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      Seth wrung a hand towel over the vanity sink until the fabric pinched the flesh of his aching palms. Then he drowned the towel again and wrenched it even tighter. Yet, no matter how sore his hands, wrists, and arms became, the haunting bloodstains wouldn’t wash away.

      Frustrated, he tossed the towel into the basin, slammed the faucet off, and stared at his reflection. Dark circles and black kohl accented his turquoise eyes. Large, swollen bruises coated his lightly tanned skin, each screaming with the slightest movement. Dry blood encrusted his wrists. His back ached, and his knees were coated with grime. But his injuries carried little pain compared to the memories of the prior night and early morning. His mind replayed every vivid detail from listening to Natti’s screams while his own father dosed her with synthetic scorpion venom to watching his father hold the sacred obsidian dagger over her breast.

      A soft moan, a harsh groan, and then a sharp cry echoed through the little hotel room. Seth raced through the small threshold, finding Natti pressing her back against the pillows and headboard as she manically swiped at the old, floral bedcover. She abruptly withdrew her hand with another screech and brought her knees to her chest.

      “I don’t know,” she bellowed. “I don’t know!”

      “Natti?” Seth rushed to her side. He stared at the bedcover, trying to determine who or what she was shouting at.

      Natti gasped. She scrambled sideways, and Seth had to catch her before she fell over the edge of the king-sized bed. Her panicky screams transformed into desperate shouts for help. Afraid someone would hear her, Seth quickly covered her mouth. She struggled against him for a moment before she finally went limp in his arms. Her dilated amethyst-like eyes were filled with fear.

      “Shh,” Seth cooed, trying to keep his own heart from leaping out of his chest. He stared into the eyes that had bewitched him on the first day they met. When she looked back at him, it was like she was gazing at a stranger. He swallowed a lump that formed in his throat and slowly raised his fingers from her lips.

      “I don’t know,” she whimpered. “I don’t know. I swear, I don’t know.”

      “Natti, it’s me,” Seth whispered. “It’s Seth. We met at school in mid-September. I rescued you at the festival. I helped you escape from the temple. Don’t you remember?”

      Her body tensed under his hold, and her gaze went wild while she scanned the room. “Dear God, please. . . . I don’t know.”

      “Natti.”

      She wasn’t paying any attention to him. Seth called on his blessing from Set, his magical charm, to try to calm her. But her mind was too wired, and her veins throbbed under his touch. She suddenly thrashed violently in his arms.

      “No. No, stop. I don’t know.”

      Grabbing hold of her flying fists, Seth pinned her down on the bed. Her back arched and her legs kicked while she attempted to wrench herself from his grasp.

      “Natti, stop,” he ordered. “Stop!”

      Unintentionally, his words activated the magic of the seven-knot anklet, which his father had used to enslave Natti to their god, Set. A visible shiver coursed through her body, and she went completely still. Guilt immediately ignited the flame inside Seth’s heart as he gently coaxed her to meet his gaze.

      “I don’t know,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. “I swear, I don’t know.”

      Seth released one hand and stroked Natti’s silky, jet-black hair. His charm trickled under her skin, sending her mind into a soft, comforting fog. Her eyes drifted while she stared into the empty space.

      “Natti”—he called on the full power of her name—“look at me.”

      Natti’s eyes moved toward him. She stared, taking a calming breath, though her body still shook and twitched uncontrollably.

      “It’s me, Natti. It’s Seth.” He looked at her, trying to catch a glimpse of the girl he had sacrificed everything for, including his soul. Breaking from the Sons was the hardest, most dangerous thing he had ever done in his life, but it would all be worth it if that girl—that beautiful soul—was still inside somewhere.

      Natti’s pupils focused on his face. “Seth?”

      A spark of hope jumpstarted his heart. He stroked her cheek, letting his magic engulf her. She winced and moaned, but she didn’t withdraw. “That’s it. Stay with me.”

      Slowly, carefully, he magically wiped away the layers of tension, fear, and anxiety. Her body responded, sinking deeper into the bedcover as each muscle relaxed. He released her from his hypnotic gaze, scooped her into his arms, and leaned her cheek against his chest. He stroked the back of her head, trying to calm his own nerves. She was still inside, the girl who captured his heart.

      Natti brushed her hand over the milky green pattern of the bedcover. It was like she was trying to sweep away a bug or a creature Seth could not see. She flinched with a small yip, pulled her hand away, and cradled it.

      “Natti?”

      “It stung me.” She held out her hand. “They keep asking me questions about the Daughters of Isis and the location of Ra’s secret name. But I don’t know. I swear, I don’t know.”

      Seth’s mind whirled. “What stung you?”

      “The scorpions. Don’t you see them? Don’t you hear them? They keep crawling into the bed, demanding answers. Answers I don’t have.”

      Seth tensed. “Hold still.”

      Her body froze, and she groaned. Seth slid his palm over her forehead. A cold sweat coated his skin while it absorbed a gentle heat.

      “Shit.” She was burning with fever. Leaving Natti curled up against the pillows, Seth jumped to his feet. “Stay right there.”

      Natti gulped and nodded. Seth rushed to the bathroom again, and with a little more force than he intended, pulled the tab of the tub spout, locking the plug in place.

      “Seth?” Natti’s voice was filled with terror.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      As ice-cold water began to fill the tub, he raced back to Natti. She was shaking and flinching. Her head was covered with a pillow, muffling her soft sobs. Her hand was inching down her leg toward the anklet, Set’s magic tempting her to fall deeper into its spell.

      “Natti, don’t.” Seth grabbed hold of her wrist, causing her to scream. Touching the anklet would only tighten Set’s grasp on her five elements and hurt her severely in the process. If Seth wanted to get Natti’s essence back unharmed, he would have to keep her calm until he could finally remove the spell.

      He took a deep breath. “It’s okay. I just need you to come with me.”

      “Where?” she asked in a high-pitched squeal.

      Seth’s mind and body were weakening with every passing second. “To the bathroom. I swear no harm will come to you.”

      She glanced around the empty room. “The scorpions—”

      “I won’t let them reach you. I swear you’ll be safe.”

      Natti eyed him momentarily. “But you’re one of them. Can I trust you?”

      Seth swallowed hard as her words ran a dagger through his chest. “Yes, you can trust me. No harm will come to you.”

      Hesitantly, Natti nodded her consent. Seth slowly slid his hands under her knees and behind her back. She didn’t struggle, not even when he lifted her into his arms. Instead, she buried her face into his skin while grasping his sore shoulders. Seth carried Natti over the threshold of the bathroom and placed her bare feet on the linoleum floor. Brushing his fingers along her arms, he let his magic ensnare her mind into a blissful daze. Seth then glided the thin shoulder straps down her arms, letting the white sheath dress slip to the floor.

      The beast stirred inside Seth, aware of the easy prey. Lust quickly infiltrated Seth’s mind, and the beast used its influence to tempt the darkness that lay deep inside Seth’s soul.

      No. Not now, Seth commanded, forcing down his building hunger.

      The beast lashed out, tearing into Seth’s ribcage. Seth held back a cry of pain, bracing himself against the wall. Yet he wouldn’t give in. The beast snarled in defeat, making no further attempt to take hold. Seth reached down, turned off the tub’s faucet, and lifted Natti over the rim, slowly slipping her into the icy water.

      Natti gasped. “Wh-what are—?”

      “It’s okay.” Seth laid her in the rust-stained tub, the water reaching his elbows. He cupped the back of her neck to keep her head above the surface, scooped handfuls of cool water, and pressed them against her throat.

      Natti surveyed the rim of the tub. “The scorpions—”

      “They can’t get to you while you’re in the water. You’re safe.”

      Her eyes drifted to his, more alert and focused. “What about you? Won’t they reach you?”

      Seth snorted a laugh. “Don’t worry about me. If they get too close, I’ll just charm them away.”

      Natti chuckled at his response. “I’ve always thought you could charm a snake, but scorpions? That’s a new one.”

      Her reaction lightened Seth’s spirit. “Have you ever heard of the story of uh‘a-t, the seven scorpions of Isis?”

      Natti shook her head.

      “Would you like to hear it?” He brushed his finger over her lips, which made Natti smile. He hoped she was remembering that moment in the little café where he had shared the story of Isis and Osiris.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Good.” Seth paused, taking in the light bronze color of Natti’s skin. “When Set learned that Isis had used Ra’s secret name to resurrect her husband, Osiris, he sent his worshipers to Isis’s home to arrest everyone residing there for treason. To give her sister, Nephthys, and her sister’s son, Anubis, time to escape and seek shelter in the north, Isis allowed herself to be captured and brought forth before her brother for judgment. Satisfied with his prize, Set imprisoned her in the weaving house of his new palace. It was there she learned she was pregnant with Osiris’s heir, Horus—Set’s rival to the throne.”

      Seth gently stroked Natti’s neck while taking in her delicate features. He pictured her as the image of the goddess Isis in his tale, carrying an unborn child that awaited death.

      “She secretly turned to the god Thoth, who also realized the immediate danger of the situation. He used his connections in the palace to quickly free Isis from her prison and smuggle her outside the city walls. When she met him, he advised her to follow the river north to meet her sister and seek the council of the goddesses Ma‘at and Bastet.” Seth took a deep breath, scooped another palm full of water, and poured it over Natti’s throat. “Isis agreed, and that evening, while Set’s guards searched every corner of the city, she traveled under the protection of seven scorpions: Petet, Tjetet, Matet, Mesetet, Mesetef, Tefen, and Befen.

      “Now, exactly where Isis had gone during her journey is still unknown, but legend has it that one of her stops was in a small village along the Nile Delta. It was said the scorpions turned to a wealthy family for food and shelter for their mistress. Unfortunately, the wealthy woman of the house turned them away in fright. Overhearing the conversation, a poor fisherman’s wife approached Isis and offered to share her meager meal with the goddess and her guardians. While Isis rested, Tefen decided to take his revenge on the woman who had turned them away. He had the other six scorpions add their venom into his stinger, crept into her home, and stung her son within an inch of his life.”

      Natti winced and shivered in the freezing water. Seth shifted, leaning in closer and running his hand through her damp hair to offer more comfort through his magic.

      “Horrified,” Seth continued, “the woman ran into the streets, carrying her child and pleading for help. Isis was woken by her cries and had the woman bring her son into the fisherman’s house. Examining the wound, Isis told the fisherman’s wife to bring barley bread, garlic, and salt. The fisherman’s wife obeyed, and while she collected the materials, Isis used her power to call on the names of the scorpions, thus giving her control over the venom flowing through the boy’s veins. Once she had him breathing again, the fisherman’s wife gave him a bit of the herb bread to complete the spell and give him strength.”

      Natti’s eyelids drooped slightly when she turned to look at Seth. “And he lived?”

      He snorted a laugh. “And he lived.”

      “You know,” she said dreamily, still lost in her fever, “it’s a shame you don’t know the names of the scorpions that stung me or the recipe for barley bread.”

      Seth ran his finger along her burning cheek, and his jaw set firm. “I might not have the bread, but I know the monsters’ names that did this to you: John Lang, Roger Martínez, Wallis Brown, Christopher Reed, Doctor Jacob Chang, Mikael Petersen, and Sean O’Keefe. The seven priests of Setemple. And trust me, they will pay for what they have done to you. I swear by Set.”

      The beast growled when Seth made his pledge, yet it stilled when Natti laid a cold hand gently on Seth’s arm. A chill seeped underneath his skin and spread throughout his body. The beast’s bloodlust shifted toward desire, and Seth’s gaze fell to Natti’s mouth. Though the beast’s urges were powerful, the kiss Seth placed on Natti’s lips was tender. A gentle fire resonated from within his very core—unlike the usual hungry lust inspired by the beast.

      Then a storm of ice and fire dug deep into his chest like an arrowhead. Seth pulled back, surprised by the sudden force. He stared at Natti, whose skin now appeared ashen. Her breathing was uneasy and shallow.

      “Seth. . . .” Her eyes transfixed on the air between them.

      “Natti?”

      Her back arched as goose bumps paraded across her skin.

      “Natti, stay with me.” Seth stroked her cheek, and Natti gasped. Her eyes rolled back into her head while her muscles became limp.

      “Natti.” Seth tried to hold her up as her body slipped deeper into the tub. “Natara!”
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      A gentle chill stirred Seth’s mind from his entangled nightmares. He drew Natti’s body closer, feeling the combination of her curves, rough cotton, and smooth flesh against his skin. Her pulse beat along with his, strong and steady. Deep, warm breaths tumbled over his neck and shoulder. Wafts of lotus flowers and roses scented the air around him.

      Opening his eyes, Seth was first greeted by the fading sand-painted walls. The old, forest green drapes were drawn tight to block out the morning sun. Leaning back a bit, Seth fixated on Natti. Her face was peaceful and serene while she slept. He breathed a sigh of relief. When Natti had collapsed unconscious into the icy bathwater, nothing had seemed real, anymore. Yet, in that frantic daze, he had managed to fish her out, wrap her in a thin cotton towel, and lay her on the bedcover. She didn’t move. She hardly breathed. His mind scrambled for an explanation while he attempted to rouse her back to consciousness using several spells and counter spells. Feeling helpless, he curled up next to her for the rest of the day and night, unwilling to move. He monitored every breath, every twitch, every heartbeat. By early morning, he couldn’t fight his exhaustion anymore and dozed off with the thought that if Natti were to die, at least it would be in the comfort of his arms.

      Seth brushed the strands of dark wavy hair behind her ear to stare at her angelic face. Her lips were still painted with red ochre from the ceremony, and the black kohl around her eyes had smeared across her cheeks. Letting his mind drift, he let his fingers trace over the seven inflamed injection sites on her inner elbow, one for each one milliliter dose of synthetic scorpion venom. He rubbed his thumb back and forth over each spot, feeling a warmth seep into his fingertips while the inflammation cooled with every stroke.

      The beast stirred, its desires growing more powerful with every touch. It could sense Natti was vulnerable, and the opportunity to strike was too tempting. Yet the thought sent bile into Seth’s throat. She wasn’t even conscious, much less strong enough to defend herself. Not while the enslavement spell bound her five elements under Set’s power.

      Carefully pulling from his embrace, Seth reached for Natti’s anklet. Yet, when he was about to pull the binding knot loose, his hand froze. Haunting images swam through his thoughts. With the sliver of the sacred feather of Ma‘at, Natti’s gift from Isis, bound in Set’s grasp, Seth held the power to take her under his spell—just as his father had attempted back in Set’s Temple. Seth pictured Natti falling under his control. He could even sense her image brush up against him while the mental image of himself with glowing eyes pulled the strings of her mind. His touch filled her soul with lust. Their lips moved with such passion he could swallow her whole. Seth’s grip strangled the bedcover. He couldn’t deny that he wanted to experience Natti in that way. But he had already tried once to possess her and failed.

      Gathering up his courage, he loosened the binding knot of the anklet. “As the son of the hem-netjer,” Seth spoke in the ancient Egyptian tongue, “I release you, Natara Stone, from your service to Set.” The leather band fell away, and Seth snatched it up before he could reverse his decision. “Ba,” he muttered, untying each knot. “Ib. Ka. Sheut. Ren.” He paused on the last and looked at Natti’s resting face. “Natara Stone.”

      With the last knot undone, he watched Natti jerk and gasp, like she was falling in a dream, as her five elements were released from Set’s power. After a moment, she settled back into her deep slumber. Her breathing returned to a steady rhythm, and her body melted into the comforter.

      Seth slowly moved to the edge of the bed, rubbing his hand over his face and through his hair as he tried to ease the excitement from his fantasies. He looked down at the shendyt he had been forced to wear. It was covered in little droplets of blood from the bowl he had tossed into his father’s face. Quietly pushing himself from the bed, Seth headed into the bathroom and peeled off the garment. He turned on the shower and tested the water to make sure it was ice-cold. He shivered when it ran over the cuts and bruises on his wrists. He stepped into the stream and let it shock his mind awake and cool every inch of his battered body. As the blood and grime disappeared down the drain, the wounds glowed against his pale flesh, a patchwork of soft greenish-yellow bruises and scabs. He scrubbed his body into a lather and let the water rinse the suds from his skin.

      He brushed his fingers over the was scepter tattoo on the back of his neck. His thoughts wandered, thinking about the ties he broke. He couldn’t believe how one person could change everything. How he—Seth O’Keefe—could give up his comfortable life for a Daughter of Isis. From his teachings, it should have felt wrong. Yet saving Natti’s life seemed like his only option.

      But where could he and Natti go? By now, Seth’s father would have put out a bulletin to all the Sons of Set along the west coast, particularly those who were in law enforcement or worked in hospitals. Seth wouldn’t be able to trust anyone, not knowing who was loyal to whom.

      Turning off the shower, he stepped out and wrapped a towel around his waist. He used a second towel to dry his hair while he walked into the bedroom. Seth stopped in front of one of two gym bags resting on the small dresser and unzipped it. Pulling out a clean set of clothes, he tossed his towels aside and changed. While he pulled his favorite black T-shirt over his head, he caught sight of Natti watching him.

      Seth jumped, startled. “How long have you been awake?”

      “Long enough.” Natti’s British accent slipped through a soft, sly smile.

      Seth felt his blood rush to his face. “Well, I hope you enjoyed the view.”

      Natti blushed, looking down at the towel around her. “Only seems fair. After all, it looks like you got your eye full as well.” Her smile faded completely, and she pulled at the fabric. “Um, we didn’t . . . ah . . .”

      A smirk pulled at the edges of Seth’s mouth; the temptation too strong to hold back. “Shit, you don’t remember? I couldn’t get you to stop screaming.”

      Not being a lie that she could easily detect, Natti’s jaw dropped at his cruel joke.

      “What . . . I . . . We . . .”

      Seth walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. “I was kidding. We didn’t. And I wouldn’t.”

      “But you said—”

      “You were screaming. Just not out of ecstasy. You were hallucinating because of a fever.”

      Natti turned away from him. Her voice was low and weak. “You’re such a prat.” Her gaze drifted to the piece of leather lying on the bedcover. She picked it up and began to twist it between her fingers.

      “Do you remember?” Seth asked, softly.

      Natti’s glassy eyes brimmed with tears. “I remember the fire and the hospital. I remember the needles, the chanting, and the strange men gathering around me. I remember your father speaking a foreign language as he forced me to drink a sickly-sweet liquid. Then there was the struggle over the dagger . . . ” She trailed off. “I can’t put much together after that, except for feelings. Feelings that didn’t seem to be my own. They were foreign. Strange urges and needs I never . . . They were so strong.” She turned to him. “What happened?”

      Seeing her torment, Seth took the leather band and tossed it aside. “It doesn’t matter now. What about later? Do you remember the scorpions?”

      Natti’s eyes widened. “Now that you mention it, were those real?”

      “No. They were a hallucination caused by the fever.”

      “What about the story? The one about Isis?”

      “You remember that?”

      Natti nodded. She opened her mouth, ready to speak again, but her expression suddenly changed. Her eyes searched him, like she was debating something. She quickly withdrew into herself. Her cheeks turned crimson, and she cast her sight on the leather anklet again.

      “That’s about it, though. Everything else is a blur.”

      The words stung, especially since he had hoped she had remembered the kiss they shared. He subconsciously reached for his chest, remembering the fiery chill that pierced him. He had hoped she would know what had happened. Perhaps the chill had something to do with the Ma‘at feather. Was Natti’s power growing stronger now that she knew what she was? He didn’t press the matter. He only touched the ochre on her lips to draw her attention back to him.

      “You might want to wash up and change,” he said. “There are some clothes for you in that gym bag over there.”

      Natti placed her fingers to her lips to feel the thick lipstick. Blushing again, she pushed herself up only to have her legs buckle under her. Seth shot forward and caught her before she collapsed.

      “Ow,” she cried, glancing at the bandage under Seth’s grip.

      He quickly released her arm. “Sorry. The cut is fairly deep. It will take time to heal.” He stroked the bandage, letting his magic seep in a little. “I’ll be sure to change the dressing after you’ve cleaned up.”

      “Where did you get the supplies?”

      “I packed everything I thought we might need for the next several days.”

      “‘Several days’?” Natti asked.

      “Until I can find us somewhere safe to stay, yes.”

      “‘Somewhere safe’?” Natti scanned the room. “Dear God, you mean we—we can’t go back?”

      Seth slipped her a little more of his magic to drown out her fear. “They would kill us if we did.” Though she calmed under his touch, he couldn’t wipe away the sorrow he sensed building deep inside her. He gently leaned her into his chest just as a soft sob escaped her lips. She clenched his shirt and skin under tightly formed fists.

      Seth stroked her spine, trying to soothe her emotions. “It’s going to be all right. I swear,” he told her, though he had no idea where they would go.
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      Sean buttoned his oxford shirt while he regarded his stunning reflection in the bathroom mirror. Even entering his mid-forties there was hardly a wrinkle in his complexion. His white-blond hair shimmered in the fluorescent light. His face was freshly scrubbed and cleanly shaven. The milky white fabric of his shirt highlighted his smooth, pale skin and his lean, well-maintained muscles. And his turquoise irises glowed in the whites of his eyes, cold and icy like the Arctic Ocean. He was almost regal, as though one of the renowned artists had chiseled him perfectly from marble.

      A streak of red flashed in his peripheral vision, and he turned to watch a young woman gather her things from the bamboo floor. The penthouse, located on top of Setemple’s Four Palms Hotel, was as grand as any apartment in Manhattan. The walls were painted slate gray to match the silver, satin sheets. All the furniture was black oak with inlays of turquoise glass and silver. The countertops of the kitchen and mini bar were black granite with stainless steel appliances. And all the latest modern conveniences lay available at Sean’s fingertips. There was nothing too expensive when it came to his comfort.

      Sean walked up to the young woman and wrapped his arms around her from behind, drawing her back into his chest. He let his magical charm soak into her skin in steady doses. He pulled her long, mahogany brown hair over her bare shoulder and brushed his lips across her neck, stopping just below her ear.

      “You should be going,” Sean whispered. “I’m already late.”

      The beast in him purred while Sean increased his power. The woman melted into his chest, falling deeper under his spell. She turned her head, wrapped her hand around the back of his neck, and pulled his mouth to hers. Just as her body stirred, he pulled back and withdrew his charm. He smiled at her pained expression.

      “Go,” he commanded, picking up her handbag from the side table and shoving it into her chest.

      Bewildered, the young woman ran for the elevator. When the metallic door slid closed, Sean stepped into his penthouse office. The morning light shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows behind the desk. He picked up the universal remote from the glass top coffee table and switched on the Cisco TelePresence to greet seven Blessed Sons of Set. Many of them shifted in their cozy seats either at home or in their offices as they glanced nervously out their windows.

      “It’s about bloody time, O’Keefe,” the British hem-netjer, a Deceiver and the Speaker of the House of Commons, growled.

      “My apologies.” Sean bowed his head. He noticed one last screen near the center was still blank, waiting for a connection. “But you’ll have to be a bit more patient. Our brother from Egypt has not yet arrived, and I wish to convey my news to the entire council.”

      As if on cue, a statically disrupted image appeared on the blank screen. A middle-aged Egyptologist took a seat in a fine red leather chair. He laid down his sand-covered hat on the table before him. His blue plaid shirt and tan cargo pants were coated in ancient dust.

      “Doctor Seif Mansür,” Sean said with a curt nod, “good of you to finally join us.”

      “Sorry for the delay, my brethren.” He shifted in his seat and rubbed his tired eyes. “I was caught in the middle of a marvelous discovery in the Tombs of the Nobles. We may have found a new chamber behind one of the walls in TT71.”

      Sean’s lips curled. “You think you’ve found where Senenmut might have hidden Princess Neferure and the rumored treasured secrets the Daughters buried with her.”

      “And they say I am the one blessed with clairvoyance.” Seif smiled, his malachite eyes sparkling. “Yes, it is possible. Only opening the chamber will reveal the truth.”

      “Aeri nefer. Just be careful, my friend. Such places tend to invoke”—Sean sucked in a breath through his teeth while murderous thoughts danced in his mind—“accidents.”

      “Enough of this mediocre chit-chat.” The Speaker of the House of Commons leaned forward, revealing his sterling silver irises. “The hemu-netjer are all here. What is so important that you felt the need to gather such an audience in such great haste?”

      “It is good news, gentlemen.” Seif grinned.

      “Your gift is crystal as usual, my brother.” Sean gave them a charming smile, letting his magic mask the whole truth. “The current Secret Keeper has been found.”

      The room filled with whispers and mutters while everyone’s attention was drawn into the conversation. “So, what the old cow revealed was true?” The Speaker tapped his fingers on his desk. “There is one left blessed with Ma‘at.”

      “Yes,” Sean confirmed. “And she is truly the last.”

      “Tell us about her.” A curator of the Louvre sneered with a devilish gleam in his onyx eyes. “Is she as beautiful as the rumors claim?”

      “She is merely a teenager,” Sean described. A wicked grin crossed his lips when he thought back to the girl lying on the offering table two nights before. “Her beauty is as rare as many of the paintings under your care. Her skin is a light bronze, her eyes are a rare shade of violet, and her hair is as dark as raven feathers.”

      “And how do you know that she is the Secret Keeper?” Another black pair of eyes caught Sean’s attention: a CEO of a Tokyo bank, blessed with their god’s intelligence.

      Sean scowled, his mind jumping back to his treacherous son and his actions. “A few of my followers informed me that she was carrying the winged tyet.”

      “They saw it with their own eyes?” an American Deceiver seated in the United States Senate scoffed.

      “The girl is clearly naïve,” Sean explained. “Unprepared by her fellow sisters as well as unprotected.”

      A heavily built Russian army general blessed with their god’s strength straightened the coat of his green military uniform, suspicion clouding his tight features. “Intriguing. I wonder why the Daughters have not taken more care in hiding her.”

      “You are too suspicious, Vladimir,” the curator sneered. “It was merely a matter of time before we found the right girl. And here she is, at our front door. Powerless, from what Monsieur O’Keefe describes.”

      The man seated in the United States Senate shifted. “Vladimir does have a point. The Daughters aren’t as stupid as some may think.” He glares, and the curator’s scowl deepened. “It could be a trap or a decoy to lead us down the wrong path.”

      Sean remembered how Natti claimed she knew nothing of the Daughters. It puzzled him, considering she was indeed in possession of the Eye of Horus, the locket Seth had indicated held the clue to finding Ra’s secret name.

      “It’s not very likely, old chap,” the Speaker mentioned. “The Daughter we killed was indeed one blessed with Ma‘at. And, if this girl does carry the winged tyet . . .”

      The curator continued with a victorious sneer. “Then we should see this as our opportunity, mon frères. After all, the girl is ripe for the picking.”

      Sean’s charm dropped for a moment as he became lost in his thoughts. He rubbed his wrist which still throbbed from the venom Seth injected him with. His rage began to boil again at his son’s betrayal and his priests’ incompetence.

      Seif focused on Sean. “There is something you are not telling us, my friend. I sense your disappointment and anger. Has something happened?”

      Sean straightened, forcing his mask to cover any emotions that had leaked. “A mere personal matter. Nothing for you to be concerned with.”

      “Deception is my gift, O’Keefe,” the Speaker countered. “Not yours. And I, too, sense your discomfort. Is there more that you wish to share?”

      “I assure you, it does not concern our mission,” Sean said while he worked his charm, trying to ensnare their focus. “As for the girl, I agree that this is an opportunity we cannot let pass. And I’ll see to her capture, personally.”

      The Speaker nervously rubbed his knuckles. “Remember, O’Keefe, that she is still a Daughter of Isis. No matter how beautiful and tempting she might be, she must not be taken by any Son, not even one blessed with charm.”

      Sean huffed in outrage while the beast inside his heart grumbled. “I would never dishonor our god’s wishes. She will be in Set’s possession before long. I swear to that.”

      “If you say so,” the Speaker stated, a bit leery. “Though some of us might have lingering doubts,” he continued, his eyes moving on the screen as if to take Vladimir into his view. “I feel we should not delay, considering this great news. With the Secret Keeper practically in our possession, I believe we should move forward with our plans and prepare for Set’s rising. Would anyone second this motion?”

      “Very good. Very good,” a man from India spoke up, his lapis lazuli blue eyes revealing his blessing to be stealth. “I second this motion.”

      “Council?”

      The majority called out the ancient Egyptian word “Tu” in agreement while Vladimir, the Senator, and an Australian with eyes the color of chrysoberyl muttered a weak “Nn.” Sean smiled, taking in his victory.

      “Then we find ourselves in a new beginning, my brethren,” the Speaker spoke with pride. “May Set bless you all. Go in peace.”

      The screens flickered and faded as each of the Blessed Sons disappeared from sight. Sean turned off the TelePresence system and walked to his desk. The tip of the pyramid looming over the town hall was framed perfectly in the window before him. His rage spiked as he thought back to the night Seth and Natti had escaped. Wab priests in training or not, Sean should have never let Ky and Q watch over his son during the ritual. They had been blinded by the loyalty of friendship, and that loyalty cost Set’s offering. The only reason he let Mikael and Jacob talk him into letting the two boys live was the fact that he knew Natti wouldn’t get far. Not in the condition in which he had left her in.

      Drawing the blinds closed, he focused on more important plans. Plans he had been organizing since he took the hem-netjer seat from his father. He picked up the phone and dialed a foreign number he alone had memorized. It took several rings before the line finally picked up, and even then, only the person’s breathing greeted him on the other end.

      “Peace, my son.” Sean spoke with his charm, making his words melt like butter into the receiver. “The time has come.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the British accent of a male university student responded. Sean remembered the time he had Incepted the mind of the Speaker’s son, back when the boy was still young and naïve.

      “You will perform the duties I have given you within a week. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      Sean’s attention shot to Mikael, who stepped through the elevator door. The bulky, subordinate priest froze, noticing Sean was on the phone. He ran his beefy fingers through his brown hair. His ruby-bronze eyes flickered between Sean and the folder he carried in his hand.

      A crooked smile lined Sean’s lips. “Good. I expect everything to fall in place accordingly. May the almighty Set bless you and your brethren on this mission.”

      Sean hung up. At least one thing had gone exactly as he expected. Now the only roadblock he had to take care of was capturing Seth and Natti. With that in mind, he waved Mikael into his office.

      Mikael stared at the phone. “You’ve set your plan into motion, I take it.”

      “Is there any reason I shouldn’t?”

      Mikael shook his head. “Can you trust these kids not to turn on you like your son?”

      Sean’s rage flared. “You can’t charm a Charmer, Mikael, any more than you can deceive a Deceiver.” This little-known fact had always haunted Sean since the day Seth was born. “The other boys, however,” Sean continued, “are putty in my hands. Their young minds too easily molded by the likes of my power.”

      Mikael nodded, squirming under Sean’s intense gaze. “And what did the hemu-netjer say when you told them about the locket?”

      Sean picked up the Eye of Horus necklace from his desk. Taking the round, bronze pendant into the palm of his hand, he rubbed his thumb over the polished silver pupil. A sneer played on his lips.

      “You didn’t tell them?” Mikael finally broke the silence.

      “It is none of your concern what I told them,” Sean spat. “Now, do you bring me news?”

      Mikael held out the folder to Sean. “The station sent this to my office.” When Sean refused to even acknowledge the file, Mikael dropped it onto the desk. “Both the GPS coordinates on the Jaguar and witness reports have pin-pointed the fugitives’ location.”

      Sean flipped the latch of the locket open, revealing several columns of tiny hieroglyphs inside the Eye of Horus pendant. “And? Where is she?”

      “Well, your son . . .” Mikael cleared his throat. “I mean, the fugitive’s car has been parked outside a hotel for the past twenty-four hours in Barstow, about an hour and a half northwest from here.”

      “Determined bastard, isn’t he? Considering the girl’s condition.” Sean turned back to the necklace in his hand, translating the ancient words in his thoughts:

      “Travel through the sacred desert of the far west to find the twin Nile River of a dying land. There, fish swim over dry land and mountains protect the flowing sand. The key hides by the sacred lake of Faiyum, and Isis’s wings protect the mystery of the moon.”

      Sean snapped the locket shut, pausing to recite the riddle in his mind multiple times. “I think it’s time to break up their little honeymoon.”
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      Two turquoise eyes flashed before Natti’s vision, cold as steel and just as heartless. No matter where she tried to look, she couldn’t pull away from their intense gaze. Her pulse raced as she drew in several unsteady breaths. A cold, tingling sensation stirred deep inside her lower abdomen. Her chest constricted, causing a small gasp to escape from her lips. Her legs slipped out from under her, and her back pressed firmly against the tile wall. She clung for dear life to the shower curtain and attempted a cry for help, only to emit a long, mournful groan. Something began to crawl along her inner thigh, bringing back memories of the temple and Sean’s uninvited touch. She strived to fight off the sensation and memory, but the phantoms continued to play. A crippling pain coursed through her muscles.

      Stop, she silently begged. Please, stop.

      Closing her eyes, she thought back to the abrupt urges she felt while in the ice bath Seth prepared. Before her body could whither under the force, a familiar, glowing heat had pulled her deep into the safety of dreams and cradled her in images of Seth and his honey-dipped voice. She wished the heat would return and whisk her away. But after what felt like an eternity of waiting, she couldn’t fight the tingling sensation any longer. She gave in, allowing it to consume her. Her body reactively arched against the wall. A moan slipped from her throat, and she let her head roll back while a shiver crossed over her flesh. Then, just like that, the sensation faded away along with Sean’s mesmerizing eyes.

      Natti exhaled, relieved that the tingling was gone but also terrified about what had just occurred. It left her feeling like she had taken part in that scene from Alien; with the overwhelming sensations growing deep inside of her until it finally burst out, leaving her a hollow husk. With the semi-warm water trickling over her from the shower head, she carefully moved her muscles as they complained. She braced herself against the wall, turned off the shower, and took a wobbly step onto the floor mat. Wrapping herself in a towel, she opened the bathroom door, stepped up to the vanity, and wiped the steam from the mirror. Deep, dark circles stared back at her, and her black hair was a tangled mess.

      Seth came up from behind and carefully set a plastic cup full of water down onto the counter along with a travel bag. Her cheeks burned a deep red in the mirror when he met her eyes.

      “You need to drink,” he whispered seductively into her ear. “It’s the only thing that will flush the venom from your system.”

      Natti’s body trembled. She wanted to replace the memories of the temple and the sensations she had just experienced with the feel of Seth’s touch and the smell of his spice cologne, myrrh, and sandalwood. But she resisted, knowing Seth was Sean’s son and a part of the cult that had nearly killed her. Though he saved her life, she still wasn’t sure if she could trust him.

      She picked up the cup and took a sip. The liquid burned like hell’s fire, the pain making it difficult to swallow. Flames traveled along her esophagus, and her stomach convulsed. She leaned over and vomited into the sink. Seth took the water from her and set it aside. He wrapped one arm around her waist, his touch sending a gentle heat that relaxed her muscles.

      “Thanks,” she said hoarsely, on the verge of tears. “I . . . I need to change.”

      Seth nodded and gestured to the other side of the counter. “I took the liberty of selecting some clothes for you. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Natti looked over at the familiar pale lingerie, hot pink T-shirt, and high-cut, denim shorts. Her entire body suddenly felt like it was on fire. Dear God, she thought, remembering something he said to his father about being at her house and finding the locket. She cupped her hands over her cheeks, hoping to hide her embarrassment.

      A soft chuckle rumbled in Seth’s chest behind her. “I’ll leave you to it. Just come to the bed when you’re done.”

      Through her fingers, she watched Seth’s reflection walk back through the small threshold. Trying to suppress the disturbing thoughts of Seth going through her bedroom drawers and touching her underwear, Natti took out her toothpaste to brush her teeth and a comb to untangle her hair. Once the battle was won, she tucked herself into a small, hidden corner and pulled on the change of clothes. After one last check in the mirror, she finally stepped into the bedroom, each step threatening to topple her to the floor. Seth waited outside with a roll of gauze in his hand. Natti groaned as she sat next to a travel-size first aid kit. Bandages, a variety of drugs, a small set of medical scissors, and honey packets all stood at the ready.

      “Honey?” Natti raised her brow.

      “Yes, sweetie?” Seth flashed that enchanting smile of his, and Natti shook her head, unamused. Even though she’d grown to like Seth over the past few weeks, he could still come off as a complete jerk. “It’s an old remedy my mother showed me,” he continued. “It kills infection and helps the wound heal quickly.”

      “If you say so.”

      Seth rolled his eyes. “Just hold still.”

      He raised her arm to reveal the cut where Sean harvested her blood. Natti shivered at the sight. Not only was the wound still bleeding, but the flesh around it was also red and angry. Seth poured pure alcohol over the cut, sending Natti’s senses reeling, and she instinctively yanked her arm away.

      “This would be easier if you just relax,” he said while he massaged her skin. She felt a familiar cool tingle that automatically calmed her. “That’s it. I’ll only be a few more minutes, okay?”

      Nauseated, Natti focused her attention on the television, which was turned on to a local news channel. A recent photograph of her and her father, Alexander Stone, hung over the anchorman’s shoulder.

      “An AMBER Alert was issued earlier this morning for a local seventeen-year-old girl, Natara Stone. She was discovered missing from Setemple’s General Hospital only twenty-four hours ago and is now suspected to be a victim of kidnapping. Here’s Peggy Winters with the full report.”

      A reporter with a microphone in hand flipped her red curls and extended her neck slightly. “It was at Setemple’s General Hospital where Natara Stone was recovering after a suspicious fire occurred in Setemple High Friday afternoon. Physically unharmed, she was cleared to be discharged the next morning.” Natti’s stomach twisted into knots when an image spanned across an empty hospital bed and the disconnected tubes. “Yet, for reasons unknown, Natara simply vanished.”

      The scene changed to a small room with several reporters. Natti’s father sat in the back; his eyes filled with tears. He rubbed his face, looking tired and worn, while a familiar, heavy built man with ruby-bronze eyes took the podium. A banner flashed “Mikael Petersen—District Attorney” on the bottom of the screen.

      “During the police search of the hospital room, they found a discarded syringe,” Mikael informed the reporters. “The crime lab reports confirmed that it
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