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For the readers:

To all the awesome TombQuesters who’ve followed me through every twist and turn (and chase and trap and spell) of this epic adventure, this one is definitely for you.


Contents

Hieroglyphic Message

Awaken the Adventure

Hieroglyphic Alphabet

Title Page

Dedication

Prologue

1: A World Walled and Dark

2: Visitors

3: Tunnel Vision

4: Treasure Beyond Measure

5: Deep Trouble

6: A Whiff of War

7: The Road Ahead

8: Deathquake

9: Legions of the Dead

10: Road Worrier

11: A Chaotic Capital

12: Gone

13: A Night at the Museum

14: The Seat of the Soul

15: To the Afterlife

16: To the Nile

17: The Kingdom of the Dead

18: A Dangerous New Direction

19: Against the Grain

20: Guard Crocs

21: Light in the Darkness

22: Facing the Founder

23: The Sensation of Flight

24: Back Where It All Started

25: Company

26: The Day Turns Red

27: Sacrifices

28: The Lost Spells

29: The Devourer

Epilogue: The Business of Living

About the Author

Online Game Code

TombQuest Game

Copyright


[image: image]

Making mummies is an ancient and grisly business, but business was good once again. The bodies lay on low stone tables beneath the timeless sands of Egypt, lit only by flickering torchlight.

Half a dozen acolytes in ancient dress gathered their implements nervously, the jewels and glass beads of their thick collar necklaces glinting, and the light linen of their shendyt kilts shining a pure, audacious white. They began with the body on the highest platform. For while all men may be created equal, all mummies are not. This body was taller than the others, and broader in the shoulders, with skin the color of wet sand, a hawklike nose, and sharp features that seemed determined even in death.

The acolytes dipped their cloths in a bucket of cool well water, wrung them out, and got to work washing the corpse.

Their hands trembled slightly as they put down their rags and picked up their blades. They were nervous as they made the first cuts: Everything had to go perfectly. The blood was drained from the man’s body and taken out in buckets. Once that was done, the internal organs were removed, one by one. Only the steadiest hands made these cuts. The others busied themselves packing the carefully culled pieces into sacred canopic jars for the trip to the afterlife. Only the man’s heart was left in his body: the most vital organ, the home of the soul.

The clay lid clinked into place on the last of the jars.

The workers washed their hands in the water buckets and then rubbed the body with natron salt to preserve and dry it. They packed the hollowed-out frame with still more natron and plugged the skull with linen.

By now, the acolytes’ foreheads and bare chests glowed with sweat. They anointed and sealed the body with a thick, sticky resin. They lifted its shoulders from the stone — the broad torso not nearly so heavy now, filled only with salt — and wrapped it in strips of fresh linen.

Finally, they placed a heavy mask on the man’s head, transforming his own sharp features into those of an Egyptian vulture. Solid gold, except for the sharp, iron point of the cunning predator’s beak.

The acolytes repeated their grim work with methodical care, and one by one, the bodies were transformed. As they neared completion on the fifth, blood-spattered and exhausted, a chorus of voices rose in the chamber behind them. Beneath the largest of the torches, a group of three men, priests of The Order, chanted words not heard for millennia. They were reading from the Lost Spells of the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, legendary incantations of unimaginable power.

The priests released their final lines with full-throated fervor, then stood winded and wide-eyed in the sudden silence, in thrall to the unearthly power they’d felt surging through them.

The priests watched intently. The acolytes barely dared to blink.

Had it worked?

Had the ancient Spells accomplished their dark task?

These were no idle questions. Far more than a day’s work was at stake here. The figures on these slabs had bet their lives on it. They had died for this.

But they had no intention of staying dead for long. Nor did they intend to remain in these frail human forms. There were other forms waiting for them in the afterlife — if they could get there.
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“Ren!” called Alex, and then, softer, “Ren?”

Nothing. No response, just like the last time — and the hundred times before that. It was clear that no one could hear him down here. At least no one who felt like responding. He took one last look out the small, square opening in the door and then took his hands off the grimy bars and retreated back into the darkness of his cramped cell.

He sat on his cot, the only furniture in the room, unless you counted the bucket that served as a bathroom and the small electric lamp that cast a weak yellow glow on the hard sandstone floor. A beam of stronger light from the hall was cut into three even slices by the bars on the door, and Alex watched a bug the size of a D battery skitter diagonally across them, like a winning move in tic-tac-toe.

Not totally alone after all, he thought as the insect disappeared into the darkness.

Alex got up and went to the door again. This time he called out for the person he’d traveled halfway across the world to find, whom he’d lost again in the blink of an eye.

“Mom!” he called. “Mom!”

He remembered how she had looked, her face overwhelmed with emotion, when his hunt for her and the Spells had finally come to an end in that desert village. He remembered the despair on her face when they were captured by The Order, the Spells stolen from their grasp. Even though he feared the answer, he wondered again: What would the ancient cult do with such awesome power?

Suddenly, a sound broke through his muddled thoughts: footsteps. It was the guard again. Alex walked over and flicked off his lamp, then returned to the door.

“Stand back from the door, stupid boy,” called the guard in heavily accented English, “or you get no food.”

Alex crouched down beside the door. He was hoping that the guard would open it this time and he could catch him by surprise. He flexed his hands, ready for a fight.

But once again, he was disappointed.

Flink went the slot in the bottom of the door as it opened. Shhish went the empty tray from the day before as it was pulled out into the corridor. SHHUNNKK went the new tray as it slid across the floor. In the little slice of light, he saw a single piece of the Egyptian pita bread known as aish baladi, a cup, and a handful of dull, shriveled dates.

The little slot slapped closed again, leaving the tray in darkness. Leaving Alex alone.

“Wait!” called Alex. “Come back! My bucket needs to be emptied!”

Which was true — every inch of the small cell stank with its contents. But it was also an excuse, one more attempt to get the door to open, to give himself a fighting chance.

The guard seemed to understand that, too. A laugh, joyless and cruel, rose in the hallway only to fade along with the slap of the guard’s sandals.

Silence.

Darkness.

Alex flicked the lamp switch again, but it wouldn’t turn back on. With a sigh, he reached down and felt around for the tray. He grabbed the cup and lifted it to his dry, cracked lips. Two big swigs later, it was empty.

He squatted down in the darkness and reached around for the bread. It moved under his hand and he let out a screech that would have been embarrassing if there was anyone to hear him. The bug had gotten there first. But he needed his strength: He knew he should eat the bread, anyway — the bread and probably the bug.

He split the difference, shaking the bug loose. It landed with a clack on the floor behind him. It skittered off, but the silence didn’t return.

Footsteps.

Alex held his breath and froze in the darkness by the door.

Because these footsteps were different.

They were coming from inside the cell.
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“Alex?” said Ren, and then, louder, “Anyone?”

Nothing, but she wasn’t surprised. Renata Duran was the kind of girl who always considered the odds. If no one had answered the first ten times she’d called out, what were the odds someone would this time? She decided not to waste any more breath.

She went back and sat on the edge of her cot, in the soft light of her lamp.

Before long, a sound echoed through the corridor. She hurried over to the door. Like Alex, Ren was twelve years old. Unlike her best friend, the noise didn’t catch her off guard. In fact, she’d been waiting for it.

“Did you bring me soup, like I asked?” she said once the guard sounded close enough. “I have a gluten allergy,” she reminded him, even though it wasn’t remotely true. “And problems with fruit, too!”

She heard a loud sigh from out in the corridor. “Step back, stupid girl,” said the guard as he knelt down to open the slot at the bottom of the door. “I brought your soup.”

Ren stepped back as the guard retrieved the previous tray and slid the new one into the cell. It held a bowl of dark, lumpy gruel.

It did not look appetizing, but that wasn’t why she’d asked for it.

Partly, it was a test. She wanted to see if her captors cared at all about keeping her alive, thus the “dangerous” food allergies she’d concocted. And they did. Not in luxury, clearly, but alive. That had to mean something, though she had no delusions that it would be good. The last time The Order had captured her and her friends, they’d tried to sacrifice them to a Death Walker.

Ren shuddered, thinking about what she’d learned of the Walkers. They were powerful, evil beings who had clung to the edge of the afterlife for centuries, desperately trying to avoid the weighing of the heart ceremony, where the old gods judged the spirits of the ancient Egyptian dead. Knowing they would fail and be destroyed forever, their souls devoured by Ammit, the Walkers had waited for an opportunity to escape. And Alex’s mom had given them that chance when she’d used the Lost Spells to save his life back in New York — opening a rift between the worlds in the process.

Which made Ren think of New York, and her own parents there. She missed them desperately — and she definitely missed their clean, bright apartment.

Which reminded her of the main reason she’d asked for the soup in the first place.

She knelt down and found the bowl, then held it up to the light from the little window. She slowly shoveled a spoonful of the lumpy gunk into her mouth.

Dis.

Gus.

Ting.

“Bleck!” she said. Still, she licked the spoon clean and held it up to the light. Metal, just like she’d hoped.

She dumped the soup into her bathroom bucket. Then she picked up the bucket’s handle, which she’d managed to remove with slow, repeated bending.

She returned to the door and ran her hand along the side. She felt the heavy plate that guarded the lock and desperately wished she still had her ibis. She’d been the last of the group to get an amulet of her own — and definitely the last to get a handle on its power. If she had the ancient artifact now, she could fill the cell with brilliant light and open the lock with a simple telekinetic click. It might even give her a clue what was waiting for her outside.

But The Order had taken her amulet, along with her phone and her friends.

So these were her tools: a metal spoon and bucket handle, a wooden soup bowl, a plastic tray, and a ceramic cup. 

Once more, she thought of home.

It wasn’t for sentimental reasons this time. Her dad had worked alongside Alex’s mom at The Metropolitan Museum of Art, but he wasn’t an Egyptologist like her. He was a senior engineer: a mechanical wizard and the museum’s go-to Mr. Fix-It. And he’d taught his daughter a lot.

Ren went to work.
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Even in the dark, with his heart beating like a drum set, Alex knew who’d come for him. He could sense the powerful presence.

Alex felt the strong urge to say something and confirm his suspicions. But what should he call this man? He’d never really known him, and to the extent that he did, it was as his mortal enemy. And yet when Alex opened his mouth, all he could think to say was: “Hi, Dad.”

The word felt explosive and unreal. He had found out just days before that the leader of The Order was his father, and there had been no time for explanations after their capture, so he knew no more than the bare, brutal fact of it.

“Hello, Alex,” said the man.

It was the same voice he’d heard in the desert, but it was louder, bigger.

“What do you want?” Alex said. He meant it defiantly, but he ended up sounding like a servant addressing his master. Though he couldn’t see it, he assumed the leader was wearing the golden vulture mask that allowed him to bend people to his will.

“I want to talk to you,” said the leader. “Now that you understand who I am. We never got to know each other, and that is … a shame.”

Alex felt the powerful urge to agree with everything the leader said — yes, such a shame — but he knew that was the mask’s magic. He fought it. He fought him. “You already talked to me,” he said, each word a struggle. “When you tried to sacrifice me in that pit.”

Alex braced for an angry response, but the leader remained calm. “You are your mother’s son,” he said. “I have no doubt about that. And your actions leave no question whose side you’re on. I lost you both, years ago.”

Alex desperately wished he could fill in the blanks on this strange story. His father had lost them? Or abandoned them? And for what? His head swirled with hurt pride and unasked questions. “You didn’t have to sacrifice me to a —”

“I don’t have to do anything,” said his father, cutting him off. “I am the leader of this organization, and soon of this world and the next. I chose to sacrifice you, and the others. You are my son, but you have cast yourself as my enemy — and what is one boy’s life, in the face of the glory to come?”

The glory to come … Alex knew he meant the Final Kingdom. Now that the doors between worlds were open, The Order planned to use the power of the world of the dead to rule the world of the living.

Still, it wasn’t just one boy’s life.

“But I’m your son … ” he said. Was it possible he wanted this madman to care about him?

“And you have chosen to be my enemy.”

Alex knew he was right. He didn’t know why his mom had married a power-hungry madman — or a man who became one, anyway — but he knew she hadn’t raised one. “So why am I still alive?”

“Victory is close,” said the leader. “But until then, you might be useful to me. You and the scarab.”

“I would never help you,” Alex managed, though challenging the leader’s will felt like swimming against a riptide. He desperately wished he had that scarab now, the ancient amulet his mom had left for him when she’d first disappeared with the Spells. After a lifetime of being too sick and weak to do much of anything, it had given him power. The ability to move objects, to summon powerful winds, and activate the spells in the Book of the Dead. It also gave him a radar-like sense for the undead and the dark magic that made them.

And then the thought occurred to him — if the leader wanted to use Alex’s powers with the scarab, maybe he had the amulet on him right now. Maybe … 

The leader let out a little huff of laughter. “It doesn’t matter if you want to help me. You don’t have a choice.”

Alex knew he was right again. The leader had made him tackle his own mom in the last battle. But if he could get his scarab back, maybe then he’d have a chance. He stalled for time as he tried to peer through the darkness. “So you came to gloat?”

“I came to express my regrets,” he said. “A useless emotion, really. It changes nothing. And yet —”

But as he spoke, the floor began to shake. A low, ominous rumble emerged from the stone all around. Soon, the whole room was shaking. Alex heard a few little chunks of the ceiling clink as they fell to the floor. It was another one of the tremors that had rocked the cell over the last few days, but this one was stronger. Alex imagined the whole place coming down around him, crushing him like a bug. But just as abruptly as it had started, it stopped.

“Another earthquake,” he gasped.

“They are coming,” said the leader.

“Wait, who is coming?” said Alex, but he could already feel that the powerful presence that had filled the cell was gone. His father had vanished without a sound — or at least without one his mind-bending mask had allowed Alex to hear.

But a moment later, Alex did hear something. Soft footsteps, coming from the hallway — had the leader returned? A hushed voice just outside the door answered his question. “Who’s in there? Alex? Todtman? Dr. Bauer?”

“Ren!” he blurted. “How —”

“SHHHHHHH!” she hissed. “Hold on a second. I have to try something.”

He heard a series of metallic clunks and scrapes, followed by a click.

Light fell across Alex as the big door swung open.


[image: image]

Alex blinked in the sudden light and saw Ren holding a bizarre device. A pointy, bent piece of metal stuck out of one side of a wooden bowl, while a strip of plastic stuck out of the other, its end shredded into a sort of fork.

“I am so glad to see you!” he said. He considered hugging her out of sheer gratitude, but it wasn’t really something they did. Plus, she had that pointy thing in her hand.

“I’m glad I found you,” she said, and then stepped forward and, awkwardly, hugged him. He hugged her back.

When they pulled apart, Alex pointed to the device. “Did you open the door with that thing?”

“Yeah!” she said. “It’s a lot easier from the outside. It took me forever to get under the plate thingy from inside my cell. But I finally got the spoon underneath to pry it open a little.”

“Where’d you get a spoon?”

Ren produced a slightly mangled spoon from her pocket. She was in the same outfit as the last time he’d seen her and looked pretty grubby. “It was for my soup.”

Alex allowed himself a moment of amazement at his resourceful friend, then blurted, “Wait, where was your cell? Is my mom there, too? Is Todtman?”

Ren shook her head. “I haven’t seen them since they brought us here. This is the first cell I found.” She made a big circle with the spoon and added, “This place is big.”

Alex stepped out of the cell and looked down the tunnel. It curved gradually and had a slight slope to it. The ceilings were at least twelve feet high, as if made for some other species entirely.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “We need to find my mom and Todtman.”

“Okay, we should go this way,” said Ren, pointing farther down the hallway, converting his vague wishes into an actual plan. “Because I came from the other direction, and I think mine was the first cell in this section.”

They walked cautiously, sticking close to the walls and heading farther down the slope. Here and there, flickering lights buzzed above them. Alex peered through the uneven glow until he spotted something up ahead. Two doors, one on each side of the tunnel. One was solid and painted black, but the other had a barred window at face height — another cell!

Forgetting his caution, Alex rushed toward it. My mom could be in there!

The faintest hint of light escaped from the small window. Alex knew immediately that it came from another small electric lamp. Someone was inside.

“It could be anyone,” whispered Ren. “Be careful.”

Alex put his ear up to the barred window and heard a faint sound, like a cornered animal breathing. He peered inside.

“Who is it?” said Ren. “Do we know them?”

“Oh yeah,” Alex managed despite his surprise. “Definitely.”

On the floor of the cell, in between the cot and the lamp, a teenage boy was doing sit-ups. His arms were crossed over his chest and his head was just now rising above his raised knees. His eyes met Alex’s and froze somewhere between the sit and the up. “Hey, cuz!” he said.

“Hey, Luke,” said Alex. It was his cousin from home, Luke Bauer, the jock who had been spying on them for The Order. The one whose betrayal in the Valley of the Kings had nearly cost them their lives.

“Luke?” said Ren. She shoulder-checked Alex aside and, small for her age, hopped up to get a quick glimpse in the window.

“Hey, Ren,” he said. “We have seriously got to stop meeting like this.”

Despite the tension of the situation, Alex couldn’t help but smile. The last time they’d seen Luke was in a different Order cell, in the lair of a Death Walker. But that Walker had been destroyed, and that location was no longer secret. Clearly, the cult was consolidating its holdings here. 

“What do we do?” whispered Ren, keeping her voice low enough so that only Alex could hear.

Alex knew his answer immediately. The last time, they’d had to leave Luke in his cell, his pale, dirty face pressed up to the bars, as they fled from The Order. Alex had regretted it ever since.

Luke had betrayed them, but he’d also been betrayed by the treacherous cult. His captivity seemed proof enough of that, but it was his words last time that had clinched it for Alex. Alex remembered his cousin’s desperate cry: They were going to kill my parents. Alex didn’t doubt that The Order would make such a threat — or that they’d follow through. In his mind, it was clear: Luke had been lured into spying on them by the promise of easy money. Once he realized what bad news The Order really was, it was too late. He’d been kept in line by the worst threat imaginable.

No, Alex would not leave his cousin to rot in a cell a second time.

“Can you open this lock, too?” he said to Ren.

“Yeah,” she said, then softer: “But are you sure?”

He nodded. “I think we can trust him now.”

Ren shrugged. “Keep an eye on him,” she said. As she knelt down and got to work on the lock, she called up: “This doesn’t mean I’m not mad at you!”

It was way too loud. Almost immediately, there was a muffled exclamation from inside the door across the tunnel.

“Dudes,” hissed Luke, “that’s the guardroom!”

Alex glared at his cousin’s face. Now you tell us?

His heart began to hammer in his chest as something toppled over in the room across the way, the sound of a man standing up too quickly. “Hurry!” he hissed to Ren. “We need him.”

Ren seemed to understand. Without their amulets, their only weapon was the two-time New York State Junior Olympic gold medalist behind the still-locked door. “Right,” she said. She gave the curled piece of metal one final wiggle in the keyhole and then stuck the small piece of flayed plastic in beneath it.

The door flew open across the hall as Ren fished around in the lock.

The guard rushed straight toward them. Alex threw himself at his legs, but the man easily brushed aside the awkward tackle attempt. “Stupid boy,” he said as Alex hit the ground.

Suddenly, there was a crisp, metallic click.

Ren dove to the side, and Luke’s door flew open — smacking the lunging guard in the forehead just as he was straightening up.

Luke burst forth, crazy-eyed and ready for a fight.

But there was no need. The guard stumbled backward, holding his head in both hands, and crumpled gracelessly to the floor.
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“Thanks for the spoon and stuff,” Ren said as they locked the unconscious guard in the cell with his own keys. They left the lamp on for him, a small kindness in return for some bad soup.

They crept across the tunnel toward the open door of the guardroom. Ren kept a close eye on Luke as he padded silently beside them in high-tech running sneakers, a dirt-streaked Under Armour top, and basketball shorts. In her mind, it was clear: He’d betrayed them again and again, and only stopped when he got caught. She kept Alex between her and Luke. If her friend trusted him so much, he could be the one to deal with the next betrayal.

As they approached the door, Alex whispered: “Hopefully there’s a map of the other cells in here, or a list of prisoners, or … something.”

Hopefully there’s not another guard, thought Ren. “Shhh!” she hissed.

But the guardroom was unguarded now, just a small, simply furnished square. The soup can was still open on the counter of the tiny kitchenette, next to a bag of Egyptian bread and a stack of trays like the one she’d peeled her lockpick off of. The only thing out of the ordinary was a heavy-looking steel door built into the wall.

The three examined it closely. “I would love to see what’s inside there,” said Alex longingly. “Maybe weapons.” Remembering his father’s words, he thought of another possibility. The scarab … 

Ren eyed the safe. The door was almost as tall as she was, and the lock was as big as her head. She tossed the remains of her lockpick kit on the table. “There’s no way we can crack that thing.”

“Oh, there’s a way,” said Luke, hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “The guard’s still in my cell. Probably awake by now.”

“Why would he help us?” said Ren.

Luke smiled — a devilish smile that Ren couldn’t help but be a little charmed by. “Because if his bosses find him in there, after he let us escape, he is toast. So toast. Like the super burned kind you just have to throw away because —”

“I got it,” she said. “Toast.”

“Wait,” said Alex. “You want us to, what, let him go in exchange for the combination?”

Luke shrugged. “How bad do you want to get in there?”

“Pretty bad,” Alex admitted.

He looked over at Ren, and they both nodded.

“Okay,” she said to Luke.

He was standing there watching them with that same look on his face. The problem with devilish grins, thought Ren, is you can never tell if you’re making a deal with the devil.
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Alex looked through the bars to find the guard sitting on the cot with his head in his hands. “He’s totally awake,” he whispered back to the others. 

But like many guards, this one had excellent hearing. “Because if they find me in here, I am done for,” he said into his hands. After a brief pause he added, “Stupid boy.”

The false bravado didn’t fool any of them. This was a desperate man, and a deal was struck quickly. He seemed to like the idea of giving them the combination. “Yes,” he said. “You free me, you open it and find what is inside. Then you cause the troubles, and I slip away. Am gone.”

“Okay, but first you give us the combination, then we let you go,” said Alex.

The man was silent, considering it. Finally, he looked up at Alex. “Bring to me pen and paper, from table,” he said, his face pushed out through the bars.

“Why the paper?” asked Ren.

“Because the combination is in hieroglyphs, of course.”

They grabbed the pen and paper from the guardroom, and a few minutes later he had scrawled a string of hieroglyphs — the small symbols the ancient Egyptians used to communicate information. The guard’s last words as he scrawled the symbols: “You will want what is inside, yes, but wait a little. Then come back with the keys! You are the good ones, yes? The Amulet Keepers?”

Alex heard the fear in the man’s voice. He wondered what horrible punishment he’d get if he was caught. “Sure,” Alex called, as he rushed across the hall. Did he mean it? They were Amulet Keepers, not Boy Scouts.

Back in the guardroom, his hands shook as he began turning the large dial. The others crowded around, looking over his shoulders. Two turns to the falcon symbol, one back to the snake, three forward to a set of scales, back to a stack of lines.

KLICK!

“Sweet!” said Luke. “Open it!”

Alex began to pull, but Ren stopped him. “Wait a little,” she said, quoting the guard.

Alex paused a few long seconds. Then he pulled the heavy steel door open. He peered into the dim shadowy interior and saw two vaporous, glowing orbs staring back at him. His breath caught as he realized they were eyes.

“What the —” blurted Luke, jumping back.

“Oh, shoot,” said Ren. “It’s a sheut!”

Alex gave the slightest of nods. It was a sheut, or shadow, a sort of ancient Egyptian ghost, a supernatural shell that had lost its self and soul. One of these had nearly drained him of his own life one very dark night in Vienna. But this one wasn’t attacking. It was just … 

“It’s watching you,” whispered Ren, her voice horrified, her small body leaning back and away.

Not wanting to provoke it, Alex forced himself to stay very still. It seemed to work. The murky eyes narrowed.

“Is it falling asleep?” whispered Ren.

Alex nodded slowly. Opening the safe had woken the sleepy spirit, but now its eyes were little more than two narrow white lines hanging in the shadows. Alex exhaled and scanned the dim interior behind the drowsy apparition.

He saw something so familiar on a small shelf that the shadows did nothing to obscure it. “The scarab!” he blurted.

Forgetting himself, he lunged for it.

“No, wait!” said Ren, but Alex had already pushed his hand through the veil of shadows inside the safe.

The spirit eyes popped open.

Alex’s fingers brushed the scarab, but before his hand could close on it, the shadow rushed forth. It hit Alex like an ice-cold wave, and a feeling of profound emptiness made him gasp and fall back to the floor.

Luke backpedaled expertly, like a cornerback dropping into coverage. Alex crab-walked awkwardly back, hands and feet underneath him, as Ren tugged unhelpfully on his shoulders. “That’s what we were supposed to wait for,” she moaned. “Till it went back to sleep!”

The sheut rose to its full height in front of the safe, looming above them. A mouth formed underneath its milky eyes — a trembling circle of deeper darkness. There was a hissing gasp — a quick, deep inhalation — and then:

ssskkrreeEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!

Alex had never heard a scream more piercing or terrible. Still on the floor, he clamped his hands over his ears.

Luke had one index finger jammed into each ear and was shouting, “We have to get out of here!”

The desolate scream filled Alex with an unspeakable sorrow and he felt tears filling his eyes. The sadness was supernatural, he knew, but his fear was very real. The piercing scream would carry forever in the echoing stone tunnels.

They had to get out now, get as far away as possible. Luke already had one foot out the door, and Ren wasn’t far behind. But Alex couldn’t bring himself to go — and not just because he was still on his butt. His eyes were focused not on the wailing apparition, but on the open safe behind it.

He took one last deep breath and darted forward.

“Nooooo!” screamed Ren.

Alex tried to duck around the sheut, but the ringing in his ears made him disoriented and clumsy. Instead, he went right through. He felt as if he’d been painted with ice as he reluctantly removed his right hand from his ear. The scream pierced him down to his very soul, but he groped around inside the safe, grabbing the first shiny object he saw.

He stumbled back and looked down. An amulet — Ren’s ibis!

He held it up and saw her eyes gleam with recognition. He delivered the delicate carving of an Egyptian wading bird in an underhand arc. As it descended toward her, she lowered her left hand from her ear and plucked the amulet from the air.

As soon as she had a hold of it, she dropped her right hand and thrust it forward, shouting into the horrible noise all around: “Go!”

A loud FWOOOP cut through the horrid scream as a flash of brilliant white moonlight filled the room.

The ibis was a symbol of Thoth, the Egyptian god of moonlight, writing, and wisdom. He was also the one who kept track of where each spirit belonged  —  so when the light faded, the deathly shadow was gone from this world. Alex was pretty sure the screaming had stopped, too, but it was hard to tell with his ears ringing like fire alarms.

He wasted no more time, rushing forward and ransacking the safe.

He grabbed the scarab, instantly feeling the current of ancient energy flow through him as he threw the chain over his head.

Next to it was a third amulet: Todtman’s falcon, the powerful mind-bending artifact known as the Watcher. He grabbed that, as well as a fistful of money from a tall stack of bills and stuffed it all in his pocket.

“Why would they keep the amulets right here, so close to us?” shouted Ren as they rushed out of the room and into the hallway.

“Because they planned to make us use the amulets — for them!” called Alex.

“Who cares why?” called Luke. “You got your bug back, dude,” he said to Alex. He turned to Ren: “And you got your, like, seagull!”

They all grinned crazily. None of them realized they were shouting. Alex even took a moment to step across the hall and unlock the cell door. The guard had done his part, he figured, and posed no real danger to them now that they had their amulets. Alex knew time was tight, so he hurried.

But he didn’t know how tight.

With his ears ringing, he couldn’t hear the stampede of approaching footsteps. He did wonder, briefly, why the guard suddenly refused to leave his cell.
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The friends hustled down the dim corridor, deeper into the earth. Ren shot another look over her shoulder, knowing the gentle curve of the tunnel would hide any pursuers until they were right on top of them — and nearly ran into a heavy door. The tunnel in front of her had ended.

“Think we reached the end of the cellblock,” said Luke.

Ren looked over at him and something occurred to her. He could have taken off running toward daylight at any time — definitely when that sheut appeared — but he was still here. She grudgingly gave him one point and turned back toward the door. It was bigger than the others and with no barred window. If this length of tunnel really was just a cellblock, was another one next? Would they find Alex’s mom and Todtman on the other side — or something much worse?

But Alex was already gripping his scarab. He reached out with the amulet’s energy, probing the inside of the lock, pushing against it. The heavy lock turned.

“Ready?” said Alex.

Luke nodded and lowered himself into a wide athletic stance, as if there might be a charging running back on the other side of the door.

Ren considered the question. Was she ready? Were they? She took one more quick look back over her shoulder — and now she was ready. “Yeek!” she squeaked. Because barreling down the sloped tunnel was a menacing menagerie of enemies.

There were half a dozen of them, some living, some living dead.
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The first thing Alex noticed was the mummy. Its ragged wrapping betrayed its formidable age, and though it dragged one leg slightly, it was still moving at a full run.

Three guards were on either side of the sprinting corpse, two of them already reaching for the pistols at their waists. Uh-oh, thought Alex as he tugged the heavy door open and Ren and Luke ducked under his arm and through.

Alex took one last glimpse and saw two more figures behind the others. The first was a man clad all in crimson: bloodred robes and a ruby red headdress. Was he a wizard? A priest? A raspberry? Gliding silently beside him was a creature of inky blackness. This one was more than a mere shadow. Alex could already feel its deathly chill.

He quickly ducked inside the door and pulled it closed as the first bullets thunked and pinged into the other side.

He reached for his amulet. The ancient energy surged through him, mixing potently with his fear and adrenaline. He found a weak point in the lock — a small gear deep inside — and snapped it off. “That ought to hold ’em!” he crowed.

“I doubt it,” muttered Ren.

But with his hearing clearing and a thick door blocking their pursuers, Alex was more optimistic. 

Ahead of them was another cellblock, and a familiar face pushed outward between the bars of the nearest cell. He recognized the froggy features immediately — the sloping chin, the bulging eyes.

“TODTMAN!” screamed Ren.

“Hallo, Ren!” he called in his crisp German accent. But even as he said it, the smile fell from his bar-pinched face. “Look out behind you!”

[image: image]

The friends turned too late. The gliding apparition had come straight through the thick door and was swarming over Luke.

“Aah, get it off!” he shouted.

Ren grabbed her amulet and felt the ibis’s edges press sharply into her palm. She felt its power surge through her, a prickling, electric rush. Then she raised her right hand in a fist and opened it suddenly. “Go!” she shouted.

Once again, a blast of concentrated moonlight brightened the dim tunnel. But this spirit was different: bigger and darker and more dangerous. It didn’t vanish. It steamed. Gray vapor hissed upward from the inky edges of its frame. Its head spun around, and two glowing eyes focused on Ren.

“Uh-oh,” she mumbled.

The ghostly presence released Luke, who fell to the floor clutching his arms to his chest and shivering visibly. Then it rushed toward Ren. She heard the click behind her, the creaking arc of a door unaccustomed to opening, but she didn’t dare look back.

Instead, she took a deep breath and opened her fist once more. “Go!”

FWOOP!

The thing shimmered and steamed in the second blast of light, and for just a moment it seemed to stumble in its stepless movement. But the moment passed and it resumed its swift attack. As Ren bumbled backward, the toe of her left boot caught the heel of the right.

“Guh,” she said as she went down in a heap.

The spirit shot forward and loomed over her. She felt its lifeless chill.

And then — Oh no! — a second dark silhouette appeared in front of her, slicing in from the side. I’m done for! she thought. Her last thought was of her family, who she missed more than anything. But that’s when she realized what she was seeing.

It wasn’t the front of another spirit. It was the back of Dr. Ernst Todtman in his trademark black suit. In his first act as a free man, he had stepped in front of the onrushing menace. The evil presence enveloped him, as it had Luke, and for a moment he seemed to be completely eclipsed by it.

Then it broke apart like a wave hitting a rock. For a moment, it hung shredded in the air around him, like a flock of scattered crows. Then it pulled back and began to re-form, the dark patches reconnecting like liquid pooling in the air.

Pushing it all back was the silver chain and falcon amulet hanging loosely from Todtman’s left hand.

“Ready, Ren!” he called.

She gathered herself and took hold of her own amulet. The spirit had almost entirely re-formed now. But as the last few wisps rejoined its hanging frame, Todtman swung his left hand, and the falcon amulet sliced the apparition’s head clean off. “Now!” called Todtman.

The spirit’s head hung in the air like a black balloon; its glowing eyes blinked twice in seeming disbelief. Ren aimed her blast right between them.

FWOOP!

The floating orb hissed and steamed and then Ren heard the faintest pop! and it was gone. The rest of its body fell to the floor and faded into nothingness.

For a few long seconds, everyone was silent. All Ren could hear was her own labored breathing and her own pounding heart. As she began to calm down, she managed a few words: “What was that? Another sheut?”

“No,” said Todtman. “The taxonomy of the Egyptian afterlife is long and complex … ” Ren smiled despite her frayed nerves: Such a Todtman thing to say. “But that was older, more dangerous. A dark khu, perhaps.”

“Felt like a walk-in freezer,” said Luke, rising to his feet, still hugging himself and shivering slightly. “But it’s good to see you again, Dr. T.”

Todtman did a quick double take. Ren wasn’t sure if it was because no one had ever called him that before, or because last he’d heard, Luke was a traitor and a spy.

“He’s okay, I think,” said Ren, offering the firmest endorsement she felt ready for. “Anyway, we let him out. And he’s right: It is nice to see you.”

“Yeah,” agreed Alex. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.” He looked around the little group. “Any of you.”

Todtman was not an overly emotional man, but he flashed a big, froggy smile now. “Well, then,” he said, glancing back toward his cell. “There is someone else here I am sure you will be glad to see.”

“Mom?” Alex called, rushing past Todtman into the cell.

Todtman grabbed his shoulder. “Be careful. She is badly hurt.”
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Badly hurt? Alex shook Todtman off and darted inside.

“Alex, honey, is that you?” he heard.

And there she was, holding her side and just now rising from a cot. “Hi, hun,” she said, her voice soft and hesitant.

Holding her side … Oh no.

“Are you okay, Mom?” said Alex. “Are you hurt?”

The dim light from the hallway filtered in through the door, and the little lamp shone weakly from the floor, but her face remained in shadow. Alex stepped forward, his arms already open to hug her. Over the last few weeks, he’d lost her and found her and lost her again, and he wouldn’t let it happen anymore.

She put her arm out to block him. “Careful,” she warned.

Alex stopped short. “You’re hurt.”

“It’s my ribs,” she said. “Mostly.”

Alex took the news like a kick to his own ribs.

“What happened?” asked Ren from the door.

Dr. Bauer managed a quick, mischievous grin. “What, you think you’re the only ones who can try to escape? After they caught me, they threw me back into Todtman’s cell — so that he could take care of me.”

“I tried to tell them, I am a doctor of Egyptology,” said the German ruefully. “I begged them to get her a real doctor.”

Not knowing what else to do, Alex reached out and gently took his mom’s hand. She leaned down to wrap him in an awkward one-armed hug.

Ever the pragmatist, Todtman cut the emotional reunion short. “We have to go now,” he said sharply.

Alex’s mom straightened up and wiped a tear from her eye. “I can walk, but I’ll just slow you down.”

Todtman gestured down at his own bad leg, crippled by a scorpion sting in their battle with the first Death Walker in New York: “That is my job.”

For a moment, the two old friends shared the smallest of smiles. Alex was watching them intently and smiled when his mom did, a sort of sympathetic reflex. He’d grown up sharing the same small apartment with her, their schedules wrapping around each other like vines. Early morning drop-offs on the way to work, doctor’s visits scheduled for half-days. They knew each other’s moods and expressions the way ship captains know the tides.

The moment was broken by another sound echoing down the tunnel. It was the cry of a mummy, the ragged, rattling product of a time-shriveled tongue. A second hoarse cry rose up to answer the first. Their pursuers had broken through and were on the way.
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The hobbled crew hurried down the hallway as best they could. Dr. Bauer had one arm pressed against her injured left side, and Alex, doing his best to support her, pressed against her right. Their pursuers were so close that they could see their dim shadows playing at the edge of the curved tunnel, a nightmarish mix of stretched and distorted shapes, arms and heads and gun barrels.

“The tunnel branches off up here!” called Ren, who’d rushed ahead of the others.

Alex rounded the corner and saw the two passages, like gaping mouths in the earth. Ren was standing with her eyes closed, focused on the ibis amulet clutched in her hand, but her feet were tapping nervously. The amulet’s main power was information. It gave her images to interpret: scenes from the past, present, or future, and she was trying to find out which way led to freedom.

As Alex watched, her eyes flew open.

“I can’t get anything clear — it takes time to interpret —”

But their time was up. Behind them, the twisty shadows and angry shouts were drawing closer.

“If we’re going to guess, I’d go left,” said his mom. “To the sun.”

It was a cryptic comment, but her son understood immediately. In ancient Egypt, everything had been oriented around the north-flowing Nile. The maps were drawn with south at the top instead of the bottom, making the eastern bank on the left and the western bank on the right. For the Egyptians, the eastern bank represented the sunlit land of the living. The Order still followed the old ways, which meant the friends needed to go left to leave these tombs and find the sun.

Todtman seemed to understand, too. “Good thinking. Alex, buy us some time,” he called. “They must not see which tunnel we take.”

Alex nodded. As the others hurried to the left, he grasped the scarab. His pulse pounded; his eyes focused. The scarab was a symbol of rebirth, but rebirth took many forms in Egypt. Alex extended his right hand and whispered: “The wind that comes before the rain.” Instantly, a whipping column of wind shot back up the tunnel. Confused shouts rose up, only to be drowned out by the hurricane howl. The shadows were beaten back, disappearing from view.

Alex gave it everything he had. When it was over, he stood gulping down air, the bright, hot cinder of a headache just beginning to burn in his skull. He turned to see the others disappearing into the shadows fifteen yards down the tunnel.

Except for one. As Alex turned to hustle after them, he was surprised to find Luke waiting beside him. “Let’s go, cuz,” he said. “That won’t hold ’em for long.”

The boys rushed up the tunnel. The sounds of argument and confusion grew behind them as the hunting party debated directions. Soon, the voices faded.

Silent and fast, the boys raced toward the others. The way was harder here, but they didn’t mind at all.

It was harder because this tunnel had begun sloping ever so slightly upward.


[image: image]

Alex and Luke quickly caught up with the others, who were waiting at the next fork in the tunnel. It split again after that, and the friends relaxed ever so slightly, confident they had lost their pursuers. The tunnels continued to slope upward and a hundred yards farther along the group paused to examine a tall archway built into the wall. As Todtman ran his fingers across the hieroglyphic symbols cut deep into the framing stone, Alex knew exactly what he was looking for. They needed to figure out what The Order was doing with the Lost Spells, and ultimately, they needed those Spells back. Their power was the only thing that could set things right again.

Alex turned his eyes to the hieroglyphs and saw one symbol more than any other: the lioness. Again and again, the elegant predator was carved into the stone entrance. Sometimes crouched on its own and sometimes in the midst of a swirl of other symbols.

“It’s a tomb,” he said. “And I think I know whose.” He remembered all too well the vicious Order operative who wore the skull of a lioness as her mask. “See that symbol, the lioness?”

“Peshwar,” said Luke, spitting the word out bitterly. “I hate that cat lady.”

“But if this is a tomb,” said Ren, “does that mean she’s dead now?”

“Perhaps,” said Todtman. “We need to know what The Order is up to now. And there is one way to find out … I’ll be right back.”

He took a step toward the tomb mouth and winced as his weight landed on his injured left leg. Alex could tell that all this hobbled running was catching up to Todtman. His limp was worse than ever. A few feet away, Alex’s mom was leaning against the wall and holding her side. Alex’s concern mixed with guilt. In his tireless quest to find her, he’d led The Order straight to her — and to the Spells she’d tried so hard to hide. 

“No, wait,” he said. “I’ll go.”

“We’ll go,” chirped Ren, stepping forward.

“Me too,” said Luke, but Ren shook her head.

“No,” she said firmly. “You should stay here and look out for Todtman and Dr. Bauer.” Alex could tell she was cutting him out because she still didn’t trust him. But it seemed to work.

Luke nodded. “Can do,” he said. He didn’t seem particularly disappointed not to be sneaking inside yet another dark, creepy tomb.
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Alex and Ren crept forward.

A dim passageway gave way to a huge room lit by two iron cauldrons with flames floating on the surface of the liquid within. Alex had been in enough tomb chapels to know that this was the outer chamber. Through an archway at the far end of the room he could see flickering firelight and shifting shadows in the inner chamber. Muffled voices came from within.

Alex and Ren slunk silently forward. They were in the middle of the floor now: If one of those shadows emerged, they would be caught in the open like deer in the headlights. Alex took the lead, as they passed between the two flaming cauldrons. He eyed the eerie flames — barely daring to breathe — and that’s when it happened. The floor started to move.

The floor. The walls. The world around them.

It was another tremor. The room jolted and jerked like a carnival ride, and Alex toppled to the side. Ren reached for him but she was too late.

Desperate to avoid the burning liquid, he put his hand out toward the iron side of the cauldron. He winced, anticipating the searing metal burning into his hand. But the iron was cool to the touch. These flames burned cold. He pushed himself up. “I’m okay,” he whispered, reminding himself to forget everything he knew about the laws of science. It was the laws of magic that ruled down here.

They moved past the cauldrons, arms out for balance as if they were on a tightrope. A few steps later, the room fell still. The talking started up again in the next room. The words were in an ancient dialect, and Alex closed his hand around his amulet so that he could understand them. He was close enough now to recognize the first voice — and the powerful presence behind it.

He sucked a short, sharp breath into a chest gone tight with fear. Even at this distance, his father’s words had the solemn weight of a judge pronouncing a death sentence. And there was something else about them, something outsized and otherworldly.

He turned back to Ren. Her eyes were round with fear, the whites gone pink in the flickering glow. They reached the tall archway and slowly, carefully peered inside.

Alex’s heart raced. The tomb chapel’s inner chamber was bright with the light of four flaming iron pots. Carved lionesses lounged on stone platforms, eyes of bloodred rubies all staring at the ornate gold-painted sarcophagus in the room’s center. Intricate paintings and deep-cut hieroglyphs covered the walls. The ceiling was high, as the archways and indeed the tunnels themselves had been. And now Alex knew why. For inside walls stood two massive figures.

He’d expected his father to be one of them, and he was half right. The larger of the two had once been his dad. The mask, the voice, the presence were all unmistakable. But the figure standing before him was more than ten feet tall — higher than a basketball hoop.

He’d done it. The cult’s plan had worked. His father, whom he had never really known in life, was standing before him now in death. Warm bile rose in Alex’s throat, seeking an exit. He swallowed hard.

Ren squeezed his shoulder in support. Alex felt a sudden emptiness inside, as if something big had been taken from him. And it had been. Whatever his father had once been, that man was gone now. He had left the living world and used the power of the Lost Spells to inhabit a new form: the massive statue he’d had made in his own image. Then he’d used that power to escape the afterlife. He had become a Death Walker.

And he wasn’t alone.

Peshwar, the woman for whom this tomb was built, now stood nearly as tall as the leader and had the outsized skull of a lioness perched atop her shoulders. Beneath her crimson robes, her frame was almost as skeletal.

Both Walkers were facing away from the entrance, allowing Alex to peer into the room unnoticed. He followed their gaze: They were staring at a large false door. He knew from experience that Egyptian tombs contained at least one of these symbolic gateways to the afterlife, just a recessed indentation in the stone to serve as the door, and a raised border to form the frame. But he had never seen one so large.

“And what if I cannot find my way?” rasped the creature who had once been Peshwar.

“You will know,” said the leader. “A path has been cleared and you are our finest tracker. We have constructed these portals especially for our purposes. Keep to the borderlands and travel as if to Aswan.”

As Alex watched in breathless horror, he couldn’t help but remember the last time he’d seen these two together, during that fateful battle in Minyahur. They’d been humans in masks then; now they were monsters.

He glanced once more at Peshwar’s sarcophagus. Just a relic now, he knew. The body beneath that golden lid had been needed only for the trip into the afterlife. It had been abandoned there, like a discarded rocket booster falling back to earth. Thanks to the power of the Lost Spells, her spirit, too, now resided in one of the massive stone statues he had seen in the desert.

He looked back at the leader and watched the firelight wash across his avian features. There used to be a human face under there, he thought. Maybe it even looked like mine. No more. Now it had been transformed by the magic of the Spells into pockmarked bird flesh and a cruelly curved beak. All in the name of power.

“And once I arrive?” asked Peshwar.

“Prepare the way,” said the leader. “The tremors grow more frequent. The undying army’s arrival draws near. I will go to the seat of power and consult the Spells.”

The stunning words went off like cherry bombs in Alex’s head: the undying army, the seat of power, the Spells … 

“And then our conquest begins in the west,” added Peshwar.

Conquest.

The leader nodded. “Yes, where this all started.”

“Then let it begin.” Peshwar’s tall wraithlike figure stepped toward the false door. As the sun-bleached snout of the lioness skull touched the recessed doorway, the painted stone shimmered like the surface of a lake. Peshwar stepped forward into the rippling gateway — and disappeared.

The orange ripples faded and the stone regained its solidity.

Then the leader turned his huge body and cruel bird eyes toward the doorway.

But there was no longer anyone to see there.
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Where this all started … The words echoed in Ren’s head. That’s where The Order’s conquest of the world of the living would start, and she didn’t like the sound of that one bit. Because she’d been there when it had all started.

She’d been home, in New York City. Her parents were still there.

Was Peshwar headed for New York? She needed to know for sure. As she and Alex slipped back through the outer chamber, she reached up for her amulet once again.

This was the trickiest of the ibis’s tricks, and she’d struggled with it in the past. Now she reminded herself that it didn’t provide answers, just information. It’s like extra credit. A bonus: Anything it gives you is more than you have now. And the girl known as Plus Ten Ren back at school had plenty of experience with extra credit.

Her pulse racing with the power of the amulet, she began to form the first question in her mind: Where — But before she got any further, she was rocked by a wave of images.

A panicked crowd on the run, with tall buildings burning behind them.

A horde of ragged figures advancing down a broad street at night.

Flashing police lights seen through wafting smoke.

The intensity of it buckled Ren’s knees, and she released the amulet with a gasp as she wobbled forward.

Alex reached out to catch her. “What is it?” he whispered.

Ren blinked twice, refocusing her vision on the world around her. She noticed that he had plucked a jewel-topped staff from the wall of the heavily decorated chamber. She ignored the treasure and looked him straight in the eyes. This involved him, too. Because the buildings, the streets, and even the police cars: She’d recognized them all. She took another deep breath and tried to calm herself for what she had to tell him.

“It was New York,” she said. “And it was burning.”
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Alex and Ren told the group what they’d seen and heard as they continued up the tunnel.

Alex heard his mom’s labored breath catch as he told them about the leader.

“So he’s dead, then,” she said. Even through the pain, her voice sounded far off. He could tell that she was asking about the present but remembering the past.

“Yes and no,” said Todtman, using the jeweled staff Alex had given him like a five-dollar walking stick. “He is a Death Walker. The same Spells that allowed the first Walkers to escape have now created new ones.”

But Maggie Bauer had a more human take. “Amir is gone.”

Amir … The word ricocheted through Alex’s mind. He had learned his father’s name only in death, as if reading it from a tombstone.

It was too much to process, and there was still so much Alex didn’t know. He wanted answers, but he knew this was not the time. His mom needed to save her breath — and he needed to save his mom.

“And Peshwar is going to New York?” Luke asked Ren. “I mean, good riddance, but that cannot be good.”

As Ren eyed the former spy suspiciously, Todtman answered.

“Not good at all,” he said. “She stepped through a false door, and that can only mean she is traveling through the afterlife — just as Ren and Alex did to escape the Valley of the Kings. She left the false door in her own tomb to travel to one in New York. In advance of — what did you call it?”

“An undying army,” said Alex.

“So wait,” said Ren, something occurring to her. “That false door leads to New York?”

Alex knew what she was thinking — and how much she missed home. Todtman nixed the idea immediately. “The door leads to the afterlife, where there are other doors that lead to other places in our world,” he said. “But there is danger there, and you must know the way.”

“But —” Ren protested.

“But our work still lies in front of us, here in Egypt,” said Todtman.

Homesick and stressed, Ren wouldn’t let it go: “But if we could —”

She was cut off again, but this time the voice was quieter and the tone softer. It was Alex’s mom: “If we don’t stop them, there won’t be a New York to go back to. There won’t be any place to go back to.”

Ren looked back at her, stunned. Then her eyes narrowed and she nodded. “Okay,” she said.

It was just one word, but Alex didn’t doubt the fierce determination behind it. Ren would fight for her home.

Alex would, too. And yet, his feet suddenly felt heavier and his shoulders slumped under the weight of it. Up until now, he’d been concentrating on escape, on getting out of this hole they were in — literally — and getting his mom to safety.

But that was just the first step.

There was only one way to stop The Order now. They needed to recapture the Lost Spells. They needed to use their power to close the portals they’d opened, and to stop the Walkers they’d created. Ten-foot-tall Death Walkers, burning cities, advancing armies … It seemed too huge a task for so small and battered a crew. But there was something else he knew all too well: that this had all started when his mom had used those Spells to save him.

He lifted his shoulders and thought back to what he’d heard.

“The leader said he was going to the ‘seat of power’ to consult the Spells,” said Alex, unwilling to say his father’s name.

“The seat of power,” said Todtman. The phrase seemed to mean something to him, and Alex was relieved. Back in Peshwar’s tomb, the scarab had allowed him to understand the meaning of the words intuitively. But as he was repeating them out loud, he’d felt himself hesitate, unsure whether to say “seat of power” or “seat of the soul.” He’d picked the one that made the most sense to him, and he was glad it seemed to make sense to the others, too.

“Do you think he means Cairo?” said Ren. “I mean, that is the capital.”

“And the site of The Order’s headquarters,” said Todtman.

“Wait,” said Luke, “isn’t this their headquarters?”

“This is where they build their tombs,” said Todtman.

Ren clarified: “It’s their dead-quarters.”

Alex took one last look back at the quiet depths behind them. They were close to the surface now; he could feel it. No one was chasing them out, and no one was stopping them from leaving. The Order was unthreatened: invulnerable monsters leading ruthless men with limitless resources. They didn’t seem to think there was any force left on earth that could stop them. But there was one force that was at least willing to try.

There was sunlight up ahead now, and Cairo beyond that.
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As the friends scrambled out of the tunnel mouth, the brutal Egyptian heat pounced on them like a waiting animal. The afternoon sun bore down with laser-beam intensity; after long, dark days underground, no one minded at all.

“Man, do I need this vitamin D!” crowed Luke, spreading his arms and turning his face toward the bright sky.

Alex eyed the sun-scalded landscape. Worn and weathered stone ruins jutted up from the sand. Directly in front of him, a stone foundation was just visible, the building that had once stood atop it lost to the ages. All around the phantom foundation, broken columns and shattered stone rose from the pale sand, like the bones of some great beast.

“They’re ruins,” said Alex’s mom, “but I don’t recognize them.” Alex could practically hear her mind whirring through a lifetime of scholarship and travel.

“Nor do I,” said Todtman. “Recently uncovered, I think.”

“Yes,” agreed Dr. Bauer. “Under the sand for a very long time. And modest.”

“Definitely not a pharaonic site. A temple?”

“Maybe, maybe, but nothing fancy.”

“Certainly not. A temple for commoners, then.”

The two scholars nodded sagely, and Ren threw in a quick: “That’s what I was thinking!”

“Yeah, uh, those sound like some real good points,” said Luke. “But maybe we should be looking for a parking lot? You know, cars, roads? So we can get out of here?”

“Yeah,” agreed Ren. “Last time we escaped from one of these thingies, there was a parking lot full of cars to steal.”

Dr. Bauer gave her a surprised look.

“I mean borrow,” said Ren with a shrug.

“This complex was bigger. There must be a lot of entrances,” said Alex.

As the group scanned the broken landscape, the ground beneath them began to shake once more. Alex looked over at his mom with wide-open uh-oh eyes. The sand around them began to dance like flour tossed in a pan. The other tremors had been quick, beginning to subside almost as soon as they started. But this one kept gaining strength.

As the friends did their best to keep their balance — knees bent, arms out — the stone ruins began to faintly groan. A moment later, a nearby column crashed to the ground.

“I feel like a scrambled egg!” contributed Luke, a half-baked metaphor that somehow proved his point.

Then there was a “Yip!” of pure surprise from Todtman. The German had been knocked to his knees and a broad crack was growing in the sand next to him. He began crawling away as best he could. But the crack spread, a jagged black opening in the earth that sucked in hundreds of pounds of sand as it grew.

Alex watched in horror as the foundation of the old building began to tip and slide sideways into the ground.

Another jolt knocked Alex and his mom to the ground. Alex felt his body beginning to slide down into the sand as it vibrated all around him. His mom was seated on the ground next to him with her eyes closed and a grimace of pain on her face as she clutched her side. “Mom!” he shouted.

Another crack opened up, closer and spreading outward like a slow smile. Alex was terrified it would swallow him whole.

But almost immediately, everything changed.

It stopped being about what the dancing sand would swallow and became about what it would reveal.

A ragged hand thrust itself out of the ancient earth and into the broad, clear light of day.

The hand clawed at the edge of the spreading black gap. The hand, and then the forearm, and then the elbow appeared and hooked itself over the edge. Falling sand washed over it — catching here and there in the time-yellowed linen that wrapped the arm — but still it kept clawing forward.

Alex was so mesmerized by the sight that he barely noticed the tattered hand breaking through the sand right next to him. It was only when the bony fingers hooked the cuff of his jeans that he snapped out of it.

“What the —” he blurted. He shook his leg, but that just made the thing latch on tighter. Alex grabbed his leg with both hands and tried to tug it free, but the hand tugged right back, using the motion to help pull itself up, a fish that wanted to be caught.

He dropped his calf and reached for the scarab. As soon as his hand closed around it, he sandblasted the mummy’s hand free with a whipping lash of desert wind.

As he did, a bright white flash lit his vision like a camera flash. Ren’s amulet.

He risked a quick look over, in case she needed help — and that’s when he saw it.

He had broken the grip of one hand, but what about the next? And the next? And the thousand after that? Because the entire landscape had transformed from one of sand and stone to one of clawing hands and grasping arms.

Soon, the first heads emerged: time-stained linen pulling free, eyeless sockets staring upward at the sun, and mouths full of jagged brown teeth spitting sand.

Mummies. Everywhere. 

The tattered corpses pulled themselves from the earth, grabbing the edges of the old stone blocks, the bases of the old columns, and anything else that seemed solid.

Grabbing anything at all that remained of this commoners’ temple. This mass grave.

The undying army had arrived.
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Alex pushed his hand down into the shifting sand — nearly shaking hands with an emerging mummy in the process — and struggled to his feet. He took hold of his mom’s wrist. “Ready?” he shouted over the rumbling din.

She nodded, and he leaned back and heaved her to her feet. Her face was stoic and determined despite the pain, and that gave Alex strength, too.

“Here,” he said, holding out the scarab. “It’s yours, and you’re better with it, anyway. Maybe you can hold them off.” Alex had seen what his mom could do with the scarab during their last clash with The Order, and it was awesome. His mom reached out, but as soon as her hand closed around the ancient artifact, her eyes rolled back in her head and she tipped backward toward the shifting sand.

Alex reached out and grabbed her arm just in time to keep her from falling. Her pulse was racing like a drum solo beneath her skin. The supercharged boost the amulet imparted — the pounding pulse and surging adrenaline — was too much for his mom’s weakened system. The realization that she was hurt even worse than she was letting on hit him like a baseball bat. He reached over and pried the scarab from her hand.

As she recovered from the rush, gasping for breath, Alex hooked his arm around her waist and led her forward gently — or as gently as he could in the rumbling tumult all around. After years of her taking care of him — worrying over every ache and cough and fall — it was his turn. He kept his grip tight and his eyes on the death-torn ground.

“Which way?” shouted Luke, hustling over to help Todtman to his feet.

“There!” called Ren, pointing.

Alex followed her finger and saw sunlight reflecting off a lump of glass and steel in the distance — a car!

They hobbled toward it, not walking as much as continually falling forward. All around them, gaps and chasms yawned open in the sand, and leathery hands grabbed at anything solid. Even worse, some of the mummies were beginning to pull themselves out of the ground entirely.

As Alex concentrated on keeping his mom upright, a squat, five-foot human husk turned to stare at him through empty, faintly glowing eye sockets. But the mummy made no move toward Alex and his mom as they labored past. It just stood in the sun, swaying slightly and dripping sand.

“How old do you think these are?” he asked his mom, trying to keep her distracted from the pain.

She assessed the swaying corpse. “Twenty-five hundred years. The first of these mass graves was only discovered recently, but they seem to be mostly from the Late Period.”

Alex remembered when the first of the grave sites had been discovered. It was just a few years earlier, right before his shaky health had forced him to start homeschooling — and long before his magical recovery. It had been the talk of the Met break room: the discovery of hundreds of thousands of mummified bodies. They had no treasure or tombs of their own, just the occasional coin or trinket tucked into their wrappings and a big shared hole in the ground.

The friends weaved their way through the legions of the dead, acres of Egypt’s former middle class.

“Why aren’t they attacking?” called Ren.

“Give ’em time,” hollered Luke. “They had a rough trip!”

Alex eyed a wraithlike mummy, its long arms hanging down like willow branches. Is that it? he thought. Are they just recharging, like solar cells in the desert sun?

Sweat ran down his forehead and into his eyes. His shirt was plastered slickly against his back, and his left arm ached as he tried to carry as much of his mom’s weight as possible. Her jagged breathing gave him a sick, worried feeling that lay on top of his own fear like two feet of mud.

The glare from the glass washed across his eyes, snapping him back to attention. What he’d hoped was a parking lot full of sleek getaway cars was, in fact, a single battered old minivan on a small square of cracked pavement.

Todtman limped straight for the driver’s-side door. Another jolt rocked the ground, extending the long cracks in the pavement. Alex crouched down low, but the tremors were subsiding now, the earth moving fitfully as it settled.

The entire landscape between them and the tomb exit was now covered with swaying bodies, like a windblown grassland of the dead. Here and there stragglers clawed up from the sand to join them, the mummies already on the surface stooping down to haul them free.

“There must be ten thousand of them,” Alex said, his voice soft with awe.

“And it’s not over yet,” said his mom, pointing out into the desert where still more of the undead were emerging an acre or two at a time.

“They seem to be waiting for something,” said Todtman.

He was right. A moment later, the leader — Alex’s father — emerged from the same tomb exit they had used.

The raggedly wrapped and mismatched bodies stopped swaying and began to line up in neat rows.

“Groups of twenty,” said Ren, counting quickly.

Even across hundreds of yards and with thousands of mummies between them, the leader’s massive frame stood out like a park statue. He raised one mighty hand in the air, and the tattered soldiers of the undying army snapped rigidly to attention for their general.

A cold and exposed feeling swept over Alex: the overwhelming sensation of being watched. He couldn’t see his father’s eyes at this distance, but he could definitely feel them.

Fuhhh-SHOOOOP!

It was the sound of one hundred dry bodies turning as one. The five units closest to the parking lot had simultaneously dug their left heels into the sand and turned crisply toward the gawking friends.

“I think we should go now,” said Todtman.

Behind them, one hundred unkillable soldiers rushed forward.
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Alex helped his mom across the cracked pavement toward the battered minivan. He gripped her tight and used all his strength to haul her forward. But her injuries had taken their toll. The toe of her left boot caught in a crack as she dragged it heavily over the pavement, and they both went down in a heap.

Alex risked a quick look behind them. The undead were coming. With old bones and dry flesh, most of them were running none too fluidly, either. But there was one moving faster than the rest, fired forward from their ranks like a missile. Alex wrapped his arms around his mom and tried to haul her from the pavement.

Suddenly, strong arms grabbed him. Alex prepared to be torn limb from limb — but it was Luke. He’d come back for them and was now lifting both his cousin and his aunt to their feet.

“Let’s go!” he shouted. “Bauer power!”

They stumbled up and forward. “Watch out,” said Alex. With his hands supporting his mom, he couldn’t grasp his scarab and could only nod at the lone mummy approaching ahead of the pack.

“I got him,” said Luke.

Alex looked at him skeptically. Maybe if I can get one hand on the scarab … 

“Get your mom to the van, man!” shouted Luke. “I said I got this.”

As Alex turned and hustled his mom toward the minivan, he could already hear the bony slaps of the sprinting mummy’s feet against the pavement.

Todtman and Ren were in the van now, the big side door wide open. “Come on, Mom,” he said. “Just a little farther.”

Her reply was cut off by a hoarse cry from the onrushing mummy, and Alex turned his head back just as the sprinting corpse crashed into Luke. “No!” gasped Alex.

Instead of avoiding the mummy’s grasp, Luke grasped it right back. As he did, he whipped his shoulders around and ducked down, using all of the ragged creature’s momentum to toss it over his hip. “Aiyah!” he shouted.

Suddenly, the mummy’s dry old bones were bouncing across the cracked pavement — and Alex and his mom were arriving at the minivan. Alex heard the engine start up — coaxed to life by Todtman’s amulet — and saw Ren’s hands reach out from the side door to help his mom in. He looked back for Luke, who was bending down to pick up something shiny from the asphalt. Behind him, the first mummy was already climbing back to its feet — and ninety-nine more were rushing onto the lot.

“Get over here!” shouted Alex.

Luke palmed his shiny find and rushed for the door.

Alex climbed in after his mom as the minivan began rolling. Luke leapt into the open door as the lumbering vehicle began a slow turn toward the road. Alex leaned back and did his best to catch his cousin as he thumped down inside.

Ren slammed the door closed and Todtman stomped on the gas. 

He ran over two mummies who’d managed to get in front of them. The van rose up and down on its old shock absorbers to a sound track of sickening crunches. But a moment later, they were up to full speed and pulling away from the rest of the pack. Todtman wrestled the lumbering vehicle around a sharp turn and off the lot.

Open road stretched out ahead, and the fields of the undead disappeared in the rearview mirror. Alex helped his mom settle into the bench seat in the back of the van.

“Just need to rest a little,” she said.

“I know,” he said. Her battered body needed to shut down to heal. Sick for almost his whole life, he knew all about that. He spied a dusty horseshoe-shaped travel pillow hooked around the armrest and handed it to her. She placed it between her injured ribs and the seat. Soon, her eyes fluttered closed and her ragged breathing calmed slightly.

Alex wiped the first trace of a tear from his eye, exhaled, and returned to the first row of seats. He watched the road disappear under the minivan’s wheels. There were other cars on the road now, a freeway entrance up ahead. They were back in the real world.

Next stop, “the seat of power,” he thought. Even though The Order members had managed to assume their Stone Warrior forms, the Spells could still end all this, could send the undead back to the afterlife and shut the doors for good. But he knew the mummies and Walkers weren’t the only ones who could be undone by the Spells … 

He shook his head hard, trying to clear the thought away. Then he turned to his cousin. “Thanks, man,” he said. “You really came through back there.”

Even Ren chimed in. “Yeah, that was pretty cool of you,” she admitted. “That mummy was going like a thousand miles an hour.”

Luke just shrugged. “Judo, yo,” he said. “It’s awesome cross-training.” His attention was on the shiny object swinging from a rusty chain in his hand.

“Is that what you picked up off the pavement?” asked Alex.

“Yeah,” said Luke, still not taking his eyes off it. “It came flying out of that mummy’s wrapping when I hip-tossed him. Pretty cool, right?”

Alex nodded. He knew that mummies were often buried with amulets and other charms tucked into their wrappings.

This one was in the form of a cheetah, the world’s fastest animal.
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Ren watched Luke as he brushed the last crusty bits of sand and clay from the little bronze cat. No way it works for him, she thought. She trusted him more after seeing him put his life on the line to save Alex and his mom. But she still didn’t see him as Amulet Keeper material.

“Put it on!” said Alex.

Luke looked down at it. “What, like man jewelry?” he said. He glanced over at the spot where Alex’s scarab hung from its fine silver chain. “No offense.”

“Whatever,” said Alex. “See if it does anything.”

Luke stared at him.

“Well?” said Alex.

“You tell me,” Luke said. “I just tried to hypnotize you.”

“Tell me to do something,” said Alex.

“Flap your arms like a peacock.”

Alex’s arms stayed by his sides. He looked down at them, one after the other, and said, “Nothing.”

“Maybe it does something else,” offered Ren.

Luke squinted at her, as if trying to read the last line of an eye chart. “Not unless you’re levitating,” he said.

Ren looked down. There was no space between her and her seat, not even a spare centimeter. “Nope.”

“Doesn’t work,” he said, sitting back. “I’ll tell you what, though.”

“What?” said Alex.

“I do feel pretty … ” He searched for the right word, giving Alex time to blurt out: “You feel pretty?”

Luke jokingly shook his fist at him. “No, I feel pretty, like, stoked. I was pretty tired from all that … ” He waved his hand behind them. “That sitting in a cell and then the mummy stuff and everything. But as soon as I put it on, I felt totally pumped.”

“Great,” said Ren. “Your amulet has the power of a large coffee.”

Luke looked down at it. “Good enough for me,” he said. “Think I’ll call it coffee cat.”

Ren sank back into her seat — and into her thoughts. The coffee cat line had reminded her of Pai, the creepy-cute mummy cat who had sacrificed herself to save Ren from an ancient Death Walker in a desert pit. Was she really gone for good? she wondered, remembering her little body, battered, bent, and limp. She humored herself with the thought that, if cats had nine lives, Pai had seven left.

Her thoughts shifted to the mission ahead. This was a war now. They’d just seen the army, and its first target was New York. Home. She couldn’t let that happen. They had to find the Lost Spells. But even if they could, there was a problem. Alex’s mom had gone into hiding with the Spells to try to find a way to undo the magic that had saved his life without undoing him. The Death Walkers and their army had returned to this world, thanks to the Spells  —  but so had Alex. Sending them back risked sending him back, too. But they’d found his mom before she’d figured out a solution — and led The Order right to her.

Now they were racing toward Cairo, where The Order held the Spells. Trying to recapture them, hoping to use them to save her parents, her city, her everything. Everything except her best friend.

He could be racing toward his grave.

Ren couldn’t see any good way to reconcile the two problems. The idea of two problems with two separate and mutually exclusive solutions made her so uncomfortable that she physically squirmed in her torn vinyl seat. She’d faced hard tests before, ones where she had to scrap for partial credit — and extra credit — just to salvage a B+.

But she’d never faced a test that seemed quite so unfair.

The minivan bumped to a stop. Dr. Bauer groaned and shifted in her seat as Ren leaned forward to look out the windshield. Her heart started thumping as she saw a large wooden police barrier with armed men standing on either side. One of them stepped around toward Todtman’s window. The guard took one look at Todtman’s pale skin and spoke in English.

“You have been stopped because your vehicle matches one we are looking for,” said the man.

“Stopped under whose authority?” countered Todtman.

The man smiled. “The Order’s, of course,” he said, his fingers drumming lightly on the barrel of his gun. “We are the only authority now.”

Ren’s racing heart did a little backflip, but her mind was oddly clear. So the conquest wouldn’t start in New York, after all, she thought. She had been underground for too long. Up here, the conquest was well underway.

“Out of the vehicle,” said the man, his voice rising, his machine gun pointed at Todtman’s face. “All of you,” he barked. “Get out!”
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Alex woke his mom. “We’re in trouble,” he said softly. “Again.”

It seemed like a crime to pry her from the sleep she needed, but it was a crime committed at gunpoint. The gun barrel was inches from Todtman’s protruding, slightly frog-like eyes as he slowly opened his door. Still, Alex knew their mentor could slide his hand up to his amulet and scramble the gunman’s mind like two eggs at a whisk convention.

The problem was the other three. One of them was coming around now to open the side door of the minivan, but the other two remained far apart on either side of the traffic barrier. Their machine guns were trained on the vehicle. Alex could take out one of them with a powerful lance of mystic wind, no problem. But by the time he could turn his amulet’s power on the second, the bullets would be flying, and his mom was defenseless.

The odds of flooring it and busting through the barricade were no better. You can’t make a high-speed escape in a low-speed vehicle.

Still, as they all reluctantly climbed out of the old beater, Alex’s mom carrying her threadbare travel pillow like a kid with a teddy bear, he tried to make eye contact with Todtman. Maybe they could coordinate: You get that one, I’ll get this one, and then we, um, duck?

“Your amulets,” said the first guard, his gun barrel dipping from Todtman’s froggy face to his avian amulet. “Give them to me.”

Alex blinked up into the baking Egyptian sun and groaned. His mind raced: It was now or never.

PAKKA-PAKKA-PAK!

The second guard rattled off three shots in the air, making Alex jump.

He fought his racing pulse and slowly slid his hand up toward his scarab.

“Lift them off only by the chains,” said the first guard. “Touch the amulets and you die.”

So they knew all about the amulets and their power. Out of the corner of his eye, Alex saw one of the guards by the barricade talking low and fast into a cell phone. Alex was sure the man was reporting the capture to his bosses, and maybe asking if they should take them prisoner or just gun them down on the side of the road.

“What a bummer,” said Luke, reaching up for his cheetah. “I just got this thing.”

Alex looked over and saw his cousin’s hand brush the cheetah on the way up — and then he saw nothing but a swirl of sand and dust in the sunlight.

SHOOOMP!

All of a sudden, Luke was in front of Alex, grabbing the gun from the guard who’d fired the warning shots. Alex blinked in disbelief, and in the time it took his eyes to open and close — WHOOSH! —  Luke was already next to the main guard, smacking him over the head with the butt of the other man’s gun. WHUMP!

Before that one could even fall to the ground, Luke was somehow all the way over by the barricade, lowering his shoulder into the first guard there. THUDD! The man flew through the air and crashed gracelessly to the pavement.

PAKKA-PAKKA-PAK!

Oh no! The fourth guard was firing at Luke.

But Luke was already gone. Seeing only open air, the guard ceased fire and looked around wildly. Alex saw Luke before the guard did. His cousin, now standing behind the man, tapped him casually on the shoulder. The man swung around — right into a punch that lifted him off his feet.

As the man fell to the ground unconscious — SHOOOMP! — Luke was back by the others, standing next to the door of the minivan and shaking his hand in mild pain.

“How —” stammered Alex. “How did you —”

“Don’t know, exactly,” said Luke, “but as soon as I touched the amulet, I just felt, like, supercharged.”

Alex watched as the first guard — the one Luke had only disarmed — ran off down the road. The other three were all in various states of beatdown.

“The amulet must grant some sort of temporary physical augmentation,” mused Todtman.

“The cheetah was a symbol of both strength and power in dynastic times,” added Alex’s mom.

“That was AAAWWESOMME!” gushed Alex.

Luke, still pale from his underground confinement, actually blushed as he looked down at his amulet. “Well, I kind of had an unfair advantage,” he admitted. Then he looked up and smiled. “I guess you could say I’m a cheata.”
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They stayed off the main roads after that. Ren was in the front seat, helping navigate with a crumpled old map, and Luke was conked out in back. As impressive as the cheetah amulet had been, it seemed to take a physical toll on him. After a few more miles, they pulled into a gas station convenience store to get food, gas, and a better map.

When Alex climbed back into the backseat to bring his mom aspirin and water, he was surprised to find her awake again. “You should be resting,” he said.

“Not right now,” she said, patting the seat next to her. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

“What?” said Alex. “Is it your side? Should we try to find a hospital?”

She shook her head and answered softly. “It’s your father,” she said as the old van pulled back out onto the road and headed into the dusk. “You deserve to know.”

As Todtman switched on the headlights, Ren puzzled out the new map, and Luke ate half their food, Alex sat absolutely still and listened to the story of how he came to be.

“We met in Alexandria,” she said. “We were both young and both in love: with each other, and with archaeology.”

Alex tried to picture the monster he’d met as a young student with a head full of pyramids and hieroglyphs. As a grad student in love.

“We were both so passionate about our work,” his mother continued. Amir, your father … He was obsessed with finding the Lost Spells even then. I searched with him — and when you were born, you came, too. But the search took us to dark places, searching every secret and forbidden site we could find. These were cursed places no child should have been. I didn’t realize until it was too late the toll it was taking — on you, on your health.”

Alex couldn’t believe it: an entire childhood of pain. Sickness the doctors could never fix. He looked up at his mom, but she was staring straight ahead now, into the past. “That’s when you left him?” he said, hoping — almost needing — to hear her say yes.

She shook her head. “That’s when I tried,” she said. “But he had discovered something else. The mask. Its power fueled his obsession, turned it into something more like madness. He used the mask’s power to control me, to keep me close. It wasn’t until I discovered something of equal power that I could break free.”

“The scarab,” said Alex, touching the amulet.

His mom nodded. “The scarab. But by then the damage had been done … Honey, I am so sorry. More sorry than you will ever know.”

But she was wrong. He knew exactly. He looked up at her, and this time he caught a glimpse of her blue-gray eyes. For the first time, he truly understood the depth behind them. She’d had a life before him, one with triumphs and mistakes of her own. She hadn’t understood the damage those dark places were doing to him, but she’d paid the price as much as he had. She’d worried and fretted over him every single day since. She’d cared for and eventually saved him — at great cost to her, at great cost to everyone.

My mom didn’t know the danger, he thought, but my dad didn’t care. He couldn’t find the words to say any of this to his mom. Instead, he leaned across the seat and wrapped his arms around her as she wrapped hers around him.
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After hours of driving, a low glow lit the horizon: city lights caught in a suffocating net of heavy smog.

Cairo.

“Mom, look,” he whispered. But she was resting again, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow — and this was no longer the Cairo she had told him about. When he was a kid, she’d made the crazy traffic, wild outside bazaars, and winding side alleys sound like a loud vibrant adventure. No more. This was a haunted city now, the death-shrouded capital of a country in crisis.

He felt the fear building inside him as they reached the edge of the city and drove toward. The Order’s headquarters on the other side of the capital. Alex stared out at the dark streets as the unflappable German drove steadily onward. Alex could already see an open fire burning a few blocks away, flickering flames illuminating a plume of rising smoke. Most of the streetlights were burned out or broken. Todtman slowed down to steer around a car abandoned in the middle of the road. As soon as they cleared it, a pack of stray dogs met them on the other side, barking fiercely. Todtman stepped on the gas, and the mangy mongrels began to chase them, an interchangeable mass of matted fur and snapping teeth.

They lost the dogs and passed the fire, but soon the four-lane road narrowed. Stacked sandbags funneled them into a single lane at the center. Todtman slowed the minivan again, and they all eyed the checkpoint nervously. But there were no armed men this time. No men at all.

It creeped Alex out: Eight million people lived in this city — or used to — and so far they hadn’t seen a single soul.

The van rolled slowly through the gap and was suddenly buffeted with bumps and barks and scratches. The dogs had chased them down. Alex looked to his right and saw a large black mutt just below him. It leapt up, scratching at the window. Specks of foamy drool dotted the safety glass as the dog snapped off a quick, hoarse bark.

Todtman cleared the opening and floored it.

The dogs disappeared again into the smoky night.

“Man,” said Luke. “Those were some hungry dogs.”

“Not hungry,” said Ren. “Rabid.”

Alex nervously eyed the gobs of virulent drool on the other side of his window as the hot wind outside stretched and dried them.

As they drove deeper into the city, houses and apartment buildings shouldered up from the sidewalks on either side, and Alex was relieved to see the occasional sliver of light slipping through closed blinds.

“Where is everybody?” said Ren.

“There’s someone!” said Luke, leaning between the seats and pointing. Alex turned and saw a shadowy figure making slow progress across the street. Todtman took his foot of the gas and slowed down as they approached. But as the minivan rolled slowly forward, its headlights hit the figure — and lit its tattered linen.

The mummy swung around and gaped at them, faintly glowing reddish orbs where its eyes should have been. Releasing a ragged, wordless scream, it charged straight at the van’s dented hood.

“Gott im Himmel,” mumbled Todtman as he stomped the gas and swung the wheel.

The minivan sideswiped the charging mummy as it swerved past — one lumbering old heap striking another — sending the tightly wrapped corpse bouncing up onto the curb.

Alex swung his head around and saw the creature already pushing itself to its feet and setting off after them. Just behind him, he saw the crazed dogs appear at a full run one streetlight back.

There was a loud screech of metal on metal as Todtman rammed the minivan between two more abandoned cars, one in each lane. Alex saw his mom wake up and look around, and he climbed one row back to sit next to her.

“It might be better to travel at night,” she said to him. “When Cairo seems too dangerous even for The Order.”

Alex nodded and craned his neck to check the time on the dashboard clock: 11:58 p.m. The problem, of course, was that a city dangerous for The Order was infinitely more dangerous for everyone else. As the clock flicked to 11:59, Ren called out from the front seat: “What is that up there?”

Alex looked where she was pointing and saw a shifting shape on the roof of a low-slung industrial complex, outlined against the moon. At first, he couldn’t tell what it was. The image kept shifting. Pieces tore off it and flitted away as other fragments dove in to rejoin it. But as they passed directly underneath, he got a better look.

The shape was that of a large man.

And the pieces tearing free and diving back looked like oversized wasps, purple-black in the moonlight. They grew larger and more defined the farther they flew, but up close they were small. Small and shifting and numerous: hundreds, maybe thousands, of shadowy swarming shapes.

His mom spoke beside him. Her words were so soft that he barely heard them over the rumble of the van. But he didn’t really need to. He was thinking the same thing.

“Death Walker.”

Todtman punched the gas and accelerated out of sight of the grim figure, but the image of swarming evil stayed in Alex’s mind as the old van wound deeper into the city’s desolate warehouse district.
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Stiff from the long trip and in various states of injury and exhaustion, the crew crept along the moonlit street like a determined intensive care unit. The Order’s secret headquarters was the last looming structure in a row of dark, deserted warehouses.

“We’re here,” whispered Todtman.

“Cool,” said Alex, looking up at the blank black windows. “Should we have, like, a plan?”

“We will catch them off guard and move quickly,” said Todtman, but he said it while hobbling along with the speed and grace of a three-legged turtle. “We know the Spells are in ‘the seat of power.’ The last thing they will expect is for us to come straight to them in the middle of the night.”

“Yeah, don’t sweat it, cuz,” added Luke. “I got your back.”

Alex looked over at him. Maybe the plan was crazy enough to work: While The Order probably thought they were fleeing for their lives, they’d rush in and grab the Spells. And with Luke’s cheetah, they had more firepower than ever. Maybe they had a chance.

As they approached a small side door, Alex pulled his scarab out from under his collar and felt its reassuring weight in his hand. The weight in his other arm was less reassuring. It would be hard to fight while helping his mom stay on her feet.

They reached the door.

“Unguarded,” said Ren.

“Seemingly unguarded,” cautioned Todtman.

But Alex barely heard them. Now that he believed they could succeed, he’d finally asked himself a more complex question: What if they did? In a cell or on the run, it had been easy enough to concentrate on escape. But what if the Lost Spells really were in there? The plan was to use them to close the rift between the worlds of the living and the worlds of the dead — to undo the damage that had been done when that doorway had been opened to save his life. The risk — the one no one seemed willing to talk about — was that it would undo him, too.

Alex heard a click as Todtman used his amulet to unlock the door. “Okay,” said the scholar. “Carefully now.”

Todtman pushed open the door, and Luke ducked inside for a look, but Alex could barely focus on the danger ahead of them. His mind was churning. Back when they were still searching for his mom, he’d blamed himself for all the trouble his second shot at life had caused, and he’d been ready to sacrifice himself to make it right.

But finding his mom had changed things, and the story she’d just told him had changed them more. He’d chewed over those words in the dark: His father’s obsessive search for the Spells was the reason he’d been sick in the first place. The wheels of all this had been set in motion before he could even walk.

And if all that was true, he wasn’t the cause of all this trouble. He was the first victim. 

Alex wondered, deep down, if maybe he had sacrificed enough. If maybe there was another way. The Spells were so powerful, after all. How close had his mom been to puzzling out a solution with them? Maybe — 

“All clear,” said Luke, pulling his head back out the dark gap of the open door.

The group slipped inside. Weak moonlight shone gauzily into the huge, hangar-like space from rows of dirty windows twenty feet up. The friends stood silently as their eyes adjusted to the dim light.

“Nothing,” whispered Ren. “It’s empty.”

Todtman knelt down and rubbed the floor with one finger. “Stone dust,” he said. “This is where they carved the statues that they now inhabit. I saw the blocks the last time I was here.”

Alex felt his mom’s weight sink down against his arm and shoulder as she relaxed a little and let out a long, jagged breath. He pushed the toe of one boot along the concrete floor and felt the stony grit. So this was where The Order had begun turning themselves into ten-foot-tall monsters.

“There are doors in the back there,” said Luke.

Alex stared where he pointed, but all he saw was blackness.

“Are you sure?” he said.

“Totally,” said Luke, and as he turned toward him, Alex saw that his eyes were glowing a soft green. Just like a cheetah’s.

“Can you see in the dark?” asked Alex.

“I guess so.”

Alex tried to stay quiet as they crept across the floor, but supporting his mom was hard work, and his huffing breath echoed through the cavernous space, mixing with the soft plinks of Todtman’s staff.

As they got closer, he saw three doors. The first one was the heaviest, and it seemed to have been blown out from the inside. The heavy steel bar that had once secured it lay bent almost in half on the floor nearby.

Alex saw nothing but blackness inside and stepped aside for Luke to take a look with his cat eyes. “Anything?”

“Nuh-uh,” said Luke. “It’s like a vault or something. No windows, no nothing.”

And the other two rooms were just abandoned offices. Alex heard Ren take a corner too tightly in the dark and slam her shin into the side of a desk.

“Ow!” she huffed, and then: “This is ridiculous!”

She took three quick strides over to the wall. “No, Ren, don’t!” hissed Todtman, but it was too late.

She flicked on the lights.

Alex stood blinking in the sudden brightness. When the stars and swirls cleared away, he saw everything there was to see. It wasn’t much.

“Empty,” said Ren. “This whole place has been cleared out.”

Alex’s mom settled into an office chair as the others searched around for hidden doorways, passages leading down, anything at all. They even used their amulets to probe the walls and floors. After half an hour, Todtman called a halt to it.

“Nothing,” he agreed. “Whatever was in here is gone.”

They returned to the main room and looked around the modest old warehouse under the weak electric light.

“This isn’t the seat of power anymore, is it?” said Alex.

Todtman smacked the floor angrily with his scuffed staff. “I don’t think it ever was.”

The Amulet Keepers were quiet for a few moments, and then they heard the banging on the corrugated steel walls of the warehouse. Something was outside — or some things.

Todtman looked up at the old fixtures above them. “The lights have attracted attention,” he said. “We should leave.”

“But where are we going?” asked Ren as they hustled toward the same door they’d come in.

“To see an old friend,” said Todtman. “If he is still alive.”
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“There it is,” said Alex’s mom as a familiar red edifice rose up in front of them.

The battered old minivan had made it back to the city’s center. It had even started on the first try — a good thing since there’d been a dozen glowing red eyes approaching its rearview mirror at the time.

A massive brick building loomed above the electric haze of Tahrir Square. Once again, they had returned to the mighty Egyptian Museum.

They parked the stalwart van on a side street and made their way to the museum’s massive front doors. No alarm sounded as Alex used the scarab to unlock the heavy double doors. He took one last look behind them as they slipped inside, to see if they’d been followed. All he saw were shifting shadows and dancing moonlight in the eerily empty square.

Inside, the legendary museum was lit only by dim lights from a few display cases and red exit signs. Scattered around these deep shadows, he knew, were some 120,000 exhibits. What Alex didn’t see were any people, or any signs of recent activity at all. Once teeming with a daily army of tourists, the place now felt like an especially epic, million-square-foot attic.

Moving through the first room, Alex’s mom had stepped free of his supporting arm, as if the building itself had given her strength. Alex used his suddenly free hand to trace a finger across a glass display case, drawing a track in the thin layer of dust.

“I’m afraid I’ve let the place go a bit,” came a voice. “But we get very few visitors these days.”

Alex’s heart skipped a beat or three as the words echoed through the hall. But the voice was familiar, and so was the man stepping out of the shadows along the far wall.

Dr. Hesaan — he never had told them his first name — bowed slightly. As surprised as they were by his sudden appearance, he seemed equally surprised to see the new addition to their party. “Dr. Bauer,” he said. “It is good to see you … ” He trailed off before adding “alive.”

She managed a quick smile. “You know I can’t stay away from this place.”

Alex was relieved to not hear quite as much ragged raspiness in her voice this time — and reassured by her friendly rapport with the man. The last time they’d seen the old curator, he’d been attempting to guard the closed museum with only a cricket bat.

“Where’s your bat?” asked Alex.

“I don’t have much use for it anymore,” Hesaan said, shrugging slightly. “Only a lunatic would break in. This museum, like the rest of the city, is now run by The Order.”

The friends bristled visibly.

“Relax,” said Hesaan. “I hate them just as much as you do.”

“But you work for them,” said Ren skeptically.

Another shrug. “I work for the museum. I take care of it, as I always have. They simply allow me to.”

“Why would they do that?” said Ren, still not convinced. “The last time I saw you, you were charging at them with your cricket bat.”

“They allow it because I am the most qualified,” he said. “I am the most familiar with this old building — and this much older collection — and its various needs.”

Ren signaled she had another question by raising her right hand slightly, but Hesaan kept going. “You have to understand, for you this is a museum: old artifacts and old altars to old gods. To The Order, it is their religion.”

Alex looked over at his mom to see what she thought of that. When she nodded in understanding, he did, too. The arrangement seemed clear enough. It was an uneasy truce between enemies, carved out over a small piece of common ground.

“We each have our part to play in this, my old friend,” said Todtman to Hesaan. “And I am hoping you might be able to help us find some answers.”

“I will do my best,” said Hesaan. He stepped toward Todtman and exchanged the sort of quick, awkward hug at which academics have always excelled. “But first, it is late. Let me find you someplace to stay, something to eat. As you can see, I have plenty of extra space.” He raised his voice slightly on the final word, and Alex heard it echo through the lacquered wood and polished marble of the empty museum: space-ace-ace.

[image: image]

Ren balled up her fist again, not to release a flash of spirit-zapping light this time, but to release … what? She was matched off with Luke in a game of rock-paper-scissors. At stake was the third-best sleeping spot in the old employee lounge where they were spending the night. Dr. Bauer and Todtman were the obvious choices for the two couches, and now Ren had her eye on the large woolen rug between them. She’d already defeated Alex, three to two. So far Luke had thrown two straight papers, and she’d cut through them with back-to-back scissors. Now she eyed her opponent carefully. He wouldn’t throw the same thing again … would he?

“One, two,” counted Alex. Ren and Luke drew back their hands. “Three!”

Ren threw her hand out, first two fingers V’d into scissors. She looked over at Luke’s hand, spread out flat: paper. She smiled. Of course he would.

“I thought it had to win sooner or later,” muttered Luke, shaking his head.

But there was one last item of business before the group could get some much-needed sleep. A few minutes later, all drowsy eyes were on Ren once again. She took a deep breath and raised her hand toward her amulet.

“Ask it where the Lost Spells are,” said Alex.

It had never answered that particular question in the past, and the look she shot him said: Why would it start now?

Todtman volunteered an alternative: “Ask it where the seat of power is.”

The ibis was an ancient amulet, not Google, and as Ren’s hand hovered over the pale stone, she told herself all the things that had helped her get a handle on its power. It didn’t offer answers, she reminded herself. It only gave her information: scenes from the past or present, possibilities for the future. And whatever it gave her was more than she had now. Extra credit. She formed the familiar, comforting words in her head.

Then she closed her eyes and wrapped her hand around the cool stone. She tried to think the words of Todtman’s question as clearly as possible: Where is the seat — But before she could finish, another question popped into her head, fully formed and all but screaming for an answer: Are my parents okay?

She’d already tried to call home from Hesaan’s office phone, but the line had been as dead as the museum’s remaining mummies. Now, though, her ibis offered an open line. An image flashed through her mind’s eye. The door of their apartment, seen from the inside, with the chain latched and one of the good chairs from the living room table wedged under the doorknob.

As the scene unfolded the door began to shake, the chain rattled, and the chair wobbled. Something was outside the apartment, not knocking on the door but beating on it.

Ren gasped and opened her eyes. Her amulet fell from her hand.

“What did it show you?” said Todtman.

Ren shook her head.

“What?” he insisted.

She looked up at him, blinking away the tears that were just now beginning to appear. “Home,” she said. “It showed me home.”

Todtman looked at her sternly, but Alex’s mom cut in before he could respond. “We’re all tired,” she said softly. “We’ll try again in the morning. Okay, Ren?”

Ren nodded. She was tired: desperately, eye-flutteringly tired after their marathon day. But she also knew how important this was. The world was going up in flames, and they were at a standstill. She would try her best in the morning. She would focus hard and ask the question out loud. Still, she didn’t hold out much hope. “It doesn’t matter what I ask it,” she said softly. “The ibis is in my head. It knows what I want to know.”

She stretched out on the heavy rug, her body surrendering to her exhaustion even as her mind continued to pick at what she’d just seen — Was it the present, or a future they could still prevent?

She heard Dr. Bauer shift on the couch above her and looked up to find her looking down. “We are all worried about home,” she whispered. “We will fix this.”

Ren nodded and tried to stay positive. She fell asleep not to images of destruction but to one of her favorite memories: Alex and his mom and Ren and her parents laughing together at a silly inside joke at the last museum holiday party.

But as the night wore on, her dreams turned dark. She dreamed that New York was under siege and would soon fall to The Order. She dreamed that her parents were in danger. It was the worst nightmare of her life.

And it was all true.
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Alex rolled over on his small, scratchy rug and groaned. Sunlight was streaming in through the windows. He turned toward his mom’s couch. Empty.

He leapt up immediately, sending gift-shop throw pillows flying. But then he spotted her sitting with Todtman and Hesaan at a table by the wall. They were casually dipping flatbread in a beany paste and talking as they ate. Alex’s mouth watered at the sight of the food, and he went to join them.

Ren was snoring lightly on the floor. Alex tried to be quiet as he passed, but she coughed up her last snore and her eyes popped open. He waited as she got up to join him.

Luke was still asleep in the corner, a small smile on his face hinting at pleasant dreams of athletic conquest. Alex and Ren let him sleep and headed for the table.

“How are you feeling, Mom?” asked Alex. Now that he was standing close enough, he could see that she was holding a plastic bag of ice against her side.

“Good morning, honey,” she said. “I am feeling a little better.” She paused and smiled. “Like I was hit by a car instead of a truck.”

Beside him, Ren nodded solemnly, waited a respectable few seconds, and then dove for the food. “Fuul!” she said, pronouncing it like fuel.

“Fool,” said Hesaan, correcting her pronunciation.

“Yeah, say it right, fool,” said Alex, satisfied that his mom really was feeling better. He picked up a piece of flatbread and dipped it into the dish of stewed fava beans. “What are you guys talking about?” he asked, pulling up a chair.

Todtman shifted over to make space at the table. “We were trying to figure out our mistake,” he said. “You told us you heard the leader say that he would consult the Lost Spells in the seat of power … ”

“And you assumed the seat of power was the old Order headquarters in Cairo,” said Hesaan.

“Yes, but the place was abandoned,” said Todtman, “cleaned out.”

Wait a second, thought Alex. His brain was still foggy with sleep, but he tried to remember. Wasn’t there something about that phrase? Something he hadn’t been sure of? He chewed his food and chased the thought through the morning mist as the adults continued talking.

“Yes, why would they be hiding in a warehouse?” said Hesaan. “They have outgrown that little place now. They have taken over the parliament building, and some others. During the day, they are everywhere in this city.”

“Could the seat be the parliament building?” asked Alex’s mom.

“Perhaps,” said Hesaan skeptically. “But even as arrogant as they are, I would be surprised if they kept something so powerful in such a busy and accessible place. With their international provocations, there is constant talk that the other countries will bomb the place.”

“Why don’t they?” said Alex.

“They say the leader controls their minds, as needed, and stills their hands. They say that the man has grown immensely powerful.”

Hesaan flicked a look over at Alex’s mom as he spoke, and Alex wondered if Hesaan knew he was talking about her ex-husband.

“It’s true,” said Todtman. “But he is a man no longer.”

Hesaan nodded gravely, seeming to understand.

Alex remembered the sight. The man who had once been his father, and what he had become: a massive Death Walker in a flickering tomb. He remembered the words rumbling out of his broad chest, Alex’s amulet allowing him to understand the ancient dialect — and just like that, the mist lifted. “Wait a second,” he sputtered through a mouthful of bean and bread.

The others turned to look at him. He swallowed his fuul and cleared his throat. “Okay, so, you guys know I don’t speak ancient Egyptian, right? So I have to kind of rely on my amulet for that … ”

“What is it, hun?” asked his mom, but Todtman was already a step ahead.

“What did he say?” asked the German.

“Well, I thought it was the ‘seat of power,’ but as I was saying it, I was kind of also thinking —”

“The seat of the soul?” offered Hesaan.

Alex stared at him. “Yeah, but … how did you know?”

“There is a word for power,” said Hesaan. “An ancient word … ”

“Ba,” said Alex’s mom. “The pharaoh’s power to rule … ”

Todtman’s eyes grew wider, and he stammered excitedly: “Yes, but that word has more than one meaning … ”

“What do you mean? What other meaning?” interrupted Ren. Alex watched her head spin from one scholar to another and knew she hated to be left out of this.

Alex’s mom explained, “Ba can mean the soul, too.”

“Not the seat of power,” said Todtman. “The seat of the soul. That’s where they have taken the Spells.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” said Ren. “I seriously hope you are not going to say —”

But the three scholars said it as one: “To the afterlife.”

“They have taken the Spells to the one place they are sure no one else can reach them,” added Todtman.

“But how is that possible?” said Hesaan, dumbfounded.

Ren looked over at him with a hangdog expression. “Oh, it’s possible, all right,” she said. “It’s just not any fun.”

Hesaan looked at her incredulously. “You have been there?”

“We both have,” said Alex, remembering their sprint through the treacherous, twilight murk of the Egyptian afterlife. It was a spectral shortcut that had taken them thousands of miles in moments. “It’s the amulets that let us do it,” he added, trying to explain the inexplicable. “They allow us to go through the false doors.”

They all sat silently at the little table, thunderstruck by this new revelation. Footsteps approached. Luke plucked a crumbly white block speckled with blue dots from the breakfast tray. “I sure hope this is cheese,” he said, taking a big bite.

“It was cheese a week ago … ” said Hesaan, staring down at the table.

“It is blue cheese now,” said Todtman. “But save some of that for Alex and Ren. They will need their strength today, too.”

“Wait, what do you mean?” said Alex.

“Well, you have been there before,” said Hesaan, eyeing the lump of Alex’s amulet beneath his shirt. “And there are many false doors at this museum.”

Alex had already finished his breakfast, but he swallowed hard, anyway. His mom put her hand on his shoulder, either seeking to reassure him or concerned he would faint.

He was going back to the afterlife.

He looked over at Ren. She looked like she had seen a ghost.

She was certainly about to.
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Alex felt like he was being rushed.

And he was. His mom had offered to make the trip in place of him and Ren, but then she’d barely been able to get out of her chair on her own.

“I’ll go with them,” said Luke. “I’ve got one of those gizmos, too.” Calling his ancient cheetah amulet a “gizmo” undercut his credibility, but his next statement was more convincing: “You can’t just send two nerds to the afterlife alone.”

The search party grew to three, and it had been full steam ahead after that.

“You have everything you need now,” said Todtman, handing Alex a worn-out backpack rescued from the museum’s lost and found room and filled with handpicked artifacts.

Alex slipped it on and felt the bow of an ancient wooden carving of a boat jab him in the back. He shrugged his shoulders to shift the little boat over and heard metal clink against metal at the bottom of the pack.

Then the three could avoid it no longer. They turned to face the false door. It was one of the largest Alex had ever seen, a six-foot-high slab of stone with a rectangular indentation at its center painted a faded red ocher and bordered by raised reliefs of columns. Hieroglyphic writing was carved deep into the ancient stone. It was a symbolic gateway to the afterlife, but in about two steps, it was about to get very real.

Alex pulled the scarab out from under his shirt.

“Be careful, Alex,” said his mom. Alex heard something different in her voice, not a torn raspiness but a quiver of deep concern that sounded almost as painful. “You too, Ren … And even you, Luke. If you are in danger, come back.”

Todtman listened with a just-sucked-lemon look on his face that seemed to say: Come back? They haven’t even left yet! His actual words were only slightly more diplomatic:

“Yes, be careful, of course — but do not waste time! The world of the living and the world of the dead are very close now. We have seen it ourselves: mummies by the thousands, spirits in the streets. The boundaries are falling, and The Order is getting stronger. Look for signs of The Order when you cross over. Even in the afterlife, they will guard their prize closely. Use your amulets to guide you, if you can. We must find the Lost Spells and repair the damage they’re done to our world.”

Alex looked away. Todtman could say “we” until he was blue in his froggy face, but he wasn’t going. He was staying back: Mission Control to their moon shot, and reinforcements if necessary. Still, Alex knew he was right. The worlds were closer now. His mom had used the Spells to open a gateway between them, to bring him back. Now The Order was using the Spells to tear down the walls — to use the power of the world of the dead to rule the world of the living. The old legend was coming true. The Final Kingdom was almost here.

Almost.

They still had one last, desperate chance.

Alex took a deep breath and one more look at his mom. He opened and closed his mouth, like a guppy, but he couldn’t even begin to think of what to say. Instead, he just nodded. Reluctantly, she nodded, too. He looked over at Ren and Luke.

“Let’s do this,” he said with as much bravery as he could muster. It wasn’t much.

Luke gave him a sympathetic look. “Nice try, cuz,” he said. “But it goes like this … ” His next words would’ve fit right in in a football huddle: “LET’S DO THIS!”

Alex had to admit, it sounded better coming from him. He was even a little fired up by it. Without another word, Alex wrapped his hand around his scarab and stepped toward solid stone.

Beside him, Ren said two words, very softly: “For home.” Then she stepped forward, too.

Right behind them, Luke said, “It’s go time.”

The next thing Alex heard was a loud POP!

His vision turned red as he passed through the stone, and he closed his eyes instinctively. When he opened them again, he was in a different world. The washed-out electric lighting of the museum was replaced by a warm amber glow. All around him, deeper veins of red and orange and yellow pooled in the air, coming together and hinting at shapes only to pull apart and drain away. Alex looked down at his feet and saw what appeared to be a well-worn dirt path. He looked back over his shoulder and saw a transparent rose-pink rectangle shimmering in the air: the false door, as seen from the other side. Next to it, Ren and Luke stood washed in the yellow-orange light and blinking incredulously.

“Are you okay?” called Alex over the low, steady hum that seemed to surround them.

All three of them clutched their amulets tightly, like lifelines, but Luke gave him a thumbs-up with his free hand, and Ren called back: “I think so. It’s not as scary this time.”

Alex nodded. The last time they had traveled through the afterlife, it had been a darker and more frightening place. But now, high above, a fiery object was making slow progress across the golden sky. “It’s daytime now,” he said.

Luke looked up, shielded his eyes, and said, “The sun is all jacked up.”

It was true. It was hard to see through its blazing glow, but the object above them wasn’t round. If anything, it looked kind of like a boat. Alex was amazed to realize that it was a boat. As many pictures and carvings as he’d seen of it, his next words sounded crazy, even to him: “It’s the sun barque of Amun-Re.”

“The sun god?” stammered Ren.

Alex could see the idea ricocheting around Ren’s orderly mind. He seriously hoped she wouldn’t lose it. Instead, she closed her eyes briefly, took a deep breath, and opened them. “Okay, whatever,” she said. “Let’s just get going.”

Alex inhaled the fragrant air, clamped down a little tighter on his scarab, and closed his eyes.

It was the biggest test of his life, and it had only one question.

Could he feel it?

The scarab could detect the undead and the death magic that created them. It had a strong connection to the Spells, and so did Alex. In Minyahur, the small desert village where his mom had hidden out, studying the Spells, the scarab had nearly burned his hand off when the Spells were close by. And he’d passed out the first time he’d seen them up close. Using the amulet to detect death magic here seemed like a good way to get his hand burned off — this was the world of the dead!

But as his eyes closed and his senses stretched out, all he felt — heard, really — was the same buzzing hum getting louder. That’s what it was, he realized: the strong, steady signal of the afterlife all around. It was the energy of this strange place, and he didn’t need his amulet to hear it.

He relaxed a little more and breathed.

As he relaxed, his senses opened further, and then he did sense something. It wasn’t a shape or an image as much as a feeling, an almost magnetic pull. The amulet began to heat up in his hand.

He shuffled his feet slightly, turned his shoulders, and then raised his hand.

“The Spells are in that direction,” he said. “Somewhere over there.”

“Are you sure?” said Ren.

Alex nodded. “I feel a really strong signal. It’s almost … pulling me there.”

He opened his eyes and looked down the length of his arm as if it were the barrel of a gun. He stared into the distance. The air was thick and smelled of earth and water. It still swirled with warm colors and phantom shapes, but the shifting patterns decorated the view more than they obscured it. He could see fields extending outward in every direction, tall stalks of wheat and barley swaying in the wind, washed in golden light. Off in the distance, there were figures moving among the rows of shifting grain, and Alex recognized the timeless, repetitive motions of farmers working the land.

And directly in front of his outstretched arm, past acres of golden fields, was the glittering blue-green band of a river.

The Nile.

As otherworldly as it all seemed, it still made sense to him. The ancient Egyptians believed the dead crossed the Nile on the first leg of their journey into the afterlife. Back at the museum, they’d prepared for the possibility that they might have to do it themselves.

“So, let me get this straight,” said Luke, staring in the direction Alex had pointed. “We’re in the land of death, or whatever; there are dudes in these fields, dead dudes; something is trying to pull you across a river … and you want to go?” He lifted his chin toward the riverbank. “You can’t even see what’s on the other side.”

Alex lifted his gaze. The land beyond the winding waterway was obscured by a heavy, fog-like haze. The kingdom of the dead was holding its secrets close.

“We have to,” said Alex, trying to sound calmer and more confident than he felt. “I think that’s where the Spells are.”

Luke considered it for a moment and then shrugged. “You’re gonna get us killed,” he said. “But at least we’re in the right place for it.”

“Yeah, let’s go,” Ren said, eyeing the fieldworkers swaying in the distance. “The faster we find them, the better.”

The three friends set off cautiously down the path, the dirt under their feet as black as charcoal. Alex ventured one last look over his shoulder at the fiery vessel inching across the morning sky. He felt its heat on the back of his neck, and when he looked down, he saw his shadow stretching out before him.

They would travel to the west, where the sun died each day.
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They stayed on the path as it cut through a field of waist-high barley. With one hand still wrapped around his scarab, Alex reached out with the other and brushed the top of the nearest stalks. All around them, the light continued to shift and swirl, shapes and colors ornamenting the heavy air. He saw rosy red light pooling in the air ten feet in front of him, forming a perfect circle, like the pupil of an eye. It drained away a moment later, leaving nothing but the vague sensation of being watched.

As his ears adjusted to the steady hum all around, he heard other sounds rise up. Some were faint: airy exhalations that might have been the wind, but sounded more like an old man breathing his last gasp; distant roars that might have been thunder, had the golden sky not been cloudless. Others were louder: A chorus of wailing voices rose up off to their left. Alex whipped his head around, but all he saw was shifting grain.

“Did you guys hear that?” he said, but the voices had already stopped.

“I heard it,” said Ren.

Both of them turned to Luke, who shrugged. “I thought it was you two.”

Alex turned back toward the fields. Whether or not his ears were playing tricks on him, his eyes were telling a very clear story. The figures working the fields were closer now, the nearest no more than twenty yards away. Their broad backs were slightly stooped and their strong shoulders swung from side to side. Alex couldn’t see the blades of the scythes they were carrying, but he knew they were harvesting the grain. Golden stalks disappeared with each swing.

Shesh shesh shesh went the blades.

“Are they dangerous?” asked Ren, walking a little closer.

Alex shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. The figures hadn’t so much as glanced in their direction.

“So those guys are, like, one hundred percent dead, right?” hissed Luke. “And that’s why they look like that?”

They were close enough to see them clearly now. Some had skin the color of stone, but most were shades of blue. They wore simple clothes but regal headdresses that seemed oddly out of place in the sun-washed fields.

“They’re shabti,” said Alex.

“Yeah,” agreed Luke. “They’re definitely shabby.”

“Shabti,” corrected Ren. Then she turned toward Alex and added: “But, uh, you better tell us — I mean Luke — what those are again.”

Alex managed half a smile. He knew that Ren liked to know what was going on, and that a little information might help keep her calm in this strange world. Still, he pretended he was explaining it for Luke’s benefit.

“The ancient Egyptians believed that the afterlife was just, like, an extension of everyday life. There was no sickness or death, I mean, obviously. But you still had to work, to grow crops and stuff. So they put these little statues in their tombs. They’re called shabti, or answerers. Each day, when the dead were called to work, they could send out one of their shabti to answer for them.”

Alex told the story as they passed by the first of the silent laborers. Shesh shesh shesh. He could see the long, sharp, curved blades of their scythes now, but still the enchanted laborers ignored them. Alex concentrated on keeping his voice calm and steady and willed his feet not to break into a panicked run.

Soon, they passed by the shabti. Now the fields on either side of them were cut low, piles of barley awaiting collection on the ground and little bits of it floating lightly in the golden air.

Chooo!

Ren sneezed and Alex jumped. She didn’t make fun of him, like she normally would have, though. He knew she was way more freaked out by all this than he was. “Your mom taught you really well,” she said instead. “I mean, about the shabti and stuff.”

“Thanks,” he said. With the fields cut low, they could see the river ahead clearly.

“Why are you thanking me?” said Ren. “I was complimenting your mom.”

Alex snorted out half a laugh, and that seemed so crazy that he snorted out a full one. Who would’ve thought it: laughing in the afterlife.

“I was just kidding,” said Ren, too freaked out to laugh but clearly wanting to join in the good mood. “You did a good job learning.”

“The thing is,” said Alex, “I didn’t realize I was learning. It’s just that every story she told, I was right there, listening. Every exhibit she worked on, I was right there watching. And … I … ”

His voice trailed off. He was lost in both memory and realization. He had learned so much as a sick kid trailing after his mom in the museum, and now he was using it on his own. He’d chased after her when she disappeared, and then moped when he thought she’d abandoned him. And now he was here leading this mission. Not abandoned, but independent. She’d given him what he needed to navigate this strange world. At least, he hoped so … 

“Anyway,” said Ren, snapping him out of it, “I’m glad you know so much about it.”

“Me too,” he said. “That reminds me. See all this black dirt we’re walking on? That’s where the Nile flooded and then pulled back. That’s how Egyptians lived for thousands of years, farming the floodplains of the Nile. Before the big dams were built and the Nile stopped flooding.”

“Uh, no offense, dude,” said Luke. “I mean, I know you two are having like a nerd moment or whatever — but who cares about dirt?”

Alex didn’t deny being a little nerdy around the edges, but he still didn’t like to hear it from his cool jock cousin. “I was about to mention the crocodiles,” he said. “And the snakes. Those came with the floodwaters, too. Lots of ’em.”

Luke and Ren looked all around, their eyes suddenly a little wider.

Alex kept his eyes forward, staring at the massive expanse of the Nile, a legendary river flowing through two worlds at once.
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Ren eyed the edge of the river warily. She’d seen enough nature documentaries to know that that’s where crocodiles ambushed their prey. Up close, the current was coffee-colored and thick with sediment, the kind of water that made it very hard to spot crocodiles, and impossible to spot snakes.

“Oh wow!” said Alex.

Ren reluctantly lifted her eyes from the river’s murky surface and gasped in astonishment.

The far shore, which had been hidden in haze as they walked, now revealed itself. More fields filled the floodplain on the other side, but beyond them, a vast kingdom stretched to the horizon. White stone temples, majestic houses, and even a few colossal pyramids glowed and shimmered in the golden light. It was a scene from out of a history book, a museum painting come to life.

And moving along the broad avenues, just visible from where she stood, people walked, alone or in small groups. As Ren watched, not blinking and barely remembering to breathe, she even saw a glittering, horse-drawn chariot, looking like a tiny toy in the distance. It kicked up a plume of dust and sand behind it before turning a corner and disappearing.

The kingdom of the dead.

She nearly fainted.

“Let’s get that boat,” said Alex.

“Uhhh,” said Luke, and Ren thought that summed it up pretty well.

She looked at Alex, incredulous. “How are you not freaked out by all this?” She pointed across the water. “By all of them?”

“I am freaked out,” said Alex, and a slight tremble in his voice confirmed it. “But dead doesn’t necessarily mean evil. These are the good ones, I think. And, anyway, we have work to do.”

“The good ones,” said Luke. “What, like … Casper the Friendly Ghost?”

Instead of answering, Alex shrugged his backpack off and lowered it to the ground. He unzipped it and carefully pulled out the small wooden carving of a boat. It was a little more than a foot long and a little less than three thousand years old. They’d taken it from a storeroom in the museum. Its edges worn down and its paint worn off, it was one of thousands of items that didn’t quite merit display space.

But the little boat was about to earn its keep now.

“I don’t see how we’re supposed to get across this huge river in a toy,” said Luke. “What is that, a boat for ants?”

“They put these in the tombs so the spirits could cross the Nile,” said Alex. He walked over to the river’s edge. Ren followed a step behind and watched as he knelt down and placed the little boat on the gently rippling surface.

Immediately, the boat’s frame pushed up and out, quickly reaching the height of Ren’s shoulders. As she and Alex both jumped back to avoid getting knocked over by the bow, Ren thought of the packet of little sponge dinosaurs her dad had given her once, the ones that expanded when you dropped them in water.

By the time the little boat stopped growing, it was a real boat big enough for three. It was made not of wood but of bundled reeds that rose up to a high point on each end. All Ren managed to say was “Whoa.”

And then it occurred to her that she was supposed to get in this thing now — and to travel to the other side. Where so many of the dead were. Suddenly, the possibility seemed all too real. “I don’t know … ” she said.

“We have to, Ren,” said Alex, stepping forward and gingerly touching the reedy side of the craft. “I am getting such a strong signal from over there.”

Ren looked at him. There was something wrong with what he had just said, a hole in the logic, but she couldn’t place it. Her brain was too full of wonder and fear.

A moment later, it got worse.

“That is not your vessel,” she heard. “The one it was made for has already crossed over.” The voice was strong and steady. And it did not belong to Alex or Luke. “Where did you get this boat?”

Ren wheeled around to see who the voice belonged to.

Who, or what.

He was tall and muscular and dressed in ancient garb. A white-and-yellow shendyt kilt was wrapped around his waist, and a wide, ornate collar necklace hung from his neck. Thickly woven straps crisscrossed his broad chest, meeting at a massive, perfectly round ruby. He held a long, thin staff in one hand. But who could possibly care about any of that when his head — the head talking to them right now — was that of a jet-black jackal?

As she stared in disbelief, he turned to meet her eyes. Her knees felt like jelly, and her punch-drunk brain had its finger on the light switch.

Talking dog, she thought vaguely. Good talking dog man.

Don’t bite.
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Anubis.

The guardian of the underworld.

Not just an ancient Egyptian god but, as Alex’s mom would say, one of the big ones.

“I asked you a question,” said the deity, the daggerlike tips of two huge white canine teeth appearing as he spoke. “Where did you get this boat? And answer carefully. The afterlife is a perilous place for tomb raiders.”

Alex gulped in just enough air to squeak out: “In a museum.”

Anubis’s jackal ears swung toward the small sound. He looked at Alex, considering. Alex’s heart hammered hard in his chest.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ren swaying on her feet. He wanted to run over and help her, but he didn’t dare move. He had the distinctly unpleasant feeling that he was being judged. Luke was standing beside her, staring at the ancient god in wide-eyed, slack-jawed wonder. Please don’t say anything stupid, thought Alex.

“I will accept your answer,” said Anubis, and Alex relaxed just a little. Even Ren seemed to stop wobbling. Luke’s mouth closed and opened again silently, like a goldfish’s. “Your museums empty our tombs just as surely as the thieves do, but at least they take good care of what they find.”

Anubis paused and then added cryptically, “And then, too, you have been vouched for.” His jackal head looked off to a spot farther up the bank. “It is funny, in a way.”

Alex had no idea what any of that meant. Vouched for? Funny? Did gods like jokes? He had zero chance of mustering a polite laugh at the moment, so he stuck to what he knew. “Thank you,” he said, bowing slightly. “We’re sorry about the boat, but we need to cross … ”

“You may not,” said Anubis, suddenly striding forward.

The three friends scrambled to get out of his way. Alex turned to see the deity raise his staff and tap the bow of the boat. As the boat shrank and shriveled, Alex dropped his head in defeat. A moment later, he saw the little wooden carving once again bobbing like a bath toy on the river. All three of them watched silently as the current caught it and it began to float away.

“We needed that,” said Alex to his own feet.

“Why is that?” said Anubis.

Alex looked up slightly, still not daring to make direct eye contact with the deity. “Because we are looking for something,” he ventured. “Something important.”

“All hope would seem to be lost, then,” said Anubis.

And there was something about the way he said it: almost playful. Is he teasing me, wondered Alex, or mocking me? “The people — well, the things — we’re after are evil,” he protested. “Our world is in danger.”

Anubis sized him up with glowing green eyes, and Alex was afraid he had gone too far. Would the next thing he felt be those dagger-like teeth? That battle staff?

And then … Anubis smiled. He smiled in the way dogs do sometimes. It would have been cute, if he weren’t a seven-foot-tall death god. “I know they’re evil,” he said. “That’s why I did not let them cross, either.”

A hundred questions flooded Alex’s mind, but Anubis was already walking away. “I take no part in this conflict, other than to protect my realm,” said the ancient guardian of the afterlife. “What you seek and the ones you fear are here on the borderlands. But hurry, for this land is no place for the living, especially at night.”

As the god headed up the bank, Alex turned to look at the others. “That really just happened, right?” he said. “You heard all that?”

“Oh, that happened all right,” said Luke. “That Snoopy-looking dude was hella real.”

“That was Anubis, wasn’t it?” said Ren. “I’ve seen his, like, statues.”

Alex nodded and turned back for one more look.

But Anubis was gone.

As soon as Ren registered that fact, she let Alex have it. “I can’t believe you were going to magic-boat us over to the city of the dead for no reason! The Death Walkers aren’t even over there!”

Alex looked at his amulet. “But I got such a strong signal,” he protested, his voice breaking slightly.

“Yeah,” said Ren, “because that thing detects spirits, too.” She pointed to the endless city on the far shore. “And, I mean, hello, the kingdom of the dead?”

“Oh yeah,” said Alex.

He looked down at his feet, embarrassed. He saw his shadow stretching out behind him. Behind him … He looked up. The fiery vessel had crossed over the river and begun its descent.

“Um, we should really get going,” he said, reaching down to pick up his pack.

“Yeah,” said Luke. “Let’s get out of here before the rest of the zoo shows up.”

As they walked quickly back up the bank, Alex picked over what Anubis had said: Did not let them cross … Something big occurred to him.

“The gods are more powerful than the Death Walkers,” he said, and as soon as he heard the words out loud, he knew they were true. Back in the Egyptian desert, Sekhmet had obliterated a Death Walker their amulets had been powerless against. Anubis had stared down The Order’s stone warriors and turned them back.

“Yeah,” said Ren. “Obviously. They’re gods. It’s kind of in the definition.”

Alex knew there was some greater significance to that fact, something he wasn’t quite getting. Amazingly, Luke was the one to put his finger on it.

“It would be cool if the gods could put the beatdown on The Order,” he said. “Instead of leaving it up to three middle schoolers from Manhattan.” Then he quickly added: “Not that we’re not awesome.”

Alex stared at his cousin. It was a statement so obvious that it had taken Luke to say it. “That would be cool,” said Alex. “So cool.”

As they neared the top of the bank, Ren came up next to him. “You know,” she said, “if the gods did that we wouldn’t need to use the Spells.”

He nodded. His best friend was just as worried about what might happen to him if they used the Spells as he was. She wanted him to live, too — even if she did yell at him sometimes.

“Of course,” she added, “that’s a pretty big if.”

He knew she was right about that, too. Relying on the divine intervention of ancient, animal-headed deities wasn’t much of a plan — it was like planning to win the lottery as a career goal. It was a nice thought, but the time for daydreaming was over. Now they needed to figure out how to do it for themselves. Alex scanned the ground near the top of the bank. Anubis had said that what they were looking for was on this side of the bank. But where?

He scanned the bank in both directions, and then looked down at his feet. There in the dark dirt of the timeless Nile he saw a scattering of small footprints. He huffed out a little laugh. “I think I figured out who vouched for us back there,” he said, pointing down.

The others gathered around. “Are those … cat prints?” said Luke.

“Anubis was right,” said Alex. “It is kind of funny. Imagine being saved from a dog-headed god … by a little cat.”

“Pai!” exclaimed Ren, dropping to her knees and tracing the tracks with her fingers.

“It must’ve been her,” said Alex.

They looked all around, but there was no sign of Ren’s undead BFF, and the tracks vanished into the harder dirt higher up the bank.

Ren stood up and brushed her hands on her jeans. “Okay, Pai did her part,” she said. “I guess it’s time I did mine.”

She took a deep breath and reached for her ibis.
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Ren tried to calm her thoughts. The last time she’d used the ibis, it had shown her a fearful scene from home. Now she was worried about what it might show her, and what it might not. She took hold of the ancient amulet, closed her eyes, and made her question as clear and focused as possible. It was a question the ibis had never answered before, but maybe now it would. Now that they were so close … 

“Where are the Lost Spells?” she said out loud.

Instantly, a series of images flashed through her mind.

The first: the little wooden boat bobbing along the current near the shore.

The second: a frightening and familiar figure standing near the riverbank. His face and neck were swollen with stings, his body was wrapped in crimson robes, and there was a huge scorpion stinger where his left hand should have been. It was the first Death Walker they’d faced, the Stung Man. In the river behind him, bobbing lazily along, was the little boat.

Finally, she saw a long line of men. They were dressed in ancient garb, but as the first man in line stepped into a glowing portal in the air, his features changed. He aged three thousand years in one step and his outfit was replaced by the ragged wrappings of a mummy as he disappeared through the false door.

Ren’s eyes fluttered open.

“What did you see?” said Alex. “Anything?”

She described each image carefully. “It seems like it wants us to follow the boat along the river.”

“We need to go north,” Alex said.

“That’s right,” she said. She remembered now: Unlike most U.S. rivers, the Nile flows north, out of Africa and up to the Mediterranean Sea. So that’s the way it would carry the little boat. “But why do you think it showed me the Stung Man?” she said.

Back in New York, at the start of all this, they’d used the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead and Alex’s amulet to send him back to the afterlife. But that wouldn’t work this time: They were already in the afterlife!

“I don’t know,” said Alex. “He could be guarding the Spells. We’ll have to try to avoid him or at least hold him off until we can find them.”

Hold him off? thought Ren. He has a scorpion stinger the size of a desktop printer — and usually about a thousand actual scorpions with him, too. But she had another concern that was even bigger. “What about the men — I mean mummies?” she asked. “Do you think those are the ones heading to New York?”

Alex nodded grimly. “Yeah,” he said. “Pretty sure.”
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It made sense to Alex that the mummies would look like the people they’d once been while they were still in the afterlife. Then they’d be mummies again when they stepped back into the world of the living. And he knew The Order’s first target was NYC, a high-profile demonstration of their abilities, meant to strike fear into the rest of the world.

But he had a bigger concern, too. Ren had asked the ibis where the Spells were. He’d heard her with his own ears. But he also knew that her attention was divided by her homesickness and concern about her parents. And the ibis knew it, too. The last time she’d tried to ask it about their mission, it had shown her home instead.

Was this time different? he wondered as they headed north along the riverbank. Or were they chasing the wrong thing?

“So that portal, or false door or whatever,” she said, “it leads to New York?”

“Man,” said Luke. “I would love to get back to NYC.”

“Guys!” Alex snapped. “We need to concentrate on what we’re doing here, okay?”

“I know,” said Luke. “I’m just, like, seriously missing my PlayStation.”

They walked on wordlessly for a while, keeping their eyes and ears open and doing their best to move quietly, though the ground had grown so muddy that their footsteps made small squelches. The three of them were spread out in a line, with Ren farthest up the bank, Alex in the middle, and Luke closer to the river. Together, their six feet were making a chorus of burpy sounds in the soggy soil. Alex turned to the others to tell them to step softly, but as he did, he saw a man in black robes slip silently out from behind a palm tree and step in front of Ren. “Watch out!” he blurted.

But she’d already stopped cold.

She saw the knife, too.

Alex and Luke both grabbed for their amulets, but the man held the knife just under Ren’s chin. “There is no need for that,” he said. “I just came to see who passes along my bank.”

Alex didn’t dare unleash a burst of wind with the knife so close to Ren, but the amulet did allow him to understand the man’s ancient tongue. “Your bank?” he said, trying to keep the fear and concern from his voice.

“I maintain it,” said the man.

Luke moved a few squelches closer to Alex and whispered, “I could get him.”

Alex shook his head slowly and whispered back, “Not yet. Can’t risk it.” If Luke hit this guy at top speed, the impact could drive the knife right into Ren.

The man paid no attention to the hushed conversation and continued to talk about maintaining the bank. “If it weren’t for me, it would be a swamp. There is a spring — and many snakes. But I keep it nice. Nice for you to pass.”

“Uh, thanks?” said Ren, who had quietly taken hold of her amulet, too. She said it through her teeth to avoid opening her mouth too wide and cutting herself on the blade.

“You are welcome!” said the man grandly, lowering his knife just a touch. Then he seemed to remember something sad and shook his head ruefully. “But such work is not easy. I am afraid I must ask —”

“For a small contribution?” volunteered Alex eagerly, suddenly understanding. “Just a reasonable toll, perhaps?”

The man smiled broadly. “I am glad you understand me! Clearly you are a very intelligent boy.”

And you’re a bandit and a thief, thought Alex, but what he said was: “Hold on.”

Once again, Alex swung the pack from his back. He stuck his hand in and began rifling through the bottom. Soon he felt the old, cold gold clinking under his hand.

“No tricks,” said the man.

Alex pulled his hand out of the pack and held up three ancient coins — another gift from the overstocked museum. “Of course not,” he said. “Just a small, um, appreciation.”

Thousands of years had dulled the luster of the coins, but the man eyed them greedily as Alex walked them over to him, spread out on his outstretched palm. The man lunged for them with his free hand, but Alex pulled back and pocketed one of the coins. “We will give you this one when we cross ‘your bank’ safely on the way back.”

The bandit smiled and grabbed the two remaining coins with the quickness of a cobra striking. Alex felt the man’s ragged nails scratch across his palm. Then the bandit lowered his knife and began to back away, bowing slightly. “You truly are a smart boy,” he said. “And these are fine coins. So I will give you one last bit of information. Beware, strange children, for the borderlands are unsettled. There is discord between the world of the living and the world of the dead.”

“Uh, no offense,” said Ren, no longer needing to talk through her teeth. “But we kind of know that already.”

“Smarter than I thought, then,” said the thief, pocketing the coins and sheathing his knife. “But did you know that Ammit herself prowls these lands now, upset by the imbalance?”

“Ammit?” said Alex. “The devourer of souls?” Alex had seen Ammit’s strange image many times, carved into the walls of tombs and painted on the scrolls of the Book of the Dead. A demigod with the head of a crocodile, the body of a lion, and the hindquarters of a hippo, she had one grim job: to devour the hearts — and souls — of those who failed the weighing of the heart ceremony.

“Yes,” said the man, looking both ways nervously as he stepped back alongside the thick old tree. “The pull of the far shore is strong, but I have stayed on this side for long ages to avoid her fearsome jaws. Now she has come to the borderlands!”

“Uh, okay,” said Ren, clearly ready to be done with this man. “We’ll keep our eyes open.”

“Your ears,” he said. “You will know the devourer by her cry.”

And then, without another word, he stepped toward the tree and disappeared completely. Not behind it but, somehow, inside.

“Good thing Todtman thought of giving us those old coins,” said Ren, glaring at the old tree. “That guy could’ve killed me.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Alex, giddy with relief to see his best friend still alive. He knocked on the tree trunk as they walked past. “His bark is worse than his bite.”

Ren groaned at the pun, and Alex slung the pack back over his shoulder. It was lighter now, without the boat and coins. He felt a few old scrolls, protective spells from the Book of the Dead, rolling around inside.

Luke led the way, high-tech sneakers on timeless soil, as they angled back down the bank and followed the river around a wide corner. New knowledge jumbled together in Alex’s head like puzzle pieces in a box: 

Ammit herself prowls the borderlands … 

The gods are stronger … 
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“There it is!” said Luke, pointing toward the river.

The little wooden boat was lying on its side on the riverbank. Alex looked back over his shoulder as they walked toward it. He couldn’t say exactly how far it had come — or they had come — since they’d first set this thing in the water. All he knew was that the golden light was starting to fade, and the colors swirling in the air were getting darker and more ominous, bloodreds replacing rosy pinks, blues edging toward black. The growls and groans and huffs and wails that had sounded far-off before seemed louder now, closer. Alex didn’t like any of it, and the darkening world wasn’t his only concern. “We need to be careful.” he said as Ren bent down to pick up the boat. “If the boat’s here, the Stung Man could be, too.”

Kneeling in the sand with her hand a few inches from the boat, Ren paused and looked back toward him. “Maybe we got here first,” she said. “Maybe I was wrong.”

As she spoke, Alex saw a large black scorpion scamper up from the little pocket of shade under the boat’s hull. “Ren!” he gasped.

“What?” she said, her fingers just inches from the scorpion’s flexed tail, the curved stinger twisting into position for a strike.

“Scorpion!” shouted Luke.

Ren jumped up and back as the angry arachnid struck out at empty air.

“Where did that come from?” said Ren. “Do you think it’s one of his?”

The first Death Walker had faced a grisly demise from scorpion stings thousands of years earlier, and back in New York, the venomous insects had been a surefire calling card of the Stung Man. But here, in between palm trees and the Nile, the little creepy-crawler seemed to fit right in. “Maybe not?” Alex said hopefully.

“Uh, what about those ones?” she said, her voice suddenly shaky.

Alex turned and saw why. The bank was suddenly dotted with scorpions. Some were large and black and others were small and pale, but all of them were packing potent venom and heading down the bank, their exoskeletons clicking and clacking softly.

“This place is really starting to bug me,” muttered Luke.

Alex grabbed his amulet, planning to clear a path through the arachnid army with a gust of desert wind. Instead, he got a warning. A sharp pulse, like a radar signal bouncing off a mountain, rang in his mind. Alex spun around. And there he was.

“I was hoping we’d meet again,” said the Stung Man. He stood just up the bank, no more than twelve feet away.

“Oh no,” breathed Ren, grabbing for her own amulet.

The Stung Man advanced toward them with long, confident strides, and the scorpions scurrying all around him.

“What happened to his face?” whispered Luke. Alex realized it was his cousin’s first encounter with this Walker and the swollen, discolored flesh of his eternally unhealing wounds. But there was no time for explanation — only action.

Ren raised her hand and delivered a blinding white flash that caught the Stung Man by surprise. He closed his eyes too late and grunted in annoyance.

Meanwhile, Alex delivered a whipping, whistling lance of wind that scattered dirt and scorpions as it cut up from the bank to the line of palm trees. “Go!” he shouted, and the friends took off running toward the tree line. There was nothing to be gained from fighting the Stung Man out in the open, before they’d ever located the Spells, and the only plan that made sense was escape.

As they raced up the bank, Alex pictured the massive stinger that took the place of the Stung Man’s left hand. He could almost feel it shooting forth and piercing his back with its cruel, curved point. He ran faster as Luke whooshed past him in a cheetah-powered blur. Half a step behind him, Ren’s feet slapped dirt. “Come on, come on!” he called over his shoulder.

Luke was at the crest of the bank. Moving at hyper-speed, he had already molded the dark soil of the floodplain into a dozen perfectly round dirt balls. Now he delivered the first one down the slope in a high-kicking baseball pitch.

A dull THOKK! of exploding dirt gave way to an indignant shout from the Walker.

Alex didn’t need to turn around to know that Luke’s first pitch was a strike. Instead, he eyed the fields just beyond his cousin. The grain was higher here, as if unharvested for some time — perfect for hiding three kids!

“Into the field!” he called.

Luke whipped one more major league dirtball down the slope as Alex and Ren reached the top of the bank and sprinted straight past him. Luke turned and followed, immediately overtaking the others. Their own frantic footsteps mixed with the beat of the Stung Man’s sandals slapping the dirt behind them. As the sound of the Walker’s pursuit grew closer — hoarse shouts and muttered curses mixing with heavy footfalls — Alex tensed up, preparing for the terrible pain of the massive stinger piercing his back.

And then he felt it.

The rough slap of tall sprouts of barley hitting his face as they burst into the field. “Keep going!” he said as the Stung Man roared his disapproval behind them.

Alex crashed through the tall ripe stalks, his vision just a whirl of green and gold and tan. His heart pounded and he gasped for breath, feeling like he was sucking in nearly as much grain and dust as air.

For a few chaotic moments he lost track of the others and panicked. Had Ren fallen? Had Luke been brought down by the stinger? But then he heard Ren. “This is going to be murder on my allergies!” she huffed from right behind him. The crash of stalks laid low in front of him told Alex his cousin was still at full speed.

But if he could hear his friends, so could the Stung Man. “Slow down!” he gasped. “We have to be quiet if we want to lose him.”

The crashing subsided. “Okay,” Ren said softly from beside him.

“Good plan,” said Luke from a few yards ahead.

Alex took the lead as they snaked their way through the field single file. The grain grew taller the deeper they went, and soon even Luke could stand up straight with no fear of being seen. 

“Okay,” whispered Alex. “Let’s stop for a second.”

They stood still, catching their breath and listening carefully. The only sound Alex could hear was the wind gently rustling the grain. He took hold of his amulet and searched, but the intense radar signal was gone. All he felt was the same general buzzing hum as before. “I think we lost him,” he said. “I’m not getting any signal from the amulet.”

“None?” said Ren. “Not the Lost Spells, either?”

Alex shook his head. “I think they must be hidden again,” he said. They knew it was a possibility. When The Order had captured the Spells from his mom’s desert hideout, they’d also captured the ancient cloaking spells she’d wrapped them in.

“We’ll never find them now,” said Ren angrily, punctuating the thought with a small sneeze. Choo!

“Not cool,” said Luke.

Had they really come all this way — into another world! — only to come up short? Alex refused to believe it. “Wait,” he said as the three knelt down next to each other in the sea of swaying grain. “We did see the first thing the ibis showed you. And then we ran into the Stung Man.”

“Okay, so what does that mean?” asked Luke.

“We banished him here. But Todtman said that if The Order got the Spells, the Walkers we’d banished would be able to come back,” Alex explained. “So if the Stung Man’s still hanging around here, then maybe it means he’s helping to guard the Spells.”

“Okay, maybe,” said Ren. “But they’re not going to hide the most powerful spells in the world in some field. Remember what else Todtman said, right before we left? ‘Even in the afterlife they will guard their prize closely.’ They wouldn’t just leave them out in the open.”

Alex considered it. “Right … so we’re looking for some kind of building, and we know it’s on this side of the river and that we’re probably pretty close.”

“Not many buildings around here,” said Luke, plucking a stalk of barley from the ground. “It’s not exactly midtown.”

Midtown … Skyscrapers … It gave Alex an idea. He looked up at the sky, cut into sections above him by the waving grain. “We need to get up high and look.”

Ren looked back the way they’d come. “Maybe if we climbed one of those trees by the river?”

“We can’t risk going back,” said Alex. “The Stung Man could still be there.”

Luke eyed the top of the grain. “I might be able to, like, high-jump it,” he mused. “For, like, a second.”

Alex pictured his cousin jack-in-the-boxing up over the fields, getting a quick glimpse at most. Then he had a better idea. Better … and worse. He dropped his head. “Oh, this bites,” he said. He’d seen kids do this at the pool at the YMCA. He’d always been too sick and weak to join in, and the lifeguards always blew their whistles to stop it, anyway. He looked up at his undersized friend. He was so much stronger and healthier since his mom had used the Spells to save him — but he still couldn’t believe what he was about to say.

“What?” said Ren.

Alex sighed. “Do you know what a chicken fight is?”
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Alex boosted Ren up on his shoulders. Luke was the obvious choice for the job — taller and stronger — but the big jock had balked. “This is seriously all you,” he’d said, putting his hands up and backing up a step.

Alex did his best, but it was more of a launch than a lift. As soon as Ren was more or less in position, Alex lurched up and forward. Ren wobbled and rose, and rose and wobbled. Luke reconsidered slightly, helping to steady her. But five seconds later, it all came crashing down. Ren toppled from Alex’s shoulders, taking him with her. And when Luke tried to catch them, he wound up on the ground, too. The three fell in a heap among some crushed stalks of barley.

“Did you see anything?” asked Alex from the bottom of the pile.

“I saw some roofs!” crowed Ren.

Alex pumped his fist: Yes. “Let’s go,” he said. And as the first skittering, chittering sounds of scorpions advancing through the tall grasses reached their ears, Ren and Luke didn’t argue.

Alex and Luke followed Ren’s lead. They kept low and tried to disturb the tall stalks as little as possible, easily outpacing their tiny, tail-heavy pursuers. Soon, they came to the edge of the field. They stopped just short, peering through the last few rows of barley.

Ren’s sense of direction had been unerring: A complex lay before them. Three square stone buildings were arranged in a triangular formation. And at its point stood Ta-mesah. As an Order operative, he’d nearly finished off Alex and Ren in London. Now, as a hulking, ten-foot-tall Death Walker with the head of a huge crocodile, he stood sentry in front of the largest building.

In front of the other two buildings, two enormous crocodiles basked in the late-day sun. “They’ve got to be twenty feet long,” said Luke. 

Alex peered through the thin veil of barley as it swayed in a light breeze. The air was dark gold now, and it swirled and glimmered with shifting shapes, but as he watched, he saw three glowing rectangles hold firm.

He pointed them out to the others. “Portals,” he said. “More false doors, like the one we came in through.”

“This is like the Grand Central Terminal of the afterlife,” Ren whispered.

Suddenly, Ta-mesah’s gaze shifted and he scanned the edge of the field. Alex’s breath caught. Had he heard them? he wondered. How was that even possible? Crocodiles barely have ears!

But then Alex’s own ears picked up a rustling to their left. The friends sank a little farther back into the stalks and watched as the Stung Man emerged from the field and approached Ta-mesah. The two conversed briefly. The new Death Walker was so much larger than the old one — thanks to his mammoth stone statue — that the exchange looked like a father and son talk.

Father.

The thought hit Alex hard. His own father had caused all this: a father he had never known, a father he never would … He shook his head hard to clear it and then turned to the others. “I’m pretty sure I can guess what they’re talking about,” he said.

“So much for the element of surprise,” said Ren.

Alex took hold of his amulet and felt his pulse race with ancient energy. He leaned in and tried to pick up at least some of what they were saying. It was no use. At this distance, their words were just a low mumble. A moment later, the Stung Man walked past Ta-mesah and into the tall open archway of the central stone building.

“That’s got to be the one with the Spells,” whispered Ren. “It’s bigger, and guarded by Death Walkers. The other two are just guarded by reptiles.”

Luke eyed them. “Those are some Jurassic Park–looking reptiles.”

“Yeah, but crocodiles are dumb as mud. They’ve got brains the size of walnuts. And most of that is for hunting.”

“That’s the part that worries me!” hissed Luke.

Alex eyed the formidable stone structure. It was the size of a small house but built like an old bank. It had one visible entrance, which was currently blocked by a ten-foot-tall undead ambush predator. And at least one more Death Walker was already inside.

“What do we do?” said Ren.

“I don’t know,” answered Alex, eyeing the long shadows stretching out behind the buildings. “But whatever it is, we have to do it fast.”

“Maybe if one of us, like, lures him away,” Luke offered. “And the others sneak inside … ”

“And straight into a giant scorpion stinger?” countered Ren.

“Okay,” he said. “What’s your big idea?”

Ren’s mouth opened, but nothing came out.

Suddenly, a huge sound filled the air. It was as loud as thunder and sounded like a combination between a roar and a low, rumbling growl.

“What the what?” blurted Luke.

Ta-mesah flinched visibly and then froze. A few moments later, he slowly lifted his long snout to sniff the air. Alex realized that what had been a crocodile mask in life had now become the Death Walker’s head. Even more amazing: This ten-foot-tall, croc-headed undead powerhouse was very clearly scared.

On either side of their master, the two massive crocodiles called back in response. Their low, huffing growls sounded like layers peeled off from the original sound. Suddenly, Alex understood where that thunderous roar had come from — and why even Ta-mesah was afraid. He remembered the old thief’s words: You will know the devourer by her cry … 

He turned to others, wide-eyed. “It’s Ammit.”

Ren had just removed her hands from her ears and nodded. She knew the legend, too. It was fear of Ammit’s jaws at the weighing of the heart ceremony that caused the Death Walkers to flee the afterlife in the first place. And as the roar split the sky again, Alex recognized it as the angry product of a croc’s mouth and a lion’s lungs.

Ta-mesah recognized it, too. Alex watched him slink back toward the building and disappear inside the open mouth of its doorway. The gods are stronger … The crocs called back once again and then fell silent. Alex sized up the sinister sentries. They were big, but their legs looked short and stubby. “This is our chance to get inside,” he said.

After arguing earlier, Ren and Luke were suddenly on the same page. “Are you nuts?” they said simultaneously.

“Now they’re both in there!” said Ren.

“Maybe they’re hiding?” ventured Alex.

“Maybe they’re waiting!” she countered.

“It’s our only chance,” he said. “Once he comes back out, we’ll be stuck here till dark — and then it will be just as dangerous outside.”

Luke looked around. “Those spooky voices are definitely getting louder,” he admitted. “It’s like a ghost concert out here — and I don’t like the sound of that roar, either.”

Ren still looked unconvinced, though, and Alex played the only card he had left. He pointed to the nearest portal, hanging in the air. “Somewhere nearby, there’s another of these that an army of the dead is marching through to New York.”

Ren’s expression shifted quickly from skeptical to resolute. She looked back toward the buildings. “Okay,” she said, “but what about the crocodiles?”

Alex sized them up one last time. The animals were at least sixty feet from the doorway. Here at the edge of the field, the friends were half as far away — and with legs twice as long. “Don’t worry about them,” he said.

“Yeah, they look even slower than you two,” said Luke. “And that’s saying something.”

Ren glared at the menacing crocs. “We’ve come a long way for this,” she said. “What’s thirty more feet?”

As the crocs settled back onto their bellies to bask in the last rays of sun, Alex realized how true that was. They really had come a long way. He had gone from a life on the sidelines to one in the thick of the action. From a kid too fragile for gym class to one preparing for a life-or-death sprint straight toward danger. Kneeling next to him, the cousin who had betrayed them in the desert was now an Amulet Keeper himself.

And Ren? As Alex gathered his legs underneath him and crouched down low, he took one last look over at his best friend. She’d struggled to come to terms with a world of magic and mummies, secret signs and changing rules. From London to Luxor, she’d struggled mightily with her ibis. But here in this strange otherworld, she had harnessed its power to lead them right where they needed to go. And she was preparing to sprint straight toward the unknown.

Ren turned and caught him looking. “What?” she said.

“Nothing,” said Alex.

“Whatever,” said Ren. “Now, what’s your plan for the Walkers?”

“We’ll catch them by surprise or sneak around them,” he said. “We’ll use our amulets, if we have to. We’ve done this before.”

Ren gave him a deeply skeptical look. “Not with two … ”

“Okay, fine,” said Alex. “I just came up with a new plan. It comes in three parts.”

He crouched down deeper and relayed the first part: “On your mark … ”

He touched his hands to the ground in front of him.

“Get set … ” He raised up into a sprinter’s stance. Beside him, Luke did the same. The two boys clearly had the same plan. Which was … 

“Go!” blurted Alex as he and Luke took off running.

“Wait, what? That’s it?” called Ren, but she took off right behind them.

In a blink — much faster than Alex had imagined possible — the two huge crocs took off running, too.

It was dinnertime.
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Ren’s legs pumped furiously as the huge carnivores converged on the friends from either side, rushing toward them in a brisk, improbable gallop.

“How are they so fast?” Alex yelped.

“I saw them gallop like this in a nature documentary once,” called Ren. “I assumed it was on fast-forward!”

As the crocs closed in, Ren saw Luke reach up toward his amulet and disappear in a blur. Fast-forward indeed, she thought. He reappeared a moment later, under the stone archway at the building’s entrance.

Now it was just her and Alex left on the menu. She had two choices: rush straight forward toward two waiting Death Walkers or stop and be eaten. He called this a plan? She was so angry at Alex that she almost wished he’d trip. She turned that anger to energy, edging past him despite his longer legs. The open doorway was just up ahead now, ten feet away. Luke waved them forward from inside: Come on! Come on! The crocs were coming from either side, maybe twenty feet away. She did the math.

They would make it. She eased up ever so slightly — as Alex went sprinting past Luke into the dark open mouth of the building.

Behind them, the massive crocs collided with a sound like two thick T-bone steaks being slapped together. Ren rushed inside, and Luke reached out to slow her down. “Thanks,” she said. She scanned the dark entryway: no immediate sign of the Walkers. She felt a brief flash of relief, but it vanished as she turned back toward the entrance and realized their croc troubles weren’t over yet. Either of the creatures could fit inside the archway, filling the entry with snapping jaws and blocking off all escape.

The two beefy beasts untangled themselves from their collision. Then slowly and in perfect unison, they turned their big beady eyes toward the entrance — and the tender little morsels inside.

“They’re going to come in here, aren’t they?” said Luke. “And then we’re pretty much done for.”

“Yep.”

The larger of the two behemoths took a step toward the entrance, a string of saliva hanging from its slightly open mouth. Luke whispered, “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“Wait,” said Ren. “Don’t go out there. We’ll figure something out in here, hide in the dark or something.”

“Nah,” said Luke. “You two do your thing. I’ll hold off these things. I’m not the smartest guy — but you said it yourself: Crocodiles are dumb as mud.”

He touched his amulet and disappeared back into the daylight. A split second later, he appeared in front of the monstrous crocs. “Here, lizard, lizard, lizard!” he called.

The closest one lunged. Ren held her breath — but Luke was already gone.

She exhaled and turned back into the darkness. She hoped he’d be able to distract the cold-blooded killers for long enough — and she hoped he wouldn’t get eaten in the process. All of which meant one thing: She trusted him again. She even kind of liked him. Risking your life repeatedly for someone tends to have that effect.

It was the other one she was still mad at.

“Alex?” she hissed, heading down the dark tunnel of the entryway, her wide-open eyes desperately searching the darkness for friend and foe alike.

There was no response for a few steps, and then she heard his voice: “I’m here.”

She flinched with fear and then swatted out blindly at him.

“Where’s Luke?” he said.

“Saving our bacon,” she answered, slapping what felt like his shoulder. “Great plan, by the way: On your mark, get set, go!”

“It worked, didn’t it?” he said.

As glib as his words were, his voice told her that he was scared. His voice and common sense: Anything could be in here with them. Would the next voice in her ear rise from the lifeless lungs of a Death Walker? She lowered her hand, sucked in a deep breath, and waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness.

Slowly, the fading light filtering in from the open entryway revealed a high-ceilinged hallway. It ended five feet from them in a massive stone door. “That thing looks like it weighs a ton,” Ren whispered. “Like, literally, a ton.”

“At least we know where the Spells are,” said Alex.

“Yeah, and the Death Walkers,” said Ren. This was bad. No light or sound escaped from inside, so there was no way to know what awaited them, and she was sure the big stone slab would grind loudly against the floor if they opened it. She wondered if they even could. She glanced over at Alex’s shadowy silhouette. Maybe he can push it open with his amulet, she thought. But what then?

She looked down at her own amulet, glowing softly in the murk. She still hadn’t been able to move heavy objects with it the way Alex and Todtman could. The ibis was a symbol of Thoth. He was the ancient Egyptian god of wisdom, writing, and moonlight, and apparently he didn’t do manual labor. Still, the ibis had its own unique abilities.

Standing there in the dark, she got a bright idea.
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Alex could hear his heart beating as he crouched down on one side of the door. Ren was barely visible on the other side, and he dearly hoped she knew what she was doing.

Finally, the moment they’d been waiting for — and dreading — arrived.

Stone ground loudly against stone, drowning out even Alex’s racing heart, as the door began to open inward. Flickering firelight leaked out into the hall, only to be eclipsed by a massive figure.

Ta-mesah’s reputation preceded him — and so did his snout. Before he’d even pushed his toothy visage all the way into the hall, a second figure appeared directly behind him. In the wash of firelight Alex would see the glossy venom bulb at his side.

Now, Ren, he thought.

He closed his eyes tightly as she sprang to her feet.

FWOOOP!

Even through his eyelids, the blinding white flash lit Alex’s vision.

Ta-mesah grunted in pain and surprise, and the Stung Man once again covered his eyes too late, nearly stinging his own face in the process.

Unnoticed, Alex slipped quietly past them, through the door, and inside the chamber.

The room was half lit by a small stone pool with yellow-orange flames dancing on its surface. Alex desperately searched the deep shadows.

Speed was key now. The rapid-fire slap of Ren’s footsteps had already disappeared down the hallway. Taking a page from Luke’s playbook, she was trying to lure at least one of the dazzled Death Walkers into pursuit. But there was no guarantee they would take the bait.

Alex’s thoughts were interrupted by movement. A shadowy blur buzzed past his ear. Turning to get a better look at it, he saw a second shape fill his vision: dark purple in the faint firelight and the size of a Thanksgiving turkey. He ducked and it flew inches over his head, tearing out half a dozen strands of hair as it went.

Alex gasped from the pain, but the sound was drowned out by an angry buzzing that grew louder with each passing second, as if he’d just stepped on a hornets’ nest.

Hornets, he thought. Oh no. An image flashed through his mind: a ragged figure, teeming and torn, on a rooftop in Cairo.

Suddenly, the deafening buzz fell silent. A hollow, desolate voice that rose up in its place, and a nightmare stepped clear of the shadows, revealing itself in the flickering glow.
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Ren bolted out of the dark entryway as if shot from a gun. There was no need to adjust to the daylight. Dusk had come to the land of the dead. She looked around desperately for any sign of approaching croc jaws. Instead, she saw Luke literally grabbing one of the toothy beasts by the tail. It seemed like the definition of a bad idea, but Luke caught sight of her and shouted an explanation. “They were giving up on trying to catch me,” he shouted. “Just trying to keep their attention!”

“Look out!” Ren shouted in response.

The croc swung its big head around but couldn’t reach him. The second croc gave it another go, lunging at him from nearby. But before it could even sniff Nikes, Luke vanished in a blur. In his sudden absence, the crocs turned toward Ren and eyed her greedily. Ren swallowed hard. She didn’t know if she looked more appetizing, but she was sure she looked slower. They sprinted toward her.

Behind her, she could hear heavy footfalls echoing through the entry hall. Two sets. Both Death Walkers were in pursuit — and close. She was in between a croc and a hard place. Would she be torn apart? Stung to death? Something worse?

She took off running, putting everything she had into one quick burst of speed.

Her legs strained, her head pounded, her lungs burned — and her plan worked.

The two crocodiles shot like rockets toward the spot where she’d been standing, just outside the entrance to the building. The closest one lunged for her, just missing her left leg as she scooted past it and into the clear. Even with walnut-sized brains, the crocs knew better than to collide again. But it hadn’t occurred to them not to block the exit. The second croc lunged at Ren, too, partially climbing over the other one’s back to do it. Together they formed a wide wall of twisting reptilian flesh just outside the entryway.

The Walkers hit the brakes, stopping just short of the living roadblock. Ta-mesah released a hoarse, huffing growl. He grabbed the big beasts by the backs of their necks and tossed them aside with mindboggling strength.

Before the crocs even landed, Ren hit the wall of barley like an arrow, disappearing inside.

“Nice move,” she heard. The voice came from right beside her, and she jumped nearly as high as the tall grain. But it was only Luke. She shushed him and grasped her amulet tight so that she could understand the Walkers’ words.

“Forget her,” rumbled Ta-mesah, scanning the wall of grain and slowing to a walk. “She is just trying to lure us away from the boy.”

Still trying, Ren reached out with her free hand and rustled the stalks all around her. The Walkers ignored the desperate gesture.

“True,” said the Stung Man. “And he is dead by now. Let us go see if there’s anything left of him.”

Ren’s blood ran cold. The crocs, the Stung Man, Ta-mesah — they were all right here — but he was confident Alex was dead. Had she let her best friend run straight into a trap? Was there something else lying in wait inside? Something even worse?
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Alex wasn’t dead. Not yet, anyway.

The bizarre figure before him was toying with him, as a cat would a mouse. “I founded The Order long ago, when civilization itself was still young and Egypt was new.”

The founder paused, his rasping voice winding down like a buzz saw. Alex stared at him, horrified and transfixed. A churning swirl of purple and black enveloped him like a thick, liquid suit. Now and then an insect’s eye or a translucent wing appeared in the mix, only to be sucked back into the maelstrom. Large, wasp-like bodies bubbled up and disappeared. Sometimes a gap appeared and Alex caught a glimpse of the founder’s desiccated body beneath. Alex understood now that this was the very first Death Walker.

“I see you have met my friends,” said the founder. He plunged one bony, clawlike hand into his own swirling chest and plucked one of the ghostly wasps. Free from the teeming mix, it grew from the size of a sparrow to the size of an eagle and snapped at the air with jagged needle-sharp teeth. Without even looking at it, the founder plunged it back in. “They started as spirits — human souls. They were drawn to me, because my spirit was stronger. But over the centuries, I have taken over those spirits. We have become a sort of hive. Now they hunger for other souls to consume.” He paused. “As you will see in a moment.”

Alex knew that the founder would soon devour him, body and soul. He knew he should fight, but the idea seemed absurd. What could I possibly do to this ancient creature? Right now it was one being, more or less. Blasting it with wind or launching some object at it would just scatter the hive — which would pick him clean in seconds.

Alex’s heart raced with fear and sank with despair at the same time. Because the real pity of it was that he had come so close to his goal. So very close.

On a raised stone platform directly beside the founder lay the Lost Spells of the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead. They were covered over with the thin linen of the concealment spells, but he knew they were there. They had given him a second life, and he could feel them in his blood.

“Yes, the Spells,” said the founder, following his eyes. “For so long we searched for them: a power far greater than our own, a power beyond imagination. And now they are ours. Perhaps I should thank you, but you have caused us trouble as well. So instead, you will die.”

Alex searched his mind desperately for some escape. He was too far into the room to sprint for the door. There was nothing substantial to hide behind. Even if fighting was futile, he would have to try. 

Alex heard heavy footsteps at the door behind him. He didn’t dare turn around, but he knew that the other Walkers had returned.

The founder smiled. Vain in the way powerful men have always been, he’d simply been waiting for an audience. He raised one hand, and the hive began to grow there, like a grotesque, inflating fist. Wings sprouted, buzzing loudly; eyes appeared.

But Alex clung tightly to something the Death Walker had just said: A power far greater than our own.

The founder was more powerful than him. Ta-mesah was more powerful than him. Even the Stung Man, whom he’d defeated before, was beyond harm here. But none of them were the most powerful thing in this room.

As the leader lowered his churning arm toward him, Alex used the power of the scarab for the smallest of tasks.

He flipped aside the light, age-yellowed linen of the concealment spells.

A wave of power spread through the room like a ripple on smooth water. It was barely visible — just a brief wink and bend to the firelight — but the effect was profound.

The founder held his vengeful spirits as he turned to look at the powerful ancient text. The other two Death Walkers, who’d been hovering near the door to avoid being caught in the carnage, took a step back.

Alex was barely aware of any of it. His head swam and his knees nearly buckled. All he could do was stare at the Spells that had brought him back. As he did, the ancient scroll’s ink-black text began to glow a soft gold.

This is your chance, he told himself. Your last chance.

For a moment, no one moved. Even the swarming spirits fell nearly still. And then, his legs wobbly and his vision lit by stars and phantom symbols, Alex teetered forward.

The founder took a step to block him, but Alex willed his dazzled eyes to focus and his breathless lungs to speak. “Get back!” he managed. “I have activated the Spells!”

“You can’t wield this power,” said the founder. He punctuated his words with a dismissive snort. But he didn’t take another step.

Alex wobbled forward like a baby deer on ice. “Of course I can,” he said, his voice little more than a pained gasp.

“He’s used the Book of the Dead before,” said the Stung Man. “He banished me here before the doors were fully opened.”

The founder looked at the Stung Man carefully. “The Book is one thing,” he said. “The Lost Spells are another.” He turned back to Alex and repeated himself: “You can’t wield this power!”

Alex stumbled past him, passing mere feet from the deadly swarm. “Why not?” he mumbled. With the Spells so close, he felt like he was speaking underwater, but he poured everything he had left into his next words. “My mother used them … And my father.”

The founder glared at him. “Enough. I will destroy you.”

The words formed clearly in Alex’s troubled mind: The gods are stronger … 

“No!” he shouted. “With a word, I can summon the Devourer! Her ancient name glows at the top of this page. Don’t you see it?”

It was a bluff. A total bluff. The top line could have said Cheez Whiz for all he knew. He could barely see the walls with all the stars swirling in his eyes, much less read a scroll. With one last lurch, he stumbled toward the stone platform. Just inches from the Spells, his blood ran hot and his head went blank. He flung his free hand up gracelessly, but it worked. The concealment spells flapped upward like a wing and then fell across the face of the scroll.

Alex’s head cleared slightly, and he scooped the ancient texts up against his chest: the thin, gauzy concealment spells and the heavy old scroll they guarded. It felt like hugging an electric eel, but he held on tight.

“One word!” he blurted, doubling down on his bluff.

Then he turned unsteadily and lurched out of the room.

With hate in their eyes, his stunned enemies let him pass.

Out in the hallway, he pulled the linen veil tight over the old scroll and took off running.
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As soon as Alex began to run, the Walkers realized he’d been bluffing and came after him. Alex bolted out the short hallway at full speed and rushed between the crocs, now lying motionless on their backs. He heard Ta-mesah’s heavy footsteps slap the stone floor of the hallway and then soften as they hit dirt. He was right behind him!

“Over here!” Ren called from somewhere in the field.

Alex angled toward the sound and grimaced as Luke added: “Don’t look back, cuz!”

He did his best to protect the ancient Spells with his arms as he ducked his head and rammed into the barley. Luke and Ren were waiting a few rows in.

“I have them!” Alex gasped. “We need to get back to the portal where we came in!”

“Okay,” said Ren, already turning to run. “We can head to the riverbank and follow it back!”

The three friends crashed and stomped through the tall, fragile stalks.

With his friends beside him, their long-sought prize in his arms, and the concealing crops all around, a wave of hope washed over him. The Spells had saved his life twice now — and he’d just gotten a glimpse of their power. Three unstoppable Walkers had been held hostage by the mere threat of it.

But it wasn’t just the Spells they feared: It was Ammit. The gods really were stronger. Anubis had turned the Walkers back at the river. He was the guardian of the afterlife, and his word was law here. But Ammit was the enforcer of that law, and her jaws brought oblivion.

As Alex ran, the stalks stinging his face, a wild thought occurred to him: Maybe they could win. 

And if they did … This whole time, he’d been almost as afraid of finding the Spells as of not finding them. They could save his world, but they could also end his life. He’d been willing to risk it before.

But now? Knowing that this plot began long before him, that his mom had never abandoned him, and that the Spells in his arms scared his enemies stiff … He still wanted to win, but feeling the wild elation of escape, the sensation of flight as he ran alongside his friends, he knew something else. He wanted to live, too. But how?

A sound much louder than three grain-stomping kids rose up behind them. Alex looked back over his shoulder and saw the barley bend forward in a massive wave. As it did, Alex felt a swift slap strike his whole body at once. “Guh!” he blurted, stumbling onto one knee.

Ren was knocked to the ground beside him. Only Luke managed to keep his balance. All around them, acres of slender stalks were pushed to the ground as they were overrun by the invisible wave. Regaining his balance and turning once again, Alex saw the source. The hulking frame of Ta-mesah stood in the twilit distance. His arms were extended and his palms thrust outward.

He had used his formidable powers to flatten the grain.

The three Amulet Keepers were suddenly out in the open. Movement caught Alex’s eye and he raised his gaze to the gray sky, which was turning a deep, bruise-like purple behind them, clouding over with a swarm of fast-flying shapes.

Ren scrambled to her feet, eyes darting back at the rows of flattened grain and up at the swarm of hungry spirits. “The portal’s too far away,” she said. “We’ll never make it!”

“We have to try,” called Luke, reaching down to help Ren up. He alone had the speed to escape, but he wouldn’t do it without them.

They turned and ran across the flattened field.
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Ta-mesah had flattened the grain all the way to the edge of the field, and Ren squinted into the dim distance as she ran.

And there it was: an army on the march.

An uninterrupted line of men appeared out of a glowing gateway in the air at one end, only to march steadily forward and disappear into the air at the other. Ren had seen this before, when her amulet had shown it to her. She knew they were stepping out of one false door and into another, traveling from Egypt to New York by a macabre shortcut through the afterlife.

An odd feeling washed over her overheated system. As the infernal buzzing grew louder and closer and as the Death Walkers closed in, she stared at the spot where the undead soldiers were disappearing. New York, she thought. At least I’ll die close to home.

The fading gray twilight was filled with darkening swirls and whorls and streaks. Wails and growls and disembodied gasps filled her ears. Soon this would be the menacing nighttime world she’d seen on her first trip to the afterlife — if she lived that long. She turned her attention to the uneven ground in front of her. As she did she saw a faint but familiar glow hanging in the gray air just up ahead. Her muscles burning and her legs pumping, she looked a little closer.

“PUH!” she gasped as she felt a hard, sharp push from behind.

She stumbled forward, falling through the spectral light and into darkness.
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Sure, Alex felt bad about pushing his best friend through the glimmering portal. And maybe he felt a little weird about grabbing his cousin by the hand and tugging him through. But he felt worse about tripping over Ren once he leapt through himself, and worse still when Luke fell through on top of him.

“Duh-off!” he blurted as his foot caught Ren’s leg, and he blurted something worse when Luke sandwiched him onto the hard floor. He did his best to land on his shoulder and protect the ancient Spells from the impact.

As Luke rolled free, Alex shot a look back to make sure nothing was coming through the portal after them. Had they lost them in the dim light and distance? he wondered desperately. And if so, for how long?

He turned to examine their new surroundings. They could be anywhere there was a false door, including some old tomb deep beneath the ground. As he looked around, he realized that they were in a tomb. But the mix of natural and electric light told him that this tomb was in a museum.

“Why does it look so —” Ren began.

“Familiar,” said Alex. He was sure now: the immaculately restored old stone, the little silver information plaques, the lights burning softly overhead … He turned back to the others, unable to keep the smile from his face. “We’re at the Met,” he said. “We’re home!”

They were in the big, reconstructed tomb at the entrance to the Egyptian wing, the one that always had a line snaking through it in the summer. Alex peered out of the tomb mouth and saw the back of the north-side ticket booths. Beyond that, huge banners hung down from the ceiling of the Great Hall. Sunlight streamed in the museum’s high windows. It had been twilight in Egypt, but it was still midday in New York.

“Finally,” said Ren, her voice breaking with emotion.

The three climbed to their feet, grunting and groaning as their bumps and bruises required. Alex carefully refolded the concealment spells. His head swam, and a hot, static energy tingled through his fingers as he touched the scroll beneath them, but he felt better again as soon as he pulled the linen veil tight. He removed his old backpack and stuffed the bundle deep inside, putting the old scrolls already in there on top to pin the protective linen in place.

“I’ll take that,” said Ren. “I know they make you kind of swoony.”

Alex didn’t argue — they did make him swoony. He handed over the pack, and she put it on.

Alex looked out into Room 100 of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, a place as familiar to him as the lobby of his own apartment building. The lights were low, and the room was empty. The museum was closed tight in the middle of the day. Alex edged out of the tomb mouth.

“See anything?” asked Ren, a few steps behind him.

“Hear anything?” added Luke, a few steps behind her.

“Nothing,” he said, turning back to them. They were quite a sight. Ren’s nose was running from her allergies, and tears from her watering eyes had carved tracks through the thick layer of dirt and grain dust on her cheeks. Luke looked like the “Before” picture in a laundry detergent ad.

“How did you know this portal led back to New York?” asked Ren.

“I didn’t,” Alex admitted, lowering his voice as they eased silently out of the room and toward the ticket booths. “But I figured that’s where all those mummies were headed, and this one was close by. Plus, you know, we were about to get torn into a million pieces by those wasp things.”

Ren nodded, satisfied with his deductive reasoning.

“Good call,” added Luke.

They edged past the empty ticket booths and looked out into the grand marble expanse of the museum’s entrance hall. The huge old building felt solid and familiar, but far from safe. Just up ahead, near the center of the hall, flashing red light washed in through the tall glass doors and painted the walls and floors. The friends rushed toward it.

“It looks like a war zone,” said Ren once they reached the big glass doors.

Alex could only nod. Wooden barricades and stacked sandbags lined the streets in front of the museum. The flashing lights came from two NYPD cruisers parked on Fifth Avenue, bookending two large, blocky armored personnel carriers with thick knobby tires. Alex craned his neck to look up East 82nd Street. He saw a cloud of thick gray-and-black smoke billowing up in the distance. Somewhere nearby, a fire was raging.

Silhouetted figures shifted inside the police cruisers, but there was no traffic and the normally packed sidewalks were deserted. A city of millions was on lockdown. The only sound was the rumble of the army vehicles’ idling engines purring through the safety glass. Police, military, open fires, and empty streets … He could hardly believe this was the same bustling city where he’d grown up.

“My parents,” moaned Ren. “I hope they’re okay.”

“I’m with you on that,” said Luke solemnly. And Alex thought of his well-meaning aunt and uncle, and all that Luke had suffered to keep them safe.

“Yeah,” Alex said, “but before we find our families —”

“I know, bro,” said Luke. “What’s the plan?”

“Call Cairo,” Alex said, the red lights washing over his dirt-smeared face. “I can’t use these Spells — they knock me for a loop — but my mom can. And then she can, you know, save the world.”

“Yeah, that part sounds important,” agreed Luke.

The friends took one more look out at the war zone where they’d grown up and then headed toward the main office. “So how did you escape from all those Death Walkers back there, anyway?” Ren asked Alex.

Alex managed half a smile. “I told them Ammit was on the way.”

“They are really scared of that dude, huh?” said Luke.

“She’s a lady,” said Alex. “Sort of. But yeah: really scared.”

They walked quietly for a while and then Ren leaned in toward Alex and said a few hesitant words: “I was thinking … ”

Alex smiled at her. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

She got to the point. “The Walkers are afraid of the gods. And the gods definitely don’t seem to like the Walkers. Did you hear the way Anubis talked about them? He knew they were evil … ”

“They don’t exactly keep that a secret,” said Alex.

“Don’t you get it?” she said. “What if the gods could do something more than scare them? What if they could do what they’re scared of? They’re afraid of that ceremony, the weighing of the heart. They’re afraid of being judged. What if there was someway to, I don’t know, put them on trial?”

“That would be awesome,” said Alex. It was as if his best friend had read his mind — and then taken his thoughts a step further. The two had known each other nearly their entire lives, and their thoughts often ran along the same lines, like two trains on parallel tracks, with Ren’s maybe half a length ahead. But all tracks still led to the same question that had stopped Alex before. “But how do we get the gods to do it?” he said.

“Yeah,” Ren answered. “That’s the thing.”
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A few minutes later, they were in Alex’s mom’s office. Alex had the emergency cell phone she kept in her bottom drawer pressed to his ear. His finger shook as he held it steady next to a line midway down the Hs in his mom’s address book: “Dr. Hesaan, Cairo.”

Now they had to hope that one flickering bar of service — Alex imagined one last stubbornly functional cell tower somewhere in the Bronx — would be enough to connect two crisis-crippled cities six thousand miles apart.

The phone rang: once, twice, three — “Who is this?”

The connection was weak, but the voice was familiar. Alex exhaled mightily and put the phone on speaker for the others. “Hey, Dr. Hesaan,” he said. “It’s Alex. Can I talk to my mom, or Todtman?”

“So they have telephones in the afterlife now,” said Hesaan. “Strange days … But they are both here. Just a second.”

It was Todtman who came on the line. He listened carefully to what Alex had to tell him. “New York?” he said.

“Yeah,” breathed Alex, hardly believing it himself. “Right back where it all started.”

Todtman was silent, thinking.

“Where it started and where it will end,” he said at last. “You must stay where you are. We will come to you.”

Alex could only imagine how long that would take. “What if they find us first? They’re going to figure out where we went sooner or later.”

“Then let us hope it is later. We are on the way. Stay out of sight, and keep the Spells safe.”

Ren grabbed the phone from Alex’s hands and got right to her point. “I can’t stay here,” she said. “I have to go home and check on my parents. It’s not far.”

“I am sorry, Ren, but you must stay there. We will need you for this. We will need everyone. You have been away from home a long time, but the risk is too great. Peshwar and her army control most of the city by now.”

“But —” she protested.

“Please, Ren, stay safe,” pleaded Todtman. “This will all be over soon … One way or the other.”

The line went dead.

But outside the office, a stronger buzz was already growing.
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Alex rushed toward the door and closed it as quickly and quietly as he could. He listened closely as the noise grew louder and angrier. “It’s coming from the hall,” he whispered.

“It’s one of those bugs, isn’t it?” said Luke.

Alex tried to think of something — anything — else it could be. But he couldn’t. He nodded slowly, his eyes on the frosted glass panes alongside the door.

The buzzing grew louder, closer.

A shadowy shape flashed past out in the hallway, and Alex gasped. He looked over at Ren, asking the question with his wide-open eyes: Did it see us?

The buzzing grew softer and then, very suddenly, louder. Alex turned back toward the door — where a dark shape was hovering on the other side of the frosted glass. The spirit wasp flew back a few inches and then rammed its body into the pane. WHUMP!

Alex’s hand fumbled beneath his shirt for his amulet.

WHUMP! WHUMP!

It tried two more times to break the glass, but then seemed to reconsider. For a long moment, it just stared in at them with dark, malevolent eyes. Then it turned and disappeared back down the hallway.

“Oh no,” said Ren.

“What?” said Alex. “Isn’t it a good thing it went away?”

Ren shook her head. “It’s a scout,” she said. “It found us.”

“Oh, snap!” said Luke. “It’s going back to snitch.”

The three friends took off after it, but by the time they reached the hallway, they’d lost the speeding spirit.

“We have to stop it before it goes back through the portal!” said Alex urgently.

With his amulet, Luke was more than fast enough to catch the bug as it bugged out — but he didn’t know his way around the museum. Instead, he ran alongside the others as they navigated the twisty interior, taking every shortcut they knew. They finally caught sight of the thing in the Great Hall. “There!” called Alex.

“Give me something to throw over it!” called Luke. But they had nothing. Luke tried to strip off his Under Armour top while at a full run and wiped out on the slick tile, sliding across the polished floor with his shirt over his head.

It darted through the ticket booths, utterly ignoring the “suggested donation” sign.

A few moments later, Alex and Ren sprinted into Room 100 just in time to see the infernal bug enter the big tomb.

Ren tried to blast it with her ibis, but the bug was already inside the stone entryway.

“No!” cried Alex as the thing flew full speed into the false door. The buzzing disappeared instantly.

Whoomp! Luke appeared by their side, holding his shirt in one hand and his amulet in the other. “Where’d it go?”

Alex lifted his chin toward the ancient portal.

The only sound in the quiet room was the three friends, breathing hard.

“I think we’re going to have company,” huffed Alex.

A man’s voice boomed through the room: “Oh, but you already do.”
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“Gah! Todtman!” huffed Ren as Alex clutched his chest. “Don’t scare us like that!”

“Tut mir leid,” said the German, leaning on his walking stick. “I am sorry. But I am more sorry that we could not stop that pest. I had just turned the corner when I saw it flash by.”

As if to demonstrate the process, Dr. Bauer rounded the corner. Alex rushed over to hug her. “Careful, hun!” she said, and he pulled up short and did his best to hug her healthy side. She reached down and ruffled his hair. Then he did a double take. “Wait, where did you two come from?”

Todtman flashed his quick, sly smile and said, “There are many false doors in this museum.”

“But you only have one amulet,” said Ren.

“I’m an Amulet Keeper, too, though,” said Dr. Bauer. “And I held on very tight.”

Todtman waved away the pleasantries and scanned the three kids quickly. “Where are the Spells? Are they safe?”

Ren swung the backpack off. Todtman clucked once in disapproval. “They are thousands of years old, irreplaceable. They are not … a math workbook.”

“Actually, they’re surprisingly durable,” said Dr. Bauer, taking the backpack from Ren. “Strong magic makes for strong scrolls.”

Alex watched his mom gracefully shift the backpack from one hand to the other.

“You’re moving a lot better,” he said.

She turned and smiled. “I am full of Hesaan’s arthritis medication.”

“Is that safe?” said Ren, and it occurred to Alex just what a good doctor she would make.

“None of this is safe,” said Alex’s mom, unzipping the pack and peering inside. “But it does numb the pain.”

Alex watched her pluck out the extra scrolls and lower them to the floor. There was only one scroll that mattered now, in the pack and in the world. “Mom,” said Alex, hesitating, unsure of what exactly he was asking. “Can the Lost Spells do … other things?”

“Yeah,” added Ren. “Can they, like, talk to the gods?”

Dr. Bauer looked from one to the other. She knew when they were up to something. “All Egyptian spells invoke the old gods in some way,” she said. “But it’s not a conversation. It’s more like calling out a name and hoping for an echo. And the Lost Spells are quite specialized. They deal with the afterlife, its gateways and guardians.”

“Guardians?” said Alex and Ren together.

“Enough questions,” said Todtman. “We must use the Spells immediately. The Death Walkers and their army will be here in moments, too many and too powerful to oppose. We must repair the rift now.”

He turned toward Dr. Bauer, put his hand on her arm, and looked her in the eyes. “Maggie,” he said. “Can you use the Spells here, now? We have little time.”

She took one more look inside the pack, then glanced into the dark entryway of the tomb. “In there,” she said. “We should be close to a portal for this, within sight. It will have more effect that way. And if we close one, we close them all.”

They filed back inside the old tomb. Before they made it halfway down the entryway, a huge crashing noise thundered out of the inner sanctum, followed by the brittle screech of cracking stone. All around them, the big stone structure began to rumble and shake. Something was coming through the portal. Something big.

“Let’s get out of here!” called Alex.

“There’s another portal in the Temple of Dendur,” said Alex’s mom. “We can use that!”

They hustled out of the shaking structure toward the familiar temple. It was housed in the largest room in the museum, even bigger than the Great Hall. It had always been Alex’s favorite place at the Met. He’d spent days gazing out of the room’s soaring glass wall into Central Park, peering into its midnight black reflecting pool, or looking up at the ancient temple itself, brought over from Egypt and reconstructed block by block here.

A heavy stone block crashed to the floor behind the friends as they headed deeper into the Egyptian wing. They wound their way through the maze of half-lit rooms, past grand granite statues and cases of glittering jewelry of gold, carnelian, turquoise, and lapis lazuli. A carving of the cow-headed goddess Hathor gazed out at them with big, sad eyes as they rushed by. A quick glance was enough for Alex to recognize each exhibit. He’d spent his childhood here, and many of the items were as familiar to him as the decorations in his own bedroom. Would it all end here as well?

He shook his head hard to clear it, but the thought would not be cleared.

They reached the temple quickly, but it was not the safe haven they’d hoped for. Daylight streamed through the panes of the soaring three-story glass wall, and just outside a battalion of mummies swayed in sun.

“There are like a brillion of them!” said Luke.

It looked more like a few hundred to Alex, a small fraction of the overall army, but it was still more than enough to tear the Keepers limb from limb. “What are they waiting for?” said Ren.

The answer came in a brilliant flash of crimson light outside the windows. As the day turned red, Alex swung around and saw the leader of the undead strike-force. The lioness-headed Peshwar stood at the front of her troops, supersized in death just as Ta-mesah had been. In her long, clawlike hand was a crackling crimson energy dagger.

“Take cover!” shouted Todtman.

As the Death Walker whipped her hand up and forward, the friends ducked behind the row of statues just inside the double doors. An explosion shook the room as the energy dagger blew a huge hole in the massive glass wall.

The mummies began clambering clumsily inside, pausing only to allow their leader to step gracefully through the jagged opening.

“We have to get out of here,” called Todtman. But as he turned toward the door, Alex saw him stop cold. Todtman began to slowly back up as Ta-mesah dipped his fearsome head through the doorway. A moment later, the Stung Man appeared, and a fierce buzzing grew in the room behind him

“Over here,” called Dr. Bauer. “This way.”

Not daring to take their eyes off the approaching enemies, the group followed her voice toward the southeast corner of the hangar-like room.

“You cling to your lives like you cling to those Spells,” rumbled Ta-mesah, leveling his lifeless gaze at the huddled friends. “And soon, you will have neither.”

But Dr. Bauer knew the great museum well, and she’d chosen this corner for a reason. A small side door there connected back to the western edge of the Egyptian wing.

Alex knew it, too. And he knew they didn’t need to conquer their enemies. All they needed to do was protect his mom long enough for her to use the Spells. He tightened his left hand around the scarab. “Go!” he shouted as hurricane force wind shot out from his right hand.

He formed his fingers into a tight spear, concentrating the wind, and aimed it right for Ta-mesah’s face. The force had little effect on the massive Walker — but at least Alex couldn’t hear what the big creep was saying anymore.

A handful of mummies, their formerly bone-dry corpses half-soaked from wading through the reflecting pool, attempted to scramble around Ta-mesah’s hulking frame. Alex dialed back the mystic wind and let them. Then he redirected the blast low, mowing the mummies down like bowling pins.

With the powerful wind no longer blasting his face, Ta-mesah charged forward, but his thick legs got tangled with the squirming mummies on the floor in front of him. Trying to kick free, he snapped one of mummies nearly in half and went down in a heap on top of the others.

The Amulet Keepers took advantage of the opening and darted through the side door, into darkness.
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The rooms on the western side of the wing had no windows, and were lit only by a few Exit signs. Alex blinked into the ruddy murk in time to see the others filing quickly into the next room. As he rushed to catch up, Alex could hear the shuffling stampede of bony feet behind him.

As the group cleared the next room, Alex yanked the glass door closed behind them. That ought to hold them … he thought. For about three seconds. Empty eye sockets were already gaping at him as he locked the door with his amulet. Leathery hands were already pounding on the glass as he turned to run.

They just needed a few quiet minutes within sight of a portal for his mom to use the Spells. So close to their goal, he got a wild, cornered feeling, knowing that the Spells could kill him. His mom knew that, too. She’d had the Spells for weeks and been unwilling to take that chance. His feelings a jumble, he both hoped and feared she’d risk it now.

He looked up at his mom, one hand clutching the Spells, the other grasping her injured side. He wanted to run alongside her — she’d sacrificed so much for him — but he stayed a few steps behind instead. He wanted even more to protect her.

Behind them, the glass door exploded under some massive, unseen force. The friends ducked their shoulders and entered Room 100 from the opposite side of where they’d left it. Pursued by a wave of mummies and Death Walkers, they could do nothing but rush straight past the last of the portals. Alex exhaled when he saw no sign of the founder as they passed the ruined temple — but he simply hadn’t been looking hard enough. From one shadowy corner, a hovering member of the hive began to beat its wings furiously. The buzz rose to a high-pitched whine.

“Zap it, Ren!” called Alex.

FWOOP!

White light washed the corner clean of shadow and seemed to stun the wasp spirit. It dipped in the air, the outer layer of its body turning to purple vapor. The urgent whine fell back to a buzz, but it was too late. Another wasp turned the corner to join it, and then a dozen more.

Ren let out one more burst of mystic light as covering fire as the friends rushed out of the room. As the thundering stampede of mummies began to merge with the angry hum of swarming spirits, Alex closed and locked the big glass double doors behind them.

They rushed back through the ticket booths, but in front of them lay the wide-open expanse of the Great Hall.

“We’ll never make it across,” said Todtman. “They’ll tear us apart before we get halfway.”

“Behind there,” said Dr. Bauer, pointing to the long counter along the wall where the museum sold memberships and event tickets.

Ren turned and, running backward, released two more blinding flashes at the bodies and souls massing behind the heavy safety-glass doors. If their pursuers saw them slip behind the counter, it was all over.

A moment later, they were all crouched behind the tall, dark counters.

“We need a plan,” said Ren in an insistent, hissy whisper. “We can’t just keep running and hiding.”

“If we stop running and hiding, we’re dead,” said Luke.

The pounding on the big glass doors was turning to a brittle crackling as Todtman crept up alongside Alex and his mom. “You two stay here,” he said.

“What?” said Alex as his mom said, “No!”

He ignored them both. “The nearest portal is right behind you. We will lead them away. Stay quiet and perfectly still until we are gone. Then move fast — and do not fail!”

“But it’s me they’re looking for,” said Dr. Bauer. “Me and the Spells.”

“I know,” said Todtman. He closed his hand around his amulet. His eyes closed and his face reddened with effort. Two shimmering shapes appeared beside him: a boy and a woman, rough approximations of Alex and his mom.

“Whoa,” gasped Alex. He reached out to touch his phantasmal twin, but his hand passed through.

“It is only in your mind,” said Todtman.

Prr-KRISH! The big double doors exploded outward. The crimson light washing the walls left no doubt as to the cause. As bits of safety glass rained down on the tile, the others sprang into action.

“Good luck,” whispered Ren, before slipping out from behind the counter and into harm’s way.

Alex was too stunned to respond and only managed to gasp “Ren” at the spot where she had been. It took everything he had, and his mom’s reassuring hand on his shoulder, to stay still as the others risked their lives leading The Order forces across the Great Hall and into the vast museum beyond.

“Over here!” Alex heard Luke call as he used his speed to lure the lurching mummies and their deathly leaders as far away as possible. “No, over here!” he called as he zoomed farther down the hall.

The strobe-light flash of Ren’s amulet washed the walls, followed by a crimson response from Peshwar. There was a loud explosion, but Alex exhaled as he saw a second flash, this one farther away. He knew that most of The Order’s forces would chase Todtman and his phantoms. He could only hope the old man could stay out of their deadly range.

Just feet away, on the other side of the counter, mummies lurched and spirits buzzed. The big Death Walkers followed in turn, like tanks taking the field after the infantry. But after a few loud and terrifying minutes, the Great Hall fell silent. The others had succeeded in luring the enemies farther into the museum, up its marble stairs and into its masterpiece-filled galleries.

Ren, Todtman, and Luke … They were all risking their lives for this. Alex felt overwhelmed by their bravery, but more than that, he felt an obligation to do his part.

“Let’s go,” he said, helping his mom to her feet.

They had one more shot — bought at great cost — and they could not waste it.

His mom nodded and rose. Their feet crunched through the shattered glass as they approached the first tomb, the stone cracked from where the Walkers had come through. It was dark and quiet inside Room 100. Except for … an ominous and all-too-familiar buzzing.

The founder was still inside the fractured tomb. The oldest Walker had released some of his hive to the chase, but the man himself had found his new nest.

Slowly, very slowly, Alex and his mom backed away from the entrance.

“Where now?” whispered Alex.

“Dendur,” answered his mom.

Eyes wide-open for any more stragglers, they hurried back toward the Temple of Dendur.
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Ta-mesah took one more swipe at Alex’s image only to see his massive hand pass harmlessly through it. He released a ruffled huff that flared his croc nostrils.

“They are illusions,” hissed Peshwar. “Tell us where the real ones are, old man.”

Todtman stood in the shadowy back corner of the room, breathing hard, blood trickling from his nose and split lower lip. All around him, Greek statues bore silent witness to a brave man’s last stand.

Cut off from the exit by two massive Death Walkers, he could run no more. “They are right here,” said Todtman, gesturing to the two phantom figures next to him. “Don’t you see them?”

“I see your crude trick,” rumbled Ta-mesah, eyeing the shimmering shells. “The simple work of a street magician.”

The flickering images vanished, and the smallest of smiles creased Todtman’s froggy features. “Not such a crude trick,” he said as a red glow lit up the room, turning the pale marble statues a garish pink.

The energy dagger grew long and wicked in Peshwar’s hand. Todtman was certain his next words would be his last. “After all,” he said, “it has kept you both here, so far from where you need to be, for so very long.”

Peshwar snarled as she whipped the deadly dagger straight toward him. Todtman tried to leap to the side, but his crippled leg betrayed him one last time. The crackling crimson dagger sank deep into his chest, and a heart that had begun beating some six decades earlier in a small village in Bavaria convulsed and fell still.

His body crumpled to the cold tile floor.
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Alex and his mom were inside the shallow alcove of the Temple of Dendur. The Lost Spells were spread out across the floor, and the letters of the ancient text glowed softly as she chanted the first few lines in a rhythmic, almost trance-like voice. The power of the Spells had saved him once, but now it was taking a heavy toll. His vision was speckled with stars and phantom symbols, and his head was woozy. He sat gracelessly, legs straight out, shoulders against the side of the temple for support.

Suddenly, his mom stopped chanting and looked up. The glow began to fade, and Alex’s head began to clear ever so slightly. “I can’t do it,” she said.

Alex struggled to understand her through the slowly lifting fog in his mind. “You need the scarab,” he said, reaching for the chain around his neck with clumsy fingers.

“No,” she said. “It’s not that. The scarab lets you read the language, understand the spells — that’s how it lets you use the Book of the Dead. But I already read this language and understand these spells. It’s … you. Alex, you’re my son.”

As overwhelmed as his mind was, he knew exactly what she meant. But he also remembered the sacrifice the others were making to buy them this time. “I know, but —”

She cut him off. “If I close these doorways, if I undo the damage that I did … ”

She didn’t have to finish. Alex knew the rest all too well: She could snuff him out like a birthday candle. How could he convince his own mother to risk his life? “But if you don’t … ” he began. He didn’t need to finish that sentence, either. They both knew how it ended: in a death-shadowed world ruled by madmen.

He met her eyes through the nebula of tiny stars that lit his vision.

“I am proud of you,” she said, “and I love you, and … I will try.”

He saw a single tear roll down her cheek, and then he saw a huge figure looming up behind her.

“Oh no,” he gasped, but it was already too late. The leader reached down and plucked the woman who had once been his wife from the floor by her shoulder.

She screamed and kicked back at him with her boots. It was useless. “Alex,” she called. “The amulet.”

Yes, he thought. He’d seen her use it before and knew she was a more experienced and powerful Amulet Keeper than he was. But as he reached up for the chain once again, the leader spared a quick glance for his son. He flicked his free hand in Alex’s direction, and an invisible wave of force slammed Alex back into the temple wall. Alex’s head bounced off stone with the sound of a coconut considering cracking. A jolt of pain shot through him, and he fought to stay conscious. As his eyes fluttered half closed, he saw his mom tossed across the tile platform in front of the temple. She landed on her injured side and slid like a broken toy.

“No!” he called weakly.

He struggled to stand, but battered from the blow and woozy from the Spells, he was like a boxer who couldn’t peel himself from the canvas. His legs twitched and jerked but refused to gather underneath him. One numb hand pawed his chest, managing only to push the scarab around, not grasp it.

His mom’s body was still now, and as he stared at it, hoping for any sign of movement, the room began to fill up behind her. He caught snatches of it through his peripheral vision. The hulking figures of Ta-mesah and Peshwar, the ornate robes of the Stung Man, the sea of ragged wrapping as the mummies followed, the growing buzzing in the air. He didn’t know if they’d been called back by their leader or if their chase was simply over.

Finally, he saw his mom’s hand twitch open and closed. Her legs straightened out and she flopped over onto her back. Alex could let himself breathe again.

Meanwhile, The Order’s forces had massed beneath the temple’s raised platform, staring up at their leader. Alex saw something move out of the corner of his eye and turned to see Ren and Luke rush into the room last, following the forces they’d been trying to lead away, still trying to get their attention. They stopped cold inside the entrance, just short of the undead army in front of them.

Alex saw the look of shock on Ren’s face as she spotted his mom’s crumpled body. Then he saw her face collapse as she spied him slumped inside the alcove.

“It is over, Amulet Keepers,” called the leader, his booming voice echoing through the massive space.

Ren’s small voice rose up in response: “Then give us our friends and we’ll leave.”

A layer of mummies moved in between his friends and the door they’d come through, sealing off any escape. “You will get nothing,” said the leader, “and you will go nowhere.”

Alex tried again to stand but succeeded only in flopping back to the floor — and attracting Peshwar’s attention. “The boy is alive, and near the Spells,” she hissed from her place near the edge of the platform. “Kill him now.”

The leader looked back. “He can’t even rise to his feet in the presence of the Spells,” he said. “Much less give voice to the chants. He is no danger to us.”

“Your weakness for the boy puts us in danger,” said Peshwar.

The leader stared down at her. “Are you challenging me?”

She bowed her head, pointing the empty sockets of the lioness skull at the floor, but still she spoke. “Kill them all,” she said. “It’s easy. Like this.”

She tossed something toward the platform. As it clattered to a stop at the leader’s feet, Alex recognized Todtman’s walking staff.

The realization that Todtman was dead hit him like a punch to the heart. But under Peshwar’s cruel gaze, he felt that sorrow turn to something else. Anger and loyalty and loss mixed in his battered body — and it gave him strength. His fingers found his amulet and finally closed around its familiar form. The ancient energy flowed through him. He looked over at the Lost Spells. He pulled himself closer.

His father was right: He couldn’t stand in their presence or chant their words. But as he edged closer to the old scroll, he thought he just might be able to read them. The Spells were specialized, his mom had said. They dealt with the afterlife, with its gateways and guardians.

As Alex’s vision filled with fresh pinpricks of light and his head lolled limply on his neck, he looked for the name of one guardian in particular.

“Behind you!” called Peshwar.

“The boy!” growled Ta-mesah.

Alex knew the leader was turning toward him, knew he had only seconds left, but he dared not look up — and there it was! The name he was looking for.

With all his remaining strength and all the breath left in his lungs, he called that name. Just one word, but he filled it with all the anger and sadness and helplessness he felt. His enemies had broken the rules, not just the laws of this world, but the laws of life and death. And they had done so cruelly and for the basest of all reasons: power. As full of stars as his vision was, it was hard to tell, but he thought the word might even have glowed a little, flickered on the page, as he said it.

A moment later, a fresh wave of force from the leader sent Alex flying backward across the tile. He slammed hard into the back of the alcove. He managed to protect his head this time, but he felt something crack in his chest.

Just like my mom, he thought as he once again teetered on the edge of consciousness. He peered out of the alcove and saw his father staring in. The Spells were between them, ten feet away. It might as well have been ten miles.

The room was quiet, save for the buzz of the spirits, and still, save for the gentle swaying of the mummies.

“He has failed,” Peshwar hissed into the calm.

The reply came almost immediately, but it wasn’t from the leader or any of the other Walkers. It wasn’t from any of the Keepers, either. It wasn’t in words at all, in fact. Peshwar got her answer in the form of a great and terrible roar. The cry shook the room.

Part lion.

Part crocodile.

Part thunder.

Alex leaned his battered frame back against the temple wall and smiled.

His call had been answered.


[image: image]

Alex never saw the great beast enter the room. Turning his head toward the source of the terrible roar, she was simply there. She was the size of a truck and as terrifying as she was improbable. Her huge crocodile head dwarfed that of Ta-mesah and gave the Walker no more than a glance as she swept her vision across the room.

Alex’s head swam and fresh pain stabbed him deep inside. He was terrified for his mom, who was still lying helplessly on the platform. He had called Ammit in desperation, but had no way of knowing what this otherworldly presence might do.

Ammit was the ultimate enforcer of good and evil in ancient Egypt, the one who devoured the souls of the unworthy, destroying them forever. But now the rules had been cheated, the boundaries between the worlds torn open, and this much was clear: Ammit was mad.

She released another roar, so fearsome and so close, that Alex could do nothing but cover his ears. Then, with slow, deliberate steps, she began to move toward the platform. Her enormous front paws, those of a massive lion, pushed forward with the fluid ease of a jungle cat, while her huge back feet, those of a hippo, plodded forward to join them.

As she moved, she brushed by rows of swaying mummies. At the slightest touch, they disintegrated into clouds of dust and scraps of linen. Two more steps and she had reached the platform. With surprising grace, she pulled herself up.

Suddenly, there were only two people left in her path. Once again, the leader reached down and plucked Alex’s mom up by the shoulder. This time she could offer no resistance, but from his perch inside the temple, Alex saw her eyes flutter open. She stared at the strange creature and breathed her name in awe: “Ammit … ”

The beast came a few steps closer and seemed to examine her.

A jolt of fear shot through Alex’s system. His mom was in danger: direct, immediate danger.

Surrounded by The Order forces, the creature’s paralyzing presence had seemed a reprieve. But now he understood how stupid he’d been. This was the devourer, and she was here for a reason.

Alex gasped a word of his own: “Mom … ”

But it was the other half of the family tree that responded. The leader thrust Alex’s mom forward toward Ammit. She pried uselessly at his powerful fingers. Alex managed to get his legs underneath him. He desperately wanted to rush over and help her. But what could he do? Even with his amulet, he’d be little more than another pair of hands prying uselessly at a death grip.

“Yes,” called the leader. “Take her. She is the one you want. She opened the portals. She started all of this. We merely responded to these changes, traveled between the worlds as a floating leaf would follow a river.”

Alex glared at him. But the words still stung. She had opened the portals, but she’d done it for him. She didn’t know what would happen, but she had risked everything. 

He looked at his mom, twisting in the grip of a madman.

He looked down at Todtman’s staff.

He looked across the room at Ren, who had risked so much for friendship. He saw Luke still standing next to her, with the speed to escape but the loyalty to stay.

“No!” Alex called out from his sheltered stone alcove. “It’s because of me. The portals were opened to let me back. Don’t take her.” He rose slowly to his feet. “Take me.”

“No, Alex, don’t,” called Ren.

But the words were already out.

Ammit turned her head, and one cold crocodilian eye fell on Alex. He saw the vertical slit in the center narrow as it focused on him. She turned her body toward him now, golden lion fur rippling. Alex put his hand out to steady himself as he walked past the spot where the Spells lay and toward the avenging demigod. He felt the pain in his side and tasted the blood in his mouth, but he kept walking.

“Yes, take the boy,” purred the leader. “He’s the cause.”

Ammit paused. Her head swung back and faced the leader. Her strong, huffing breaths rippled his robes as they looked at each other. Alex’s mom hung an arm’s length away, and Alex was nearly out of the temple now.

Ammit looked over at him one more time, and then back at his mom.

Then, with a speed Alex would not have imagined possible, Ammit’s head swung back. Her jaws flashed open, extending all the way down to the floor and revealing rows of huge white teeth.

Alex heard a huge gulp of air as the devourer pulled her prey toward her.

Alex’s heart stopped and his eyes closed as the enormous jaws snapped shut.

Quiet.

Alex slowly opened his eyes. His mom was still there. The leader’s arm began to fall limply from her shoulder.

Just his arm.

The rest of him was gone.

He had been devoured in one swift bite, by a creature who had seen so many hearts weighed and so many souls judged that she was quite capable of doing it herself.

“Yes!” shouted Ren.

“In your face!” added Luke.

Alex’s heart started again. He breathed.

The leader’s arm hit the floor with a soft thud. No longer the size of a small tree trunk, it was just a human arm again, tightly wrapped in strips of linen.

Alex’s mom wobbled on her feet, and Alex wanted to rush over to help her. But he could still barely stand himself.

Ammit swung around and took a few plodding steps toward the edge of the platform. She opened her mouth again, not to devour but to roar. Ammit’s cry shook the room. When it was done, she stood firm at the front of the platform, in between Alex and his mom and The Order’s forces. The meaning seemed clear: protection.

Alex’s mom walked unsteadily back toward the temple — and the Spells inside.

“Are you okay?” Alex said, stumbling out to help her.

“No,” she said. “But I know what I need to do. I looked into Ammit’s eyes, and I saw something there. I think I understand her.”

As Alex’s mom knelt down over the Spells, the ancient text began to glow once more. She took her time now, confident in the protection afforded her.

Would the Death Walkers dare attack Ammit to try to stop this? Alex wondered. His answer came in a crackling of crimson energy and the rising buzz of a purple swarm, but that was the last he saw. As the ancient words rose on the air, his head swam and his knees buckled. He knelt on the cool tile as his vision filled with light and color. Behind him, he knew, his mom was reciting the rest of her chosen spell.

A minute later, Alex’s head cleared. I’m still here! He understood now: His mom wasn’t the only one under Ammit’s protection. Somewhere in front of him, he heard the creature give one last satisfied huff. The swirling colors faded from his vision as he stood, but he still didn’t believe his eyes. All around, the mummies lay like dominoes on the floor, their bodies curling in on themselves stiffly.

It was a sight both gruesome and glorious, because there were new mummies among them, as well. Alex wheeled around and found each one in turn. Ta-mesah and Peshwar were merely mummies in masks, their bodies no larger than they’d been during their hateful lives. The Stung Man was a mummy, too, albeit a much older one, as timeworn and leathery as any of the others. And oldest of all, the founder, who was now little more than a skeleton wrapped in ragged yellow cloth in the far corner of the room.

Alex looked back toward Ammit, but she was gone. She had vanished just as mysteriously as she had appeared, although with far fewer witnesses.

“I don’t under —” he began, but suddenly arms wrapped around him from behind. His mom. They hugged each other softly, both injured now. A moment later, two more arms wrapped around them. Ren had no intention of missing out on the victory party.

Alex turned his head to take a breath. Through vision clouded not by mystic stars but by the first hint of tears, he saw Luke standing a few steps farther back. Not much of a hugger, Luke gave his cousin a big thumbs-up. “Bauer power,” he said.

The others hugged for a while, though.

“Todtman,” Ren said, and Alex could feel her shoulders heave with a small sob.

“I know,” said Alex’s mom. “He was a good man.”

But that wasn’t good enough for Ren. “He was a great Egyptologist,” she said.

And that did it for Alex — a sob shot through him, too, as happy tears and sad tears rolled down his cheeks. The tears mixed there softly, joining together and continuing on, like the waters of the mighty blue Nile.

Finally, the group hug pulled apart.

“What happened to them all?” asked Ren, sniffling and gesturing around the room. “To the Death Walkers, I mean.”

Dr. Bauer looked around the room, counting the fallen. “We sent them to the ceremony,” she said.

“The weighing of the heart?” said Alex.

His mom nodded. “Yes, they can’t avoid it any longer.”

Ren shook her head. “That is one test they are not ready for.”

“That’s okay,” said Alex. “I’m pretty sure Ammit has already decided on their grades.”

Even amid the sorrow and loss, the friends managed to exchange a few soft laughs. Even Luke, who pretended he knew what they were talking about.
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Cairo had always been a somewhat chaotic place — ask anyone who’s ever rented a car there — and so it was back to something like normal when the friends arrived for Todtman’s funeral. His final wish was to have his ashes scattered in the waters of the Nile as it rolled north to the sea. It was done from the deck of a large, slow-moving boat, among a few rows of stoic Germans and what seemed to be about half the world’s museum curators. Alex and Ren leaned over the side to watch the ashes scatter and fall.

“Auf wiedersehen,” whispered Ren, who had decided to learn German in Todtman’s honor.

Alex already spoke some, but he stayed silent and just watched. This time, his tears really did mix with the waters of the Nile.

And what was there to do after that but get back to the business of living? Alex’s mom and Ren’s dad were busier than ever, trying to get the Met’s battered Egyptian wing up and running again. There was, for obvious reasons, a surging public interest in ancient Egypt. At night, Dr. Bauer studied the Spells, making sure everything was as it should be.

The wider world did its part: picking up the pieces, reburying the dead. Eventually, things returned to something like normal. Even for the families at the center of the maelstrom, who found themselves at a dinner party at the Durans’ place a month later.

Alex’s mom and Ren’s mom and dad talked about the things parents talk about, Luke helped himself to seconds, and Alex and Ren chattered on about the school where they were once again classmates.

Alex felt something brush against his ankle and flinched. His nerves were, to be honest, still a little on edge.

“Oh, don’t worry about her,” said Ren, reaching down and scooping up a sleek black cat.

“You got a cat?” said Alex.

Ren’s dad looked over, finished chewing, and said, “Or she got us. Just showed up on the doorstep. Pretty weird considering we’re on the fourteenth floor. Anyway, she wouldn’t leave until Ren got home.”

“And then we couldn’t get her to let the cat go,” added Ren’s mom.

Alex looked at the cat’s golden eyes and coat of elegant jet-black fur as it purred softly in Ren’s arms. There was something so familiar about it all. “What’s her name?” he said, leaning in to pet the newest addition to the Duran family.

Ren leaned in, too. “Don’t you know?” she whispered.

Alex looked from her to the cat and back again. “No way,” he said. “Pai?”

The cat looked up at him, centuries of wisdom in her golden eyes. “Mmuh-Rack!”

Alex shook his head. He’d always heard that cats had nine lives. He had no doubt this former mummy would enjoy her second one.

He looked around the table at his family and friends. He was pretty sure he would, too.
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