself at the feet of Sekhmet. It was weird, like being trapped in a live-action replay of the moment before. That was when I noticed Khufu sneaking up behind the goddess.

      “Outcome one,” Thoth said to me, waving one hand. “It has a fifty-nine percent probability of occurring.”

      Khufu leaped forward, his huge spear raised over his head to strike at Sekhmet, but as he descended, the goddess whirled, swinging the million-ton statue around like a baseball bat. It slammed into Khufu, reducing him to a splotchy cloud as the statue passed through the air at what seemed like the speed of sound.

      A sonic boom echoed across the land as she turned and with an almost casual flick of her wrists, dropped the statue to the ground. It struck with a splat that threw up a cloud of crimson sand. She smirked and turned to leave.

      “But what about the staff?” I said. “Will we be able to find it without him?”

      The scene paused, and Thoth looked at me. “If Khufu dies, you won’t recover the staff. That I can promise you.” The old god shook his head. “Unfortunately, you need the staff to awaken Ra. If you don’t, things will fall out of balance.”

      “So, Khufu is telling the truth?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at the ancient god of wisdom. “About the staff and Apep?”

      “Mostly,” Thoth replied. “You must find a way to save him from Sekhmet.”

      “You said there was another way,” I asked, and even as I spoke, the scene in front of me rewound until it was back to the point where Thoth had pulled me out of time. I’ll admit, it was a little weird to watch myself.

      “There is this possibility, too. It has about a thirty-seven percent chance of success,” Thoth said as the scene restarted. “It’s worse.”

      Khufu didn’t leap this time. Instead, he reared back and flung his spear with all of his super-mummy strength. The weapon stabbed into Sekhmet’s arm as she turned toward him. She lost her grip on the statue. The sphinx fell, landing hard on top of her with a hideous sounding crunch.

      “Silly goddess, you think you can defeat me?” Khufu asked as he sauntered, actually sauntered, up to me and held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before she recovers.”

      “Well, that seems less bad,” I mumbled as Aziza and vision me got to their feet and followed him off into the distance. “Won’t Sekhmet just heal the damage?”

      “Yes,” he replied, and the scene shifted so that I was watching Khufu, Aziza, and I stand before a man so old looking that he had to have been a million years old.

      “Look, Imhotep, we need the staff to awaken Ra,” Khufu was saying, though frustration was lacing his words. “I don’t know how else to explain what you already know to be true.”

      “Firstly, I’m not helping you, and secondly, mwa ha ha ha!” he said before pulling on a golden lever that resembled a cobra’s head to his left. The floor vanished, and I watched as the vision-me fell, along with Khufu and Aziza. A horrible sound that reminded me of the time I’d been at the butcher while he tenderized meat filled my ears as I rushed over, anxious to see what happened.

      I stared down into the pit and barely resisted the urge to vomit. The sight of my body impaled on a host of spikes filled my vision. My heart leaped into my throat, and I fell to my knees as my own lifeless eyes stared back at me. I swallowed. In this version of the future, I died …

      “But why?” I murmured as Imhotep’s form melted away to reveal Sekhmet standing there with a satisfied grin on her face. She cast one glance at us and then fire filled the pit, reducing everything inside to ash.

      “As you can see, option B fails as well.” Thoth shrugged as the scene froze in place. “That’s why you need to go with a third choice, which, unfortunately, has only a three percent chance of success.”

      I swallowed, unable to tear my eyes from the sight of my own broken body. “And what is option three?”

      “Not option one or two,” Thoth said, waving his hand at me, and as he did, everything vanished in a haze of bright light. “Do something else. Be better. Get Sekhmet to help you.”

      I was back in my body on the ground, looking up at Sekhmet. She stood over me, brandishing the huge sphinx statue like a baseball bat. Before anyone could do anything, I leaped to my feet.

      “Stop!” I shouted, diving past her to intercept Khufu. I hit him square in the stomach with my shoulder before he could even think about attacking. We slammed into the sand, and I was on my feet a second later, not waiting to see how he reacted as I whirled to face Sekhmet.

      She took a step forward, her face drawn into a mask of fury and hatred. “Move, wolf,” she said, and the words were hard, yet strangely brittle. “I don’t want to kill you, but I will. You won’t like it.”

      “No,” I replied, holding my palms out in front of myself. “We need him to stop Apep from rising. I know you want revenge, but just listen to me.” I swallowed and took a leap of faith. “We need you too, Sekhmet. Thoth told me to find a different path, and the only way I can see to do that is with your help.”

      She was about to say something but instead cocked her head to the side. After what felt like an eternity, she finally spoke. “Why do you say that, Luke?”

      “You are one of the greatest warriors in Ra’s court. Only you are strong enough to wield his staff and beat back the demon, Apep. Without you to help us fight, it won’t matter if we succeed in getting ahold of the staff.” I smiled at her. “Unless you’re too scared?” I shrugged. “I understand if you are.”

      “I fear nothing.” A loud crash filled my ears as the goddess tossed the statue casually to the side. She came forward and met my eyes. “I will spare Khufu this one time, and I will accompany you to the staff’s location, wolf.” She licked her lips. “But I will require something from you in return.”

      “Sure,” I said, nodding to her. “If you help us get the staff, I’ll give you anything you want.”

      “Good. I shall remember you promised me anything,” she replied, nodding as she stepped past me. Behind me, Khufu was just getting to his feet, and the goddess seized him by the throat and hoisted him into the air. “If you try something I even mildly dislike, I will tear you into your composite atoms and place each one on a different sun to burn for eternity.” She smiled at him. “Do you understand, pharaoh?”
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      It wasn’t long before our motley crew arrived at Imhotep’s tomb. The pyramid would have seemed huge if I hadn’t seen Giza. Even partially constructed, Giza was big enough to have fit this place in its bathroom. Why had Khufu built such a ginormous pyramid? Was it to outdo Imhotep? I thought about asking but decided against it.

      The north face of the pyramid looked like it had been carved from one giant block. Hieroglyphics every color of the rainbow littered its surface, and while I wasn’t sure what they said, Aziza’s eyes widened in horror as she scanned them.

      While that concerned me, I was more worried about the two forty-foot tall statues of Anubis that stood guard on either side of the door. Their hands were clasped around the hilt of some weapon that disappeared behind their respective backs. What if they came to life and tried to kill us? Sure, we had Sekhmet with us, and even if she didn’t help us when bad things started to go down, I was fairly sure I could stop them with magic. Even still, I didn’t want to get squashed like a bug. Then again, the bigger they are, the harder they fall, right?

      I sighed and shook my head, dismissing the thought. Somehow, we had to get inside and convince Imhotep to hand over the staff, and while that didn’t sound hard, I was pretty sure it was going to be just this side of impossible. At least we seemed to have Sekhmet on our side now. That should make it easier, especially since we had to succeed.

      “So how do we get in?” I gestured at the tomb.

      “I’m not sure we should. Those hieroglyphics strongly imply that it would be a really bad idea to venture inside,” Aziza said reluctantly.

      “No, that’s just what the sign on your panties says,” Khufu replied, stepping past her and pressing one of his huge hands against the wall. She stared at him, mouth opening and closing as her eyes flickered between surprise and rage. “You need to read them straight down, like this.” Khufu trailed his fingers vertically down the hieroglyphics. As he did so, they lit up, glowing like opals cast into the sunlight.

      When he reached the last one, the stone shuddered, and the screeching of crows filled the air. Color exploded outward from the pyramid, throwing Khufu off his feet and sending him skidding backward in the sand like a giant pharaoh-shaped comet.

      Beside us, the huge statues quaked, and their massive stone heads turned toward us. They opened their mouths, revealing rows of huge teeth that glittered like shards of broken glass. Their hands whipped out, pulling huge curved sabers free from their stone backs and brandishing them at us.

      “Stand down, brother,” Sekhmet said, holding one hand out in front of her. Fire licked across her skin, turning the sand beneath her feet into molten glass. “I do not want to have to destroy your statues.”

      “Anubis has no place here.” A voice that struck me like the emptiness of the void rippled out across the sand. At that moment, I felt nothing. It was like every ounce of my being had been reduced to a swirling mist of atoms.

      Sekhmet’s fire died out, squashed under a blanket of darkness that fell over the land, dousing the earth in chaos. Her eyes went wide as she swallowed, taking a step backward and stumbling. She fell on her butt, mouth agape. “No … no, it can’t be …”

      “What is it?” I cried, shaking myself into action as one giant stone foot tried to flatten me. I hit the ground in a roll and called upon my wolf. In an instant I was transformed and ready to go.

      I scrambled to my feet as the statue lumbered toward me. Behind it, I could see its twin focused on Aziza. I don’t know how, but it was sprinting behind her as she ran, its long legs tearing up the distance between them so that it was like watching an ant try to outrun a world-class sprinter.

      Aziza turned, one hand splayed out in front of her. Purple energy wafted off of her in tendrils, reminding me of a particularly colorful sea anemone. A blast of lavender energy exploded from her hand and struck the statue full in the face. Its head cracked, splintering down the center. It wobbled, taking a couple steps backward. Its arms flew out to help it regain its balance, but despite its face having been reduced to rubble, the automation seemed otherwise unconcerned.

      She bit her lip, fear flashing across her features as the huge stone Anubis steadied itself and took a step toward her, weapon raised high above its head so that its surface glinted in the fading sunlight.

      My own statue struck so fast that I barely dodged. Its huge fist plowed into the ground beside me, burying itself up to the elbow in the sandy earth. I darted between the things legs as it struggled to free itself.

      The Anubis statue ripped its hand free with a sound that reminded me of a landslide. It spun, one huge foot barely missing me as I threw myself to the side. Its swirling black eyes widened very slightly as it stared at me. I scrambled to my feet as it reached out with one huge hand and grabbed me.

      Its stony grip tightened around me, not hard enough to break anything, but not loose enough for me to escape either. It hoisted me up until I was staring directly into one of its huge eyes. It reminded me of the center of a tornado … you know, if that tornado was made of tar and trying to suck you into a black hole.

      “You,” it said, and the profound emptiness of its voice struck me like a blow. My body went slack, collapsing under the pressure of that one word. The statue cocked its head at me, thinking. “I know you. Why?”

      I tried to respond, tried to remember how to talk, but for whatever reason, I couldn’t. My lips were fused together, my voice lost to me. Admittedly, I was partially surprised I could still breathe because every part of me felt hollow like a clamshell sucked free of meat.

      The image of a huge cobra loomed up over me in in my mind’s eye. Its huge head fanned out black as pitch and as wide as a skyscraper. Enormous eyes of spinning black lava fixed on me, freezing me in place beneath their baleful gaze.

      “Explain to me why I did not kill you before?” the creature asked, huge serpentine lips opening and closing to reveal rows of bloody teeth the size of tanker trucks.

      The snake reared back, and I suddenly realized I was not where I was before. Stretching out before me was an infinity of perfect white. It was so disconcerting that I could scarcely breathe. I was in the void. In nothingness. The only things here were the snake and me. Its huge black tail wrapped around me, holding me in place so that I couldn’t move. Its skin was like oil, glistening and wet.

      The sound of my blood rushing in my ears was all that I heard as it regarded me carefully, nostrils flaring outward. My very essence began to float toward the snake, flowing out toward it like particles of black shadow.

      “I’ve figured it out. You’re from the future,” the snake said, a sly grin settling over it as it bobbed its head. “I’m so smart that sometimes I amaze myself.”

      “Why is that?” I said, only I wasn’t sure it was me moving my lips. It was something else, something deep within me. It was a voice I did not own. No. This voice was from the sacred heart buried within me.

      “Because the mark upon your flesh, faint as it is, carries a message from the future, of a time beyond time. Of a time after time.” The snake released me. I fell down through nothingness. It lunged toward me, mouth opening like, well, a striking serpent, but always staying far enough away that it never caught me. I was pretty sure it was on purpose.

      “It says that I am a hero. That chaos gets its due. It tells a story I hardly believe is possible.” The snake caught me, its serpentine tongue wrapping around me. It arrested my fall so suddenly that my head snapped backward and little stars shot across my vision for a second. “It tells me that I will bring order to chaos.” It narrowed its eyes at me until they were slits of boiling fire. “I am chaos, and I will bring order. Tell me how, tell me why.”

      I was rendered completely insubstantial. A mist that broke into a cloud of nothingness and scattered across the world. In that moment, I saw the universe make and unmake itself. Saw life spawn on a million earths, saw it die away just as quickly. I saw eons elapse in the space of a second and saw a second stretch out into infinity, moving so slow that each moment was a lifetime of time.

      Time.

      Time bent sideways, breaking, spilling its contents out across the endless space of nothingness.

      Time snapped back into place like a rubber band. In that moment, I knew everything and anything. I saw how my story could end, saw it splinter outward among possibilities so numerous that no number could truly do it justice. In that moment, I understood infinity, and that felt too small, too limited, too wanting.

      The huge snake loomed in front of me, its tongue warm and slimy on my flesh. I stared into its eyes, meeting its magma-hot gaze.

      “Apep,” I commanded, and the world around me shuddered. Cracks the color of warm honey appeared in the endless white void. “Release me.”

      And he did.
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      I was standing in the sand outside of the pyramid in human form. A pile of rubble that was vaguely reminiscent of the Anubis statue was strewn out in front of me. I squinted, shielding my eyes from the glare of the sun overhead as I surveyed the scene. Khufu was still on the ground, only he was starting to stir, just the barest movement that let me know it’d be a few minutes until consciousness fully grasped him in its fist.

      Sekhmet was on her knees in the sand, eyes blank and uncomprehending. It reminded me of that thousand-mile stare I’d seen in movies about war, shock and trauma frozen just below the surface. Her hands lay slack at her sides, her fire long since extinguished.

      Like the statue that had attacked me, Aziza’s was strewn across the ground in pieces, only the chunks were bigger and more recognizable than mine had been. It sort of resembled a huge dismembered corpse sans blood and gore.

      Aziza stood just behind it, mouth open in shock. Her amethyst eyes were bright, but I was pretty sure she didn’t actually see me. As I moved toward her, her eyes didn’t follow my movement, didn’t track me as they should.

      The sand beneath my bare feet didn’t move, didn’t flex beneath my weight. Instead, it was more like I didn’t touch it, didn’t disturb even the smallest particle.

      That’s when I felt him inside me. My wolf. Wepwawet.

      He loped forward in my mind, huge and substantial. Only he was different. His fur carried a golden sheen, like the sun was hitting it just right so it appeared metallic. Instead of ruby, his eyes were ringed in gold. His tongue lolled lazily out of his mouth as those eyes fixed upon mine. Then he talked for the first time since I’d met him.

      “Hello,” he said in a voice that was like the ragged edge of a freshly licked wound.

      “Um …” I said for lack of anything better to say. My wolf hadn’t spoken since I’d absorbed the sacred heart. Sure, he had communicated, but it had always been with emotion. It had never been something as direct as this … I mean, okay, I didn’t know a lot about the process, but since the wolf hadn’t communicated with me like this, I’d just figured it couldn’t with, you know, speech.

      Wepwawet cocked his head at me, ears cocked, listening and waiting. “Did you not hear me?”

      “Yes, I heard you,” I replied, and for the first time, I realized he was no longer an it. My wolf was huge, imposing, and very, very male. “Wepwawet.”

      As the name left my lips, the space between us shattered. At that moment, I knew things I hadn’t known before.

      The wolves contained within the sacred hearts had names. They had always had names. The humans who took them just didn’t know them. My wolf wasn’t the Wepwawet, the Egyptian wolf god, but had been so named. Why that was, I didn’t know for sure. Still, one thing was abundantly clear, my wolf was more than I’d expected. They were more, and because the people who had used the sacred hearts didn’t know that, both the wolf and the user were less.

      “Luke, I have waited a long time to speak with you. I’d wondered if you were worthy, if knowing me would drive you to the brink as it has for others. I am gladdened that you seem to have passed.” Wepwawet gave me an approving look.

      “Thank you,” I said, remembering what Aziza had said before, about how the sacred heart had made guardians go insane with power. Was it because they could commune more deeply with their wolves? Was that why the humans who took the hearts couldn’t speak to them?

      “Your thoughts are full of questions, Luke. I shall do my best to help you along.” Wepwawet moved toward me, his huge head brushing against my leg and sending a ripple of heat along my flesh. “Once, long ago, it was not as it is now. We knew your kind. Together, we stood atop the world. Together, we conquered the darkness and fed upon its flesh. Together, we howled at the moon, and it howled back.” My wolf spoke, and the truth of his words was like a kick in the gut because I could see the warriors of old, could feel their power burst at the seams.

      Beyond that though?

      I could feel them tear the darkness asunder, feel them champion the good, the right, and the noble.

      “What happened?” I asked, blinking away the images.

      “I do not know.” My wolf licked me, tongue warm and wet on my skin. “What I do know is that this is how it should be, Luke. How it must be. You must bring us back together, must bridge the world between your wolf and your guardian heritage. Time is short, and the darkness is coming.”

      “Luke!” Aziza’s voice shattered my attention, and my wolf retreated into my mind, leaving me standing there in confusion for a second. “Thank Ra! You’re okay!” She wrapped her arms around me, pulling me into a hug. She buried her face into my chest, holding me there as tears slid down her cheeks. “I thought you were dead.”

      “You thought I was dead?” I asked even more confused. “Why is that?”

      “The statue grabbed you, and you went lifeless. Then the statues exploded, and you fell to the ground. You landed on your head. The sound of it was … I thought that there was no way even you could survive …” She pulled away, looking up at me with tear-rimmed eyes. “I should have known better.”

      “Get a room,” Khufu said before I could reply. He walked up, put one hand on my shoulder, and squeezed. “Now, let’s get going before you get too big a head.” He pointed at the pyramid.

      The door to the ancient tomb had been reduced to rubble. Smoldering bits of rock littered the sand in front of it. Gloom filled the entrance, and while it should have seemed foreboding, it just … didn’t.

      I tore my gaze from the doorway as Sekhmet strode up to us. The look on her face made me curious, but as I opened my mouth to ask her what the thought etched into her features was, she waved me off.

      “Later,” she mouthed and stepped past me into the darkness, one hand held out before her. Flame blazed within her palm, throwing back the shadows and fighting off the darkness.

      I followed her, leaving Aziza and Khufu to fall in line behind me. I wasn’t sure how I became the middle person in our lineup, but I didn’t like being sandwiched between an Egyptian war god and two mummies, but at the same time, I still hadn’t learned that primordial fire thing either.

      “Say, is that primordial fire?” I asked Sekhmet as we made our way down some stairs that were so narrow, we had no choice but to walk single-file. Even still, I had to edge sort of sideways because my shoulders were too wide to make it through. I wasn’t sure how Khufu was managing since he brought up the rear, but I was pretty sure he must be having an even tougher time of it than I was since he was quite a bit broader than me.

      “Yes. It’s my specialty.” She looked over at me. “Would you like me to teach you how to do it?” Her teeth widened into a grin.

      “That would be great, actually,” I said, and as the words left my lips, she slammed her palm full of fire into my forehead.

      Instinctively, I started to lash out, my hands already starting to change, but then I stopped. It didn’t hurt. At all.

      Knowledge flowed through me in an instant, permeating every ounce of my being. I not only understood primordial fire, but a billion ways to use it flowed across my synapses, suffusing me with all of Sekhmet’s extensive knowledge of the subject in a second.

      “What are you doing?” Aziza cried, grabbing my shoulder as she moved to glare at Sekhmet. “He can’t absorb godly knowledge like that!”

      “Yes, he can.” Sekhmet looked from me to her and back again. “He can do more than even I can. Or, at least, he will be able to.” Then her eyes narrowed, and she glared at Aziza. “I just realized you may be questioning my judgment. Is this true?” As Aziza opened her mouth to respond, Sekhmet continued, “Do you think Luke too weak to handle it?”

      “I … no, it’s just …” She flushed. “He means a lot to me …”

      “Ah.” Sekhmet looked at her for a long moment before turning back to me. “Are you okay, Luke?”

      “Yes.” I took a deep breath. “I feel better than ever before.” I held my hand out, summoning a spherical ball of flame that lit up the alcove. “Though I appreciate you worrying about me, Zeez.”

      “I’m just … not used to someone as powerful as you are, Luke.” She flushed a bit more. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Look at that,” Khufu said, his hand moving to point out a mural that hadn’t been visible with just Sekhmet’s light.

      The mural along the walls seemed to depict all of Egyptian history, only in reverse. The entrance had started with Imhotep’s death, and as we descended, time stretched out backward. I wasn’t quite sure how far the tunnel went down, but since it seemed like every step only represented a few years at best, the possibilities concerned me greatly. This could be a long ass walk.

      “This is going to take a while,” Aziza said. “Even if this only represents a thousand years, it’ll be a lot of steps, and somehow, I think it’s going to stretch a lot farther back than that.”

      “Or it is a trick to make us think that it’s an unconquerable distance, so we turn back,” I replied, trying to put a positive spin on things. “Either way, we’ve got to get to the bottom. So, think of something happy. Like how you don’t have a rock in your shoe.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Aziza sighed and shook her head because I was right. We had to get to the bottom of these stairs. I just hoped the tunnel wouldn’t fill with poison gas before we did so. That wasn’t very fun the last time.

      “Don’t worry about it, Aziza. The walk will do you good. I hear it does wonders for one’s ass,” Khufu called from behind us. “And we can all use a better ass, am I right?”

      “Always the positive one, pharaoh,” Sekhmet said, voice echoing in the tiny cavern. “We shall see how your positive attitude holds up when I dash you and your silly pyramid from this earth.”

      “I doubt you’ll be doing that,” Khufu replied, but didn’t add more.

      Why was he so confident about it? The way he spoke made it seem like it was fact. That concerned me because it made me think that the pyramid was part of his plan, somehow. Unfortunately, in the time we were in, the pyramid wasn’t finished yet, and it didn’t seem like it’d be done for a long while yet. Unless he was playing a really long game, I wasn’t sure how helpful a giant pyramid would be.

      Then again, this Khufu was a mummy resurrected in my time. He wasn’t the actual Khufu running this place anymore. If I ventured into the pharaoh’s gleaming hall, would I find the Khufu of here and now? I shook my head. Trying to think about that might drive me a little crazy.

      It took a while to reach the bottom. So long that my legs felt like jelly, and my muscles screamed. I’d long since called upon my magic for support, but even still, I was a bit out of breath.

      “Finally,” Sekhmet cried, voice filled with relief as we came to a stop in front of a door made of solid obsidian what felt like days later.

      I wasn’t sure how heavy it was, but it looked like it probably weighed a million tons. The mural ended at the door, fading into a sort of inky blackness that made it seem even more imposing like it was the gateway to oblivion.

      Sekhmet glanced over her shoulder at me, her face shrouded in the dancing shadows cast off by her flame. “Do you want to try to open it, Luke?” There was a faint tremor in her voice. Was she scared? If so, of what? What could make the goddess known to dash evil from the universe scared?

      “Okay,” I replied, and she stepped aside to let me pass by her. It was a tight squeeze, and as our bodies pressed against each other’s, she blushed though I wasn’t sure why.

      When I was in front of her, I walked up to the door and pressed my hand against it. The stone was strangely warm and tacky like I was touching flesh instead of rock. I swallowed. For all I knew, I was touching flesh. Maybe some great beast was sitting against the doorway. Maybe he would turn around and try to eat us? If so, I hoped he did it soon. Then I could just knock its ass out and move on. After all, the absolute last thing I wanted to do was haul my ass back up the stairs, so I could find a magic flute or something to awaken it.

      I shook away the thought and squatted down on my haunches, looking for a handhold at the bottom of the door. I wasn’t sure why, but for some reason, this door felt like it should move vertically. Unfortunately, I didn’t see anything. I started to turn my head back toward the group so I could ask their opinions when the faintest trace of sulfur filled my werewolf nose.

      I sniffed again. Sulfur, for sure.

      “Do you smell that?” Aziza asked, speaking for the first time in so long I didn’t immediately recognize her voice as it echoed off the walls.

      Before I could respond, hands exploded from the floor, the walls, everywhere. They were thin black things that reminded me of charred skeletons. They grabbed hold of me and pulled, yanking me in every direction at once and causing me to drop my fire. It went out as I squirmed, shattering a few of the hands and pulling myself from their grasp.

      A fireball ripped through the small space, passing so close to me that it singed my hair. It smacked into the doorway and died. There wasn’t a flare or an explosion or really anything at all. The door just swallowed it completely, and we were pitched into the endless dark of a starless night. The hungry dark of a deep cave. The predatory dark of the monster in the closet.

      A scream rippled through the air behind me as I tore my right arm free of the hands clutching me and reached out toward where the obsidian doorway had to be. My fingers brushed against the surface as I was jerked violently backward.

      “No!” I snarled as my wolf form surged to the surface. With a sharp breath, I summoned my magic, blowing the appendages free from the walls in a burst of purple flame. Leaping to my feet, I smashed into the door like a freight train. It moved, screeching backward against the stone floor. Heat washed over me as amber firelight spilled into the tiny hallway beyond.

      I put my shoulder against the stone and pushed. My muscles strained, burning within me. It moved. An inch. Two, three, a foot. The door gave way all at once, tumbling down into the dark abyss below. Fire raged in front of me, just beyond the precipice that fell into the depths of hell.

      The firelight rushed past me into the hallway, and as I turned, I saw hands were everywhere, subduing my friends. I had to help them before hands tore their flesh to ribbons.

      I strode into the room and grabbed Sekhmet by the scruff of her armor and pulled. She came free of the hands as the fingers gripping her snapped like kindling, unable to deal with my magic-fueled werewolf strength. I flung her backward beyond the door, careful not to pitch her over the edge. I did not wait to see how she landed as I grabbed Aziza and threw her through the doorway as well.

      Khufu was on his knees, blood streaming from his body. He looked up as my hand seized him and jerked him free. His eyes opened wide, and his mouth fell open.

      I did not waste time. I retreated, carrying him through the door and into the safety of the burning embers beyond. The hands grabbed at me, tried to grip my flesh, but their fingers were like ash, falling away as they touched my skin.

      Sekhmet and Aziza were standing there, staring at me in disbelief. Their features were twisted, fearful. I moved past them, Khufu slung over my shoulder like a sack of flour. His weight was nothing to me. I reached the edge of the pit and looked down into the abyss. No, that would not do. There must be another way.

      I turned back toward the others, and my shadow fell upon the wall, flickering with the light of the flames, and it brushed against a memory of a story of long ago. A story I had all but forgotten. A story I didn’t quite remember.

      “Luke,” Sekhmet squawked, and the fear in her voice was like sour candy. “Luke …” She shook herself, reminding me of a great dog shaking water from its back. “This way.” She pointed into the distance. Her voice had regained its usual calmness, but I still heard her fear, still tasted the candy in her words.

      I ignored it and inclined my head toward the spot she indicated. A low archway of golden metal gleamed in the firelight. Beyond it was more stairs. I did not like stairs.
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      I was at the bottom of the stairs a moment later. I glanced backward, but my companions were still a long way away. I heard them whispering among themselves but could not make out their words, even with my enhanced hearing. I had moved ahead because they smelled like fear, rancid and filthy. I did not like their fear. It concerned me.

      They were scared of me. It made me wary they would attack me. Try to destroy me. If that happened, I would be ready. I would not allow them to hurt me.

      No. I shook off that thought, banishing it to the back of my mind. They were my allies. I should not distrust them …

      I stood and sniffed the air. The stink of sulfur and ash was stronger down here. The air was so thick and humid that I could taste it. Wavy lines trailed off the black stone as I padded along. It burned me, but not enough for it to matter. My feet healed between each step.

      The path in front of me forked off, but they both smelled the same. I did not like this. I did not know which to pick.

      It would mean splitting up to explore both or committing to one that could wind up being folly if we stuck together. I already knew what the others would decide. They would decide to split. Only … only Khufu could not be trusted. That much was clear. He must stay with me.

      Yes. I must walk with the pharaoh into the path … only which one? Which path would be correct …?

      I crept forward and stared at the twin doors, one glittering like rubies cast from a fire, the other like freshly spilled blood. In the center of each door was the image of a man, the sun at his back and the moon at his front. He faced outward, hands outstretched. The same man upon both doors.

      I didn’t like it.

      I touched the blood door, and it felt hot and slick. I sniffed, and the smell of copper and rust came alive in my nose. No. I would not venture into the blood door. That left the other…

      I pressed my hand against it, and it shattered beneath my fingers, exploding into a trillion scintillating shards. They crashed to the ground with a sound so loud, it hurt my ears as it echoed across the room. One of my allies shrieked, but the sound seemed far away. Farther away than it should have. I fought the urge to turn. Instead, I watched the opening. My ears perked up, listening. The musky smell of snake filled my nostrils as I stared into the darkness.

      Snakes or blood. Neither were good choices. I shook my head and thought. The stone beneath my feet rumbled. Fire leaped upward from the abyss. The burning geyser splashed against the ceiling and sprayed outward, painting the room in dancing flames for the space of a moment.

      There was something inside the door. Just past where I could see. It had been revealed for the space of an instant. Skin black and mottled. Talons like a lion. Teeth like a crocodile. Eyes like the soul of hell itself.

      It watched from beyond the door. Its smirk had been daring. “Come,” its smirk had said.

      “Come, and I will feast on your heart.” The sound slipped from the tunnel, on the cusp of my hearing. It was lower than the belly of a serpent, scraping across the ground, slithering into my ears. It was a challenge, a boast. It did not think I would. “Come, and I will learn how heavy your soul has become.”

      “Choose blood if you dare,” it said. “Come if you wish to be judged.”

      “Luke, what is it?” Sekhmet called. She wasn’t as far away now, maybe a few yards away. I listened to her move, to her hit the bottom step and come toward me.

      “Something is in there. It smells like snakes and clings to the darkness.” Fire leaped again as I spoke, but the creature must have moved because I did not see it this time.

      Sekhmet came to my side and rested a hand on my arm. She stared into the darkness, her face a mask of determination. “I cannot see into the depths.” She looked up at me. “Maybe we should try the other door?” She turned toward the blood door, and as she reached her hand toward it, I seized her wrist. It was so small in my grip, so puny seeming. How could this girl be a god? How could she break darkness over her knee and be scared of me? How had she dared to fight me?

      “No,” I said. I released her because I knew she would not disobey. Not now. Not here. Her fear made her weak, and I was strong. I would lead.

      I stepped through the doorway, and the air hit me like a dank breath. The smell of reptiles permeated every inch of the space.

      “So, you come, Luke Peters?” it asked, still clinging to the darkness like a cowardly shadow.

      “I come,” I replied. I strode forward unafraid. I was strong.

      Something scrabbled across the stone, claws scraped at the rock. I did not turn away. I was not afraid.

      “Come out and judge me,” I said. “You will not find me wanting, shadow clinger.”

      “I do not cling to the shadows,” it spoke from the darkness.

      “Then step forth, lest I judge you.” My lips pulled back to reveal my fangs. “I shall find you wanting.”

      It struck. Quick as a flash and twice as deft. I did not move. I let it sink its teeth into my thigh. Pain like a million suns burned in my veins, but I pushed it away to die beneath the force of my will. Its paw lashed outward. I caught it, gripping it in one hand as I stared down into its beady eyes.

      I struck back. I drove my claws downward. The creature screamed, gilded blood splashing across my fur. It tried to pull away, but I held it fast. “You will let me pass.” I released it, and it scurried back into the darkness.

      The stink of wet gold filled the air along with its lack of response. I turned my head back toward the entrance.

      “Come,” I called.

      Sekhmet was by my side a moment later. She glanced at my leg but made no comment. Already it was healed over, the beast’s attack rendered meaningless.

      In the distance, something whispered, and Sekhmet called forth her flame. It filled the space in front of us, banishing the darkness. The creature lay on the ground a few yards away, golden ichor spilling out from a wound on its side. It was bleeding the same blood as Sekhmet. It was bleeding god blood.

      Its head was like a crocodile. Its body was huge, like a hippopotamus, but covered in golden fur like a lion. A mane fell around its head as it lay there, panting.

      “Ammit,” Sekhmet said, moving past me and kneeling next to the beast. “Why are you here?”

      “To see if he is worthy,” the beast replied. Its body shuddered as Sekhmet turned eyes of cold fury upon me. “He may pass.”
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      “Is there a problem?” I said, but it was hard because my throat was dry. I’d long since turned back into my human form, and as such was thirsty as hell. I licked my lips, trying to work up some moisture as Khufu swiveled his big head toward me.

      “No.” He shrugged as Aziza turned and stared at me, an odd expression on her face. Ahead of her, Sekhmet had stopped, but she hadn’t deigned to so much as turn around and look at me.

      “It kind of seems like there is a problem,” I said, waving my hands at them. “None of you have spoken in a while.”

      “There isn’t a problem.” Khufu raised an eyebrow at me, and as I went to reply, he turned back around. “Hey, Sekhmet, let me lead for a while.” He strode past Aziza. When he reached Sekhmet, he touched her arm lightly before moving past her. Still, the goddess did not move, remaining so still that it was like she’d become a statue.

      “Okay …” I said, not quite sure why everyone was so angry at me. Hadn’t I saved everyone from the skeleton hands and defeated the monster in the tunnel? “What’s going on?”

      “You almost killed Ammit,” Aziza said, still staring at me. Her voice was like mouse whispers, soft and scurrying over the distance between us.

      “Was that the thing in the tunnel?” I asked, walking up to her. She shied away, taking a step backward before catching herself and holding her ground.

      “Yes.” She followed up the word by nodding at me.

      “So?” I asked. “Wasn’t he a bad guy?”

      “I never can tell exactly how much you know about our culture, Luke. Do you even know who Ammit is?” She suppressed a smile so that her lips were a thin line with the very edges turned up.

      “I’ll take no for one hundred,” I replied, smiling at her.

      “I’m going to guess that just means you don’t.” She sighed and rubbed her face with one hand. “Ammit is divine justice given form. Think about that for a second. You almost killed the embodiment of the gods’ retribution.”

      “Um … okay?” I shrugged. “That’s bad why?”

      “Because you shouldn’t have been able to do it,” Sekhmet said, though she still hadn’t bothered to look at me. “That thing you became, that form … it reminds me of someone I knew long ago.” She shook her head minutely. “Luke, you should not be able to go toe to toe with a being like Ammit. He should have judged you and found you wanting. Not the other way around.”

      “Uh … why? Khufu dropped you pretty easily, and you’re a god.” Aziza stepped out of the way as I spoke, presumably so she wouldn’t be between me and the warrior goddess. It was probably a wise decision since this was clearly a discussion between Sekhmet and me.

      “It isn’t even close to the same,” Sekhmet replied as Aziza moved past her and joined Khufu. “I was not always a god. I was once mortal like you. I was one of the Menhit, but you may know them as the guardians. We were a caste of warriors given power in accordance to the creatures we were created to fight.” She whipped out her hand, and a glowing bow appeared in it. Flame licked across its surface so that it looked like it was hewn from fire. “This was my weapon, Nesert. In your tongue it means ‘the flame,’ and from it, I rained down arrows of sun fire upon my enemies. Long ago, it was inhabited by Hathor herself.”

      She turned and faced me, the bow still clasped in her hand as she stepped up to me and looked into my eyes. “I was mortal once and became a deity thanks to Ra. My power is an extension of his now. Ammit, on the other hand, is entirely different. He is a primordial force, Luke. Killing him is like killing good or cold or love. It shouldn’t be able to be done.” That’s when I realized her lips were trembling and gooseflesh had risen on her arms.

      “And it scares you that I almost did it.” I nodded once. “But does it scare you more because it was me or because it nearly happened?” I peered at her. “That’s not what I meant. What I meant was if Khufu or Aziza had done it, would you be this scared?”

      “Luke, what you’re not understanding is that they couldn’t have done it. Only you could do it, and I do not understand how.” She swallowed, and I had the urge to pull her against me, to hug her until she felt better, and I didn’t really know why because she was the god of war. Wanting to comfort her was silly, right?

      “After you hurt Ammit, remember what happened after Sekhmet and I were able to heal him? Where Khufu struck him with his full might,” Aziza said, her voice quiet like she was trying very hard not to be intrusive.

      “I sure do. My weapon shattered into dust, and the reverberation damn near broke my arm,” Khufu called over his shoulder. “And not only did you nearly rip him in half with your bare hands, but you healed the wound he gave you like it was nothing.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “So, what’s the problem?”

      “That kind of is the problem. Whatever you are, Luke, it’s stronger than I expected,” Aziza said, and this time fear threaded into her words. “That’s kinda scary.”

      “It’s not that, you fools,” Sekhmet cried, and her voice smashed into the walls around us and filled the huge hallway until it was nearly bursting. “You do not understand how the world, how the Menhit operate. We’re strong, but we’re only strong in proportion to our threats. The universe strives for balance. Monsters get strong, so the Menhit get stronger, it goes on endlessly. So, Luke, think about something. Think about what threat you have been around that was so strong the forces of balance would propel you to such power that you could hurt a creature like Ammit.” She swallowed, waving away that thought as though it was nothing. “Then think about what is so powerful, it requires a Menhit that powerful to stop it. Apep isn’t that strong.”

      She reached out and touched me lightly, the very tips of her fingers brushing along my arm. No sooner had she done so, she jerked her hand back like she’d been bitten. Her eyes opened wide, and her mouth sort of fell open. “No …” She backed away from me, tripped and fell on her butt. “He can’t be back…”

      She stared at me, not moving as Aziza and Khufu came toward us warily. They looked from the suddenly incoherent Sekhmet to me and back again in a strange sort of swivel that made a bad feeling settle in my stomach. If what she was telling me was true, had my wolf finally been able to communicate with me been because I’d encountered a huge threat? Where? When?

      “Sekhmet, if it isn’t Apep, then I can’t think of anything else that’s happened like that,” I said, peering at her. “No huge threats, magical or otherwise. Nothing that would cause what you say is happening to happen.”

      “The Destroyer has returned in your time, Luke. It is the only explanation even though it sounds impossible.” Sekhmet’s voice was barely a whisper. “How could he be back?” She stood, the movement jerky and sudden. She grabbed me by the shirt with both hands and pulled me down, so she was peering directly into my face. “Tell me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Sekhmet.”

      Her eyes were filled with fear, no, far worse than that, they were filled with hysteria. “Luke, it took the combined might of the Menhit to stop him last time. And even then, it was only because the gods stepped in to help. I fought him, not as a Menhit, but as a deity. I was nearly at my full strength, and I was but a fly before him.” Sekhmet swallowed and looked away. “And somehow, he is back, and that has caused us to get someone like you! He must be even stronger than I remember.”

      She flopped down on the ground and began sobbing. It was the most disconcerting thing I’d ever seen. Imagine standing before one of the most powerful, one of the most feared Egyptian deities, and she gets so scared she starts crying, actually crying. And yes, I know that should have scared me, but it didn’t.

      Instead, it just made me angry. I wanted to find this person, this one who could not be named, and I wanted to crush him beneath my heel, to punish him for hurting Sekhmet all those years ago.

      “Sekhmet, we don’t have time for this now,” Khufu urged, kneeling down next to her. “We need to find the staff before—”

      “It doesn’t matter. In fact, it might be better if we let Apep rise to destroy the world, maybe, maybe he could stop him … only … only I doubt it.” She shook her head and held up her hand. “I’m okay. It was just … it was only a few hundred years ago that he last rose, and the memory of my fallen comrades is still strong.” She stood, getting to her feet and turning away so she wasn’t facing any of us. “I will not shirk my duties.” She swallowed and stared into my eyes. “When you return to your time, you must stop the Destroyer. There is no other way.”
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      What do you even say to something like that? The Egyptian God of War told me that a guy so powerful he made mincemeat of the gods was alive in my time, and what’s worse, I had to stop him. How was I supposed to do that?

      It was a question I had been wrestling with since Sekhmet had told me, how long ago? I wasn’t sure exactly because we were wandering through some kind of maze with walls made of solid gold inlaid with gemstones the size of my fist.

      It struck me as sort of funny in a way. With as much gold as the Egyptians had, why did they consider it valuable? Of course, I guess it was entirely possible that it wasn’t actually valuable and was simply what they had lying around. That was a sobering thought.

      Still, Khufu didn’t exactly seem worried by the maze even though it was filled with statues of gods that loomed overhead like watchful guardians just waiting for the opportunity to come alive and squish us. In fact, he didn’t even seem to pay attention to where he was going. It was sort of infuriating.

      “I got this one too,” Khufu called cheerily as we approached a fork in the road. He glanced right for a second, then left and rubbed his chin. “Hmm … Eenie, meenie …” He pointed his finger from path to path. “Nah … let’s just go right, that seems right, right?” He smirked at me, and it made me want to smack him across his stupid face. “How’s that sound, Luke?” He shrugged. “Unless you disagree and want to go left. Left could be right, right?”

      “I’m going to kill you where you stand, mummy,” Sekhmet replied, fixing him with the same glare she probably used to make small mammals burst into flames. “We’ve been walking for over an hour and between your antics and his brooding,” - she cocked a thumb at me - “I’m not sure how much more I can take.”

      “Well, you can always leave,” Khufu replied as he sauntered down the right fork, twirling his hand over his shoulder. “You weren’t even invited. You’re more like the cart trailing on the end of our camel. You know, to carry the goods while we lead.”

      Sekhmet turned a shade of purple that reminded me of a crayon I’d had as a kid. Fury purple. It had come with a coloring book of action heroes, so all the colors had names like ‘Fistful of Justice Red’ and ‘Envious of My Power Green.’

      I wasn’t quite sure why Khufu was actively antagonizing Sekhmet, but he’d been doing it for nearly the entire journey through the maze. I shrugged and glanced at Aziza, but she wasn’t looking at me. Ever since Sekhmet had told us about the Destroyer, Aziza hadn’t so much as said a peep. It was a little weird. It was like she was worried, but I wasn’t quite sure why. It wasn’t like she had to go to my time and fight him, right? I sighed. Maybe she was worried about him coming to her time and killing everyone?

      Admittedly, I hadn’t been much of a conversationalist myself. I was still trying to figure out who it was. The problem was, I couldn’t think of a single person who seemed strong enough. That meant one of two things. Either the Destroyer was hiding his power, or Sekhmet was crazy. And sadly, I was pretty sure she wasn’t crazy … at least not in the ‘I’m going to make up a story about a super-strong bad guy in your time who is going to kill you’ way. Still, part of me sort of hoped she would turn around, punch me in the arm, and yell “Gotcha!” So far, she hadn’t.

      “Hey, Aziza.” I glanced at her. “Penny for your thoughts?”

      She didn’t even look at me. She just kept staring at her feet as she plodded forward. I looked from her to Sekhmet and Khufu, but neither of them seemed to be paying attention to me. Ignored, party of me.

      “Zeez!” I said a bit louder, and this time she looked up at me, face drawn into thought. She blinked a couple times at me.

      “Sorry, I didn’t catch that. Did you want something, Luke?” she asked, voice sort of empty and far off like she wasn’t really paying attention to me.

      “Yeah, I was wondering what you were thinking about,” I replied, throwing my best smile at her. Admittedly, it was the same one I used on girls walking their dogs at the park. I didn’t exactly have a huge repertoire of smiles.

      She stared at me, her unblinking amethyst eyes making me want to look away and let her go back to ignoring me. When I did not do so, she huffed out a short little breath.

      “Things,” she said and pointedly stared off into space.

      “What kind of things?” I asked, moving closer to her so I wouldn’t have to shout at her for her to pay attention to me.

      “Things that aren’t your business.” This time she glared at me, rather deliberately, I’ll add. It was only a slight improvement. Still, it was one of the only times she seemed annoyed with me.

      “Why is that?” I pried, reaching out toward her and taking her hand. I gave it a quick squeeze.

      “Because I don’t want to talk about it with you.” Her eyes swiveled to Sekhmet, then to Khufu. “Or them.”

      “So, you’re just going to keep walking and ignoring me? I mean, I know why I’ve been lost in thought. Sekhmet says some guy is alive who is going to break the world, and I’m supposed to fight him. That’s if I get back home alive, which near as I can tell, isn’t exactly a guarantee.”

      Aziza looked at me for a long time, and my breath caught in my throat. I couldn’t explain it exactly, but it almost seemed like she was studying me. And it wasn’t the studying me like I was a little strange. It was more the ‘how can a creature like you actually exist’ kind of staring.

      “You don’t get it, do you?” she asked me, voice so quiet that I was sure I was the only one who could hear it.

      “Um … evidently not,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure why. Have you ever noticed that when someone whispers to you, you naturally whisper back? Weird, right?

      “I’m scared, Luke.” There was an undercurrent of something in her voice, a little twang that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. She was scared, sure, but it was more than that.

      “Don’t worry, Zeez. I’ll protect you.” As soon as the words left my mouth, she turned away and stared at the damned wall again. It was filled with a mural that depicted peasants being thrown into a vat of boiling liquid. I wish I could say this was a particularly abnormal wall, but sadly, it wasn’t. I wasn’t quite sure who had thought it would be a smart idea to decorate the walls of an endless maze with scenes of torture.

      Then again, maybe that was to make it scarier? If it was, well, it was dumb. Every time I caught sight of a wall, anger filled me, and the urge to punch the torturers in the face made me frustrated because they weren’t actually here to punch. It had gotten so that I mostly just stared at the back of Khufu’s bald head. Only he had this mole that was really annoying for some reason.

      “I know you will, Luke,” Aziza growled at the wall because she wasn’t even looking at me. “That’s why I’m scared.” She shook her head. “I’m scared of what will happen to you. I’m scared you’re going to go through all this.” She waved her hands, indicating the maze. “And when you get home, some jackass is just going to smoosh you like a beetle.” She exhaled through her teeth. “It worries me because I actually really like you.”

      “Look, is what Sekhmet said about the Menhit true? That their powers rise to meet the nature of the threat?” When she nodded, I continued, “Then I should be strong enough to fight the Destroyer.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” She smiled for the first time in a long time. “There is definitely a chance you could win.”

      “Yep.” I smiled. “Look, the way I see it, if this Destroyer guy is so strong, I will either get strong enough to fight him by myself, or I’ll have help, right? Sekhmet did say that the last time he came around, the gods helped.” I put my hands up in front of myself and threw a few punches at the empty air. "Though I am looking forward to going at him mano-a-mano.”

      “I have plenty of faith in you, Luke. I think you can beat him. The ‘smooshed like a bug’ thing was sort of an exaggeration because I don’t think it will be an issue of strength.” She shook her head. “Look, you’re a sweet guy. I don’t want you to become something horrible to stop the Destroyer. I don’t want you to lose your humanity to stop him.”

      “So, the options are dying or losing my humanity?” I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “What about the option where I chew bubblegum and kick ass?”

      She looked at me strangely. “I’m not sure what bubblegum is, Luke. Is it helpful?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” I smirked. “I’m all out of it.”

      “Showtime!” Khufu yelled, glancing back over his shoulder. He was wearing a grin so wide it almost made me ignore the giant door glaring at me from in front of him. It resembled a sad kabuki mask, and near as I could tell, it was carved from a solid piece of stone that made me think of granite.

      Its eyes stared at me like a giant black vortex of suck, and the color around it faded into a dull monochrome that reminded me of a washed-out photograph. Was it absorbing color? No… that was impossible, right?

      I shook myself, tearing my eyes from the door’s baleful gaze and forced myself to look at Khufu’s stupid face. He nodded at me, making a sort of “uh-huh” noise.

      “See, I told you I knew exactly where I was going,” he called, voice unnecessarily loud.

      “So that’s where the staff is? Behind that door?” I asked.

      “Wouldn’t count on it,” Aziza mumbled, but I was pretty sure I was the only one who heard her.

      “Well, no, I mean maybe, but probably not.” Khufu shrugged. “Who’s to say in this crazy mixed-up world?”

      “So, what is behind the door?” I said as Sekhmet walked up to the door and placed her palm against its surface. She winced once, gooseflesh rising on her arms.

      “It’s cold,” she intoned. “Colder than I’d expect.”

      “Behind that door is the winter gate,” Khufu replied. “It’s also the only way out of this damn maze.”

      “The winter gate?” I asked. “Like with snow?”

      “No snow,” Khufu said, turning around so I was looking at the back of his stupid head. “Just a giant serpent made of ice. No biggie. This is Egypt, we don’t even like ice enough to have a god for it, eh?” He elbowed Sekhmet in the side, just barely brushing her with the tip of his elbow.

      She scowled at him. “Why is there an ice serpent in there?”

      “Because.” The word echoed from the door, the lips actually twisting to form the words. “Because.” The mouth opened, and a huge glacial tongue fell out and hit the ground. It rolled forward like an icy red carpet, mist trailing off of it in a freezing cloud of vapor.

      Within the darkness of the mouth, two glittering ice-blue eyes as big as cows were visible. Then the lights went out. It was lame. And also kind of cool. But mostly lame.
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      “Ice is dumb.” Sekhmet smiled, and flames the color of the sun leaped from her body. A torrent of light and heat exploded from her outstretched hand, sizzling in the crackling air and slamming into the mask’s icy maw like a blowtorch set on sunder.

      The eyes within the door went out in a flash of steam. The granite mouth cracked, splitting down the middle before falling to the floor and shattering like too-brittle ceramics.

      She moved forward, and each step actually melted the stone beneath her feet so that it was like watching a trail of molten footsteps. She passed through the doorway and turned, a satisfied smile on her face. “Feh, ice.” She shook her head. “This is Egypt, where the sky blazes with the heat of the noontime sun all day long, and the desert bakes the moisture from the earth.”

      A blast of winter erupted from the door behind her, smashing full into her back, but even as it did so, a cloud of super-heated steam rippled off of her, hammering into the stone around her with such force the room actually shook.

      Sekhmet glanced over her shoulder, still smiling as a giant white hand the size of a small bus grabbed hold of her. Its flesh bubbled and steamed as it jerked her into the darkness. There was a flare of orange light within, like the last dying gasp of a star. An icy blast of fog exploded from within the doorway, shrouding our room in ice and making the puddles of stone harden into misshapen globules.

      I moved toward the entrance as frost spread outward along the ground. The stone cracked beneath my feet, fracturing under the combined weight of my steps and the cold.

      “What the hell was that?” I cried, barely resisting the urge to plunge in after her. “And what did it do with Sekhmet?”

      “Oh, that?” Khufu asked, wiggling his frosty eyebrows at me. “That would be Frost. I don’t know if you have heard of her before, but she is the first ice dragon, an actual spawn of Wyrm himself.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, shoving him aside and peering into the darkness. Only … only I didn’t see anything. A breath of winter smacked me in the face, chilling me to the core of my being and freezing my blood in my veins.

      “A long, long time ago, the first dragon was birthed by the darkness, his horrible presence thrust upon the world. He was basically evil incarnate, and like all despots, he wanted to rule not just the darkness, but all things,” Aziza said, her voice strained and high-pitched. “That was impossible because the gods ruled over the elements, and well, pretty much everything else. So, he met with each of the seasons and birthed children to rule the different elements and crush the gods. Then he met with life and death and had more. This continued until his children turned on him, and with the help of the gods, destroyed him.”

      “So, you mean to tell me that the frost dragon in there was birthed to be a god killer?” I asked as a chill settled in the pit of my stomach.

      “Well, in so many words, yes.” Khufu nodded. “It’s why I wanted Sekhmet along. Now, we need to hurry past him before she, you know, buys the farm and the dragon decides it wants to eat us too.”

      “We can’t leave Sekhmet alone with the dragon. It could kill her. We have to help her,” I cried, and called on my wolf, but it was buried deep within me, huddled up on itself trying to keep warm. It looked at me with pleading eyes, begging me not to pull it into the unyielding winter. It would come, but it didn’t want to. Which was crazy, right?

      “Luke, why are you so worried about her? She’s tried to kill us, twice.” Aziza’s words were brittle sounding. She was giving me a look I didn’t quite understand. It was both crestfallen and angry at the same time.

      I opened my mouth to respond, and tell her, what? That everything inside me was telling me to rescue Sekhmet, who was a war goddess and didn’t need saving? Still … something … something in the irrational part of my brain was screaming at me to save her.

      Khufu shot me a glance that told me to keep my damn mouth shut. “You say that, but what I really hear is, ‘You’re right Khufu, this is our only chance to get past a giant dragon who eats fire gods for brunch and flosses with their bones.’” Khufu shouldered by me and moved into the room, his sandaled feet crunching on the ice. “You’re welcome.”

      “He’s right,” Aziza said, voice angry and annoyed. Before I could respond, I felt her hand on my shoulder. “Sekhmet will be fine because she’s a goddess.” She stared at me hard as my stomach twisted in knots. She was right, of course. Sekhmet was a goddess but leaving her to the dragon felt … wrong?

      “I might be able to do something …” I trailed off as her features tightened.

      “Besides, we have to get the Staff of Ra and awaken the sun god.” Her words were like glass, cutting deep and leaving me wounded and raw. “We don’t have time to go after Sekhmet. She would tell you to leave her.”

      “Yeah, I remember. Is that more or less important than the mummies we were supposed to recapture?” I cried, barely resisting the urge to shove her backward. “You know, the ones who wasted days of my time that could have been spent differently?”

      Aziza shot me an odd look. “Um … there are no more mummies. What do you think Anubis and I were doing? Playing kissy face like you and Bast? No, we took care of all the mummies.” Aziza glared at me hard enough to make me look away embarrassed.

      “Except me,” Khufu said, now so far into the darkness that I could barely see him. “You must like me.”

      Instead of replying, Aziza stepped past the threshold and into the icy cave. Not wanting to be the last one alone in a creepy Egyptian maze, I followed.

      The moment I was inside, I realized I could see fine. The walls were layered with glowing green ice, as though it was filled with incandescent algae that had somehow frozen in place while making light.

      Still, as I scanned around for clues to Sekhmet’s whereabouts, I realized I had no idea where she was. The place was littered with caverns and giant ice boulders. For all I knew, she was trapped in one of those rabbit holes, desperately fighting for her life while I was leaving her to die alone and in the cold. That was not the kind of hero I wanted to be.

      “This is not how heroes act.” My words came out in a frozen wisp of cold.

      “I’m not a hero,” Khufu called over his shoulder. He was standing in front of a giant iron gate. The metal was covered in layers of frost that made it look like someone had doused it with a firehose before fast freezing the still dripping metal. “I’m more of a lovable villain. Now, get over here before I leave you trapped in a world of unyielding, unending winter.”

      “You’re not lovable. Not even a little,” I said, smiling despite myself. I stopped next to him, and my eyes widened as I stared at the gate. “Wait … is that a keyhole?” Down on the left of the gate was what looked like an enormous keyhole, one that you’d need a key the size of an elephant trunk to open.

      “Yes, and I have just the thing,” Khufu replied and reached into the air next to him. It was weird to see, honestly, because half his arm just disappeared. He fished around for a while, biting his lip. After what felt like forever, he yanked his arm out of the space.

      Clutched in his fist was a jade key the size of an elephant trunk. It was covered in carvings that depicted elephants, of all things. They were pulling carts, dancing on balls, flying through the air on ginormous wings. It was nuts.

      “How in the hell?” I asked.

      Khufu looked at me and wiggled his stupid eyebrows. “Good thing I didn’t leave this in my other loincloth. That would have been embarrassing,” he said and held the key out in front of himself, brandishing it like a sword.

      “Let it go,” Aziza said, coming up beside me and putting a hand on my arm. I turned to look at her as Khufu raised his key high above his head. “It’s easier that way.”

      “Key of visions, grant me sight beyond sight!” Lightning exploded from the sky, which was crazy because we were inside, and I could actually see the ceiling. It was about twenty feet overhead and filled with glinting icicles. Still, somehow, an arc of blue electricity shot from the cloudless ice and hit the key in his hand. A huge reptilian eye opened in the center of the handle, and the key elongated. The handle widened, unfurling like a pair of leathery wings.

      “Are you being serious right now?” I said, but my voice was drowned out by the howling wind that whipped around us, stirring the snow up into little dervishes that pelted me with ice.

      “Luke, you’ll soon realize one thing. I’m always serious.” Khufu strode forward. His jade key gleamed like it was made of green starlight and slammed the tip into the keyhole. The ice shattered into a zillion scintillating shards that hit the ground with a sound that reminded me of the time our chandelier came loose during an earthquake and crashed to the wood floor some twenty feet below it.

      He pushed, his huge muscles straining, and as the key slid into the lock, the whole room seemed to let out a sigh. Khufu twisted, and the lock clicked open, the sound echoing across the frozen wasteland. Ice splintered out along the edges of the gate before the metal melted into a pile of glittering slag.

      “How do you like that?” Khufu called, and his voice was so loud in the sudden silence of the room that it was more than a little unnerving. Beyond the gate, the hallway lit up to reveal polished pink stone that reminded me of a room made entirely of taffy and cotton candy.

      Aziza began clapping, a sort of slow, lame thing that was more patronizing than not. “Awesome,” she murmured, and when I shot her a questioning glance, she shrugged at me.

      “After you, my lady,” Khufu said, sweeping into a weird bow. “And no, I’m not going to retrieve the key. If I do, the entire place will come down on us and kill us all. Besides, if somehow Sekhmet doesn’t, you know, get eaten by a giant god-eating dragon, I’d like for her to be able to follow us.” He shrugged.

      “Why Khufu, I didn’t think you cared?” Aziza said as she stepped past him into the cotton candy pink room.

      “Oh, I don’t,” he replied as Aziza vanished into nothingness. “But sometimes, I like people to think I do.” He waved to me as he jerked the key roughly from the keyhole and dove through the threshold just before the gate reformed, leaving me trapped inside.

      I watched him vanish from behind the icy metal as the room began to shake, and while I should have been angry, I wasn’t. Okay, yeah, it was annoying that he’d betrayed me, but I hadn’t wanted to leave Sekhmet behind. Now, I had the chance to find and save her.

      Then I could punch a Khufu-shaped hole in Khufu.

      I ran as fast as my legs would carry me toward the nearest cave as a giant icicle crashed into the ground inches away. I dodged another falling chunk of ice the size of a Buick, spinning my body to the left. It crashed into the icy floor, cracking it beneath my feet.

      My toes caught the edge of the crack and pain shot through my foot as I stumbled, windmilling my arms for balance. I regained it as an icicle pierced the space immediately behind me, and the shockwave of the impact threw me forward. I slid along the ice, my body careening sideways into the mouth of a cave.

      I hit hard on the frosty rim, my ribs cracking into the wall. My breath whooshed out of me, and for a second, I couldn’t remember how to draw another one. Little black dots swirled in my vision as the cave wobbled and shook.

      I tried to get to my feet and crawl away but found that I couldn’t. My hands were stuck to the ice. A breath of biting, glacial wind pelted me with razor-sharp sleet. Blood flowed down my body, crackling against the icy floor in sold chunks, somehow freezing before it hit the ground. How cold did that make it?

      Too cold.

      My teeth chattered, and I gritted them together. With a howl of rage, I tore my hands free, leaving more than a little skin stuck to the ground. The pain in my hands receded as I got to my feet and managed one wobbling step before the room roiled, throwing me farther into the cave.

      I hit hard on my back, and my head smacked into the ground. The sound of it echoed off the cave walls, sounding horrible enough to make my stomach churn. My vision went hazy around the edges as I stared up at the ceiling.

      A huge dagger of ice clung to the ceiling, wobbling dangerously. “Damn,” I wheezed, and as I tried to move, tried to get free of the ice and cold, it broke free.

      I didn’t actually feel the impact because it was so cold that I think it numbed my thigh completely. Either way, it left me pinned, unable to move because an icy spear held me in place. The edges of the wound were already blue and frosted over with cold. I tried to grab the ice with my hands, but I couldn’t feel my fingers.

      It didn’t use to be this cold in here. Why was it so much colder? I tried to swallow, tried to grip the ice, but I might as well have tried gripping a hippo with a pair of baseball gloves.

      Taking a deep breath, I moved to summon my magic, to create the fire Sekhmet had taught me. I could melt this ice, warm myself up, and find her.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. A fire might bring this entire place down on you.” As I tried to turn toward the voice behind me, I felt the icy touch of fingers on the back of my neck. “Let me help you instead. That will be easier on the both of us.”
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      The fingers of the thing grabbing me felt like a corpse dragging me down into hell, except it was much, much colder than that as I was pulled through the icy floor. I broke free a moment later, and as I fell through the room and slammed into the icy ground below, I realized I had found Sekhmet.

      She was suspended a few feet in front of me in a solid cylinder of ice that sort of reminded me of a scene from a movie. Her mouth was open, trapped in a soundless scream, her arms raised in front of her to ward off a blow. A horrible, purple bruise covered nearly half of her body.

      I’m not sure why, but the sight of her like that filled me with both rage and relief. Relief because, even though she was trapped in solid ice, I was pretty sure she was still alive. If I could just think of a way to free her, I knew she’d recover.

      The rage though, that was harder to quantify. Something about seeing her beaten filled me with such anger that I could barely see through it. Whatever had done this would pay for hurting her. Well, that was a surprising thought … Why was I so angry about it? I’d just met her a little while ago, and she’d tried to kill me … twice.

      I shoved the unhelpful thoughts away and tried to move. Pain flashed through my leg, ripping the breath from my lungs and making me cry out. After what felt like a year, the agony receded enough for me to open my eyes and stare down at my leg where it was pierced by the icicle.

      “I’d say, ‘So you’ve arrived,’ but that seems just like something someone should say to you when you wake up to sound ominous,” a voice that sounded like snowcapped mountains spoke in my ear. “I don’t want to sound ominous.”

      I spun to see a pale woman with sharp, Nordic features and long flowing hair so blonde it was nearly white clad in a tight-fitting blue gown. She lifted one white-gloved hand and taped her square chin once before smiling at me. Her teeth reminded me of a cave filled with icy death, all glinting and dangerous.

      “You won’t be able to move that leg for a while, I’m afraid. Guess I’ll have to keep you company. I look forward to it.” She moved toward me and touched the spot where the icicle had pierced me. There was a bright flash, and the icicle dissolved, leaving a huge hole in my leg. I could feel my body starting to heal the damage, but it was struggling.

      “Why?” I asked as the woman placed a blue bandage over my wound and exhaled on it, causing hard rime to coat the surface.

      “There’s ice in your blood. It will slow your healing abilities, but that bandage should help. It will suck all the ice from your blood, but alas, it is neither a quick nor painless process.” Her sapphire eyes glinted. “I do not envy you.”

      “Who are you?” I choked out my words in a fog of white mist.

      She took a couple steps away from me. Her footsteps were so dainty it made me think of ballerina princesses.

      “I am Frost, the first ice dragon.” She shrugged. “I have made my domain here, deep within the bowels of Egypt because I was like, ‘who would look for the ice dragon thought to have been destroyed by Wyrm in the bowels of Ancient Egypt.’” She poked me hard in the chest with one spindly finger. “Evidently, you would.”

      “You don’t really look like a dragon,” I said before I could stop myself.

      “I should think not,” Frost said, shrugging her delicate shoulders. “As I said, frost dragon hiding underneath Ancient Egypt.”

      “So … uh … why are you hiding?” I managed to say through chattering teeth as I rubbed my arms. Usually, cold tempertures didn’t bother me, but this was a whole different level of cold, and here I was wearing what amounted to a linen toga. I needed like four ski jackets.

      “Did you know that if you pin down a lobster in the ocean, it will start screaming?” Frost moved her hands to mimic holding one down. “These screams will draw other lobsters to its location, but not to help. They’ll systematically tear the screaming lobster apart.” She frowned at me, the edges of her lips tugging downward. “Dragons are like that, except most of us don’t need to hear you scream. My brothers and sisters only need to know that I’m here. Once they know, they will come to tear me apart.” She shut her eyes as a shiver wracked her body.

      “So, you’re hiding from your family here?” I asked, and the thought was strangely sad. “So they won’t kill you?”

      “Indeed.” Frost quirked her head. “So why are you here?”

      “I was led down here because we were trying to find the Staff of Ra … only our guide was an evil pharaoh, and he trapped me in your domain, along with her.” I jerked my thumb at Sekhmet. “I guess I’m sort of here to rescue her.”

      Frost’s face remained impassive for so long, that for a moment I wondered if she had heard me. Then, without saying a single word, she spun on her heel and sashayed across the icy floor, her blue stilettos clicking. When she reached the far wall, she pressed her hand against the ice. It swirled, reminding me of a vortex that got steadily bigger.

      It shattered, spitting flecks of snow into the air that drifted lazily downward. Within the hole in the wall lay a blackened gnarled branch. While both ends were carved into hands, one was empty while the other clutched a sapphire as big as a softball.

      Frost reached in and grabbed hold of the branch in the center, her white glove a startling contrast to the black wood. She turned, pulling the staff free and held it out in front of herself, pinched between her thumb and forefinger.

      “Why would you want this?” she asked, tossing it underhand to me. It sailed through the air, disturbing the still falling snow.

      “To awaken Ra.” I reached out and caught it. Warmth spread out over my flesh, warding off the chill. I watched in amazement as the blue faded from my fingernails.

      “Well, you can’t awaken Ra without the other eye of Ra.” Frost gestured toward the empty hand. “And I doubt my brother is going to give up that rock easily. Then again …” Frost tapped her chin again. “I heard he lost it in a game of chance so maybe you can get it from the new owner, assuming that rumor is true.”

      “Wait, why did you have the staff in the first place?” I asked as I touched the tip of the staff to my wounded leg. A wave of euphoria surged through me, and I swear to God, images of flowers and singing birds flashed through my brain. There was a flash of blue-white light, and the bandage fell off. Beneath it, my skin was as normal as it ever had been. I sat up, and it didn’t hurt. Score.

      “Ra entrusted me to guard it for two reasons. No one else knew I was here.” She held up one finger. She added the second finger. “And who would be dumb enough to fight the frost dragon for it?” She threw an annoyed glance at Sekhmet. “I’m quite powerful as you can see.”

      I swallowed. “So … uh … why are you giving me the staff?” I asked, already hoping the answer wasn’t “because I’m going to eat you now.”

      “Why not? Is there a reason I shouldn’t trust you?” she asked, sidling up to me and sitting on the bench next to me, a little closer than I’d have expected. “Should I make you pay for it in some way? Is there anything you have that could possibly interest me?”

      I’m not sure what the look on my face was because a second later she pushed me lightly on the shoulder. “The short answer is ‘you have nothing I want,’ but I expect you will. There’s something about you that’s making a chill run down the back of my neck, making the hair stand up just a little.” She wiggled, brushing my shoulder with hers. “It’s positively electric.”

      “Okay …” I murmured, not sure how to respond to that. It was starting to seem like every supernatural entity that came near me was trying to get all up in my business. It was a little disconcerting, though admittedly if they were all as attractive as Frost, I’d be all for it.

      I shook the thought away and looked down at the staff in my hand. It hummed with power, and while I can’t describe what it was like holding it very well, it was sort of like having a cage full of bloodthirsty tigers and knowing I could press a button that would release them upon my enemies. Only like times a billion.

      Frost leaned forward and pulled off one of her gloves. Her fingernails were like polished glass, and the skin of her hand was so pale it was like freshly poured milk with veins of sapphire running through it.

      She touched my cheek with one naked finger and gooseflesh sprouted on her skin. She shivered, eyes going a little glassy. “Electric …” she murmured, licking her lips. Before she could do more, I slid off the bench. My feet hit the ground with a sort of wet crunching sound as the snow crackled beneath me.

      I glanced at Frost, but she was still sitting there, a dreamy look on her face. It was weird because she was essentially staring at empty space. A very small part of me wondered what was on her mind, but about ninety-nine-point-eight percent of me really didn’t want to know. I looked around the ice cave, noting how it had no obvious exits and let out a small sigh.

      I turned and stared at Sekhmet trapped within her frosty tomb, and somehow, I knew that the staff could release her. The thought crept along the back of my eyes like an icy spider. I could save her, and if I could, I would.

      “I’m going to let her out now,” I said, raising my voice just a touch, and surprisingly, my words bounced off the ice and reverberated in the room.

      Frost didn’t so much as blink. Which was a little weird, I’ll be honest.

      “Okay …” I mumbled to myself and reached out with the staff. The moment the sapphire touched the ice, cracks webbed across its surface, reminding me of the one time I’d thrown a baseball and hit my neighbor’s windshield on accident. That had taken a long time to work off, and let me just say, cleaning a pool in my swimsuit in front of a sixty-year-old lady was not exactly an enjoyable experience, even though my father had insisted it ‘built character to work off one’s debts.’

      The ice crashed into the floor with a sound like an avalanche. Sekhmet fell forward, slumping into my arms. Her lips were blue, and her skin was so cold that just touching her made moisture crystalize along my arms and clothing.

      A short, wheezing breath wisped out of her lips as she nuzzled her head against my chest like a cat. I pulled her closer, allowing my warmth to seep into her because what was I supposed to do? She grabbed hold of me with hands that numbed my flesh and pulled herself against me, lips barely moving. “You saved me, Luke,” she murmured.

      I wrapped my arms around her, and she snuggled closer, her lips slightly parted, eyes closed. I hadn’t noticed how beautiful she actually was. She wasn’t hot, exactly, but there was something about her that made me want to hold her close and never let go. Now wasn’t the time or place for it though.

      Taking a quick glance at Frost, I let out a sigh of relief. She didn’t seem to have noticed us, probably because she was lying on the bench I’d occupied, staring at the ceiling. I wasn’t sure whether or not she’d snapped out of whatever weird funk she’d gotten himself into, but I was mostly happy she was leaving us alone. Now … how to escape?

      I shifted, picking up Sekhmet and cradling her against my chest like a baby with one arm. She wormed against me, stealing all my heat, sucking it out of me in an instant and leaving me shivering. It was a little weird because I could feel warmth traveling from the staff in my other hand through my chest and into her like an electric current coursing through my body.

      That’s when I realized I was holding her with one arm, and she felt light as a feather. Was it the staff? Or was she just light? I mean I’d never carried her before so for all I knew, goddesses actually weighed nothing. Either way, I wasn’t about to ask her what she weighed.

      Her eyelids flickered open, and in her pupils, I could see just the faintest trace of burning embers.

      “Thank you, Luke,” she whispered, and her breath was weak on my neck.

      “Don’t mention it,” I replied, swiveling around so I could survey the room. Unfortunately, the room remained stubbornly exit free.

      “I will not mention it again,” she replied, lips curling into a faint smile. Her eyes fluttered closed again.

      I stared at her for a moment and shrugged. That had been a weird exchange …

      I shook off the feeling that I’d inadvertently done something foolish and walked up to the nearest wall.

      “Well, here goes nothing,” I said to myself because the goddess in my arms was sleeping and the dragon was, for whatever reason, trapped in a me-induced stupor.

      I touched the staff to the wall. Nothing happened.

      “Well, damn,” I muttered, glaring up at the ceiling. “Can’t you guys just help me out once?”

      The jewel on the staff pulsed, and I was sucked through the ceiling.
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      Sekhmet and I were spat out on a black metal grate that reminded me of a video game I’d played. It had fire spitting out from beneath the slats and a huge demon-creature with a giant bloody hook and everything. Thankfully, the demon didn’t seem to have noticed me.

      I hopped to my feet, leaving Sekhmet slumped against my leg, and pointed the Staff of Ra at the creature.

      “Stay back,” I said, and my words were more determined than I meant them to be. I waved the staff, not sure how to make it do something.

      The demon looked up from his workbench, his six beady black eyes squinting as his emerald-green jowls curled into a confused sort of “o.” He cocked his head, regarding me closely as his horned helmet fell over his eyes. He reached up, pushing the helmet backward with one three-fingered hand. It must have pushed too hard though because the helmet slid off his head and hit the ground with a loud clang.

      “Who are you?” he asked in a high-pitched squeak that reminded me of the voices given to small woodland creatures in movies.

      “I’m Luke,” I replied, having nothing better to say. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Likewise,” the creature said before shaking himself like a shaggy dog. “Where are my manners? Do you want something to drink? Or are you hungry?”

      “Um … no,” I replied despite the sudden rumble in my stomach.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, spinning and pulling out a giant gleaming platter covered in what looked like bloody meat. “I have meat. It isn’t cooked yet.” He gestured toward the grate. “But all I have to do is throw it on the grill and pull this lever. It won’t take but a minute.”

      That’s when he noticed Sekhmet laying on the ground next to me. Her eyes were open, and she was staring at the huge creature with horror plastered across her face.

      “We’re screwed …” she muttered. “Now, help me up.”

      She reached out with one hand, and I took it, pulling her to her feet. She squeezed my hand and took a wobbly step forward, shielding me with her body.

      “Hi, Tom,” she said, her voice loud and strained as she stood before the demon, clutching my hand for balance even though she wasn’t wobbly anymore. Still, I wasn’t about to protest even if we were about to be eaten by a monster. If she wanted to hold my hand, I was cool with that. More than cool with it, actually.

      All the eyes on the left side of Tom’s face widened into trashcan lids while the ones on his right side narrowed into thin, angry slits as they fixed upon Sekhmet’s and my intertwined hands.

      “Sekhmet,” he mumbled and put the platter of meat down on the bench beside him. That was when I noticed the ginormous cleaver just inches from his now twitchy fingers. “How are you?”

      “Cold,” she replied as she moved forward, pulling me along with her. As she stepped across the super-heated grill, the flames seemed to die down so that as I followed behind her, the metal was about the temperature of lukewarm bathwater on my bare soles. “I’ve had a long day.”

      He glanced at her hand entwined with mine once more, and the smile on his face slipped just a touch. “Would you care for a refreshment? Heated chocolate perhaps?” He spun back to his workstation and rummaged around for something. His huge back blocked my view, which was a little disconcerting because he was wearing a thong, and his huge green butt cheeks were, to put it mildly, quite disgusting.

      He spun back around with a huge, industrial-sized bag of marshmallows in one hand and two five-gallon buckets filled with steaming black liquid. He moved toward us, walking gingerly on his warty, three-toed feet so as not to spill a single drop of fluid from his buckets.

      When he reached us, he held up the two steel buckets, offering them to Sekhmet. “Sorry, I’m out of beer, but I have marshmallows.” He waggled the bag in front of her.

      She released my hand and snatched the bag from him and looked into the bucket on her right. I stared down at my hand. It suddenly felt cold and empty. I sighed and, not having anything better to do with it, shoved it in my pocket.

      “I’m going to take this but know that I still remember what happened last time,” Sekhmet said, glaring over the steaming bucket at Tom.

      “Look, I didn’t know it was going to turn you into a toad.” Tom shrugged sheepishly. “At least not for that many years …”

      “It turned you into a toad?” I asked as Sekhmet poured the entire bag of marshmallows into her bucket. I’m not sure how, but none of them fell onto the floor.

      Without so much as an acknowledgment of my question, she unhinged her jaw like a snake and emptied the contents of the bucket inside. She dropped the empty bucket on the floor, and it rolled across the grate. She grabbed the other one from Tom.

      “I get both,” she added before dumping it into her gullet as well. Then she burped loud enough to actually shake the room. It was so ladylike.

      I tore my eyes away from her as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Tom was looking at her with a mixture of shock and disgust plastered across his fat face.

      “Must you always be so disgusting?” he asked.

      “Okay,” I said, holding my hands out in front of me and gesturing unconsciously with the staff. “What the hell is going on here?”

      Tom’s eyes went huge as he fixated on the empty hand at the end of the staff.

      “Your staff is broken. I have just the thing,” he said, and before I could even say a word, he clomped back across the room and started rummaging in a giant iron chest beside his work table.

      He spun around, a ruby the size of my head in his hand. “I won this in a poker game a while back, and it seems like it might be the right size.” He reached out toward the staff. “May I?”

      His fingers closed around it, and he tugged it out of my hand without waiting for an affirmation.

      “What the—” I was suddenly cut off by Sekhmet’s hand over my mouth. Tom looked up at us as she gave me a “don’t say a word” look.

      “Don’t mind him,” she said, voice not even slightly strained.

      “Yeah, don’t mind me.” I shrugged.

      “Oh,” Tom replied, his gaze lingering on us for a long while before he went back to fitting the ginormous gemstone into the staff’s hand. It finally slid into place with an audible pop. A flash of scarlet light filled the room, making spots dance across my vision. When my eyesight cleared, Tom was holding the staff out to me.

      “I fixed it,” he said, waggling it in front of me. “Here you go.”

      I took it. I mean, what else could I do? The moment I touched it, power surged through me again, exploding through each and every cell in my body and turning them into overdrive. Before it had been like a strong cup of coffee. This was more like someone dumped one of those five-hour energy drinks into my triple espresso and served it to me with a side of Red Bull.

      “What do we say, Luke?” Sekhmet asked, glancing at me and nodding her head very slightly.

      “Uh … thank you?” I offered, unsure of what else I could say. Admittedly, it was hard to even say those words because I was pretty sure the air was talking to me, whispering in my ears and willing to divulge all of its secrets if only I listened just a little more …

      “You’re very welcome,” Tom said, grinning from lack of ear to lack of ear. That’s when I realized that instead of teeth he had a mouth full of baleen. He caught me staring and winked at me with one of his eyes. “Now I’ll be seeing you around, Luke.” He nodded to Sekhmet. “Wife.”

      My jaw dropped as I stared at the thing before me. I couldn’t even speak, couldn’t form a rational thought. The only thing that went through my mind was, “This is Sekhmet’s husband?”

      “Husband,” Sekhmet replied, reaching out and touching his shiny green arm with her fingertips. “Thank you.”

      He smirked, all six eyes fixing on her. “Don’t mention it,” he replied, and her cheeks got as red as a pair of coals freshly snatched from the fire. Then he jerked on a huge lever a few feet above his head. I hadn’t even seen it before. The floor beneath us opened up, and we fell through the grates into the fire below.

      Only … only it wasn’t like any falling I’d done before. The air currents swept us up, buffeting us as we fell so it was more like gliding. It was actually kind of fun.

      We touched ground about thirty minutes later in a giant throne room. It was so large it actually reminded me of that room you see on television when the president talks. Sitting on a throne made from bones was an ancient man with skin the color of old dust. His face was fixed on the two wriggling figures in front of him.

      I follow his gaze to the two people, and my breath exploded from my lungs. Lying there bound and gagged in black chains were Khufu and Aziza. They struggled, writhing in their chain cocoons. Beside them was a man I recognized from my visions with Thoth as Imhotep. He looked over at me and smirked.

      “Hello, Lucas,” Imhotep called, waving at me with one hand. “Glad you could make it.”

      “What have you done to them?” I replied, momentarily ignoring the fact that Khufu had ditched me and left me to die in a giant ice cave. It wasn’t like he’d been the one to impale me to death in a vision shown to me by Thoth.

      “Me?” Imhotep asked, touching his chest with his bony fingers. “I haven’t done anything … yet.” He laughed, a sort of evil warble that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up and a chill settle in my belly.

      Imhotep smiled, revealing a mouth with exactly three teeth and pulled a flute from the pocket of his dusty green tunic. He put the instrument to his lips and blew a cord that was mostly whistling.

      “Oh no,” Sekhmet said and swallowed hard, her entire body rigid as she pulled her bow, Nesert, from the nothingness in front of her. Imhotep kept playing, and with each note, the feeling of dread in my belly increased.

      “What’s going on?” I cried as moments before the roof of the room exploded, raining black rock down around us. I’ll admit, I was slightly relieved that I hadn’t been crushed by all the rock, but every time a piece fell more than a few feet, it disintegrated into thick, black smoke.

      The old man in the throne seemed unconcerned with what was going on as the smoke above our heads cleared to reveal the huge fanned head of a cobra as black as pitch.

      “So, we meet again, Lucas,” Apep hissed, his huge serpentine body snaking down into the room and filling it with choking black smoke. “And you brought me the staff. How nice of you.”
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      “What do you plan on doing with that, Sekhmet?” Apep asked, his huge black tongue snaking out of his mouth to taste the air.

      The goddess took a deep breath, her face fixing with resolve. “Shooting you in the face.” She raised her bow and fired, but as she did, Imhotep raised a hand. A frigid blast of cold rippled through the air, extinguishing her arrows before they got anywhere near Apep.

      “You’ll never be strong enough to pierce my priest’s magic,” the snake god chortled. “Your power is nothing.” It turned its huge head toward Imhotep. “Go ahead and take her, Imhotep. She is yours as I promised.”

      Imhotep shifted his gaze toward us, and even from here, I could see him looking upon us with a manic glee. “Thank you, my lord.” The priest turned on his heel and stepped over Khufu who still struggled in his chains despite the fact that it seemed to be having no effect whatsoever.

      As Imhotep made his way toward us, he shot one glance over his shoulder at the huge serpent. “What if she resists?”

      “Then destroy her,” Apep’s voice spread out over the room in an unending wave of darkness. “She is no match for you.”

      Imhotep rubbed his hands together greedily with a look in his eye that turned my stomach. “I have waited a long time for this, girl.” He licked his lips as Sekhmet screamed, the sound so loud it damned near shattered my eardrums.

      Flame exploded outward from her in a wave that melted the stone as her face once more became that of a lion. Her talons extended, glinting in the light of the room as flame danced along her flesh.

      “You dare call me weak?” she snarled, and before I could say or do anything, she pounced on Imhotep and slammed him bodily into the ground. The priest’s head smacked against the ground so hard it split like an egg, spilling blood and brain matter across the ground.

      Only, that didn’t seem to faze the priest much. His hand lashed out, and he caught hold of Sekhmet’s left wrist as she went to rake him with her claws. Frost began to spread out along her flesh, and she shrieked in pain. That’s when I realized the problem. She was still weak from the fight with Frost, and even worse, Imhotep was so close to Apep he could keep drawing on the snake god’s power.

      Sekhmet seemed to realize it at the same time because she looked at me and bared her teeth. “Luke, I’m going to teach this bastard a lesson. You take Apep.” She winked at me. “I believe in you.”

      “Right,” I said as the ground beneath them melted into slag, revealing a portal of molten energy that reminded me of the gateway we’d used to step into Anubis’s lands.

      “No!” Apep cried as Sekhmet pulled him down through it, and I felt a wave of dark power flash by me, but instead of actually, you know, striking the ground, the blast found only stone. Molten rock and debris went everywhere as Apep roared in fury.

      “What have you done?” he snarled as I swung around to face the giant snake god. Only he wasn’t there anymore. With his priest gone, he had reverted to something like human form.

      Smoke curled off a bald man with skin like polished ivory, but even still, he felt strong. He’d been weakened, but maybe not that much.

      He stood then and met my eyes. He wore a pristine set of blood red armor that covered his arms, shoulders, and legs, but left his midsection completely bare. His eyes burned like scarlet fire as he raised one black-nailed hand and made a ‘give it to me’ gesture. When I didn’t comply, his cobalt lips curled into an amused smirk. “Give me the staff, wolf. If you do, I will spare you a most terrible death.”

      “Not happening,” I growled, taking a step back as the old man in the throne watched me with dull grey eyes.

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” Apep said, his voice whipping around me like the winter wind. Only … only I had felt the winter before. Cold, remorseless, and hungry. This was not that winter. This was but a pale imitation.

      I held the staff out in front of me, brandishing it like a weapon. “Be gone, snake!” I cried, and fire leaped from my mouth, scalding the air between us. Apep waved his hand, and the flames died away. The light in the staff faded just a touch.

      “Yummy,” he replied, shivering. “Give me more, Luke. Give me all you have.”

      “I’ll give you more!” Khufu cried. His ridiculous elephant key smacked into Apep’s skull. Black smoke spewed from the wound as the god reached up and touched the injury, regarding it with the same curiosity one might use toward a giftwrapped package from an unknown relative.

      He reached out and touched the key with one finger. It evaporated into a hiss of emerald smoke. The wound fading as he grabbed Khufu by the throat.

      “Interesting,” was all Apep said. He squeezed so hard the pharaoh’s head actually popped off his shoulders, shooting into the air like a cork from a champagne bottle. Blood and slime fountained into the air as Apep dropped the messy body. Somehow, his clothing and hand were still pristine.

      “Now then,” the snake god said, making a washing motion with his hands. “You were going to give me the staff.”

      “Luke!” Aziza cried, and her voice was so faint I could barely hear it over the pounding in my ears. “Give me the staff! Quickly!” I almost couldn’t comprehend the words as I stared at Khufu’s body.

      I looked up at the snake god, and all I saw was rage. “You …” I said, and the word was like sewage in my mouth. “I needed him.”

      “You need him to go home. I know.” Apep shrugged. “I will return you home, Luke.”

      I stopped. My fury vanished in a wave of confusion. I looked at him for a long time before turning my gaze to the glowing staff in my hand. Could I do it? Could I give the staff to Apep in exchange for a ride home? After all, the mummies were all gone …

      “You can trust me, Luke. I swear on chaos itself. If you give me the staff, I will send you home. I will offer no tricks in this matter. You will be back in your time within one of your human minutes.” As he said the words, thunder shook the room and lightning exploded from overhead. I turned my eyes upward, staring at the swirling black clouds above because the temple no longer had a roof. All around me, darkness raged like a tempest, and still, I contemplated.

      “Luke, please!” Aziza cried, and her voice sounded so far away I could barely hear it.

      “Silence, Jailer!” Apep’s head twisted around so he was staring at Aziza. She stood there, looking like a pathetic drowned rat. She was covered in black goo, and her hair was plastered to her skin, and with a flick of his wrist, linen ropes rose from the ground, binding her in place.

      “Luke, get the staff to Ra! It’s the only way,” she cried, trying to break free of the ropes and failing.

      “Do not listen to the jailer, Luke. She cannot get you back home.” A thin-lipped smile spread across Apep’s face. “I, unlike my brethren, deliver. I always deliver. I am the darkness that engulfs all light. The cold that steals away all heat. The vast emptiness that swallows all things. I am unavoidable and forever. I do not need lies or trickery. I am inevitability.”

      Apep reached out, his hand extended toward me. “Give me the staff, Luke. I will trade you whatever you wish. I will even give you the jailer too if that is what you desire.” He turned, gesturing at her, and her clothes vanished into black smoke, leaving her standing there naked and exposed before me. Apep smirked, turning his serpentine gaze back to me. “She will do whatever you wish, Luke. I can make it so.”

      A million thoughts swept through me all at once, and I realized that, at this moment, I could ask for anything and everything and it would be granted. I could go home, could be a king, could be a super-powerful god … I could have any woman or all women … I shook my head as a smile spread across my face. I was never really interested in that sort of thing …

      “No!” I said, and as I said the word, one weight lifted off my shoulders and another heavier one settled in its place. It was the weight that came with knowing I wouldn’t be going home. Not if I wanted to stop this demon anyway. But, strangely, as I had that thought, I knew it to be right. This was why I was here. To stop Apep from rising. The clarity of it was overwhelming.

      I brandished the staff once more, and this time, the flames glowed like melted gold and sun fire. They hit Apep in a wash of heat, flinging him backward. He hit the ground hard, his body destabilizing into a cloud of particles that buzzed like angry hornets.

      It reformed a few feet away, only his skin was covered in mottled black scales, and his features were decidedly more reptilian. “You cannot keep that up forever, Luke. No matter how strong you think you are, I am immortal. A defeat today means nothing to me, for I am eternal.”

      “I know you, Apep,” I said, taking a step forward, the staff blazing like lightning in my hand. Light flowed around me like a shroud, banishing the shadows around me into the corners of the room. “We both know that you cannot win. There must always be balance. If you are strong, then Ra must be strong. Those are the rules set down from before time.”

      I threw the staff at the ground. It shattered, exploding into a million flitting wisps of light that flapped through the air like liquid butterfly wings. The room brightened as the first rays of sunshine broke through the darkness above. Sunlight slammed down into the ground all around us, the temperature rising so suddenly, it was like breathing in fire.

      One ray struck the throne with the old man. He lit up like a Christmas tree, throwing colors every shade of the rainbow into the air and painting the room like a disco ball. I covered my eyes from the glare as the man rose, not as a spindly old geezer, but as a solid black, featureless mass of muscle and sinew.

      He stepped from the throne and the light flowed with him like water. His skin was like blackened embers, and his eyes blazed like the sun. His beard was like living flame, shooting wisps into the air around it. The space around him shimmered in wavy lines as he stepped off the dais, the staff inexplicably in his hand. The gemstones glowed like neon lights, banishing all the shadow from the room.

      “Begone, Apep,” the figure commanded, and the room around us shook. More sunlight filtered through the clouds and dissolved the smoky darkness left behind by the snake god.

      “Ra, give me the staff,” Apep snarled, leaping to his feet and striding toward the figure. “If you don’t, I’ll swallow you whole.”

      “Even if you do, I will just cut myself from your stomach and rise again,” Ra said in a voice like the purest sunrise.

      Apep stopped, considering this. “Our conflict is inevitable, brother.”

      “Maybe so,” Ra replied. “Maybe it will not end here and now. Maybe one day, you will gain the upper hand, but today is not that day.”

      “So you say,” Apep said, and as he spoke the words, he dropped to his knees and pressed both of his hands to the stone floor. Black energy exploded up into the air, filling the room with dancing shadows.

      Ra peered at Apep, confusion filling his dark features. “What are you doing, brother?”

      That’s when I realized what was happening. “Watch out!” The words had barely left my lips when the portal opened up behind Ra like a huge towering purple pustule. Thick black veins crawled across its surface like wriggling worms.

      Apep whirled, flinging both of his hands outward with so much force that a sonic boom ripped through the air, the shockwave enough to throw me off my feet. Darkness exploded from his palms, slamming into the sun god full force and flinging him backward. He didn’t go very far, but he didn’t have to go far.

      Ra struck the portal, and with a flash of light, he and the staff vanished completely. The portal disappeared a moment later.

      “And so begins my reign.” Apep smiled, turning his serpentine eyes on me. “You performed your part perfectly, Lucas.”

      I looked out and spotted Khufu’s body, still leaking fluid onto the stone. I turned and stared at the spot where Sekhmet had vanished and felt anger fill me. Apep had defeated all of us without even trying, and what’s worse, Aziza was looking at me like she still expected me to do something. And, more than anything, I wanted to do something.

      “Luke, we should go …” my wolf pleaded in my ear. “We must return to our people … You must be ready before the Destroyer awakens …”

      “We can’t leave it like this …” I replied as a burst of anger surged through me. I was suddenly so angry I couldn’t see straight. “This will not stand. This cannot stand.”

      My wolf looked at me for a long time before licking its lips. “That is true,” he said. “Apep should be punished.” I felt a surge of power rise in me as I settled my eyes on Apep.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Apep.” I took a step toward him. “Your reign doesn’t start today. It ends today.”

      “You still wish to fight? Interesting. Perhaps, I have misjudged you.” He nodded once. “Then again, it is easy to say that when you have no way home. What if you did? What if I still offered to send you back?” Apep waved a hand, and another portal popped into existence a few feet in front of Aziza. “That will take you home, Luke. No harm, no foul. Memories one hundred percent intact.” He grinned. “Hell, you can take the priestess with you.”

      “Okay,” I said and took a deep breath. I walked up to the portal so that I was standing next to Aziza.

      “Luke,” she said, her face full of anger as the ropes binding her melted away. “I don’t blame you for leaving, but I can’t go with you … I have to find a way to stop him…”

      She looked up at me, eyes rimmed with tears. One dripped down her cheek and spattered on the floor. I followed it with my eyes and looked up at her.

      I leaned in close and hugged her, and as she hugged me back, I whispered in her ear. “I would never leave you to face him alone, Aziza.” I reached out toward the portal behind her and could feel its power, but what’s more, I could feel the very fabric of time, the very essence of what is, was, and would be. And somehow, someway, it was mine for the taking.

      “Really?” she asked, and her voice was choked and hoarse.

      “Yes.” I nodded right before I seized all the power I could and whirled around, flinging it at Apep.

      The portal shattered, distorting the space it had once occupied as a blast of energy leaped from my outstretched fingers. It slammed into Apep’s chest, flinging him backward against the far wall with so much force his body exploded like a bag of black paint.

      The whole of the world seemed to slow down then, and for one blissful moment, the world was quiet, and while I knew it wasn’t over for good, I knew one thing. Apep hadn’t seen that coming. Not by a longshot.

      Then Aziza threw her arms around me and hugged me as tightly as she could.
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      “You didn’t think that’s how I would die, did you?” Khufu asked. His voice startled me so much, I nearly blasted him into a puddle. Thankfully, I didn’t. That might have been bad. Or it wouldn’t have been. I wasn’t exactly sure what would happen if I blasted the mummy since apparently getting his head popped off did nothing.

      I spun to see Khufu standing there with his stupid toothy grin on his face. His body was spattered with gore, but his head was attached, and honestly, he didn’t look like a guy who had just gotten decapitated.

      “How?” I asked, still staring at him. He smirked and cracked his neck. The sound seemed very loud in the nearly empty throne room.

      “I’m already dead,” he replied, waving his hand dismissively. “I know, I look pretty good for a dead guy, right? Also, sorry about locking you in the frost room with an ancient dragon, but I had to give you a chance to get the staff while I kept Imhotep busy. I’d have told you the plan, but honestly, would you have listened?”

      “Probably not,” I said, annoyed that he had played me like a fiddle. Still, it was hard to be annoyed at him because it did seem to fit his personality. Besides, he’d had my back, and that was what was most important.

      “See, I knew you’d see things my way.” He moved between Aziza and me. Throwing his arms around our shoulders, he began leading us toward what seemed like an exit. I hoped it was a considerably shorter journey out of here. “Which is why I’m just going to assume you’ve forgiven me.”

      “Is that so?” I asked. “How do you know I won’t kill you where you stand? I’m a werewolf, we’re prone to fits of rage like that.”

      “First, you need my help to find where Sekhmet took Imhotep. Secondly, I have this.” He opened his free hand to reveal an amethyst scarab pendant exactly like the one that was the source of Aziza’s powers. “Consider it a peace offering.”

      “Is that what I think it is?” I asked, my eyes going wide.

      “Yep, I took it a while ago in case your priestess here got some stupid idea into her head and tried to betray us.” He nodded, his grin growing even wider. “I have sticky fingers, it seems. That’s also why I hid mine in a place no one will ever find it.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I want you to have it back, Aziza. Consider it an apology gift for thinking you might be working with Apep.”

      “You want me to have my own pendant?” Aziza growled as she took the pendant from him. “After you stole it because you thought I was a traitor?” She began checking it over, but after finding nothing of note, she slipped it back around her neck.

      “If I say I feel bad, will you believe me?” Khufu asked, raising one bushy eyebrow at me.

      “Not really.” I shrugged. “You don’t exactly seem like the most empathetic type.”

      “I thought not,” he replied. “Just remember that I don’t really care what you think, Luke.” He smirked at me again before turning his attention to Aziza. “Nor you.”

      I didn’t reply, which was rude, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the amethyst scarab hanging around Aziza’s neck. The light had already returned to it, making it glow with life and power. Now that she had it, I felt a lot better.

      “So, I guess we go find Sekhmet and then find wherever Apep went to lick his wounds, eh?” I said, looking from Aziza to Khufu and back.

      “Yeah, we should probably find your girlfriend,” Khufu agreed. “I’d hate for you to miss out on the chance to hit that.”

      “Why do you keep calling her my girlfriend?” I asked, glancing up at him.

      “Luke, haven’t you seen the way she looks at you?” Aziza said with a smirk as she gestured to Khufu. “She sure as hell didn’t look at him like that.” She nodded. “Safe to say she likes you.” Yes, she actually drew out the word like.
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        Curious about what happens to Luke next?

        Find out soon!
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      Dear reader, if you REALLY want to read my next King of the Gods novel- I’ve got a bit of bad news for you.

      Unfortunately, Amazon will not tell you when the next comes out.

      You’ll probably never know about my next books, and you’ll be left wondering what happened to Luke and the gang. That’s rather terrible.

      There is good news though! There are three ways you can find out when the next book is published:

      1) You join my mailing list by clicking here.

      2) You follow me on my Facebook page or join my Facebook Group. I always announce my new books in both those places as well as interact with fans.

      3) You follow me on Amazon. You can do this by going to the store page (or clicking this link) and clicking on the Follow button that is under the author picture on the left side.

      If you follow me, Amazon will send you an email when I publish a book. You’ll just have to make sure you check the emails they send.

      Doing any of these, or all three for best results, will ensure you find out about my next book when it is published.

      If you don’t, Amazon will never tell you about my next release. Please take a few seconds to do one of these so that you’ll be able to join Luke and the gang on their next adventure.
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      I’ve decided to include a glossary of Egyptian terms and deities that are found within this book. This list, more or less, falls into line with the actual Egyptian mythology and some of them have been twisted slightly in my story. Hope this helps.

      Ammit – The Deification of divine justice. He was the creature who consumed the hearts of the unworthy in the underworld.

      Anubis – One of the gods associated with the underworld in Ancient Egypt. He had the head of a jackal and was responsible, primarily, for coordinating where souls in the underworld went.

      Apep – Apep is the Egyptian deification of darkness and chaos. He is doomed to fight Ra every day. Night was said to fall because he swallowed Ra who cut himself free in the morning. He is also sometimes called Apophis.

      Aziza – A name meaning precious in Egyptian.

      Bast – A cat-headed goddess. She is primarily a war goddess and is said to be married to Anubis.

      Book of Thoth – A book written by Thoth thought to contain the wisdom of the gods.

      Duat – The supernatural realm in which the Egyptian gods dwell.

      Giza – A temple built in around 2,500 BC. It was constructed by the Pharaoh Khufu and is one of the largest pyramids. It is considered one of the seven wonders of the ancient world.

      Hathor – A goddess of healing and medicine who was merged with Sekhmet over time.

      Horus – The falcon-headed god of the sun and pharaohs. He is the son of Isis and Osiris.

      Imhotep – One of the most powerful priests of Ra. He designed the pyramid of Djoser within Saqqara.

      Isis – The goddess of Magic. She is the sister of Set, the wife of Osiris, and the mother of Horus.

      Khufu – A Pharaoh who ruled Egypt in around 2,500 BC. He commissioned the building of Giza, and is considered to be one of the greatest, and most terrible, pharaohs of all time.

      Menhit – One of the original warrior goddesses before Sekhmet and Bast came into popularity. Her name literally means “She who massacres.”

      Mummy – The Egyptian dead went through a process to preserve their corpses called mummification. These became known as mummies.

      Neferkaptah – An Egyptian prince who stole the book of Thoth. He was punished for this and entombed with the book so he could guard it forever.

      Nesert – Egyptian for “the flame.”

      Nile River – A river in Egypt. It is considered the longest river in the world and is almost two miles wide in places.

      Osiris – The ruler of the underworld. The god of the dead and the afterlife. He is the father of Horus.

      Pharaoh – Basically, the Egyptian word for king or ruler.

      Ptah – Ptah is a green-skinned older god who was originally responsible for creation. He is the husband of first Bast and then Sekhmet. He is thought to be the father of Imhotep.

      Ra – The sun god who ruled in Ancient Egypt. He was the leader of the gods until Isis tricked him into giving his power to Horus.

      Saqqara – A vast burial ground in ancient Egypt. This was the primary site of burial for Egyptian royalty before Giza was built.

      Scarab – A type of beetle in Egypt. Believed to be magical by the Egyptians.

      Sekhmet – A lion-headed war goddess. She is said to be an example of the rage of Ra and was often unleashed to destroy his enemies. She is said to be merged with Hathor, who is the goddess of healing and medicine.

      Set – One of the Egyptian gods of chaos. He is neither evil nor good, but somewhere in the middle.

      Setne – A boy who stole the book of Thoth and was driven into madness by the ghost of Neferkaptah.

      Sobek – God of crocodiles, strength, and the Nile River. He had the head of a crocodile. He was feared and worshiped, mostly because people feared crocodiles.

      Sphinx – The Sphinx was a creature with the body of a lion and the head of a human.

      Thoth – The god of time and wisdom. Considered to be one of the most powerful Egyptian deities. He was said to interfere with Ra and Apep’s battles to ensure neither would win.

      Wepwawet – A wolf god who came to be associated with Anubis. He was a god of hunting.
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