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      In the time before time, when stars were merely dreams of light,

      The First and Last breathed life into the void.

      From cosmic dust and earthen clay,

      Twenty-five houses of divinity were born.

      Each a facet of existence eternal:

      Death dancing with rebirth,

      Creation wed to destruction,

      Order bound to chaos

      Perfect balance, sacred harmony.

      But even gods forget their purpose.

      The houses grew rigid, proud, separate.

      Forgetting they were made to evolve,

      Made to change,

      Made to become.

      And so the Seers spoke the words that would reshape the cosmos:

      "When the daughter of endings and beginnings draws breath,

      When death's child joins creation's heir,

      The time of the old gods shall close,

      And their children inherit what was, what is, what shall be.

      She who bridges all paths will remake what was broken,

      She who walks between worlds will speak truth to the lie,

      She who bears both gift and curse will set the bound souls free.

      The stars have aligned. The prophecy stirs.

      Ancient enemies conceived love's revolution,

      Hidden their daughter in the realm of mortals,

      Where she learned joy and sorrow,

      Love and loss,

      Life and death.

      Twenty-one years the child slept,

      Twenty-one years her power grew,

      Twenty-one years the worlds held their breath.

      Now the wheel turns.

      Now the Academy calls.

      Now the daughter of gods awakens to her destiny,

      Though she knows it not.

      The Xtheo rises.

      The bridge appears.

      The cosmos holds its breath...

      And waits.
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      The pounding on her door matched the throbbing behind Nenet's eyes. Three months since her adoptive parents' bizarre accident in May on the Brooklyn Bridge, and the rent on this shoebox was already overdue. Twenty-one years old with no family, working two jobs, and drowning in hospital bills from her parents' final days—this was not how she'd planned to spend her post-college life.

      "I'm coming! Keep your pants on!" She peeled herself off the sofa, her fuzzy socks sliding on the worn hardwood floor.

      Nenet caught her reflection in the cracked hallway mirror. Her deep brown skin looked ashen under the flickering hallway light. Great. Whoever was at her door at 11 PM was about to get a horror show.

      The banging intensified.

      "I said I'm coming!" She yanked open the door. "Listen, if you're here about the rent⁠—"

      The words died in her throat.

      "Nenet Summers?" The man's voice was beyond deep as her name spilled from his mouth.

      "That would be me." Nenet eyed the man up and down, refusing to show any fear. "And you are?"

      The man standing in front of her bowed deeply. He stood in her doorway wearing a white jalabiya that flowed to his ankles, complete with a dark-blue scarf and a traditional turban. His skin was the color of burnished mahogany, and his eyes—amber gold with vertical pupils that caught the light like a cat's—stopped her cold.

      "Femi. I've come from the AoG Academy of Egyptian Studies to bring you this invitation." Clutching a scroll-like piece of paper in his hand, he reached his long arm toward her. It seemed genuine papyrus.

      "Is this a joke? I've never heard of AoG before, and I would know." She'd applied to Cairo and Mansoura, both top schools in Egypt, and neither of them had accepted her.

      "I don't joke, Nenet."

      "Call me Nene. No one calls me Nenet."

      Femi ignored her request and placed the invitation in her hand. The paper felt heavy against her palm, not that she was an expert, but even the lettering looked authentic. The edges were tattered and some of the words were smudged, as if the invitation itself was created hundreds of years ago, which was puzzling.

      The wording on the invitation was simple: Nenet Summers of New York City, we have accepted you into the AoG Academy of Egyptian Studies. A private benefactor has covered your fees. Your arrival to Aswan has been long awaited.

      Femi's face held no expression when she looked up at him.

      "Nenet, our flight leaves first thing tomorrow. Gather only what you need. The rest will be provided upon your arrival."

      "I'm sorry, but what if I don't want to go to this university?" Who was she kidding? She'd go, but she needed to buy some time and do the research. Different scenarios crossed her mind. Her mother had always told her she was too curious, too nosy. She was right. Nenet's mind raced with all the amazing what-ifs. The places she would see. The things she would do once she got there. All the positive thoughts clouded her judgment.

      She should've been concerned. Her life could've been in danger. Instead, she was foaming at the mouth for the opportunity to see Egypt.

      "Nenet..."

      "Nene," she corrected.

      "We are to leave tomorrow. The flight alone is almost twenty hours, and you don't want to miss orientation. That would be frowned upon. I only have so much time to explain your place among the others."

      "My place?" She looked up at the man who could easily crush her. In the moonlight, he somehow felt even more foreboding. "What type of place? Like... living arrangements? I still haven't agreed to what you're offering."

      "It's better if we discuss this on our flight."

      "How about now?" Nenet crossed her arms over her chest and raised her brow. "And don't think I didn't notice you dodging my questions."

      Femi stood taller before stepping over the threshold into her home, and she didn't have much choice but to back away. His height alone could block out the sun and offer shade to anyone standing in his shadow.

      She watched as he surveyed her tiny apartment with its sagging couch, the dripping faucet in the kitchenette, and the stack of unpaid bills on the coffee table. Only her books and maps in the corner—stacked nearly to the ceiling, covering every inch of wall space—gave any sense of personality to the place.

      "You seek answers in the wrong places," he said, gesturing toward her collection. "No mortal text contains the truths you need. AoG is a very private school that only offers invitations to those they deem suitable. You, Miss Summers, have been on the list since your birth."

      Whoa. This was one of those times where a freak-the-fuck-out was suitable and expected, but she didn't react that way for some strange reason. She wasn't the type of person to back down from experiencing new things. She'd pierced her nose when she was thirteen. Got her ass beat for it, but she did it anyway knowing her mother was going to shit bricks. She wasn't stupid, but she could be impulsive.

      There was something too good about this offer. If there was a red stop sign over Femi's head telling her to halt, she ignored it. Her life here wasn't much of anything. Too many times she would tell her co-workers every day needed to be Friday and payday. Femi wasn't offering that, but what he'd proposed had enticed her.

      "Who's paying my tuition?"

      "Your benefactor."

      "You said that already. Do you mind being a bit more specific?" She quirked a brow.

      "Again, these are things I will explain on the plane," Femi sighed and shook his head. "All of your expenses are paid for and you'll receive a monthly stipend."

      "Do I get to choose my major? Or is this scholarship dependent on a certain subject?" First rule of free things: if it's too good to be true, something is foul.

      "The school focuses on mythology, but we have an excellent archeology department, which I know is your area of expertise. Am I right, Nenet?" Femi walked the length of her living room, which for him was only five steps, before sitting on her couch. The legs creaked under his weight, and as he tried to adjust, he made growling noises.

      Sorry not sorry, she thought.

      "Seriously, stop with the Nenet. It's Nene, all right?"

      "I'll address you how I see fit." The sound of his voice carried across the room, and with it came sass. Dude was giving her attitude.

      Fine. He wanted to continue with the formalities. Whatever.

      "Will I be able to travel a lot?"

      "Most assuredly. You will be a major addition to our school and highly sought after."

      Nenet snorted. "You make me sound like a celebrity."

      Femi didn't laugh. Instead, his forehead creased.

      "Miss, there is a certain status that comes with your arrival. Again, I'll explain in greater detail on the plane, but we must leave by tomorrow. Is there anything you need help with?"

      She'd never had much. Being adopted wasn't what it was cracked up to be. Her mother and father were good to her but died in a freak accident on the Brooklyn Bridge. No one knew how the car ran off the road. The video cameras showed they weren't pushed, and the car hadn't lost control. On camera, it looked as if her parents had simply driven off the bridge because they'd wanted to.

      "You've been having dreams, haven't you?" Femi asked suddenly.

      The chill returned. "How did you⁠—"

      "Your parents' accident wasn't an accident."

      Nenet's knees buckled. She grabbed the back of her sofa for support. "The police said⁠—"

      "The police see what they wish to see. What they can comprehend." Femi walked to her window and stared out at the city. "Have you noticed the shadows lately? How they move when they shouldn't?"

      She had. Last week, she'd seen her own shadow detach and stretch toward a stray cat in the alley behind her apartment. The cat had hissed and fled, fur standing on end. She'd convinced herself it was exhaustion playing tricks. And then there was this morning. Nenet froze. She'd seen flecks of purple in her normally brown eyes. She'd blamed it on the bathroom's poor lighting.

      "I have nothing except my clothes." A thought occurred to her as she eyed Femi. "Do I need clothing like yours?" She was nervous about her appearance. What if she wasn't accepted or people made fun of her because she was the scholarship kid?

      Femi's gaze raked her up and down before he closed his eyes briefly. He stayed silent for an uncomfortable moment and then his deep voice rang out. "Your attire, although not ideal, will work. After we land, you may buy something different if you wish. For now, we need to stick to the schedule."

      Nenet grunted at his request. What was the hurry anyway? "I still have more questions."

      Femi sighed, the movement lifting his shoulders dramatically. "What other questions do you have?"

      "When was AoG founded, and what does AoG stand for?"

      "Academy of the Gods has been around for a very long time. Menes, the first ruler of Egypt, founded it himself. It was before the pharaohs were considered gods on Earth."

      Nenet froze. This morning, she'd seen flecks of purple in her normally brown eyes. She'd blamed it on the bathroom's poor lighting.

      "I thought it wasn't proven Menes actually existed, only that the name meant 'he who endures.'"

      With a nod, Femi stood and paced the confines of her living room. Her apartment felt stuffy. She wasn't claustrophobic or anything, but the sheer size of the man had her feeling anxious again. She looked around and wondered what he thought. She hoped he didn't notice the water stains on her ceiling, or the fact her bedroom didn't have a door but a curtain. But as he walked back and forth, she could tell he was trying to decide just how much to tell her. She knew something was off, and she started to backpedal at once.

      This could potentially turn into a worst-case scenario moment. Her palms were sweaty, and equal amounts of adrenaline mixed with fear and excitement made her head hurt. Femi noticed her hesitation and gave her a gentle look.

      "I can see the fear in your eyes, little one, but I will never harm you. I have sworn to protect your life at my own cost if necessary."

      Who said shit like that? It was so far-fetched, and why would her life be something he would need to protect? Did she land in the worst B-movie ever, or did this dude just say he'd pledged his own life to protect hers?

      "What kind of school is this? Are you involved in some sort of sex trafficking?" She tried to keep her heart steady. It had started to run the hundred-meter dash without her, and she needed a few more seconds before she could acclimate to the flight or fight mode. Her mind searched frantically for all the exits, but there was only one fucking way out of this shitty apartment, and the giant-ass man in a dress was blocking her way of escape.

      "It's the kind of school best suited for you. What you're being offered is better than what waits here for you. You'll get the best education, and you'd want for nothing. There is no sex trafficking there."

      "Says the creepy guy wearing a dress."

      Femi looked down at his attire and looked up at her with his brows raised. "This is a jalabiya, or what you might call a robe."

      "I know what it's called, Femi."

      "Good, then you know this isn't something a man who intends to kidnap a female would wear. I am easily recognizable in a crowd of people."

      He had a point. No one would miss a man in a turban and a robe. Yet the pit of her stomach still churned. "There's something you're not telling me."

      "You were left at the foot of the Statue of Liberty twenty-one years ago, were you not? A baby in golden swaddling, with a jackal amulet around her neck?"

      The amulet. Her most prized possession, currently hanging from a chain beneath her t-shirt. Her parents had told her it was with her when they adopted her. She instinctively reached up to touch it through the fabric, feeling its familiar weight and contours.

      "How do you know about that?"

      "Because I'm the one who placed you there." Femi's form seemed to shimmer, like heat rising from hot asphalt. "I am Ilium, shapeshifter in service to both House Anubis and House Iya Nla. Sworn to protect their daughter until she comes into her power."

      "This is crazy. You're crazy." But Nenet's hand had gone to her throat, clutching the amulet through her shirt.

      "Am I?"

      Femi's outline blurred, stretched, contracted. Where the man had stood moments before, a sleek black leopard now crouched, amber eyes unchanged, watching her with undeniable intelligence. The fine hairs on Nenet's arms stood upright.

      The leopard stalked toward her, muscles rippling beneath its spotted hide. Nenet’ back hit the wall, heart hammering against her ribs like it might break free. She couldn't breathe, couldn't think—there was a leopard in her living room, an actual predator where a man had stood seconds ago.

      With trembling fingers, she reached out, needing to confirm this wasn't some elaborate hallucination. Her hand connected with thick, warm fur. The leopard's coat was softer than she'd imagined, but the muscle beneath was hard as steel, unmistakably real. She jerked her hand back with a strangled gasp.

      "This can't be happening," she whispered, but the evidence was right in front of her—impossible to deny, impossible to rationalize away.

      The air shimmered again, and Femi returned to human form, now standing before her. "The time for hiding is over, Nenet. Forces move against you. Your adoptive parents' deaths were a message—and a warning."

      "But the amulet—what is it?" Her fingers still clutched it protectively.

      "A fragment of your father's power, merged with your mother's essence," Femi explained. "It has protected you all these years, masking your divine signature from those who would harm you. Without it, your enemies would have found you long ago."

      "Divine signature," she repeated numbly. "So, I'm..."

      "A bridge between pantheons. The child of Anubis, God of Death, and Iya Nla, Goddess of Creation." Femi's expression softened slightly. "The amulet will play an essential role when you reach the Academy. It contains part of your birthright—powers that have lain dormant until now."

      Nenet looked down at her hands. Had they always contained the potential for divine power? How could she not have known?

      "Please, pack your things. It's already late, and I'd like to leave."

      "You said I have until tomorrow."

      Femi lifted his arm, exposing his wrist. "We have fallen into tomorrow. It is already morning in Aswan."

      "You think you could have said, 'we leave within the hour' or some shit?"

      Femi nodded. "Perhaps."

      "If what you're saying is true—if my real parents are gods—why did they abandon me? Why now, after twenty-one years?"

      Femi paused, his expression unreadable. "Gods play by different rules, Nenet. Time moves differently for them. And some prophecies require specific conditions to fulfill."

      "What prophecy?"

      "That's a conversation for the Academy." He bowed, a formal gesture that seemed at odds with her shabby surroundings. "The journey ahead is perilous."

      Outside her window, a raven landed on the fire escape. Then another. And another. Soon, a dozen ebony birds watched her through the glass, their eyes reflecting an unearthly blue light.

      Somehow, Nenet knew her life would never be the same again. Whether she was headed toward her destiny or her doom remained to be seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            TURBULENCE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn had barely broken over JFK Airport as Nenet eyed the luxurious private jet with suspicion, her backpack a reassuring weight on her shoulder. After witnessing Femi transform into a leopard in her apartment just hours ago, she'd hastily packed a bag and followed him here. Part of her still couldn't process what she'd seen—his human form melting away into that of a predator, the feel of his fur beneath her fingertips undeniably real. Her mind kept trying to rationalize it—hypnosis, hallucination, some kind of elaborate holographic technology—but she knew better. She'd touched him. She'd felt the solid muscle beneath that spotted coat. There was no use trying to rationalize the un-rational.

      The sleek aircraft bore subtle hieroglyphic markings that seemed to shimmer and fade depending on how she looked at them.

      "Who's paying for this plane?"

      Femi didn't respond right away, and Nenet honestly didn't expect him to. He'd been tight-lipped for most of this journey, revealing only fragments of information when it suited him—including the bombshell about her adoptive parents' deaths being deliberate, a "message and warning" rather than an accident.

      "As I said, I'll explain later, here, put this on.” Femi handed her a golden arm band.

      He was changing the subject again, but Nenet wasn’t going for it. Nenet cleared her throat and spoke again. "Yeah, you did. You said, 'when we get on the plane. Focus Femi." She tossed her arms outward in frustration, gesturing at their surroundings. "We're on the plane, big guy."

      The interior was opulent in a way that made her crappy New York apartment feel even more distant—plush seating with cream-colored cushions accented by vibrant maroon and yellow pillows, a polished wood table inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a fully stocked bar gleaming with crystal decanters. Toward the tail end, two doors stood—one labeled "restroom" while the other read "bedroom."

      Femi took a seat in one of the lounge chairs, his imposing frame somehow making the expensive furniture seem ordinary. His amber eyes studied her with that maddening patience she was beginning to recognize.

      "You're very strong-minded. That's good. You're going to need that where we're going."

      Nenet settled into one of the recliners, fighting the urge to run her fingers over the supple leather. The events of the past few hours kept replaying in her mind—Femi's body shimmering and transforming into that massive leopard, the ravens gathering outside her window, his cryptic mentions of her divine parents. She'd followed him largely out of shock, and now reality was catching up to her.

      Her hand unconsciously went to her throat, feeling the jackal amulet beneath her shirt. Femi had said it contained a fragment of her father's power, that it had been protecting her all these years. Had it really been masking some divine essence within her? Is that why she'd always felt... different?

      A woman appeared, her face covered by a black niqab that revealed only her eyes—unnaturally gold eyes that seemed to glow from within.

      "Would you like for me to pour you a drink?" Her accent was thick, each word carefully articulated as though English were an instrument she was still learning to play.

      "No, thank you..." Nenet paused, some deep-seated instinct prompting her to be respectful. "Can I ask, what’s your name?"

      The woman's golden eyes shifted toward Femi, seeking permission. At his nod, she answered, "I am Khadijah, daughter of⁠—"

      "That will be enough," Femi interrupted, his tone brooking no argument. "Khadijah, please pour me a glass of water."

      "Of course, Femi." The woman's voice carried no hint of offense at the interruption.

      "Why couldn't she talk to me?" Nenet asked once Khadijah moved away.

      "Because I still need to talk to you." Femi crossed his ankles, settling into his seat with the patience of someone who measured time differently than ordinary humans.

      Khadijah returned with a crystal tumbler of water. "Sir, your water. I'll go to the cockpit with Darmus and won't disturb you further."

      He acknowledged her with a nod. "Thank you, Khadijah."

      The woman bowed—actually bowed—before disappearing behind the pilot's door, leaving Nenet alone with her enigmatic guide. The engines hummed to life, vibrating through the floor beneath her feet.

      Femi took a deep breath and fixed her with a direct gaze. "Do you believe in a higher power?"

      "You mean like God?" The question felt like a trap, though she couldn't say why.

      Femi uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, intensity radiating from his massive frame. "Yes, I mean exactly that. What if I told you there was more than one god? What would you think?"

      Nenet shifted in her seat, uncomfortable with the directness of his gaze. Did she believe in a higher power? Her answer usually depended on the day, her mood, or whether she was stuck in traffic on the Brooklyn Bridge.

      "I'd say to each his own. My god could easily be different from yours. Hell, I could say there are no gods at all."

      "You could, but you'd be wrong."

      A smirk touched her lips. "All right, I'll bite. School me, Femi."

      "Gods and goddesses are very much real. Depending on their preference, some live among humans, while others stay in their realms."

      Laughter bubbled up from her chest, escaping before she could contain it. She clutched her stomach with her free hand, the absurdity of his statement washing over her. Despite the evidence of her own eyes the night before—the transformation she couldn't explain away—this leap to actual deities struck her as preposterous.

      Yet somewhere beneath her skepticism, memories stirred—unexplained moments from her childhood, strange incidents she'd dismissed, the persistent feeling of being watched that had faded as she'd grown older, the dreams that had seemed too vivid, too consistent to be mere imagination. Dreams where she walked in realms of golden light, where animals spoke in human voices, where shadows had substance and weight.

      "What I'm saying is real. I would never lie to you, Lady Nenet."

      His eyes—those ancient amber eyes—held no deception, but her mind struggled to reconcile what she'd seen with what she understood about reality. She fingered the jackal amulet beneath her shirt—the one he claimed had been placed around her neck as an infant.

      "That's just crazy. I mean, I saw... what I saw in my apartment, but gods? Real pantheons?" She shook her head. "The gods are myth, not reality."

      "Why? There is a grain of truth in every so-called fable. Lessons to be learned. Why can't it be true?" Femi sat straighter, crossing his legs again with deliberate precision.

      "Because..." She stopped, frustration cutting her words short as she shook her head. "Because it's just too fantastical." Her voice sounded small even to her own ears. She'd witnessed something impossible last night, but her mind still resisted the full implications.

      "How can you be sure? What if, to them, you're the anomaly?"

      A snort escaped her. "Sure, humans are the odd man out. If that were the case, we'd be the minority. No matter the race."

      Femi's lips curved upward slightly. "Think about it for a moment. Gods live long lives. Humans do not."

      "Who'd want to live forever anyway? This planet has an end date. Look at all the shit people have done to destroy it. It's only a matter of time. The trash alone will outlive us. Should we label it immortal as well?"

      Femi snort-laughed, a surprisingly human sound from such an imposing figure. At least he had a sense of humor.

      "You are the daughter of Anubis, God of the Dead, and Iya Nla, Goddess of Creation. Your father sits within the Egyptian pantheon, and your mother sits within the West African pantheon."

      His words reverberated in the cabin, carrying a weight beyond their meaning. Nenet felt something stir within her—not recognition, but perhaps a distant familiarity, like déjà vu. She touched her amulet again, thinking of the golden swaddling she'd been wrapped in as a baby.

      "There are some who would say they are the same, but they are not," Femi continued. "The two are separated not only by geography but by their creation stories. Africa is the cradle of life, the place you were conceived."

      Nenet's heart rate increased, each beat like a distant drum calling her to attention.

      "Your birth has been awaited for thousands of years, but both your parents were stubborn and wanted to keep you hidden away for as long as they could. Recent events have changed that. Your mother wanted you to experience life before coming into your true self, and your father was pressured by Ra. In the end, it was decided to kickstart your awakening."

      "This prophecy you mentioned last night... is that part of it? My 'awakening'?" The question slipped out before she could stop it.

      Femi's eyes narrowed slightly. "The prophecy is complex. It speaks of the child who will bridge all paths—the daughter of death and creation. The time of the old gods ends; their children shall inherit their mantles. She who bridges all paths shall remake what was broken. The daughter of death and creation shall know the truth of the afterlife and set the souls free."

      The words sent a shiver through Nenet. They matched phrases from her dreams—words she'd heard whispered by voices she couldn't identify, carrying a resonance that had followed her into waking hours. That couldn't be coincidence.

      It was officially too late to escape this crazy train because, as Femi confirmed his madness and co-signed her fears, the plane was already in the air, carrying her over the Atlantic. She was a prisoner of her own curiosity.

      "I'm two seconds from jumping off this plane, Femi. Stop fucking around and tell me what is really going on."

      "You really need to watch your mouth. Your father won't tolerate it, and your mother—when she decides to show—will punish you for it."

      Heat rushed to her face. "So you looked me up, figured out I'm an orphan, and thought to play the mom and dad card with me? There is no way in hell I'm the daughter of gods." Shapeshifters were far-fetched as it was. But okay, she’d bite this time. Femi sure as shit was real. But being the offspring of Gods? Yeah. No.

      "No, I'm telling you the truth. You're what we call a Xtheo. You'll be very powerful."

      "Right, and my real name is Queen Elizabeth."

      "You are of royalty, Lady Summers, and once we arrive in Aswan, everyone will address you as High Priestess Nenet."

      "You're smoking crack, dude." The words slipped out, sharp and defensive.

      "I don't smoke, nor do I partake in drugs. They wouldn't affect me anyway."

      "Why, because you're a god too?" She rolled her eyes, the gesture automatic and childish.

      "I'm not fully blessed with that title, but I will be. Now, if you will listen, I can offer you more proof." His eyes glinted with challenge.

      "I saw... something... in my apartment," Nenet admitted reluctantly. "But shapeshifting can be explained away. Mass hallucination. Hypnosis. Drugs in my water." Even as she said it, she knew she was grasping at straws. The solid warmth of his fur beneath her fingers had been too real, too tangible to dismiss.

      "You wish to see again?" There was a subtle shift in his posture, a coiling of energy.

      Nenet glanced at the confined space of the cabin and the altitude outside the window. "Maybe not on a plane at thirty thousand feet."

      Femi's lips twitched. "Wise."

      She settled back in her chair, crossed her arms over her chest, and grunted. "Okay, I'm ready to hear this fantastical story of yours."

      "It's not fantastical, Lady Summers, it's fact. You are the daughter of gods. You were conceived twenty years ago on a very hot summer day in the Sahara. Your father rescued your mother when she was caught in a celestial storm. The storm itself was arranged by Amun–"

      "Wait, you mean to tell me my parents got it on in a storm?" The question burst from her lips before she could stop it.

      Femi nodded, his expression neutral. "Amun is considered the King of the Gods, and some say he is Ra's other half, but that isn't true. He is Amun, and Ra is considered Amun Ra."

      This part wasn't new to her; she knew this mythology from her studies. Amun was part of the Ogdoad, the eight most powerful gods worshipped in the Old Kingdom. Her fascination with Egyptian culture had been one of the few constants in her turbulent life.

      "Why did Amun create the storm?"

      "It was his way of setting up a blind match. And because your mother isn't well-liked among some of the other gods, Amun figured he'd pair her with Anubis."

      "And let me guess, no one wanted to mess with dear old dad, am I right?"

      Femi ignored her sarcasm, pressing forward with his story. "A Theon member tried to vanquish Iya Nla's inner light because she is the Goddess of Creation, and others don't like her title."

      "Back up, what's a Theon and a Xtheo and what's a blind match? Like a blind date?"

      "Theon is short for pantheon. There are twenty-five recognized within the governing houses, and an additional two that sit outside the Realm of Realms. And yes, a blind match is the same thing as a blind date."

      Nenet had to admit, whether truth or fiction, Femi could spin an impressive narrative—internally consistent, detailed, and strangely compelling.

      "Outside the Realm of Realms? Like, you mean, outside the galaxy?"

      "Yes, there are ancients, two to be exact, but we do not speak of them."

      "Why not?" The question escaped before she could contain her curiosity.

      Femi deftly redirected. "As I was saying, there are twenty-five recognized pantheons, or Theons, and when two gods from different pantheons procreate, a Xtheo is conceived. It is a rare thing⁠—"

      "And I'm a Xtheo?"

      "Yes, your father resides in the Egyptian pantheon, and your mother resides in the African pantheon."

      "A bi-theon," she joked, the term feeling oddly natural on her tongue. She should have been panicking, screaming, demanding to be returned to New York. Yet something kept her calm—perhaps the practiced technique of gathering information from an opponent before making her move, or perhaps the lingering memory of the leopard in her living room.

      "That term has been used before," Femi acknowledged with a slight nod.

      "Is everyone of pantheon origins automatically accepted into the school?"

      "No, this school is specific to the Egyptian pantheon. But there are other’s who attend from different pantheon’s to further their studies. Your mother and father both agreed it would be best if you learned your skills there first."

      "I have to go to two academies? So one is like college and the other graduate school?"

      "Nothing of the sort. You will learn how to use both sets of skills during your time at AoG. Your mother has agreed to send down one of her own to teach you. But if you feel you should travel to her homeland, that can be arranged."

      A strain entered Femi's voice as he said the word "homeland," an ache that caught Nenet's attention. For the first time, she considered that he might be as displaced as she was. Egypt wasn't his home either.

      "My mother sent you, didn't she?"

      Femi's simple nod answered her question more eloquently than words could have.

      "What are you? I mean, I saw... but I still don't understand."

      "I am an Ilium, or what you know as a shapeshifter. My people are long-lived and have been advising your kind for centuries."

      "What else can you shift into besides a leopard?"

      "Whatever I want, but that's beside the point. I've sworn to protect you. It's what your mother wanted. I also advise your father on things."

      "So why did they kill my parents? My adoptive parents." The question emerged quiet but razor-sharp.

      Femi's expression darkened. "Those who oppose the prophecy. Those who fear what you represent. The same ones who will try to prevent us from reaching the Academy."

      "And what do I represent exactly? This prophecy⁠—"

      "Will become clear in time." Femi cut her off with a gesture. "Your safety is my priority now. The enemies of your parents have discovered your identity despite the protection of your amulet. They orchestrated your adoptive parents' deaths as both message and warning. The moment we leave mortal airspace, they will likely try again."

      Just as Nenet was about to press further, the plane shuddered violently. A cold knot of dread formed in her stomach—not from the turbulence itself, but from the look that crossed Femi's face. Not surprise, but grim recognition.

      "If all of this is true, what kind of powers do I have?" She tried to keep her voice steady as the plane trembled again.

      Before Femi could answer, the pilot's voice crackled through the cabin speakers, tense and urgent. "Femi, Lady Summers, we are experiencing abnormal turbulence. I ask that you buckle your seatbelts as I try to navigate this storm. It seems someone doesn't want us to reach our destination."

      Fear spiked through Nenet's system. "What the heck does 'abnormal turbulence' mean?"

      "It means someone is trying to ensure we don't get to Aswan." An animal-like growl rumbled beneath Femi's words, a sound that shouldn't have been possible from a human throat.

      The plane lurched violently, throwing Nenet from her seat. She scrambled to reach the seatbelt, but everything was happening too quickly. A strange instinct whispered in her mind, an intuition she couldn't explain.

      "Femi, don't buckle in. I have a feeling it will be the end of us."

      "I can't die, but you can," he responded, his voice unnaturally calm in the chaos.

      "What?! You said my parents are gods. What's the point of being the child of gods if you can still die?" The question emerged as a desperate grumble.

      "You haven't reached your godhood yet; you're still very mortal, and although I'm not a god, I can't die."

      The rattling intensified. Nenet's stomach plummeted as the aircraft nose-dived. Warning beeps sounded over the intercom, their electronic urgency matching her racing pulse. She reached instinctively for Femi, anchoring herself to the one constant in this maelstrom.

      Great. Just fucking great. I knew this was too good to be true. "Can someone please get me off this fucking plane!"

      "Stay calm. I'm not without any means. Stay in your chair." Femi's voice remained measured, a counterpoint to her rising panic.

      "You're asking me to be normal when my life is at stake!" She managed to secure her seatbelt at last, her hands shaking so badly she nearly missed the buckle. "The plane is falling out of the sky, and you want me to sit here and just await my fate?"

      "Yes, that's exactly what I'm asking you to do. I've sworn to protect you."

      Femi rose from his seat with inhuman grace, apparently unaffected by the violent motion of the aircraft. He strode to the cockpit door and pounded on it with enough force to dent the metal. When it opened, Nenet caught a glimpse of Khadijah—her niqab gone, her face fully visible. The windshield of the cockpit was shattered, wind howling through the breach.

      Outside, lightning forked across a sky that had been clear minutes before. Thunder boomed close enough to rattle Nenet's teeth. But there was something else—flashes of light that didn't move like lightning, colors that shouldn't exist in a natural storm.

      Some reckless impulse drew her gaze to the window. What she saw carved itself permanently into her memory: a man standing on a chariot of fire, its wheels trailing sparks as it kept pace with their aircraft. He wielded a whip of flame, cracking it over what seemed to be horses made of light. The charioteer's eyes locked with hers across the impossible distance, his mouth curving into a predatory smile that promised destruction.

      Nenet’s hand clutched the jackal amulet beneath her shirt as desperate prayers tumbled through her mind: Please don't let me die. I have a shit ton of things I still want to do. Egypt has always been on my bucket list. To explore the ruins, to discover ancient artifacts. I'll do whatever you want me to do, just let me make it out of this alive.

      Promises to deities she'd never believed in until this moment. But it was too late. The charioteer's whip cracked once more, and something tore through the fuselage of the plane. Metal shrieked as the tail section separated from the body of the aircraft—with Nenet still strapped to her seat.

      Time stretched and compressed. She found herself suspended in open air, watching Femi's face contort with horror as she and the section of plane she was attached to plummeted toward the dark expanse of the Atlantic below. The wind ripped away her scream before it could form.

      All she saw was utter darkness as she fell. Whoever said that your life flashed before your eyes when you were about to die was full of shit. She didn't see montages of childhood memories or poignant moments. What she felt was complete despair. Her life was over before it had properly begun. She didn't know what it was like to get drunk at a real bar, hadn't been properly loved by someone who saw her for who she was, hadn't accomplished anything worth commemorating. All she'd managed to do was get on a jet with a stranger who claimed her parents were gods. What did she have to gain from this knowledge? How was she repaid?

      Her imminent death.

      Way to go, Nenet.

      She wanted to scream, but events unfolded too rapidly for reaction. One moment she was plummeting toward the ocean, the next she hung suspended in mid-air, the broken section of plane hovering impossibly around her. Looking up, she saw Femi standing at the edge of the main fuselage, his arms raised above his head. Lightning—actual lightning—arced from his fingertips, weaving a net of electricity that cradled her and the wreckage.

      Metal groaned and folded around her, the sound like some great beast in pain. Heat flooded her body, her hair whipping wildly in the gale-force winds. Every hair on her arms and the back of her neck stood on end as electricity crackled through the air. Her mind struggled to process the impossible scene unfolding around her.

      "Be calm." The voice that emerged from Femi's mouth wasn't his—it was deeper, more resonant, layered with harmonics that no human vocal cords could produce. His eyes had transformed, no longer amber but brilliant white, gleaming like stars against the stormy backdrop. A profound peace washed over her at his words, the chaos of the disintegrating plane receding into background noise.

      Khadijah appeared beside Femi at the breach, her hands moving in complex patterns that reminded Nenet of calligraphy. She was writing in the air itself, golden symbols trailing from her fingertips. With a circular motion of her hands, the plane began to stabilize, its wild lurching gradually subsiding.

      Femi, still channeling whatever force possessed him, chanted in a language Nenet didn't recognize. The broken sections of the aircraft responded, fragments flying back into place, metal mending seamlessly. The storm outside quieted, clouds dispersing to reveal clear skies. It was as though the attack had never happened, save for the lingering taste of ozone on her tongue and the thunder of her heart in her chest.

      "Okay, what the fuck just happened?" The question emerged on a shaking breath as Nenet found herself whole and unharmed in her seat.

      "There are those who don't want to see you enrolled at AoG." Khadijah's calm explanation only heightened the surrealism of the moment.

      "They want to kill me? If that's the case, turn this death trap around and take me back to New York." Panic edged her words. "First my adoptive parents, now me?"

      "Femi can't do that. He's been tasked with bringing you to the academy," the voice that emerged from Femi's mouth still wasn't his own, resonating with power that made the air vibrate.

      A hysterical thought bubbled up: I must be dead. There was no way any of it had happened. I'm sleeping with the fishes at the bottom of the Atlantic.

      "You're not dead, child," said the entity speaking through Femi, responding to thoughts she hadn't voiced aloud.

      Nenet's blood ran cold. "I'm not dead? This is all real? Everything?"

      "Yes."

      Her mind reeled, searching for explanations, for any framework that could make sense of what she'd witnessed. "If anyone saw what just happened, they wouldn't believe it. I sure as hell don't. I was okay with Femi's story because he's a great teller of tales, but this shit is over my head."

      "Lady Summers, you're not human. You've lived a human life, but you're not one of them. You're a Xtheo. The first of our kind in a very long while. Everyone has been awaiting your arrival. If what has been written is true, this is a very exciting time for all."

      "That sounds very ominous." Her observation hung in the air, unanswered.

      "I've paid my debt, Femi of House Anubis," the entity in Femi's body declared, its tone formal and final.

      "Wait... who are you?" Nenet managed to ask through her shock.

      "I'm Amadioha, the God of Thunder and Lightning. I'm a friend of your mother and father."

      A god. An actual god had saved her life, had spoken to her through Femi's body. The realization settled over her like a physical weight.

      "What is it you expect me to do?" She grasped for understanding, for clarity in the midst of chaos. "What am I supposed to do? I'm just a girl, a girl from nowhere."

      Amadioha's voice softened, but the power behind it remained. "You're not from nowhere, child. You are life and death to all. Just as the prophecy foretold: The time of the old gods ends; their children shall inherit their mantles. She who bridges all paths shall remake what was broken. The daughter of death and creation shall know the truth of the afterlife and set the souls free."

      The words sent another jolt through Nenet—the exact phrases from her dreams, the whispers that had haunted her sleep for years. There could be no denying it now.

      As the plane continued its journey, now smooth and steady as though nothing had happened, Nenet stared out at the endless expanse of ocean below. The boundary between what she had believed possible and what she had witnessed with her own eyes had been irreparably broken.

      She fingered the jackal amulet at her throat—the physical connection to parents she'd never known, to a heritage beyond human understanding. Whatever awaited her at the Academy of the Gods, she was no longer certain she could turn back. The prophecy, her parents' identities, the deliberate killing of her adoptive family—all of it was connected, pieces of a puzzle she was only beginning to see.

      She was crossing a threshold—not just between countries or cultures, but between realities. And somewhere deep within, beneath layers of doubt and fear, a part of her recognized this journey as a homecoming.
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      The restored plane cut through clouds as smoothly as if the attack had never happened. Nenet's fingers traced the outline of her jackal amulet beneath her shirt, its contours now more than just a connection to her mysterious past—it was a lifeline to whatever future awaited her.

      Amadioha still inhabited Femi's body, though his presence seemed lighter now, the blinding glow of his eyes dimmed to a subtle luminescence. He sat across from her, studying her with an expression that mixed curiosity and affection.

      "How long will you... stay in Femi?" she asked, unsure of the protocol for addressing a god who was borrowing someone else's physical form.

      "Only until we land," Amadioha replied, his voice carrying those impossible harmonics that made the air itself vibrate. "Possession is taxing for both spirit and vessel. Femi has graciously allowed me to remain to answer your questions."

      "You know my mother?" Despite her skepticism about this whole situation, Nenet couldn't deny the yearning that had lived in her chest since childhood—the need to know where she came from, and why she was abandoned.

      Amadioha considered her carefully. "I do. Iya Nla and I have been friends for millennia. The Goddess of Creation and I share dominion over certain natural forces. Our pantheons may have their differences, but personal relationships transcend politics."

      "What's she like?" Nenet leaned forward, pulse quickening.

      "She is both gentle and fierce. Her laugh can make flowers bloom in barren soil. Her anger can darken skies. She creates with precision and destroys with purpose." Amadioha's borrowed face softened with genuine affection. "You have her eyes—or at least, half of them."

      Nenet's hand rose unconsciously to her face. Her eyes had always been unusual—sometimes appearing brown, sometimes with flecks of purple and gold that seemed to be growing more pronounced since Femi had appeared in her life. Her adoptive parents had called them her "special feature," though kids at school had been less kind.

      "If she's so great, why abandon me?" The bitterness she'd carried for twenty-one years seeped into her words.

      "It was not abandonment in the human sense," Amadioha said carefully. "It was protection."

      "Protection?" Nenet's fingers tightened around the armrest, frustration coloring her voice. "They left me on the steps of a national monument with nothing but a necklace and a blanket."

      Clouds drifted past the window, occasionally parting to reveal the vast Atlantic below. The plane's engines hummed, a counterpoint to the tension in the cabin.

      Amadioha's normally jovial expression darkened, electricity crackling subtly in Femi's borrowed eyes. "There are beings who would tear apart worlds to possess or destroy a child like you. A child of two pantheons is unprecedented in modern times. The last Xtheo lived over a thousand years ago."

      "What happened to them?"

      "They were torn apart in the war between their parent pantheons." The god's voice was quieter than before.

      A chill ran through Nenet despite the cabin's comfortable temperature. "Literally or figuratively?"

      "Both," said Amadioha. "The politics of pantheons is... complex."

      Nenet swallowed hard. "And my parents? What's their deal? Are they like, god-married or something?"

      Amadioha's laugh returned, startling in its sudden volume. "Gods rarely maintain what humans would recognize as marriage—at least not for more than a few centuries. Immortality changes one's perspective on relationships."

      "Your mother and father were brought together by prophecy, not romance," he explained. "They were called to create you, specifically. A bridge between death and creation, Egyptian and West African magic."

      "I'm basically a divine booty call gone wrong?" Nenet scowled.

      Amadioha roared with laughter, the sound making the crystal decanters at the bar vibrate. "Your metaphors are delightful, young one! But no—it was a sacred union, performed with ritual and purpose. They both have other partners, other children within their respective pantheons."

      "Great. Half-siblings I've never met." Nenet's jaw clenched as she crossed her arms. The golden armband Femi had given her earlier tightened against her bicep, responding to her emotions. A knot formed in her throat that she refused to acknowledge. "Let me guess—they're all proper full-pantheon kids who grew up knowing who they were?"

      "Some," Amadioha acknowledged. "Though many god-children are raised in the human realm until they manifest their abilities. It's safer that way—young gods attract too much attention in the divine realms."

      Nenet stared at him. "So why not just... I don't know, check in once in a while? Send a birthday card? 'Happy 16th, sorry we abandoned you, but here's a gift card to Hot Topic'?"

      "The boundaries between realms are strictly regulated," he said. "Direct contact risked revealing your location. Your parents have many enemies."

      "Enemies who clearly found me anyway," she pointed out, gesturing to the plane around them, evidence of the recent attack.

      "Which is precisely why you're now being brought to the Academy." Amadioha's borrowed face grew serious. "The veil has thinned. The prophecy accelerates. You can no longer be hidden."

      "What prophecy? Everyone keeps mentioning a prophecy but no one will tell me what it actually means."

      The plane banked slightly, beginning its descent. Through the windows, Nenet could see the African coastline approaching, the vast expanse of the Atlantic giving way to land. Had they been in the air that long?

      "The time of gods ending; their children shall inherit their mantles," Amadioha recited, his voice taking on a formal cadence. "She who bridges all paths shall remake what was broken. The daughter of death and creation shall know the truth of the afterlife and set the souls free."

      "That's... vague," Nenet said after a moment.

      "Prophecies often are. They're like puzzles missing half their pieces."

      "My parents... created me just to fulfill some cryptic prediction?" The idea left a bitter taste in her mouth.

      Amadioha shook his head, Femi's features softening with compassion. "Creation is never so simple, even for gods. Your mother treasured your existence, though she could not keep you with her. Your father arranged your safety at great personal cost."

      "Then why⁠—"

      "We're beginning our descent," Khadijah's voice interrupted from the cockpit. "Blaise Diagne International Airport has cleared us for landing."

      Amadioha nodded. "I must return Femi to himself before we land. Humans find it disturbing when divinity walks openly among them."

      "Wait—I have more questions!"

      "And you will have answers, in time." The god reached across and placed Femi's hand atop hers. A gentle current of electricity passed between them, warming her skin. "Remember, Nenet Summers, that being created for a purpose does not diminish your freedom to choose how that purpose is fulfilled."

      Before she could respond, Femi's body went rigid. His eyes flared with that impossible white light once more, and then, like a candle being blown out, the glow receded. He slumped forward slightly, then straightened, blinking rapidly.

      "Femi?" she ventured cautiously.

      He nodded, rolling his shoulders as if settling back into his own skin. "Divine possession is... disorienting." His voice was his own again, deep and resonant in a purely human way.

      "You let a god borrow your body like it was a rental car," Nenet observed. "That's hardcore."

      The corner of Femi's mouth lifted slightly. "It is an honor to serve as vessel to the divine, though not without its discomforts."

      The plane descended smoothly through cloud cover, revealing the sprawling airport below. Nenet gripped the armrests as they touched down, the wheels making contact with a gentle bump. Despite everything she'd learned—or perhaps because of it—her stomach churned with anxiety.

      "Welcome to Senegal," Femi said as the plane taxied toward a private hangar. "We'll rest here briefly before continuing on to Aswan."

      "I thought we were flying straight to Egypt."

      "After the attack, a more... indirect route seemed prudent." Femi rose from his seat as the plane came to a complete stop. "And we must travel the final leg by more traditional means."

      "Traditional meaning...?"

      "The Academy only opens its doors to new students during specific celestial alignments," he explained. "The attack was likely timed to prevent our arrival during this window. We now have limited time to reach the Academy before the doors close again."

      "And if we miss this... window?"

      "Then we must wait another cycle. Which would be... problematic."

      The ominous tone in his voice suggested "problematic" was a severe understatement.

      "The gates of the Duat," he continued. "The Sixth Hour will be our passage to the Academy."

      The name stirred something in Nenet's memory—fragments from her studies of Egyptian mythology. "The Sixth Hour of the Duat division? The one guarded by the serpent Seti-Heh? The texts say it's the most direct pathway to the Hall of Two Truths."

      Femi raised an eyebrow, clearly surprised by her knowledge.

      Nenet shrugged. "I wrote my senior thesis on Egyptian afterlife protocols. Just didn't realize they were, you know, literal."

      As they disembarked onto the tarmac, the heat of West Africa enveloped her immediately—a different heat than New York's summer humidity, drier and somehow more ancient. The air smelled of dust and distant spices, of jet fuel and unfamiliar blossoms.

      A man in military fatigues approached as they walked toward the terminal. He didn't introduce himself but spoke directly to Femi in a language Nenet didn't recognize. She couldn't help noticing how the soldier's eyes kept darting to her, a mixture of curiosity and what might have been reverence in his gaze.

      "We heard about the storm," the soldier finally said in English. "Everyone was worried you wouldn't make it back safely with the girl."

      "I managed just fine," Femi replied, placing a protective hand on Nenet's shoulder. His grip was firm but not uncomfortable, a reminder of his promise to keep her safe.

      "Were you hurt?" The soldier's eyes swept over her, assessing.

      "I think I'll survive," Nenet answered, surprising herself with the steadiness in her voice. Her parents were deities, she'd survived an attack by a flaming chariot, and a god had just been using Femi as a mouthpiece. If she could handle all that, surely she could manage whatever came next.

      Femi guided her into the terminal, Khadijah and Darmus following close behind. The airport was modern and gleaming, a stark contrast to the mythological world she was apparently stepping into. People rushed past, dragging suitcases, checking phones—ordinary humans living ordinary lives, unaware of gods and prophecies and children born of divine unions.

      "You said there are twenty-five pantheons," Nenet eyebrows raised in excitement as they walked. "Who are they? Where are they? And why do they all hate each other?" She knew there was more than one pantheon, but to have her thoughts confirmed intrigued her.

      "They don't all hate each other," Femi corrected. "Some merely maintain a healthy mutual distrust spanning several millennia."

      "Not helping."

      Femi sighed, his pace slowing slightly. "The pantheons—or theons as we call them—are the divine families that shaped human civilizations across the world."

      "I got that part. I want names. Locations. Politics. If I'm walking into some kind of divine college, I'd rather not accidentally start World War Three by sitting at the wrong table in the dining hall."

      "A wise precaution," Femi acknowledged. "There are twenty-five recognized pantheons in the Realm of Realms. The Egyptian pantheon—your father's people—is one of the oldest, along with the Sumerian and Akkadian. Then there are the Greek and Roman pantheons, often confused but distinct in their governance."

      "And my mother's?" Nenet asked.

      "The Yoruba pantheon is part of the broader African theon cluster," Femi explained. "which includes Amadioha's own Igbo traditions. They are sometimes allies, sometimes rivals, but connected through shared histories."

      "The Norse, Celtic, and Germanic pantheons control the northern realms," he continued as they passed through security without being stopped. "The Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain pantheons dominate the eastern territories. The Chinese and Japanese pantheons maintain complex diplomatic relations with each other."

      "Wait, Buddhism has gods?" Nenet frowned. "I thought it was non-theistic."

      "Human understanding of divine structures is often limited," Femi said diplomatically. "What mortals perceive as religious philosophy often has deeper metaphysical underpinnings."

      "In the Americas, the Aztec, Mayan, Incan, and various Native American pantheons shared power before European interference," he added. "Now they operate more... discretely."

      Nenet raised an eyebrow. "Basically every mythology I've ever read about is actually real."

      "Real, yes, though human accounts are rarely accurate," Femi said. "The Armenian, Berber, Canaanite, Guanche, Inuit, Irish, Rigvedic, and Summerian pantheons complete the recognized twenty-five, though there are countless minor divinities and demi-pantheons scattered throughout the realms."

      "And they all just... coexist?" she asked skeptically.

      "With varying degrees of success," Femi replied. "Some have natural alliances—the Greek and Roman pantheons share many deities under different names. The Nordic and Celtic have territorial agreements dating back millennia. Others maintain careful distance."

      "Like the Egyptian and West African," she guessed.

      "Precisely." Femi's amber eyes studied her carefully. "The Egyptian pantheon has always prided itself on order, structure, and control—particularly over death and the afterlife. The Yoruba traditions—including your mother's—emphasize creation, transformation, and the fluid nature of existence."

      "Oil and water," Nenet murmured.

      "More like fire and ice," Femi corrected. "Both powerful, both necessary, but dangerous when forced together."

      "Then why would my parents..."

      "The prophecy," Khadijah said, speaking up unexpectedly. "The one that speaks of 'bridging all paths.'"

      Darmus, who had been unusually quiet, suddenly perked up. "Politics of pantheons is boring," he declared. "Tell her about the Divine Council! That's where the real drama happens."

      Femi shot him a disapproving look, but Nenet latched onto the new information. "Divine Council? What's that?"

      "The governing body that mediates disputes between pantheons," Femi explained reluctantly. "Twelve representatives from the Archaic Pantheons—the oldest divine families—who convene to maintain balance between realms."

      "Like the UN for gods?"

      "A crude but not inaccurate comparison," Femi conceded with a slight nod. "Though considerably more effective when they choose to act."

      "The Council includes representatives from the Sumerian, Akkadian, Old Babylonian, Ancient Egyptian, Canaanite, Hebrew, Chinese, Celtic, Ancient Greek, Ancient Roman, Norse, and Japanese pantheons," he elaborated. "They meet at the solstices and equinoxes, or in times of crisis."

      "Let me guess—my birth was a crisis?" Nenet's tone was bitter.

      "Not precisely," Femi said carefully. "But a child born of Egyptian and Yoruba blood... it raised concerns."

      "The Council is divided on your existence," Khadijah added more bluntly. "Some see you as a necessary bridge, as the prophecy suggests. Others view you as a dangerous anomaly."

      "The Academy primarily serves students from the Egyptian pantheon," Femi continued, "with smaller numbers from allied pantheons. You will be the only Xtheo—half Egyptian, half Yoruba."

      "And that's going to make me popular, I'm sure," she said sarcastically.

      They had reached an ornate wooden door at the end of a quiet corridor, marked with symbols Nenet recognized from her studies—hieroglyphs denoting passage and transformation.

      As they stood before it, a young woman with glossy black hair emerged from around a corner, her movements graceful and practiced. Her skin was a rich reddish-brown, her features stunning in their symmetry. She wore modern clothes—designer jeans and a tank top that somehow looked runway-ready despite their simplicity.

      "Khadijah, Darmus, it's good to see you here," she said, her voice musical. "I thought for sure you'd have arrived hours ago. Did you have some trouble securing Lady Summers?"

      Khadijah's posture stiffened almost imperceptibly. "Massika. I wasn't aware you would be joining us."

      "Yes, Mother sent me. I'm to start the academy this year as well." The beautiful girl approached, her gaze fixed on Nenet with undisguised interest. "Femi said it would be a good idea if we traveled together."

      She extended a perfectly manicured hand. "I'm Massika, descendant of Anubis."

      Khadijah drew in a sharp breath. "This is Lady Summers, the one true daughter of Anubis, the Father of Death, and daughter of Iya Nla, the Mother of Life."

      Something flashed in Massika's eyes—too quick to identify—before her smile widened. Nenet noticed Darmus and Khadijah exchanging a meaningful glance, though she couldn't interpret it.

      "It's nice to meet you," Nenet said, shaking the offered hand. "If you're a descendant of Anubis, that makes us relatives."

      "It does, doesn't it? May I call you by your first name?"

      "Sure. It's Nenet."

      "How proper. Nenet means Goddess of the Deep. Who named you?" Massika's interest seemed genuine, but there was something beneath it that Nenet couldn't quite place.

      "It was the name given to me by the orphanage. I was found abandoned inside the Statue of Liberty."

      The admission felt too personal, so she quickly changed the subject. "How are we getting to Aswan from here?"

      Femi placed his palm against the wooden door, which began to glow faintly along its edges. "We travel by more traditional means now. The attack on our plane has made conventional flight too risky."

      As the door swung open, revealing a swirling portal of golden light, Khadijah touched Nenet's arm lightly. "Be careful of Massika, Lady Summers," she whispered. "She should not be calling you by your first name."

      "Is there something wrong with it?"

      "Yes and no. You will learn of the customs and hierarchy while at the academy. There is a certain way of doing things, and Massika is not one who follows the rules."

      Before Nenet could ask further questions, Femi gestured for them to proceed through the gateway. "This will take us to Cairo. Our journey to the Academy begins in earnest there."

      Nenet took a deep breath, casting one final glance at the ordinary human world behind her. Whatever waited for her beyond that glowing portal—divine politics, ancient prophecies, her own mysterious heritage—she was committed now. The life she'd known was already receding like the tide, leaving her stranded on the shores of a new and unfamiliar reality.

      With the jackal amulet warm against her skin, she stepped through the doorway into her destiny.
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      Cairo was everything Nenet had ever imagined and more—a sensory symphony of noise, scent, and color that overwhelmed her already taxed senses. The bustling metropolis teemed with life, from open-air food markets suffused with the aromas of roasting lamb and spiced chicken to bazaars where merchants displayed their wares in vibrant profusion. After the sterile monotony of airports and the ethereal strangeness of magical portals, the city's raucous humanity felt grounding.

      Femi led their group through crowded streets with practiced ease. Khadijah and Darmus flanked Nenet like silent guardians while Massika walked several paces ahead, her glossy black hair swinging with the confidence of someone who belonged in this world. The contrast between them couldn't have been more stark—Massika navigating with effortless grace while Nenet struggled not to gawk at every new wonder like the tourist she essentially was.

      They arrived at Tahrir Square where Femi met with a thin man whose weathered face crinkled with recognition when he spotted them. The two spoke rapidly in a language Nenet couldn't understand, their conversation punctuated by frequent gestures toward the sky.

      "Is something wrong?" Nenet asked, catching Femi's frown.

      "The door to the academy is closing in twelve hours," he replied, consulting an ornate timepiece that seemed to display more than just hours and minutes. "After that, the next opening won't be for another week. And we must arrive before the celestial alignment shifts."

      "Can't we just fly?" Nenet gestured toward the horizon. "Aswan's only an hour and a half away by plane."

      Both men turned to look at her with identical expressions of alarm.

      "That's not something I wish to attempt again," Femi said, his brows creasing deeply. The memory of the flaming chariot attack hung unspoken between them. "We know now that our enemies are watching the skies. We must travel by less conventional means."

      "Oh," Nenet replied in a small voice. "Right. No need to tempt fate twice."

      "I'm Mohad," the thin man introduced himself with a deep bow. "It's an honor to meet the true daughter of Anubis."

      The reverence in his voice made Nenet uncomfortable. She'd done nothing to earn such respect—been born, apparently to the right parents, and managed not to die on the way here. Hardly achievements worthy of adulation.

      After the introductions, Femi insisted on stopping at a clothing store. The shop was a curious blend of traditional and modern, stocked with everything from band t-shirts to formal robes. Nenet selected her items with care, mindful that her supposed "benefactors" were footing the bill. She chose practical pieces—jeans, cargo shorts, tank tops for the oppressive heat, and a few linen scarves as protection against potential sandstorms.

      With shopping completed, they made their way to a shop tucked into a narrow alley, its entrance marked only by a faded rug hanging beside the door. Inside, a stocky bald man greeted Femi like an old friend, though their conversation quickly turned into what sounded like good-natured haggling.
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