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Egypt.

A really, REALLY long time ago . . .



On a dark and eerily cold night, when there were no dead waiting to be wrapped, a saggy-skinned woman was hunched over her mystical equipment.

Normally the embalming room was used to wrap dead bodies in bandages so they’d become mummies. But the saggy woman was up to something even more sinister than that. She was surrounded by sharp hooks, poisonous potions and grimy bandages. Strange colours danced in the air around her. The little woman muttered to herself, extremely pleased with what she’d created.
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This leathery old hag was the Unpharaoh.

“Yessss,” she hissed, “finally my plan is ready to be put into action. Soon Egypt will be mine forever!” The Unpharaoh straightened her spiky spine as much as she could, and drew in a raspy breath.

“Cainus!” she screeched. “What’s taking so long? I told you to gather my animal slaves hours ago!”

A sleek, black jackal with a sharp face bounded into the room. His ears were long and pointed, like two spears growing out the top of his head. Around his ears was draped a striped headscarf. This creature was the woman’s favourite slave, Cainus the Jackal.

“So sorry, Your Majesty,” Cainus the Jackal panted. His voice was posh and silky. “We had some trouble gathering every single animal you own, but I think we managed to round them all up.”
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He stuck his long, pointy nose back out the door. “Hurry up, you miserable lot,” he snarled. “Don’t keep your beloved Unpharaoh waiting!”

A stampede of scared-looking animals entered. Dogs, cats, ibises, crocodiles, cows, camels, baboons. So many different creatures! They were forced into the room by a hundred jackals, who snapped their sharp jaws and whipped the animals’ backs with their long, skinny jackal tails.

“Ahhh, finally!” the Unpharaoh croaked. “You’re all here.” She glared at the animals, causing them to shudder with fear. Her eyes were red and black and sunken into her grey skin, which was wrinkled like an elephant’s. Atop her head was a serpent-shaped crown that hissed down at the animals. But the Unpharaoh’s most distinguishing feature was the beard at the end of her chin. It was slim and black, with gold threads wrapped around the hairs.

“I’m old,” croaked the Unpharaoh, “and my reign as Pharaoh is almost over. The Beard will soon choose a new Pharaoh to take my place.” She twirled her Beard around one of her twig-like fingers.

She paused, expecting a sympathetic “Nooooo!” from the animal crowd. All she got was a “Nooooo!” from the jackals and terrified silence from the rest.

“I know I haven’t always been fair,” she went on, “but you have all proven yourselves very loyal slaves. So I’ve decided to take you all with me to the Afterworld, where you can continue to worship me forever!”

Hearing this, the animals turned to run. The jackals gaped at the Unpharaoh in disbelief. But it was too late. The Unpharaoh pressed one claw-like finger against her left nostril and snorted out a green gas cloud from her right. The cloud filled the room and smothered everyone except herself and Cainus the Jackal. The trapped animals breathed in the gas and dropped dead to the floor.

Cainus let out a big sigh of relief. “Thank you for sparing my life, Your Majesty,” he fawned. “You killed everyone except me. I’m truly touched!” He threw himself at the Unpharaoh’s feet, licking her toes.

The Unpharaoh looked down at him in disgust and kicked his face away.

“Cainus, stop that!” she snapped. “It’s true you have been my most faithful servant all these years. So I’ve decided you are the chosen one who will complete my plan.”

“Me?” Cainus looked delighted.

The Unpharaoh reached behind her hunched back and picked up her latest magical creation – a grey, gluggy drink with whipped cream and a cherry on top.

“Mmmm, your plan looks delish!” said Cainus. “What is it, some kind of potion?”
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“This, my furry friend, is more powerful than any potion. It’s . . . a smoothie! The Smoothie of Immortality! And you have the honour of being the first to try it.”

Cainus licked his wicked chops. “Oh, thank you, Your Majesty!” He went to eat the cherry on top of the smoothie but the Unpharaoh lifted it from his reach.

“Just a moment, Cainus,” she croaked. “The Smoothie of Immortality is mummy magic – it only works on a mummy. Soooo, I’m afraid you’re going to have to be mummified.”

Cainus looked confused and worried. “Will it hurt?” he asked.

“Not at all. It’s a very gentle procedure. I just have to . . . suck out your brain!” The Unpharaoh ripped down one of the spiky tools hanging off the stone wall behind them.

“What is that!?” cried Cainus, his ears back and eyes wide. He looked more like a puppy dog than the fierce jackal he was supposed to be.

“It’s a sophisticated piece of scientific equipment. It’s called a brain sucker!”
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In the blink of an eye the Unpharaoh jammed the spiky tool up Cainus’s nose and pressed the “ON” switch. Luckily the process was quick.

The brain sucker vibrated and made a loud slurping sound until . . . SCHLUPP! Cainus’s brain flew out of his nostril. It stuck to the end of the brain sucker. The Unpharaoh quickly wrapped Cainus’s limp, dead body in bandages, painted a few symbols on the outside and voilà! Cainus was now nicely brainless and wrapped like a mummy.

“Now for the real tessssst,” she hissed to herself.

She pried open Cainus’s jaws and poured some of the smoothie in. It worked immediately. With a jerk, the mummified Cainus came back to life! He leaped to his feet, gasping for air.

“Oh, Your Majesty, I had the most horrible dream!” Cainus blubbered. “I . . .” Before he could continue he looked down at his paws. Paws that were now tightly wrapped in black and grey bandages.

He squealed. “Nooooo! My beautiful fur! How could you, Your Majesty!?” He grabbed a hand mirror and began to howl. “Ohhhh, I’m hideous! I look like I’m dead!”
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But the Unpharaoh wasn’t listening. She was singing with delight.

“It worked, it worked, it WORKED!” she sang. “The recipe finally worked!” She grabbed the crying Cainus by his dog collar.

“Listen to me, Cainus. I’m old. My brilliant mind is going.” She gently stroked the shiny black beard growing from the end of her chin. “Soon the Pharaoh’s Beard will choose a new Pharaoh to rule Egypt. When I die, I don’t want to stay in the Afterworld. There I’ll be powerless, a mere equal of the Pharaohs that passed on before me. They’ll want to be . . . friends.” She paused and shuddered at the thought.

“I’ll need to come back and rule here!” she cried. “I must be number one for eternity! So here is what you must do. After they bury me in my tomb, you sneak in and pour some of this smoothie down my throat. Use the rest on my animal slaves. It will bring us all back to life. Then I shall return to the city and rule Egypt forever!”

Cainus looked up at her, his eyes wet with tears. He hadn’t moved past the fact that he was now a walking, talking mummy.

“Does this mean I’m going to look like this for eternity?” he whimpered. “Am I immortal?”

The Unpharaoh let out a frustrated sigh. “Urgh. Of course you’re immortal, I didn’t call it the Smoothie of Immortality for nothing! You just have to make sure you stay wrapped.”

Cainus frowned. “Why should I help you after you’ve done this to me? You, of all people, know how vain I am. Oops, I mean sensitive! Did I say vain? I meant sensitive. My looks mean everything to me!”

“Very well, Cainus,” said the Unpharaoh patiently. “If you do as I say, I’ll restore you to your original form once I’ve returned.”

Cainus pricked up his ears. “Oh, thank you, Your Generous Majesty! Um, you couldn’t make me more . . . muscular too, by any chance? And my coat shiny, like the night sky against the sparkling stars?”

“Yes, yes, you’ll get the full makeover,” snapped the Unpharaoh, rolling her red and black eyes.

A delighted Cainus threw himself to the ground once more and licked the Unpharaoh’s toes.

“Stop that!” she spat. “There’s no time for toe licking, I can feel myself dying. You need to get cracking and mummify all these dead animals. They must be buried beside me in my tomb.”

Cainus looked around at the hundreds of animals lying dead on the floor in front of him.

“At once, Your Majesty!” Cainus grabbed the brain sucker.

The Unpharaoh sat down, exhausted from all the excitement. She could feel her mind drifting and her body growing heavy. The old hag’s eyes rolled into the back of her head. She opened her mouth and croaked one final breath before her body went limp like a plant in the desert heat. The Unpharaoh was dead.

Cainus took a deep breath. “You won’t be dead long, my darling,” he promised, and set about mummifying the animals.
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The gold threads in the Unpharaoh’s beard began to glow and slowly unwrapped themselves from the shiny hairs. The beard then plucked itself from the Unpharaoh’s chin and, with a life of its own, whooshed out the front door to find the next Pharaoh to rule Egypt.
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Thousands of years later . . .



When Bab Sharkey first saw the strange creatures, he was helping his mum dig for treasure. Not only that, he was also wrapped in plastic bubbles.

Each morning, Bab’s mum would insist that he wind bubble wrap around himself. “To keep you safe!” she would say.

It didn’t matter how much Bab struggled. It didn’t matter how much he complained. She’d wrap the plastic sheets three times around his body, arms and legs till he looked like a human parcel.

Most mums want their kids to be careful, but when it came to Bab’s safety, his mum was ridiculous. Bab would complain but she’d always tell him, “Bab, you are the gateway to my happiness. That’s what your beautiful name ‘Bab’ means – ‘gateway’. I can’t lose you!”

Sometimes she would add in a quiet voice, “Plus, some of the items we’re searching for are dangerous. There are legends. Tales of darkness. Not safe!”

Bab would roll his eyes at her but deep down he liked hearing how much she cared about him. Mind you, he wasn’t too thrilled that she’d named him Bab – back home a lot of people thought his name was Bob, or Bill, and one teacher with lots of moles on her face even thought his name was Boob. He loved his mum regardless, so he wore the bubbles to keep her happy . . . during the daytime, anyway.

At night Bab would remove the bubbles and sneak into his mum’s dig site to explore on his own. Bubble wrap is almost impossible to wriggle out of, so Bab had built himself a special belt. It had a button that activated a sharp blade that whooshed upwards and freed Bab from his bubble chains.
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Out on the dig site, Bab had found all sorts of ancient Egyptian artefacts. His mum wasn’t the best digger in the world, so when he found something truly interesting he’d bury it lightly under the sand next to his mum’s spade. She got such a thrill when she dug it up the next morning.

Bab knew plenty about the artefacts because, with no friends here, he liked to fill his time reading about Egypt. Well, reading about anything and everything. Bab’s room had so many towers of books about plants and space and animals, it was hard to get to his bed without knocking them over. But his largest collection was books about Egypt. Mostly they were hand-me-downs from his mum, who had been gathering Egypt books since she was a kid herself.

Now here was Bab, wrapped in bubbles, helping his mum dig for treasure in the sand.

He tried to feel excited about their treasure hunt. But as he looked out across the huge, empty desert, all he felt was loneliness.

“Mum, Egypt’s a hole,” he complained.

“Yes, Bab!” agreed his mum with a huge grin. “We dug a lovely hole, didn’t we?”

“No, Mum, I mean this place. How long do you plan to keep us in Egypt? You know, your books are cool and finding old stuff is neat, but I can’t make friends in mummy tombs! I’d have to be five thousand years old to find anyone my own age.”

Bab had just turned twelve. His mum had made an effort to celebrate by throwing him a birthday party, but the only people who came were her professor buddies, who looked as old as the ancient stones they were digging up.

“But what about the Pharaoh’s Beard, Bab?” said his mum. “I’m almost, nearly, not quite positive it’s buried in this sand!”

Bab sighed and looked across the desert again. It was then that he noticed there were two strange creatures standing out there. They looked . . . bony. And crooked.

“Mum,” he said quietly. “Something’s out in the dunes. Something weird.”

Bab took a funny-looking telescope from his backpack so he could get a better look. The telescope was one he’d built himself using curved pieces of bronze and glass he’d found at the dig site.
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His mum ignored him and kept digging. Her name was Professor Sharkey, and she was a Broken Pot Digger-Upper. That may sound like a strange job, and to be fair to Bab’s mum, she didn’t call herself a Broken Pot Digger-Upper. She called herself an “archaeologist”. But Bab figured her job was mostly digging up broken pots. Anyway, he’d watched her do it for so long, he knew almost as much about archaeology as she did.
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Prof Sharkey (as her friends called her) was obsessed with an ancient Egyptian treasure known as the Pharaoh’s Beard. She said if she and Bab could find it, they’d be archaeological heroes. That was why she’d dragged him here to the loneliest place in the world.

All of a sudden, Prof Sharkey gave an excited shout.

“Look, Bab!” she cried, springing up from the hole they’d dug. She was clutching a broken pot. “I found the ancient magic Beard!”

“Mum, that’s a broken pot,” Bab pointed out. “Your fourth one today.”

“Hmm, it looks suspiciously beardy to me.”

Bab jumped from foot to foot, his bubble wrap squeaking. “Mum, thanks to you I’ve learned all about the fake beards the Pharaohs used to strap onto their faces. Wide beards, skinny beards, plaited beards, beards that flicked upwards at the end. What you have there is a broken pot, not a beard!”

“Hmph. It’s a beardy pot.”

“Will you quit thinking about beards and look at those bony creatures? There, in the desert!”

“In the desert?” she said, and plunged her head into the sandy hole like an ostrich. “I can’t see much at all,” she continued in a muffled voice. “It’s surprisingly dark in the desert.”

“I don’t mean in the desert, Mum,” Bab said. “They’re lying on that dune. Wait a minute . . . lying? A moment ago I could swear they were standing up.”

Prof Sharkey removed her head with a POP! and, grabbing the telescope, looked where Bab was pointing. “My word, Bab,” she whispered. “I believe that’s a pair of mummies.”

But Bab wasn’t listening. He was already clambering over the dig site fence and then waddling across the hot sand in his thick bubble wrap. Prof Sharkey had to scramble after him.
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“Be careful, Bab!” she cried. “You mustn’t wander off!”

What they found in the dunes was the single most amazing and disgusting thing Bab had ever laid eyes on.
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Lying dead on the sand were two mummified animals, each wrapped in rotting bandages. One of them was a big, bonkers-looking bird with a few ancient feathers poking out between its bandages. For some reason, it wore a dirty pink hat. Bab thought the bird was an ibis. The other mummy was a huge fish . . . but a fish with a difference.
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“Er, Mum,” said Bab. “Is it normal for a fish to have legs?”

“Quite normal,” said Prof Sharkey. “You’ve eaten fish drumsticks before, haven’t you, Bab?”

“Mum, that’s chickens.”

“Ah, yes. My mistake. Perhaps this four-legged fish was a practical joke played by the embalmer.”

At that, Bab could almost swear he saw the fish frown. He blinked hard and took a closer look. Surely not – it must have been the heat from the Egyptian sun messing with his head.

Astonished, Bab and his mum lugged the two animal mummies back to their house. This was easy enough for Prof Sharkey because she took the fish, which was quite light even with its four legs. But Bab offered to carry the heavy bird mummy over his shoulder, and soon regretted it.

“Its stupid long beak keeps poking my butt!” The sharp beak had somehow pecked through the bubble wrap.

Prof Sharkey chuckled. “At least it’s well cushioned. Your butt, I mean, not the beak.”

The Prof was giddy with excitement about their strange find, but Bab wasn’t so pleased. Something about the rotten animals made him uneasy. Their leg bones clattered as they were carried. Plus, they stank like parmesan cheese.

Bab and his mum soon made it back to their house, a wonky tin building they called the Sharkey Shack.
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Prof Sharkey opened the storeroom with her jangling keys. The storeroom was a cramped, dark space where Prof Sharkey kept Egyptian artefacts she’d dug up. Mostly the storeroom was full of broken pots.

With great care, they placed the fish and bird on a workbench. The smelly animals lay there, mouths open and heads at strange angles. The Ibis Mummy had a long, yellow, chipped beak with tiny bits of bubble wrap on its tip. For a moment Bab thought it was grinning at him. A really terrifying grin, but a grin nonetheless. The Fish Mummy had no such grin. It had sharp, pointy-looking teeth and a hook pierced through its dry, crusty lip. As Bab looked closer he could see that the legs that were attached to the fish were not all the same. The front left leg and back right one looked more like legs you’d see on a deer. And the other two were a bit like the legs of an ostrich!

“Mum,” said Bab, frowning at the bandaged creatures. “When I first saw these things, I’m pretty sure they were moving around.”

“What nonsense, Bab,” said Prof Sharkey. She shone her torch on the mummies’ bony faces, casting sharp shadows. “These are animal mummies. Long dead. From the look of them, I’d say they died way back–”

“In the late Eleventh Dynasty,” Bab interrupted. “Four thousand years ago.”

Bab knew this because he had a brain like a small, brain-shaped vacuum cleaner. He’d picked up all sorts of things about Egypt working with his mum. He could roughly guess the age of these animal mummies from how faded their coloured bandages looked. And how misshapen their faces were, which was very.

“Precisely!” Prof Sharkey grinned. “Do you know what animals do when they’re four thousand years old?”

“Er, smell bad?”

“Well, yes, that. And they do not move around.”

With that, Bab and Prof Sharkey left the storeroom, banging the door shut and leaving the crooked animals in the darkness.
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That night, Bab would discover that his mother was horribly wrong.
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“Goodnight, Babby Boo!” Prof Sharkey said, kissing Bab on the cheek. “I won’t see you tomorrow, I’m going Beard hunting with the professors and won’t be back till late. No need for you to venture out. You stay nicely wrapped and safe in your room.”

“Okay, Mum,” sighed Bab.

She blew him one more kiss and closed his bedroom door with a snap.

Bab triggered his belt. It sliced off his bubble wrap with a WHOOSH! and he flopped into bed wide awake. He couldn’t stop thinking about the mummified bird with its disturbing smile and the fish with its four foreign-looking legs. The bird and the fish, locked in the dark storeroom just down the hall. No way was he staying home alone tomorrow – no amount of bubble wrap would make him feel safe.

He wished he was back home where he could tell his school friends what he’d found. He really missed them.

It was almost a year now since Bab had been expelled from school. The principal, Miss Beavers, had summoned him to her office after he’d scored well in yet another exam. Miss Beavers had a haircut shaped like a loaf of bread, which made her seem very tall.

She’d leaned over him and said, “Now, Bab Sharkey. You are our cleverest student, our star performer.”

“Gee, thank you, Miss Beavers,” he’d said, shuffling his feet awkwardly.

“Our teachers say they’ve learned more from you than they did in six years at university. You’re smarter than the staff. You’re smarter than me. So we’ve decided . . .”

Wow, Bab had thought. I’m gonna get a trophy. A medal! A party in my honour!

“We’ve decided to throw you out of the school ’cos we can’t stand being proved wrong any longer. Now get out!”
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When Bab’s mum heard about this, she’d said, “That’s wonderful news!”

Bab had frowned at her. “What, wonderful that I’m gonna miss out on my education?”

“Yes!” his mum had hollered. “Pack your bag, Bab. We’re off to Egypt, and we won’t return until we find the Pharaoh’s Beard!”

And so here he was. Missing his friends. He’d never get to sleep now. Lying in the dark, in the desert, with a couple of strange–

KA-THUNK!

Bab sat up. What was that?

He glanced at the clock. 4 am! He must have drifted off to sleep without realising.

Normally he wasn’t afraid of bumps in the night because his mum was often tinkering with pots in her sleep. But this sounded different.

After the thunk, Bab could hear a scurrying sound. It sounded like . . . bony footsteps.

CLICKA-CLACKA. CLICKA-CLACKA.

The clattering footsteps were getting louder. Bab stared at his bedroom door.

CLICKA-CLACKA. CLICKA-CLACKA.

CLICKA-SLAM!

Something slammed against Bab’s door. Then again, SLAM! Over and over again, it slammed, making the door rattle on its hinges.

“Mum?” said Bab in a trembling voice. “Go back to bed, Mum. We’ll talk about your pots in the morning.”

The slams kept coming, louder and louder.
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The door flew open! In a whirl of bandages and bones the Fish Mummy burst in, clattering towards Bab on its four crooked legs.
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The Fish Mummy galloped at Bab and leaped straight onto his lap. Bab tried to scream, but nothing came out except a husky whimper.

The fish’s huge green eyes stared into Bab’s face. The creature stank of tombs. The hook in its lip gleamed in the moonlight. It opened its bony mouth as wide as it could go and, with an awful HISS, coughed up a big hunk of something from the back of its throat. The hunk of black gloop slapped onto Bab’s face and slid down until it dangled from his chin.

Bab grabbed for a weapon from his bedside table, before remembering he didn’t keep weapons on his bedside table. Or anywhere, actually. The only thing within reach was a dirty pair of socks. Better than nothing, he supposed. He used the socks to clobber the fish sideways and the mummy clattered onto the bedroom floor. It made a hideous sound as it gasped for air.

It was then that Bab saw the Ibis Mummy. It stood in the doorway in its dirty pink hat.

The ibis honked at Bab like an erratic goose, “Don’t hurt her!”

Bab stared in horror at the bandaged bird. “Huh?”

“You smelly flesh-boy!” honked the Ibis Mummy.

Smelly? That’s rich, Bab thought, given these two smell worse than my socks.

The ibis knelt over the collapsed fish and honked, “Scaler! Are you okay?”
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The ibis seemed panicked. It grasped the fish in its curved beak and shook her until it looked like the fish’s sewn-on legs might fly off around the room.

The shaking caused the Fish Mummy to cough up another object – this time a small silver box, which bounced across the floor. “Prong,” said the fish. “Stop shaking me.” Despite the shaking, the fish’s voice came out flat and monotone like a sarcastic teenager.

“Right-o!” said the ibis, and released the fish from its beak, causing the fish to sail across Bab’s room and crash through several piles of his books. “Phew! I think you’re all right,” sighed the ibis.

“I would be all right if you hadn’t thrown me at the wall, Prong,” said the fish flatly.

“Oh, poor Scaler!” cried the ibis, and pecked the fish’s face with a shower of gentle kisses. “Do you need a drink? A fin massage? I can order you a dustburger if you like. I know! I’ll take this box and fill it with a nice yellow cactus.”

Using one wing, the ibis scooped up the small silver box Scaler had coughed out earlier.

“Prong!” said Scaler. “That box contains the Beard.”

The ibis looked around, confused. “What beard?”

“You know, the beard we’ve been hunting for centuries? The beard we finally found this morning?”

“Ah, that beard.” The ibis nodded. “What beard?”

“The beard in that box, Prong.”

The ibis peered into the box with one bulging, bloodshot eye. “Nup! Nothing in here but a few hairs. Ooh, they look like my hairs! Short and black.”
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“Prong,” said the fish patiently. “One: You don’t have hairs. Two: You never had hairs, you had feathers. And three: What do you mean the Beard Box is empty?”

Prong shook the box out in front of Scaler. True to Prong’s word, a couple of black hairs drifted out but nothing else. The two mummies slowly turned their gazes towards Bab, who was now cowering at the furthest edge of the bed.

“Er, why are you looking at me?” said Bab, shrinking into his pillows.

Above her eyes, Scaler the Fish Mummy had eyebrows painted onto her bandages. The painted brows creased into a frown. So the fish can frown, thought Bab. And talk!

Prong, however, relaxed her wings and said, “Phew! The Beard’s just attached itself to this flesh-boy.”

Bab shot a glance at the bedroom mirror. He could see that the gloop the fish had spat on him was still dangling from his chin. It was indeed a sort of beard. It was dripping with stinky fish acid, and smelled like a thousand cans of tuna that had been out in the sun for a fortnight.
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Could this stink-thing be the Pharaoh’s Beard his mum had been looking for all these years? Bab had read an Egyptian legend that said the Beard was magic, and it had dark powers that had something to do with why the Pharaohs died out. But he and his mum always thought that was superstition. A good archaeologist believes in facts, not magic. Now Bab was terrified that this clump of hair could have a mind of its own and, worse still, had decided to attach itself to him. Who knew what else it was capable of?

“Flesh-boy,” said Scaler. “Give us the Beard, and you can go back to sleep.”

“I think my sleeping days are done,” whimpered Bab.

Scaler and Prong began approaching Bab on bony feet. Prong started to honk a lullaby: “Go to sleep, little flesh-boy. Go to sleep.”

“Okay, okay!” cried Bab. “I don’t want this thing, have it back!” He grabbed the Beard and tried to give it to them, but it was totally attached. “I . . . I can’t get it off!”

[image: ]

Scaler groaned. “Right. Just hold still.”

She clasped one of her ostrich-like talons around the Beard and pulled with all her might. The Beard stuck fast. She pushed her fish face right up against Bab’s and inspected the roots of the Beard. “Yeah, this is a problem. It’s decided to attach itself to you for all eternity.”

Bab’s eyes widened. Looking so closely into the fish’s green eyeballs made him feel sick with fear. What if this fish kills me? What if it claws off my lips and eats them? What if it breathes on me and I catch some horrible, ancient fish cold?

But the fish didn’t do any of these things. It just looked closely at the Beard on Bab’s chin. “It’s there forever,” Scaler continued in her flat voice. “You know what this means, Prong?”

“Yes,” honked Prong wisely. “We’ve got to find another beard.”

“No, potato brain.” Scaler turned back to Bab with a toothy grin. “This means the flesh-boy is the new Pharaoh. The Beard has chosen him. He must be really clever.”

Prong gasped. “Hail, Pharaoh!” She couldn’t decide whether to curtsey or bow, so she swapped back and forth between the two.

“I’m not a Pharaoh,” said Bab. “I’m just a kid!”

“Yeah, all the Pharaohs said that,” Prong told him. “Except for one. She was a piece of work, that lady.”

Scaler grabbed Bab by his T-shirt, saying, “Come on, Pharaoh, let’s go so you can do some ruling.”

“Go where?” said Bab.

“There.” Scaler and Prong both pointed their decayed limbs at Bab’s bedroom window.

Bab couldn’t believe his eyes. Just outside the dig site, where he’d been living all summer, was a glowing city with what looked like a giant pyramid in it.
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“What?” spluttered Bab. “When? How did that get there!? There was never a city there!”

Scaler rolled her huge eyes. “No, never, except for the last four thousand years.”

“It wasn’t there this morning!” said Bab.

“You weren’t touched by Beard magic this morning,” Prong pointed out.

“I was sane this morning,” said Bab.

“You have to come,” Prong cried. “We need to show everyone the Beard. You’ll love it in our city! There’s the Mummy College and Sandy Candy. Don’t you want a little adventure in your life, flesh-boy?”

“No thanks,” said Bab. “I’m pretty sure this is a dream, so . . . goodnight, crazy dream mummies!”

He shut his eyes and lay back on the pillow. But just as quickly, his head jerked upwards again. The Beard seemed to have come alive with a mind of its own, and was pulling Bab by the chin!

“Good,” muttered Scaler. “At least the Beard agrees with us.”

“What beard?” said Prong.
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Panicking, Bab pulled and tugged at the clump of hair, but it was no use. Its roots were buried deep in his chin skin. Under his fingers Bab could feel the hair changing from a gloopy texture to smooth and silky. He looked down with crossed eyes and saw that the clump of hair was now rich and black, flowing like a little horse’s tail on the end of his chin.

BLING!

The hairy clump shone brightly, blinding Bab. Two gold threads materialised around it, binding the hairs neatly together and completing the transformation.

The thread’s glow slowly died down and Bab squinted at his chin, his vision returning. Suddenly he was propelled forwards. With its own magic strength, the Beard pulled Bab across the room and out of his bedroom window, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. On the way out, he clutched desperately for something to halt the force of the Beard, but all he could reach were more dirty socks.

He had no choice but to be dragged by the chin across the dig site and towards the glowing city that shouldn’t be there. “Mum!” he screamed. “Mum, heeeelllpppfff . . .”
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Bab tried to yell but a small hairy hand sprouted from his new tuft of chin hairs and clamped itself over his mouth. It muffled his screams.

“Mmmm-mmmm-mpfpfpf-mmmm!”

The hair dragged Bab over the dig site fence, up a sand dune, and across to a pair of enormous rusted doors set in the outer wall of the city.

These city gates stood towering over the desert sands. “WELCOME TO MUMPHIS”, read a big friendly sign at the top of the crumbling arch. A smaller sign beneath it read “NO JACKALS”, with a picture of a crossed-out black dog. Either side of the gates were long yellow walls, with stone carvings of every animal you could ever imagine on top.

At last, the magic hairs had stopped pulling. Bab spat out the hairy hand that was covering his mouth. His skin was sore and red from being dragged across the sand. For the first time ever, he wished he’d been wearing his bubble wrap.

He looked about and saw that Scaler and Prong had followed him.

“So,” Scaler said to him. “Are you a bird or a fish?”

“Huh?”

“Do you want to fly over the gates or swim under?”
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Bab considered running away. He could go home. He could hide among his books about Egypt to distract himself from his loneliness.

Or he could walk through the gates of this magical city and find out more about the Animal Mummies. So he made a decision. Better to be with strange creatures than back at home, alone and wrapped in bubbles.

“Why don’t we just open the gates and walk through?” he asked.

“Open the gates?” honked Prong. She clapped a wing over her eyes and screamed, “Aaaarghhh!”

“Some genius you turned out to be,” said Scaler, more calmly. “‘Open the gates’, he says. You do that, a hundred Jackal Mummies will go streaming straight in. In fact . . .”

Scaler’s expression changed to one of worry. She looked left and right, her fantail swishing. “We better get in right away. I’ll meet you guys at the Pyramid. Come on, Prong.”

“But wait,” said Bab, “how do I get in?”

“Well, you’re the clever one, flesh-boy, you figure it out.”

Scaler plucked off her extra limbs and wrapped them in her fantail. She flopped on the sand for a moment, like the fish out of water she was, then dived into the sand, making it ripple like waves in the ocean. She left a curving trail as she swam through the desert, swishing her way under the gate and out of sight.

“I shall also swim under!” declared Prong. She flung herself beak-first at the sand and got bogged. Her bird head popped up, spluttering and coughing.

Bab grabbed Prong’s beak and pulled her out of her sand bog.

“Why can’t I get in?” said Prong with a sad honk.

Bab indicated Prong’s wings. “Er, aren’t you meant to fly over?”

“Oh, yeah! I clean forgot the whole ‘I’m a bird’ thing.”

Prong flapped her rotten wings and lifted off the ground. Before Bab could think about how he might get past the gates, he felt sharp claws grasp onto his backside. To Bab’s surprise, Prong’s broken feet were strong as they lifted him into the sky.
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Up they flew. Prong’s ancient wings creaked as they beat the air. And then the glowing city was laid out beneath Bab in all its weird, crooked splendour.
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It looked like drawings Bab had seen in books, drawings of Egyptian cities built four thousand years ago, but with a mad twist. This was a sprawling complex of partly ruined buildings decorated with Egyptian pictures – hieroglyphs, Bab knew the pictures were called. He saw wonky houses, a sort of police station with a red siren on top, crooked streets, and a curved outdoor theatre. Nothing looked like it would pass safety standards.

The biggest thing in the city was a badly made pyramid, cobbled together out of giant yellow blocks. Prong flew straight at this and dumped Bab right atop its pointed peak. Bab had to clutch the ancient stone to avoid sliding down the steep sides. The wind was so strong, Bab could swear the pyramid was swaying.

It was a long way down to the ground.

“Here you go,” honked Prong. “Right in the middle of town. I’ll go tell everyone you’ve arrived.” And she flew off.

Bab thought he could see a figure pointing up at him from the base of the pyramid.

“Hello?” Bab said in a shaky voice. “Is someone down there?”

As his eyes adjusted to the moonlight, he saw there was indeed a figure looking up at him. But not just one figure.

There were hundreds.

They didn’t look much like people, either. They were all different shapes and sizes, like a big bunch of . . . animals?

FLUMP!

As one, the crowd of misshapen figures fell to their knees.

Bab no longer thought clinging to the top of a pyramid was scary. It was the thought of going down there that made him unable to stop shaking.
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Bab leaned forwards from the top of the pyramid to get a clearer look.

He probably shouldn’t have done that.

It caused the bricks beneath him to give way. He grabbed for a handhold but found only the desert air. He went sliding and tumbling down the side of the pyramid. The rough bricks scraped Bab’s hands as he tried to slow himself down, and sharp rocks jabbed into his butt cheeks.

“WoooaaaAAAAAhh!” he cried.

He hit the sandy ground at the bottom like a sack of beans.

“Ow,” he said. “Okay, now I really regret taking off my bubble wrap.”

He began to struggle to his feet, but a hand reached out, offering to help him up.

“Oh, thanks,” Bab said, clasping the hand. It felt weird – not like a hand at all. It was hard and cold and kind of gritty.
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Bab looked at the hand more closely.

“Blechh!” he shouted.

It looked like a bandaged-up cow hoof, and on the end of it . . . was a cow! Or what used to be a cow. The creature was all yellow and stained and rotted away, with dirty bandages wrapped all around it. It wore a tattered green cape, and a rusty hoop dangled from its nostrils.

“Hail, new Pharaoh!” the cow bellowed. Her voice was strong and somehow wise. “We the Animal Mummies welcome you to our beloved town, Mumphis. I am Nostrildamus.”
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“Nostril-what?” said Bab.

His eyes widened. The sun was coming up, and he saw he was in an old town square. Gathered around him and the cow were hundreds of other bandaged animals, of many different species. All were ancient and decayed. Bab figured these must be the other Animal Mummies – the same kinds of creatures as Scaler and Prong.

The Animal Mummies were on their knees, bowing down towards Bab as if he were some kind of king.

Must. Get. Outta here! thought Bab, and started desperately trying to scramble back up the pyramid. He might have felt lonely in Egypt, but these scary mummies were hardly the company he’d hoped for. Try as he might, though, he couldn’t get a foothold. The rotting creatures in the crowd were all watching him warily, as if concerned that their new visitor was a bit unstable.

Bab realised he was trapped. Teeth chattering, he turned and studied the bowing Animal Mummies.

At the front of the crowd knelt Scaler and Prong. Bab noticed that Scaler’s bent legs had been reattached – two with claws and two with hooves. She was an odd fish, with her bandaged fins and her long fantail both painted purple. Beside her, Prong had accidentally bowed down in the opposite direction from everyone else. Her big bird butt was pointed at Bab.

[image: ]

Bab heard Prong honk at Scaler, “I hope he’s a nicer boss than the Unpharaoh.”

Scaler’s fins drooped. “I’d prefer no boss at all,” she said flatly. “I was enjoying not taking orders from anyone.”

“An order-free life is the life for me too,” squawked Prong in a defiant tone. “I’m my own boss. I mean, I just got my very own cactus nursery up and running. He’s not getting one of my cactus crowns!”
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Prong pulled out a ring of dead-looking cactuses from under her wing and jammed it on her head. “Unless he asks, of course,” she added. “Nicely. Or not nicely. Whatever he’s feeling like . . . I’ll wrap one up for him now just in case!”

Prong started wrapping the cactus crown with papyrus gift paper.

I get the sense that bird means well, thought Bab, but for some reason that doesn’t make me feel any safer.

Nearby, a faded pink Cat Mummy spoke up. “I bet we have to make giant statues of this guy now,” she complained. Bab saw there were various statues and monuments surrounding the square. Some of the statues had an angry woman’s face carved onto them.

“Looks like Ned’s already started,” Scaler said in her flat monotone. “Great.”

Bab followed Scaler’s gaze. Ned, a Crocodile Mummy, was already perched on a ladder, using a chisel to chip off the angry woman’s face and replace it with Bab’s.
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Wow, thought Bab, maybe these creatures are more afraid of what I’ll do to them than the other way around. His hands unclenched a bit.

“I can’t believe this chubby-faced dude found the Beard!” barked a Dog Mummy. A tiny insect popped out from under the bandages on his shoulder.

“Oui,” buzzed the bug in a pompous French accent. “I’ve been looking for ze Beard everywhere!”

The bug was wrapped in tiny bandages. Bab knew from his books that it was a Scarab Beetle Mummy.

Elsewhere in the crowd, Bab could see skinny Gazelle Mummies, humped Camel Mummies, even wide-eyed Baboon Mummies.

Nostrildamus, the Cow Mummy, frowned at Bab’s Beard. “The Pharaoh’s Beard,” she mooed. “Found, after four thousand years!”

“You’re the oracle, Nostrildamus,” said Scaler to the cow. “How come you didn’t predict this?”

“I predicted that the sun would rise today,” huffed the Cow Mummy. “What does our Chief Beard Finder have to say?”

An old Ibis Mummy limped forwards. He was so old it looked like a large sneeze would turn him into dust.

“I can’t see how this guy found the Beard before me,” wheezed the old Ibis Mummy. “I even put these posters up all over town!” He held up a papyrus scroll. On it he’d drawn the Beard and written, “MISSING! If found please contact me”, with no other details.
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The Cow Mummy turned back to Bab and demanded, “How did you find the Beard, then? Where’s your poster?” She began searching Bab’s pockets with her bandaged hooves.

“Poster?” Bab said, squirming away from her hooves. “I don’t have any posters. The Beard just attached itself to my face when that Fish Mummy coughed it up!”

Nostrildamus looked baffled. “Coughed . . . coughed it up, Scaler?” she asked the Fish Mummy.

Scaler shrugged her fins. “Afraid so, Nostrils,” she said.

Nostrildamus sat in front of Scaler and Prong. “It was you two who brought the flesh-boy here with his Beard,” she mooed. “What exactly happened?”

“I’d kinda like to know too,” said Bab. He couldn’t help but be curious – he and his mum had been looking for the Beard for as long as he could remember.

“Well,” honked Prong, “it’s an unforgettable story! At least I think it is. I’ve already forgotten it.”

“Never mind, Prong,” said Scaler. “Let me explain.”
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Scaler explained how yesterday morning, she and Prong had set off from Mumphis to search for the Pharaoh’s Beard. They’d done this every morning for thousands of years. Not only Scaler and Prong, of course – the Chief Beard Finder sent many pairs of Animal Mummies to search for the Beard every day.

“Why were you guys so keen to find the Beard?” asked Bab.

“It chooses Pharaohs,” said Nostrildamus. “We couldn’t afford just anyone finding it.”

“Especially not a certain lady,” said Scaler, looking at one of the statues of the angry-faced woman. Surely the woman was long dead, but her statue was eerie and made Bab feel very unwelcome.
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Nostrildamus explained that long ago, the Beard had passed from Pharaoh to Pharaoh, choosing the cleverest human each time. In the end, the Romans took over Egypt – and according to Nostrildamus, the Romans were so barmy and stupid the Beard didn’t choose any of them. It just blew away into the desert.
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“Romans,” honked Prong, rolling her eyes.

Scaler continued her story. Over the centuries, the Animal Mummies had searched for the Beard far and wide. The searchers had gone all the way to the Valley of the Kings, to Alexandria, to Sudan. They had many theories about where the Beard might be.

“My theory,” honked Prong, “is someone just dropped it outside the front gate.”

“So where did you find it?” asked Nostrildamus.

“Outside the front gate.”

“Ah,” wheezed the Chief Beard Finder. “I never thought to look there. You didn’t happen to find my glasses while you were at it?”

Scaler explained that the Beard was right there, stored in a silver box, sticking out of the desert sand. It must have been there for thousands of years. She and Prong were so excited, they’d both grabbed hold of the Beard Box at the same time. And then the most remarkable thing happened. An archaeological dig site had appeared out of nowhere!

“Wait,” said Bab. “A dig site appeared? You mean my mum’s dig site?”

“Guess so, flesh-boy,” said Scaler. “’Cos you and your mum were standing in it, staring right back at us.”

Bab remembered the moment he’d spotted the strange creatures in the desert.

Scaler explained that she and Prong had panicked. They hadn’t laid eyes on many fleshy humans since before they were mummified, four thousand years ago. To keep the Beard safe, Scaler had swallowed the box. And they’d decided to play dead, hoping the humans would ignore them.

“That’s when my mum and I picked you up!” said Bab.

“Yeah,” said Scaler. “Thanks for chucking us in a dusty storeroom, that was real thoughtful. Anyway, the Beard in my stomach made a decision to seek you out. It dragged me all the way into your bedroom, jumped out of my throat, and stuck itself onto your chubby face. And here we are.”

Prong jumped about, clapping her wings with joy. “What a lovely story. Tell it again, Scaler!”

“You were there, Prong,” Scaler pointed out.

Bab clicked his fingers. “The Beard must be a link between worlds,” he said.

“No, Bab,” honked Prong, “a beard is a piece of hair that grows out of your chin.”

“Yes, I know,” said Bab. “But it’s also a link between my reality and yours.”

Prong clapped a wing across her forehead as if Bab didn’t know what he was talking about.

“Well, duh,” said Scaler. “Of course it’s a link. When we picked up the Beard and could suddenly see you, a flesh-boy, we pieced it together pretty quickly.”

“Perhaps,” mused Bab, “only those touched by Beard magic can access both worlds. When you two picked it up, you became visible to my world. And when it hit my chin, I could see your whole city!”

“I just thought you were a mirage,” Prong said. “I still do!” With her curved beak, she pecked Bab in the eye to make sure he really existed. Bab yelped.

Nostrildamus the Cow Mummy stood, puffed up her chest and boomed to the crowd, “Well, then. It appears the Beard has at last found its rightful owner! All hail the mighty Pharaoh . . .”

She paused and leaned in to Bab. “What’s your name?” she whispered out of the corner of her misshapen mouth.

“Um, I’m Bab,” Bab said timidly, wiping his pecked eye. “Bab Sharkey.”

“Bab Sharkey,” the Cow Mummy declared. “Now command us, Pharaoh Bab!”
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Nostrildamus joined the big crowd of Animal Mummies, who all got to their feet (and claws and paws) and assembled themselves in straight lines. In unison, the Mummies cleared their throats. Then Scaler the Fish Mummy plucked some bones out of herself to use as a bass guitar and began to strum. Two other Fish Mummies joined her on guitar and drums, also made of bones.
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Do do doop doo, went Scaler’s bass.

The Animal Mummies sang together at Bab:

“We’ll do anything, anything, anything for you!”

“Can we peel you some fruits?” sang Prong.

“Can we polish up your boots?” sang Ned the Crocodile Mummy.

“Can we play for you on drum, guitar and bass?” sang Scaler.

Do do doop di do, went Scaler’s bass.

“Should we sew some awesome pants?” sang a Dog Mummy.

“Should we grow some dusty plants?” sang Prong.
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“Should we do your hair and beautify your face?” sang the faded pink Cat Mummy.
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“I’ll massage you if you want,” sang a buff Camel Mummy.

“I can bake you a croissant!” buzzed the Scarab Beetle Mummy.

And finally all the Animal Mummies sang together:

“We’ll do anything, anything, even if it’s slightly unreasonable!”

The song ended abruptly, and the Mummies struck various clumsy poses.
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Got no rhythm? Don’t know what “in tune” means? You can hear the Animal Mummies’ song at Animal-Mummies.com
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Little did the Mummies know that while they were singing, they were being spied on. The wonky buildings around the edge of the square were painted with many hieroglyphs. They showed birds, bells, flowers, eyes, snakes and Pharaohs, and all manner of Egyptian things. One of the hieroglyphs was a dark figure with slender, pointy ears and narrow eyes. It was a jackal.

This particular hieroglyph was different from the others – it moved.

The jackal hieroglyph was blinking, watching everything, and taking notes on a papyrus pad. In a posh, silky voice, it sang quietly to itself.

“I’ll do anything, anything, to get that Beard,” the jackal sang, scribbling down his notes.
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“Pluck the hairs out so it hurts. Cries of pain from him will blurt.”

A groovy-looking Baboon Mummy strolled past and casually said, “Your rhyming is lame, sir!”

Startled, the hieroglyph froze before anyone grew suspicious.
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Bab stood, stunned by the Animal Mummies’ unexpectedly impressive performance. They were all looking at him, as if waiting for a response.

“Um, thanks for the offer,” he said, “but I don’t really have any commands.”

Scaler the Fish Mummy eyed Bab with suspicion. “Really?” she said to him. “The Unpharaoh was always, like, commanding us. We were forced to obey because she wore the Beard.”

“Now you could magically force us too!” honked Prong.

Bab looked back at them, confused. “Un-pharaoh? Who or what is an Unpharaoh?”

The Mummies quivered and pointed to all the old monuments around the square, the ones featuring that angry woman’s face. Bab realised these huge carvings were of the Unpharaoh, who must have been in charge at some point. On a few of the statues she was accompanied by a wicked-looking pet jackal, dark with a pointy face.

Chase, the muscly Camel Mummy who’d offered Bab a massage, started boxing a punching bag. The bag had a picture of the Unpharaoh’s face stuck to it.

BOOF!

“Yeah, Unpharaoh, you want this?” said Chase, throwing another punch.

BOOF!

“Yeah, bring it!” cried Chase.
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In his anger, Chase punched the bag so hard it swung back and biffed him clean off his hooves.

“I remember a lot of Pharaohs from books,” said Bab. “But I don’t remember seeing an Unpharaoh.”

“Yeah,” said Scaler, pointing at one of the leering statues. “She thought she was real clever coming up with that nickname for herself. Because she was ‘unfair’, see. And she was ‘unlike’ the other Pharaohs.”

“She was also very ‘un-derstanding’,” added Prong.

“No she wasn’t, Prong,” said Scaler patiently. “That’s exactly what she wasn’t.”

“Oh!” Prong cried. “So why was she called the Unpharaoh then?”

“I just explained it, Prong. Pay attention.”

“So,” said Bab to the crowd, “I’m guessing you didn’t like this Unpharaoh lady too much?”

“No! No!” yelled the Mummies, quivering.

“Noey,” squeaked a half-hatched Crocodile Mummy egg, running up to Bab and cuddling his legs in fear. Bab awkwardly patted its bandaged shell.

“Okay,” said Bab, “maybe I need to think of some good commands. Erm . . .”

Prong stuck a wing up in the air. “Maybe we can do whatever we want, Mr Pharaoh,” she said. “Don’t you agree, guys?”

None of the Mummies dared speak up to agree with Prong. Perhaps the memory of the Unpharaoh scared them into silence.

Prong decided to speak up for them. She zipped further back in the crowd, and pretended to be a different Mummy by wearing a large orange wig and a thick gold necklace.

“Yes, maybe we can do as we please,” she honked.

Prong speedily zipped off to another area of the crowd and reappeared wearing big glasses with a fake nose.
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“Yeah, freedom!” she yelled.

She vanished and reappeared just below Bab, now dressed in a huge, floppy bathrobe.
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“I agree with that good-looking Ibis Mummy, we should be free!” she honked. “It seems many of my mummy chums feel the same way!”

Bab couldn’t help grinning at the well-meaning ibis.

“Okay, sure,” said Bab. “Whatever the ‘good-looking’ Ibis Mummy says. Er, you’re all free!”

The Mummies blinked at Bab.

“Really?” said Prong, removing her bathrobe.

“Yeah,” said Bab. “You’re free . . . to continue doing . . . whatever it is that Animal Mummies do.”

The Animal Mummies stared at Bab for a moment, not sure if he was for real. Then they all erupted with joy.

“We’re free! We’re free!” they cried.

They danced and clapped and jumped about, so overexcited that some threw up a little.

Prong the Ibis Mummy flapped over to what Bab assumed was her cactus nursery, which was really just a cart set up at the edge of the square, to play with a toy. It was a cup and ball attached to each other with string.

“I’m free, I’m free!” squawked Prong, catching the ball in the cup over and over with great speed. “Good golly, I’m free!”

For the first time since they’d met, Scaler was smiling at Bab. “Say, Pharaoh Bab,” said Scaler, “I have a couple hours before my next band rehearsal. Do you have time for lunch?”

“Um . . . sure,” said Bab. “What do you guys eat?”

Scaler the Fish Mummy suddenly clambered up Bab and perched on top of his head, rather like a fashionable hat. Using her mismatched claws, she turned Bab’s head towards what looked a bit like an old diner with an Egyptian theme, off in the distance. “Dustburgers,” she said in her usual monotone despite the fact that she was highly excited.
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Bab looked up at Scaler, disgusted. “Did you say dustburgers?”

He felt something scratchy on his left cheek. Prong had pushed her face up against Bab’s and was also looking at the old diner.

“We get to eat the burgers that drop on the floor for free!” Prong declared, as if this was the best deal anyone could imagine. She wrapped her wings around Bab in a bony hug before running and yelling, “Yummy yum yum yum!” as she headed for the diner.

“Hop to it, flesh-boy,” said Scaler, as she led Bab out of the square. “There’s some cool stuff to look at on the way.”

Oh, man, thought Bab, yesterday I was just a kid stuck in a desert. Now I’m in charge of a magical city of talking animals that are supposed to be dead.

His thoughts whirled. Why me? What do they want from me? And why do I feel like those creepy statues of the Unpharaoh are watching me?

He took a breath and mumbled to himself, “Well whatever happens, at least I’m not alone any more.”
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Not far from the crumbling walls of Mumphis stood the Tomb of the Jackals.

The tomb was massive. Home to a hundred Jackal Mummies, it was built in the shape of a huge, black, stone jackal that crouched among the sand dunes.

Deep inside the tomb, far below the sandy ground, stood the chief Jackal Mummy, Cainus. This dark Mummy wore a thick helmet in the shape of a jackal’s head. The helmet was carved from black stone and had a pointy snout and tall, pointy ears.
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Cainus was singing to himself, and trying to write notes on a papyrus pad even though the helmet blocked his vision.

“Pluck the hairs out so it hurts,” he sang. “Cries of pain from him will blurt.”

The helmet was a piece of mummy magic, for inside it Cainus could see what was happening over in Mumphis. The helmet allowed him to see through the eyes of the moving jackal hieroglyph – and to listen through the hieroglyph’s ears.

Having finished his spying, Cainus removed the helmet to reveal his own jackal head. It looked just like the helmet but uglier. He was excited. Cainus approached a vast stone wall covered in more hieroglyphs.

From under his tattered black and grey bandages he pulled out a stone remote control and pointed it at the wall. The wall flickered and sparked, and then a woman’s figure appeared on it, although her back was turned to Cainus.

It was as if Cainus had switched on a giant video chat session. But what was really happening was much stranger than that. Cainus was communicating with the Afterworld, the magic land where Pharaohs went after they died.

“What news, Cainus?” the robed figure on the wall said in a soft voice. Cainus fell to his haunches and spoke to the magic wall.

“Your Wondrous Majesty,” he said, bowing low. “Your radiant beauty exceeds . . .”

“I said, what news?” the woman snarled, stretching her neck to an amazing length like a snake so she could stare Cainus in the eye. The bottom half of her body was still facing in the other direction.
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This delightful lady was, of course, the Unpharaoh. She looked exactly as she had when she’d died four thousand years ago: twisted and shrunken, with skin similar to an elephant’s. Her eyes sloped down like those of a serpent. On her head was a crown shaped like a cobra. Everything about her was small, except her nostrils, which were large windy caves that often had bats stuck in them.

Cainus sprang to his feet, clearing his throat and reading from his papyrus notes.

“Unpharaoh,” he boomed, “a human called Bab has found Mumphis and is wearing the magic Pharaoh’s Beard. The Animal Mummies like him, and they went to eat some burgers off the floor for lunch.”

The Unpharaoh gasped. “Could it be true?” she croaked.

“Well, I find it hard to believe anyone would be so unhygienic as to eat off the floor, but . . .”

“Does this Bab have the magic Beard?” the Unpharaoh hissed. “My magic Beard?”

“Um . . .” Cainus referred to a badly drawn sketch of Bab in his notepad. He tapped a claw on Bab’s Beard to confirm. “Yes. Yes, he does!”
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“Interesting,” she mused. “The Beard chose this boy Bab. He must be the smartest human around. Exactly how smart is he?”

Cainus’s face lit up with a grin. “He’s obviously very clever indeed!”

“I wasn’t asking you, Cainus! I was asking myself. Is he smarter than me?”

“Oh, yes,” said Cainus, “he’s much smarter than you.”

The Unpharaoh hissed with rage. Her cobra hat hissed too, and Cainus flinched.

“I am the smartest!” she yelled. “Why haven’t you seized him for me, Cainus?”

“I, er, still can’t get past the Mumphis gates.”

“You’ve had four thousand years!” she howled.

“Plus I was trying to remember how to spell ‘burgers’,” he added, scratching his head. On the papyrus he’d written BURGAZ, crossed it out, then written BORGOS, crossed that out, and finally written BOOGAS, which he’d ticked.

Infuriated, the Unpharaoh closed up one nostril with her knuckle.
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She shot lightning bolts out of the open nostril. The bolts leaped out of the magic wall and into the tomb, zapping Cainus and sending his misspelled notes flying across the room.

“Yeeoooooowwchhhhhh!” Cainus yelped. “Jolly good shot, Your Majesty!” He zigzagged around the room for some time, desperately trying to avoid the bolts. Bored, the Unpharaoh switched to the other nostril and blew out balls of fire instead, singeing Cainus’s butt. “Oww! Your aim is excellent, Your Highness!”

As Cainus ran and dodged the fire, one of the hieroglyphs to the side of the screen commentated on the action.
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“Cainus, springing to the left now,” said the hieroglyph of the god Horus. “Just misses a passing fireball . . . Unpharaoh shoots a large blast – WHOAH, she only singes him . . . Cainus crabwalks to the right, classic manoeuvre there, WAIT! He’s cornered himself . . . Unpharaoh lines up her shot . . . she’s ready to pelt, Cainus attempts to run up the wall, Unpharaoh aims the nostril, Cainus IS running up the wall now, Unpharaoh points . . . she shoots . . . SHE SCOOOOORES! Boy oh boy, that is one badly toasted Jackal Mummy.”

“Spelling errors make her bizarrely cross,” added a hieroglyph of the goddess Bastet.
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The Unpharaoh finally stopped blasting Cainus and went back to yelling at him instead. “I’ve waited centuries to return,” she yelled. “Look at the Afterworld, Cainus, it’s hideous!”

The vision on the wall zoomed out to show the Afterworld. It was like a huge holiday resort, with a vast swimming pool and swaying palms. All the other Pharaohs of Egypt splashed about in the pool or relaxed on bronze deckchairs. They had animal servants, who handed them iced date juice.
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“These Pharaohs treat me as an equal, Cainus,” the Unpharaoh hissed. “It sickens me. I need to be fawned over!”

“Of course, Your Superb Magnificence,” fawned Cainus.

“I ache to return and be number one again. Forget the boy. All I need is one hair from the Beard, Cainus, just a single hair. That will be enough to make another smoothie to bring me back from the Afterworld. You will find the other ingredients in my tomb. Blend the hair with resin, natron and – of course – lollipops.”

Cainus nodded, scribbling the recipe on his papyrus.

“Now,” she boomed, “don’t mess it up like the first time, when you fed the entire smoothie to the Animal Mummies and had none left for me.”

“I’m sorry,” said Cainus. “I still can’t believe I wrote your instructions in the wrong order. My note-taking is normally so thorough!” He shuddered at the memory of four thousand years’ worth of burned buttocks he’d earned for this mistake.

The Unpharaoh rolled her red eyes. “If you want your living body back, get yourself into Mumphis and pluck that Beard!”

She even spelled it out for him: “B-E-A-R-D!”

Then she disappeared off the screen with a magic flicker. Cainus slunk away, licking his burns.
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Cainus stumbled through the main hall. His hundred Jackal Mummy servants were snarling and scratching at each other. Some chuckled when they saw their burnt boss. Cainus nipped their ears and scurried past them into his personal chamber, a stone room lit by a couple of flaming torches that seemed to make the place darker instead of brighter.

In here, Cainus’s twin henchmen were having a thumb war. In fact, calling them “henchmen” wasn’t quite right as one of the twins was not a henchman but a henchwoman. Cainus found he could never tell the twins apart. So, he tried his luck by speaking to the one on the left.

“Brudd,” Cainus said in a commanding tone.

Brudd, who was on the right, looked up from the thumb war and grunted. “Guh.”

“Petal,” Cainus said to the other one.

Petal looked up and let out an identical grunt to Brudd. “Guh.”

“Fetch me some disguises,” Cainus told them. “First, something that will make me look exactly like that jumped-up Pharaoh, Bab Sharkey.”

Cainus sat on a stone chair with a purple velvet cushion. This is where he liked to watch his rotating wardrobe. It was like a carousel, but it contained clothes instead of plastic ponies with poles through their heads.

The twin Jackal Mummies trotted over to the rotating wardrobe. Brudd pulled out a costume that, surprisingly, looked very similar to Bab.
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“Nope,” said Cainus.

Petal pulled out a costume that looked just like Cainus.

“That’s very handsome, but nope,” said Cainus.

At last, the twins pulled out a third costume. It looked rather less like Bab than the first costume. But Cainus’s memory of Bab was based more on his badly drawn sketch than on what Bab really looked like, so Cainus thought this costume was better. An evil grin spread across his pointy face. “Perrrrrfect! I require a second disguise as well. One that will disguise me as a Mumphis local.”

Brudd grabbed a costume from the back of the hanging rack that made Cainus clap his paws together with delight.

Now satisfied with his costumes, Cainus climbed a flight of black stone steps that led up to the desert above.

Outside, the huge stone jackal raised its huge stone tail. The tail made a stony, grinding sound and lifted up to reveal a dark opening into the jackal’s backside. Out of this opening crept Cainus.

“We really should have built the entrance at the front,” Cainus muttered.

Clutching his disguises, he set off over the dunes towards Mumphis.

“Pluck the hairs out so it hurts,” he sang, and his eyes gleamed with menace.
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Bab could not stop gaping as he walked with Prong and Scaler through the crooked streets of Mumphis. Bab had read about many ancient Egyptian cities, but he’d never thought he’d visit one. Even better, this one was buzzing with magic and madness. Wherever he turned, he saw something that surprised him.

The first odd thing was Prong’s cactus nursery, that little cart he’d seen earlier at the edge of the town square. A sign on it read, “PRONG’S PLANTS”. Dying cactuses were arranged messily on the cart, along with a large wooden keg and some pottery cups.

“Try a cactus juice,” honked Prong. She tapped green juice from the keg and offered a cup to Bab.
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Bab took a small sip. It tasted like lemon rind and leaves. He spat it out.

“Very, er, spicy,” he said politely.

Suddenly Bab saw his nose become green and spiky. Prickles stuck out of it like a little cactus.

“My nose!” he cried. “It’s gone prickly! Someone do something!”
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Then another odd thing happened. The Pharaoh’s Beard whipped up from Bab’s chin and turned itself into the shape of a pair of tweezers! The hairy Beard Tweezers plucked the prickles from Bab’s nose, then flopped back into the original beard shape.

“Whoa!” said Bab. “This Beard is really helpful.”

“Have you two mucked about enough?” said Scaler. “Let’s get to Dustburgers.” And she led the way down the nearest street.

Around the corner was an unusual type of sphinx: a statue with the body of a lion and the head of a bull. It was built of yellow stone and wore a crooked blue and gold headscarf. Scaler explained that this was where the oracle Nostrildamus lived. When she wasn’t busy welcoming Bab to Mumphis, the Cow Mummy handed out advice to local Mummies who needed help.

“It’s a reliable service,” Scaler said. “If you follow her advice, you end up worse off. So everyone does the opposite and it works a treat.”

Down the next street they passed the office of the local plastic surgeon, Dr Osorkon the Goat Mummy. Scaler explained that he was the one who had attached spare legs to her and the other Fish Mummies. He’d found the legs in old tombs. With no water around, it was easier for fish to walk than swim through the sand all the time!

Then they reached The Souk, a bustling market where Animal Mummies sold dates and toys and sandy-looking spices. Popping out the other side, Bab saw Salon Nile, a beauty spa run by a Cat Mummy named Celeste – the same Cat Mummy that Bab had seen in the square. “Sit and Get Your Niles Painted!” read a sign out the front. A gorgeous Gazelle Mummy was in there being pampered with a hoof pedicure. Bab heard her cry, “Wow, I feel two thousand years old again!”
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Along another street was the curved theatre Bab had seen earlier from the sky. He knew from books that this was a Roman-style amphitheatre – except the Romans would have built it properly, instead of with buckled, sloping seats. An audience of Animal Mummies laughed as a troupe of silly Baboon Mummies performed tricks on the stage. One Baboon Mummy produced a vase of flowers from another one’s armpit, but seemed so surprised he dropped it on his foot.

They passed a gym on the left. It was run by Chase, the Camel Mummy who’d boxed the punching bag earlier. Inside, twenty buff Camel Mummies were puffing and panting as they balanced stone dumbbells on their humps.

Opposite Chase’s Gym was a small shop called Sandy Candy. Prong said they sold dust liquorice, dusty floss, dusty bears and dust bottles.

“Any candies not made of dust?” asked Bab.

“Yuk!” honked Prong. “Where would the sweetness come from?”

They continued on past the Mumphis police station with its big red siren on top. Falcon Mummies patrolled outside, looking for trouble with far-seeing eyes while wearing really short shorts.

Next they came to a long, yellow wall. It was one of the outer walls of the city. Along it were painted large hieroglyphs, and Bab could see straightaway that the pictures told a story.
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“Hey, I think I can read these,” he said.

“Whoa, the genius can read,” said Scaler. “It’s the history of our town.”

“So, this explains how you guys got here?” asked Bab. He felt excited now, inspired by the fun and energy of Mumphis.

Turning to the pictures, Bab did his best to interpret them. The first hieroglyph showed the ugly corpse of an angry woman lying in a tomb. Bab recognised her from the statues around Mumphis. “This must be the mummy of the Unpharaoh,” said Bab. “In its tomb. Where is this tomb?”

“Under the pyramid,” said Scaler casually.

“What?” spluttered Bab. “The pyramid in the main square? The one I arrived on?”

“Yeah, she’s under there. When she was alive four thousand years ago, this was her town. We were her slaves. Whips, chains, lightning bolts from her nose, the whole works. She was one nasty sorceress. Before she died she made us build her a tomb with a pyramid on top.”

“It was the fashion at the time,” added Prong, “pyramids on tombs. Very tasteful!”

Bab frowned and continued to read the pictures. “The Unpharaoh’s mummy is surrounded by Animal Mummies. But not living ones like you guys – these ones are all dead.”

“They’re us,” honked Prong. “After we were alive, the Unpharaoh made us all dead!”

Bab went on, studying a picture of a dark jackal. “Then this dude sneaks in, a living Jackal Mummy.”

“Cainus the Jackal,” explained Scaler. “Chief of the Jackal Mummies and the Unpharaoh’s favourite twerp.”

“Cainus has some kind of magic potion,” said Bab, intrigued. “Actually, it looks kinda like a smoothie. He pours drops of it into the mouths of all the Animal Mummies. And they come back to life!”

From the next pictures, Bab realised Cainus’s smoothie had brought the spirits of the animals back into their mummified bodies. “Here’s the Afterworld,” said Bab. “Looks like a holiday resort. And here’s the Unpharaoh and you guys, by the pool. But all her animal slaves disappear one by one. I can tell from her sour face she’s not happy about it.”

“That was SOOOO weird,” said Scaler. “One minute we were hanging out in the Afterworld, serving the Unpharaoh. Next minute we woke up as bandaged mummies.”

Bab was now engrossed in the picture story. “So now Cainus has woken up all the Animal Mummies, including a hundred nasty Jackal Mummies,” he read. “But look here – when Cainus tries pouring the cup into the Unpharaoh’s mouth, he doesn’t have enough smoothie left to wake her up. She’s stuck in the Afterworld! Wow, what a nincompoop.

“So Cainus proudly tells the Animal Mummies that the Unpharaoh wants to return and take over. He asks them to help him find something . . . to find the Pharaoh’s Beard, it looks like! He wants to steal it from the next Pharaoh so he can make another smoothie and bring the Unpharaoh back. The Jackal Mummies all cheer, but you other Mummies think the idea sucks. So the jackals move out in a huff and build their own tomb to live in, while you guys stay on here in Mumphis.”

Bab noticed that Prong had fallen asleep. She snored with one wing over her eyes. He turned back and examined the last of the pictures on the wall.

“Looks like the Jackal Mummies come to regret shacking up in a scary-looking tomb, though. They get jealous of all the fun in Mumphis and keep trying to invade it, so you guys seal the gates. And you’ve been searching for the Beard ever since to stop the jackals finding it first.”

“Yep,” said Scaler. “That’s about it. Good job, Pharaoh, you’re up to speed.”

Oh, man, thought Bab. I have a Beard that a hundred nasty Jackal Mummies want. I sure hope they don’t get in here.

Bab asked who had painted these hundreds of panels on the wall.

“We all pitched in and did a panel each,” said Scaler.

“Here’s mine!” honked Prong, waking up and pointing to a crooked panel at the very end.

“Yeah, I was going to say,” said Bab, “there’s one scratchy hieroglyph here that I don’t understand.” It was a crude drawing of a bird holding a sausage.
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“I added that myself,” declared Prong proudly. “That’s the historic day I opened my cactus nursery.”

“Why are you holding a sausage?” asked Bab.

“Hmm, that is a bit confusing, isn’t it,” admitted Prong.

“Why don’t you just draw some spikes on it,” suggested Bab, “and it can look like a cactus?”

Prong gasped. “You are a genius.”

They continued on their way, strolling past the town gates. Bab was asking Scaler all about the Jackal Mummy invasions, when . . .
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There was a knocking on the gates. Scaler and Bab didn’t even hear it – Scaler was too busy telling Bab about the time Cainus used a slingshot to fire Jackal Mummies over the city walls.

Prong, however, flapped off to investigate.

It wasn’t till Bab and Scaler finally reached Dustburgers that they noticed Prong was gone.
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There were three more knocks on the pair of town gates.

“Who is it?” honked Prong.

“Me,” said a posh, silky voice from behind the gates.

The left gate had a small peephole in the shape of a falcon’s eye. Prong flipped the peephole cover open. Because of her long beak she couldn’t press her eye up to the hole, so instead she stuck her beak all the way through it.
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“Who is ‘me’?” she asked.

“You?” said the voice behind the gates. “I believe you’re Prong the Ibis Mummy.”

“I am, but you said you’re ‘me’,” honked Prong. “So who am I? Good golly, you must be me! Prong! I’ll open the gates.”

Prong unlatched the gates and, yanking with her beak, pulled one of them open. It hadn’t opened in thousands of years, and went SCREEEEEE! because it was so rusty. The gate was so huge, Prong could only open it a tiny bit.

The gap was not wide enough for anyone to pass through, but it was wide enough for Prong to see through. Standing outside the gate was a floppy-looking human. That’s the only way Prong could think of him: floppy-looking. She peered more closely. He looked a bit like Bab!

Prong honked in amazement.

In fact, as you might have guessed, this person was really Cainus the Jackal wearing a disguise. Cainus was dressed head to toe in a loose-fitting onesie that resembled Bab – if Bab had been made entirely of cottonwool. He had a woolly Pharaoh’s Beard, loose shirt and shorts, and large fluffy shoes.
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“It is I,” declared Cainus from inside his Bab suit. “Babe! I mean Bob. What’s his name? Bab.”

“Hail, Pharaoh Bab!” said Prong. “Hang on, I was with you a moment ago. How did you get out there?”

Cainus scratched his Bab head. “I, um, ducked home to my, er, human boy palace. To grab some Babby things.”

“You look a bit floppy,” said Prong.

“I’m, er . . .” Cainus paused to think. “Dehydrated! The desert, you see. Now let me in!”

Prong flapped her bandaged wings and flew over the gate. She picked Cainus up in her claws and flew back over again, dumping him inside the gates. In doing so, her claws tore away part of Cainus’s disguise, revealing one of his ears.

Prong gawped at the ear. “You seem to have grown a long, dark ear,” she said.

“Er, that’s . . .” spluttered Cainus, “that’s a spare Pharaoh’s Beard. I always carry two.”

“Smart,” said Prong. “Now let’s go to Dustburgers!”

But Cainus scampered away down a lane.

“All right,” she said, “I guess we won’t walk together then!”

And she waddled off another way towards the restaurant.
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Bab and Scaler sat in a booth at Dustburgers. Scaler figured Prong must have been distracted by finding a rare cactus.

Bab looked about the restaurant – or at least what passed for a restaurant in this bizarre town. The place looked rather like an American diner, but all the furniture was carved from yellow stone, and parts of the ceiling were missing. The walls were decorated with scenes of Egyptian animals carrying giant baskets of food to posh Pharaohs.

In the background, twanging music played in a strange Egyptian key.

The head chef at Dustburgers was a big fat Dog Mummy. Bab recognised him as the Dog Mummy who’d given Bab a smelly lick earlier that day. He wore an apron stained with sauce and grime, and on his head perched a yellowed chef’s hat. It looked like he’d burned more than one hole in it.
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“That’s Jackson,” Scaler explained to Bab. “Thinks he’s a sensational credit to the Dog Mummy community.”

Jackson clearly ran the place, because he stood behind the main kitchen counter and kept yelling, “Order up!” in a gruff voice at his staff.

Behind the counter was the restaurant’s sooty kitchen. A team of grubby-looking Dog Mummies scurried to obey Jackson’s commands. They had grease and soot stains on their bandages. Some of the chefs were scraping away at flaming grill plates, while others were assembling yellow, sandy burgers.

Meanwhile, a trio of Dog Mummy waiters walked briskly around the restaurant floor, taking orders on little papyrus pads.

Bab gaped in amazement at the Dustburgers kitchen. Every minute or so, a chef would pick up a finished dustburger in her mouth and fling it through the air like a frisbee. Jackson would catch the flying burger in his mouth, and then spit it onto a rusty plate. “Pe-tchoo! Order up!”

“How does this place rate for food safety standards?” Bab asked.

“They got their certificate,” said Scaler, pointing with her fin to a papyrus sheet on the front door.
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The effect of this warning on customers was unclear, for Dustburgers was jam-packed with hungry Animal Mummies. Bab guessed they’d flocked from all over Mumphis to enjoy the unique taste combo of dust and dog slobber.

Prong flapped into the restaurant. “I see you got here before me,” she honked at Bab. “You must have found a quicker way. Well done!” And she sat herself beside them.

Bab guessed that the strange Ibis Mummy might have a bad sense of direction. The twisting alleys of Mumphis were hard for a clever person to navigate, let alone a bandaged bird.

Jackson the Dog Mummy trotted up and plonked three yellow drinks on the table. “New Pharaoh,” he barked, “these dustshakes are on the house. We’ll take your order when you’re ready.”

“Wow, thank you,” said Bab.

The tiny Scarab Mummy flew out from behind Jackson’s ear.

“Ze Pharaoh does not want zis common slop,” the scarab buzzed in his French accent. “He deserves fine French cuisine!”

He pulled a tiny croissant from under his wing.

“Don’t listen to Binky,” growled Jackson. “The desert wind blew him to France and back, and now he wouldn’t know good food if it hit him in the antennae.”

“I am more sophisticated zan ever,” buzzed Binky. “You are an uncultured mutt!”
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“You’re a stuck-up beetle,” barked Jackson. The two of them argued their way back to the kitchen.

Bab looked at his dustshake suspiciously. He remembered what Prong’s cactus juice had done to his nose.

“Drink up, Bab,” said Prong, “you’re dehydrated.”

Bab took a careful slurp. The dustshake tasted sweet and, well, dusty. Not too bad!

Prong and Scaler slurped their own shakes. Suddenly, Prong’s right eye went very red. With a POYT! the eye swelled to the size of a basketball.

“I forgot I have a dust intolerance!” she honked. Bab dabbed the swollen eye with a papyrus napkin, and it deflated back to its normal size.

“So tell me,” Bab said to Scaler and Prong. “I read once that when you get mummified, they suck your brain out. Does that mean none of you Animal Mummies has a brain?”

“Correct-a-mundo,” said Scaler. “The smoothie brought us back to life, though, brains or not. Brains would have made us smarter, of course, but the Unpharaoh ate them all.”

“Eww,” said Bab.

“Except for Prong here,” Scaler added. “She has a brain.”

Bab raised his eyebrows. “Wait, Prong is the one with the brain?”

“I sure am,” honked Prong proudly. “I grew some potatoes in my nursery one time. So I stuck one in my head as a brain. I made my pink hat to protect it from potato thieves.”

Scaler whispered in Bab’s ear, “She was pretty intelligent before that happened.”

“Why don’t you take the potato out then?” asked Bab.

“To be honest,” Scaler explained, “she seemed happier with the potato brain, so we left it in there.”

Prong beamed. “Oh yes, I much prefer my life now. Ignorance is blimps!”

“You mean ‘bliss’, Prong,” said Scaler.

“No, I’m pretty sure I mean blimps.”

While they chatted, something happened which went unseen by Bab and his new companions. One of the waiters, a Dog Mummy named Phil, collected up a freshly loaded plate from Jackson. Another Dog Mummy’s arm shot out from behind Phil, grabbed him around the neck, tore off his cap and hurled him into an open fridge!

The fridge was made out of an Egyptian coffin (or what Bab’s books would call a “sarcophagus”). Its door, in the shape of some ancient Pharaoh, slammed shut on the waiter. Inside, the fridge-ophagus was super chilled by mummy magic, so the poor waiter froze solid with a cracking, stretching sound.

No one noticed.

Back at the table, Scaler turned to Bab and took his new Beard in one fin. She examined it as if it needed medical attention or something.

“You know, Bab,” she said flatly, “we should take you to Salon Nile to get this Beard styled. Celeste the Cat Mummy there does awesome hairstyles for my punk band. She could give you beard tints, beard perms.”

Bab looked down at the neat tuft on his chin. “Well, I wouldn’t mind it longer – WHOAH!”

The Beard suddenly grew so long that it filled the entire booth with looping snakes of black hair. Scaler cried out “WHOAH!” too. Prong tried to say “WHOAH!” but the long Beard had wrapped her beak shut.
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This clump of hair really is a magic beard! Bab realised. I better be super careful. If there’s one thing I know about kids who find magic lamps and stuff like that, it always goes wrong.

“Um, what about curly?” said Bab. Again the Beard changed shape, this time shrinking down to a small curly tuft on the end of Bab’s chin. As the Beard shrank, it made a sound like a slide whistle going down.

“Okay . . .” said Bab, unsettled. “What about ginger?”

The Beard responded to Bab’s command by turning from black to ginger. Bab smiled excitedly.

“Plaits!” he said, and sure enough, with a SPROING! the Beard became a curtain of plaited strands. Bab beamed, thrilled by his new toy.

“Hipster!” he said.

The Beard made a TOOT! and transformed into an enormous bushy beard and waxed moustache.
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“Ew,” said Bab. “Go back to regular.” The Beard shrank back to its usual self.

“Wow,” he said. “We could play some seriously cool games with this Beard.”

A small, hairy hand appeared from the Beard and did a thumbs-up.

All three of them fell about laughing. Bab felt something new. He realised it was a sense of belonging. Here he was, sipping shakes with . . . well, he wasn’t sure they were “friends” yet. Still, he liked Scaler and Prong, even if they did smell like parmesan.

Mind you, it wasn’t all fun and beards in the restaurant. Over by the fridge-ophagus, a dark shadow loomed. It was hunched and oddly shaped.

“And now,” said the shadow, in a posh, silky voice, “to slip into the scene unnoticed.”

The shadow stepped forwards into the light. It was none other than Cainus the Jackal! He stood brazenly in the middle of the kitchen. Normally if Cainus had shown up in Mumphis like this, every Animal Mummy in town would have panicked and thrown him in prison. But Cainus was again totally unrecognisable – he wore another floppy costume some sizes too big for him.

This costume didn’t look like Bab, though. This one was painted to resemble a Dog Mummy waiter, but the Jackal Mummies who’d made it had done a pretty woeful job. One of the Dog Mummy’s eyes was too high, while the other eye was dangling off Cainus’s cheek. A golden dog collar dangled around his neck. The costume’s legs were all different lengths. Silliest of all, the onesie sported a huge fluffy tail at the back. Cainus looked more like a deformed squirrel than a Dog Mummy waiter.

On top of his head, Cainus had carefully placed Phil the waiter’s hat.

All the cooks looked at the floppy Dog Mummy.

“It is I,” declared Cainus from inside his ridiculous disguise. “A regular waiter!”
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Head Chef Jackson grabbed Cainus by the shoulder. Cainus gulped, fearing he’d been sprung. However, his ridiculous disguise fooled not only Jackson but the entire restaurant. Putting on Phil the waiter’s hat seemed to have been enough to trick a room full of Animal Mummies.

“Phil, where have you been?” Jackson barked. “These are for Table 2.”

Jackson plonked four plates into Cainus’s arms, and jammed a fifth into his mouth.

Cainus gave a dark growl and shuffled his way across the restaurant floor towards Bab Sharkey. The onesie’s head made it hard for Cainus to see, so he bumped into tables and trolleys as he went.

On his way Cainus passed Table 2, where a group of Gazelle Mummies were having a gossip. He hurled his five plates at them in one big heave. The plates crashed onto the table, burgers bouncing, and somehow they landed more or less in the right spots – except for one dustburger that squelched into a Gazelle Mummy’s lap.

“I think that waiter fancies me,” she told her giggling friends.

At last, disguised in his Dog Mummy costume and stolen hat, Cainus the Jackal stood looming over Bab and his Animal Mummy companions.

“May I take your order?” Cainus asked in a greasy tone.

Bab studied the odd waiter, unsure what to make of him. But Scaler and Prong seemed quite unfazed.

“Hi, Phil,” said Scaler. “We’ll have three dustburgers to start. Hold the dust on Prong’s.”

“Right-o,” said Cainus, and went to scribble the order on a papyrus pad. He patted the pockets of his onesie. “My word, I fear I’ve misplaced my pen. Mr Pharaoh, sir, I don’t suppose it’s possible you could grant me the favour of lending me your Beard for a moment? In pen form?”

“No problem, Phil,” said Bab. “Beard, become a pen!”

The Beard transformed into a hairy pen. The Beard Pen was attached to Bab’s chin with a curly string like those pens you see at the post office.

“Why, thank you,” said Cainus, gently taking the Beard Pen. He scribbled on his papyrus. He tried to write “3 BURGERS” but it came out 3 BOOGAS because he still couldn’t work out how to spell “burger”.
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Cainus read the order back to the table. “Three boogas.” Then he chewed the Beard Pen thoughtfully . . . and nipped off one of the hairs!

“Ow,” cried Bab. “You pulled out a hair! Beard, retract!’

The Beard shrank back to normal and Cainus stood there with a thick, black hair dangling from his onesie’s mouth. Bab and the Mummies looked at him, frowning. Scaler was especially concerned. “Phil, are you okay?” she asked.

Cainus jerked backwards in a panic. “What? No,” he said. “I mean yes!” He looked at Bab. “I don’t know.” He pointed at a surprised Prong and yelled, “You are!”

Finally he scurried away, crashing into another trolley as he went.

“Do you guys know that waiter?” asked Bab.

“Phil’s always here,” said Prong. “But he seems a little puffy around the face today.”


[image: ]

Cainus scampered into the Unpharaoh’s tomb beneath the Pyramid. He panted and slobbered, having just run full tilt through Mumphis in his hot onesie. Last time Cainus had been in here, the tomb had been full of the Unpharaoh’s gold and jewels. Now it was mostly bare. The Animal Mummies had taken the riches for themselves.

They’d left the mummy there, though. The Unpharaoh’s body lay on a stone slab in the centre of the tomb, wrapped in yellow bandages. Its black eyes stared at the ceiling.

Cainus ran past the mummy. He went straight to the embalming bench with its mystical equipment. The Animal Mummies had no use for this stuff, so they’d left it sitting there.

Fumbling through tools and jars, Cainus grabbed a chunk of resin and a pot of natron. Natron was a type of salt for drying out mummies. Near those was an ingredients basket full of old amulets and pendants. Cainus scrabbled through it and fished out a brown lollipop.
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At the end of the stone bench there was a huge blender built of copper and glass. Cainus hurled the natron, resin and lollipop into the blender, followed by the single Beard hair he’d plucked from Bab.

He pressed a button and the blender went VVVVVVVVVMMMMMMM! The ancient items were instantly ground up into a grey, gluggy smoothie. A fresh Smoothie of Immortality!

A toothy grin spread along Cainus’s pointy snout.

With a sly chuckle, he carried the blender to the bandaged corpse on the slab. The Unpharaoh’s ancient mouth hung open, its black teeth and shrivelled tongue on display. With the utmost care, Cainus poured the entire smoothie into her mouth.

The tomb filled with strange colours that aren’t meant to exist. The shrunken mummy on the slab stiffened with a jolt. Its legs and arms shot out at odd angles. Cainus stepped backwards and nibbled at his claws. Then the Unpharaoh mummy made a low, rattling sound. She was taking a breath!

The Unpharaoh mummy sat bolt upright on the slab.
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She turned her yellow, bandaged face to Cainus. Her joints made a dreadful stretching sound as she moved.

“Welcome, Your Majesty,” Cainus fawned. “Welcome back from the Afterworld!”

She pointed to her hideous head with a twisted finger. “Brain,” she said in a voice that sounded like old stones. “Give brain.”

Cainus looked about, not sure where such a brain might be found. “Er, Your Majesty,” he said, “when we mummies came back to life, we didn’t have brains. Largely because you’d eaten them all. So you might have to, er, do without.”

“I need smart,” the Unpharaoh mummy said. She pointed to an urn beside her slab. “Give brain.”

Cainus hurried to open the urn. Inside he found some bandaged organs, which he supposed must belong to his queen. He plucked out the most brain-shaped one he could find and handed it to her.

The Unpharaoh mummy took the bandaged brain . . . and snorted it right up her nose! Cainus gasped.

The evil queen’s eyes instantly looked brighter. “Ah, that’s better,” she said. “A brain in my head. I can think quite clearly now. What is two plus two? Four. What is the square root of six thousand? 77.4596669. Excellent! Now . . .”

She looked down at her bandages. “Now to return to my beautiful human form once more.”

She muttered strange words under her breath. She blew a red aura from her nose. It surrounded her entire body. Her yellow bandages fell away, and flesh formed over her bones. After a moment or two she stood there as a living human being once more.

Mind you, if anything she looked even uglier than she had as a mummy. Her youth had not returned, and she looked as she had in the final days of her old age. Her serpent eyes and leathery skin were horrid to witness. And the cobra she wore atop her head made her positively monstrous.

She seized a hand mirror and studied herself.
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“I’m hideous!” she declared. She grasped her black teeth in one hand and, with a grunt, tore most of them out. She was left with two black fangs. “Much better! Don’t know why I didn’t think of that four thousand years ago.”

“Lovely, Your Wondrousness,” fawned Cainus. “Er, I don’t wish to trouble you at such a joyous moment, but I wonder if Your Highness recalls making a generous promise? To do the same for me? Restore me to my living body, that is.”

The Unpharaoh regarded Cainus with distaste.

“If it pleases you,” he said nervously.

The hag raised an oily eyebrow. “It does not please me, Cainus,” she croaked. “You were supposed to restore me four thousand years ago.”

Cainus whimpered.

“Nevertheless,” continued the Unpharaoh, “I shall keep my promise. But fail me again and I shall rip off your ears and wear them as slippers.”

Cainus clutched his long ears in his paws.

Again she muttered weird words and snorted. This time, the red aura from her nostrils enveloped Cainus. Now it was his turn. His black and grey bandages fell to the floor. Muscles and flesh and sleek, black fur grew over his ancient bones. He stood there once more as a living jackal.

Cainus grabbed the mirror in his nicely padded paw. He beamed as he saw his restored face. His coat shone like the night sky against the sparkling stars.
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“I’m gorgeous!” he exclaimed, and howled with joy. “Aooo-woo-hoooooo! Just wait till the Jackal Mummies see me, they’ll be green with envy. Meee-ow!”

Cainus blinked at the Unpharaoh, adoration in his eyes. He licked her twisted hand like any dog who loves his mistress.

“If you’ve quite finished, Cainus,” said the Unpharaoh, “it is time for my return. At last, I shall rule over Egypt once more. As number one! Which is five minus four!”

“Before you head out there, Your Brilliance,” said Cainus, “a word of warning. The Animal Mummies have, er, altered your city to suit themselves. It has become rather . . . cheerful, I fear. I don’t want you to be shocked when you see it.”

“Pah!” she spat. “A little rebranding is all we need, I should think. Some cosmetic tweaks. In short . . . I shall tear the city to pieces! And force them to rebuild it from scratch!”

With that, the Unpharaoh strode from the tomb. Her robes swished behind her like the tail of a serpent, and she left a stink of evil in her wake.
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Without warning, the Dustburgers restaurant was rocked by a mighty explosion. It was followed shortly by another.
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The Animal Mummy diners cowered in their seats as the entire room shook. Dog Mummy waiters dived under tables.

“Excuse me,” honked Prong, blushing. “My tummy’s unsettled from the dustshake.”

“That wasn’t your tummy, Prong,” said Bab, jumping from his seat. “Those explosions came from the town square. Come on!”

Scaler and Prong followed Bab outside. As Bab ran along the stony laneways, he heard more explosive bangs. The sky above him was tinged with red.

When Bab reached the square, the scene was one of fiery chaos. Animal Mummies scurried for shelter as fireballs whizzed through the air. Some of the wonky buildings at the edge of the square were ablaze.
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Bab saw a small, leathery woman in the centre of the square. She shot a fireball from her nose which struck the nearby Ankh Bank, setting it alight.
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Bab’s eyes widened. He was almost certain this woman was the Unpharaoh. She looked the same as the statues and hieroglyphs he’d seen around Mumphis. At her heels stood a sleek jackal, who Bab suspected was Cainus.

His fears were confirmed when the woman bellowed, “Bow down before me, you grotty Animal Mummies. Your Unpharaoh has returned from the Afterworld!”

The Unpharaoh fired a lightning bolt from her nose, just as a troop of Falcon Mummy police marched towards her. The bolt obliterated the poor falcons, who crumbled into dust and bone.

Bab’s heart froze as the Unpharaoh spotted him.

Her black, serpent eyes narrowed. Cackling like a deranged chicken, she pressed a twisted finger against her nose and released a lightning bolt from her foul nostril. The bolt sailed straight towards Bab.

He had about one second before the deadly bolt struck. Bab yelled, “Beard, shield!”
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His magic Beard stretched out and formed a huge, hairy shield in front of him. The lightning bolt struck the Beard Shield and bounced away, flying harmlessly into the sky. Frantic, Bab wondered what else he could do with this magic.

“Beard,” he shouted, “extinguish those fires!”

Sure enough, the Beard turned into a fire extinguisher. It was attached to Bab’s chin by a long, hairy hose. With a life of its own, the Beard Extinguisher danced about and blasted furry foam over the nearby buildings, dousing the fires. Then it shrank back onto his face.

The Unpharaoh spoke to Bab – but not by walking up to him. Her neck extended like a long snake until her face was just inches from Bab’s. Up close, Bab could see her grey elephant skin. The cobra she wore on her head gave an angry hiss.
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Bab shrank away, trembling. He was too scared to think.

“I see you figured out the Beard’s power,” croaked the Unpharaoh.

Bab noticed that Scaler and Prong were right beside him. Whoa, these two have my back, he thought. No one’s ever had my back before.

The Fish Mummy spoke up. For the first time, Scaler’s voice didn’t sound sarcastic, but small and frightened.

“I hate to rain on your snaky parade, Unpharaoh,” Scaler said. “But you don’t have the Beard any more. Which means you’re no longer the smartest human around. Bab here is.”

“Mind you,” honked Prong, “you could just kill Bab and the Beard would go straight to you!”

Scaler gave Prong a withering look. “Real helpful, Prong. Thanks.”

“Oops.”

The Unpharaoh breathed in, and they could see tiny flames forming in her nostrils.

“Cool it, leather lady!” said Scaler. “Remember, the Beard doesn’t work that way.”

“Yes,” said Prong, “you can’t just kill someone, you have to outsmart them. Even I know that.”

The Unpharaoh’s head swivelled on its long neck to face Prong. “Don’t fret, potato brain. I shall kill this Bab Sharkey once the Beard has transferred to me.”

Prong burst into tears.

“Well, I’m not going to give you the Beard,” said Bab in a shaky voice. “Because if it belongs to whoever’s smartest, it can’t belong to you. You look pretty thick to me!”

Having somehow mustered the courage to say this, he nearly passed out with terror.

“Thick, am I?” croaked the Unpharaoh. “So you’ve done something smarter than make a four-thousand-year plan, bring yourself back from the dead, return a Jackal Mummy to his original form and make everyone in the human world believe you were gone forever? Does that sound smart enough for you?”

“Hmm, yeah,” mumbled Scaler. “That is kind of clever.”

“What was the second thing?” asked Prong, her tears forgotten.

The Unpharaoh pushed her hideous face even closer to Bab’s and croaked, “And what of you, Bab Sharkey? What have you done that’s clever?”

Bab was frozen with fear. He looked around and saw that a huge crowd of Animal Mummies had gathered to watch. “Um, well,” he began. “I found the Animal Mummies. No, wait, they found me . . . by accident . . . and they brought me here, and I’ve been drinking, er, dustshakes.”

The Unpharaoh gave him a superior smirk. Bab could feel the Beard twitching. One by one, he could sense the hairs plucking themselves out of the tip of his chin.

If I lose this Beard, Bab thought, I’m as good as dead. Come on, Bab! What have you done that’s smart?

“Oh!” he said. “And I rolled down the pyramid a really long way and landed on a dead cow.”

The Unpharaoh howled with laughter. Her head swivelled on its neck to face Cainus the Jackal. “I don’t know what I was worried about, Cainus. This boy’s a fool!”

The Pharaoh’s Beard tore itself away from Bab’s face with a FLUMP! It hovered in front of him, as if giving Bab one last chance to make a smarter remark. But he was dumbstruck.

“Come, Beard,” hissed the Unpharaoh. “Come to me. To the smartest Pharaoh who ever lived.”

The Beard flew through the air and planted itself into the leathery chin of the Unpharaoh. She hooted in triumph. Bab felt sick to his stomach, and the Animal Mummies moaned in dismay.

“‘Bab’,” she roared with contempt. “The ancient word for ‘gateway’. You, a gateway between worlds? Ha! I intend to close that gateway.”

“How poetic, Your Majesty,” grovelled Cainus. “Terribly witty!”

The Unpharaoh’s long neck retracted, bringing her head back onto her shoulders. Caressing the Pharaoh’s Beard with her twisted fingers, she strode towards the Pyramid in the centre of the square.
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“Sorry, guys,” Bab mumbled. “I really should have thought of something smarter to say.”

“Not at all,” said Scaler flatly. “Rolling onto a dead cow is a work of genius.”

“I was too scared to be smart,” said Bab. “What could be scarier than that small dead woman?”

“Quite right,” hissed the Unpharaoh, who now stood beneath the Pyramid at the entrance to her tomb. “Nobody is scarier than me. Nobody is smarter than me. And now with the Pharaoh’s Beard, nobody is more Pharaoh-y than me! I am again number one!”

“Well said, Your Majesty,” grovelled Cainus.

“I am the boss of everyone!” she shrieked.

“No one said you weren’t,” purred Cainus.

The little crone turned to the tomb entrance. “Behold the majesty of my new kingdom. Beard,” she commanded, “form a drill!”

The Beard on her chin turned into a small, handheld drill. It gave a feeble buzz.

“No, no, a giant drill!” the Unpharaoh shrieked. “Go into my tomb, and drill a tunnel all the way to the Tomb of the Jackals!”

The Beard Drill grew to an enormous size and flew down into the tomb. Bab could hear it drilling into the stone down there.

Seeing the terrified faces of the Animal Mummies, Bab felt himself grow angry. These Mummies had treated him with kindness, and now this wrinkled hag was setting their town on fire?

He walked up to the Unpharaoh. “I’m not sure what you’re up to,” he said, “and I might not be Pharaoh any more, but I’m gonna protect this town.”

“You want to protect Mumphis, do you?” croaked the Unpharaoh. “Well, let’s see how you deal with a hundred Jackal Mummies!”

Bab could hear them coming. The Animal Mummies in the square looked worried. And then they came – no fewer than a hundred Jackal Mummies, snapping and snarling, poured from the tomb under the Pyramid. The Beard Drill had connected the town to the jackals’ tomb, and Mumphis was no longer protected.
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The Animal Mummies scattered as the Jackal Mummies ran riot through the square. The Jackal Mummies had pointy ears, pointy snouts and even pointier teeth. All Bab could hear was snarling and snapping as they grabbed hold of everything they could see, growling, “Mine! Mine! All mine!”

They took urns and statues. They took necklaces and hats from the Animal Mummies. But most of all, they took food. Bab watched the Jackal Mummies raid the pantries of nearby houses, rushing back out with dates and dust cakes and gobbling them down.

“Mine!” they growled. “All mine!”

In the midst of it all stood the Unpharaoh, the Beard neatly back on her chin. “That’s right, my precious jackals,” she said, “Mumphis is ours once more. Eat! You’ve been hungry for four thousand years. Eat!”

“Honestly, where are their manners?” honked Prong.

The Unpharaoh commanded the Beard to turn into a megaphone so she could yell even louder. “Gather before me, citizens of Mumphis,” she boomed. “Gather and bow before the Unpharaoh.”

All the Animal Mummies in Mumphis came and crowded around the Unpharaoh. Their shops and houses were left for the Jackal Mummies to ransack.

“Bow!” the Unpharaoh crowed. “I am number one, so bow down!”

The Animal Mummies bowed so low, their bandaged faces touched the sandy ground. Bab frowned, standing there. He realised the magic of the Beard could force the Animal Mummies to obey its wearer, while it seemed he was immune.

Then Bab noticed Prong and Scaler. They were on their bony knees, but not fully bowing. Both mummies strained against the magical force. Bab felt proud of their defiance.

“I’m not sold on bowing to you, wrinkle queen,” Scaler said through gritted teeth.

The Unpharaoh narrowed her eyes and strode through the crowd. “Allow me to persuade you,” she said to Scaler. “Beard, whip them!”

Horrified, Bab saw the Beard extend from the Unpharaoh’s chin to form a long, snaking whip. It flailed about and struck Prong and Scaler with a terrible WHUP, forcing the two mummies to the ground.

The Unpharaoh raised the Beard Whip for a second lashing.
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“Oi!” cried Bab, and leaped in front of his friends. SNAP! The whip struck his chest.

“Didn’t feel a thing,” he said with surprise. A second later, the pain hit. “Yeow! I felt a thing!”

The Unpharaoh glared at Prong and Scaler, who were now facedown on the ground. “These two are trouble,” she croaked. She turned to Cainus’s twin jackal henchmen. “Brudd! Petal! Seize them.”

“Guh,” grunted Brudd and Petal. They picked up Prong and Scaler, grabbing one mummy each, and held them by the scruffs of their necks.

Bab tried to wrestle the henchmen, but Brudd (or maybe it was Petal) shoved Bab to the ground with a stinky paw.

“It’s good to see you are also on your knees, Bab Sharkey,” said the Unpharaoh with a black-fanged grin.

Bab stood back up.

“These Animal Mummies might have to bow to you,” he said, “but I’m no magic mummy. I’m not getting on my knees for some snake-faced beast.”

“Beast!” said the Unpharaoh, preening. “A beast is powerful and clever. Thank you!”

She leaned towards Bab. “And you will bow to me, whether you want to or not.”

“Oh, yeah?” said Bab. “Make me!”

The Unpharaoh reached a withered hand towards Prong. Prong struggled, but Brudd’s grip was too tight. The Unpharaoh grasped the ancient bandage around Prong’s right wing and yanked it. It unwound to reveal the bony wing beneath, with a couple of crusty feathers still attached.

Something awful began to happen – Prong’s bones began sizzling in the sunlight! Poor Prong honked in pain.
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“You know what happens, don’t you,” purred the Unpharaoh, “if you unwrap an Animal Mummy?”

Bab saw flames licking at Prong’s bare wing.

“They burn up?” he asked, cringing.

“How observant,” chuckled the Unpharaoh, and popped Prong’s bandage into her mouth. “No Mumphis. No Afterworld. Just death.”

She chewed the bandage and swallowed it. Bab looked on helplessly.

“If you don’t bow, young Bab, I will eat this bird like she’s barbecue.” With a CRUNCH! she tore Prong’s burning wing completely off and began munching on it. Cainus gave a pompous laugh.

“Don’t bow, Bab,” honked Prong. “The burning hurts, the tearing not so much.”

But Bab fell to his knees and bowed. He was angry, angrier than he’d ever been. How dare this leathery lady eat his friend?

“Delicious, I’m sure, Your Majesty,” Cainus fawned. Bab could see that Cainus wore a golden dog collar – the same collar the Dog Mummy waiter had worn in Dustburgers. So it was Cainus who’d plucked the hair from the Beard!

“Flesh-boy,” cried Scaler, struggling in Brudd’s grasp. “You have to do something real clever for the Beard to go back to you. It chooses the smartest–”

“Beard, silence her!” snapped the Unpharaoh, and the Beard clamped a hairy hand over Scaler’s mouth.

Bab sighed, bowing even lower. “I’m sorry, Scaler,” he said. “I can’t do anything clever. The Unpharaoh has won.”
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However, Bab didn’t really mean he was giving up. In fact, he’d had an idea. He was terrified it might not work, but he was determined to save his new friends, so he had to try.

Bab looked up at the hideous sorceress. “I mean it,” he told her. “You deserve to be number one. The smartest. The scariest! The Pharaoh-y-est!”

Pleased, she smiled and showed her black fangs.

“I propose,” Bab continued, “that we do this whole takeover thing properly. Let’s welcome you and all the Jackal Mummies with a big party! What do you say, everyone?”

The bowing crowd of Animal Mummies looked across at Bab, aghast.

“A celebration,” cackled the Unpharaoh. “How fitting!”

“Hey, Prong,” said Bab, “remember that delicious cactus juice you made? Oh, man, wait till you jackals try this.”

Bab stood up and rushed over to Prong’s nursery cart at the corner of the square. If just one taste had turned Bab’s nose into a cactus, imagine what a whole cup might do! He began filling Prong’s little pottery cups with cactus juice from the barrel.

“Come on, Jackal Mummies,” he cried. “You had your food, now drink up and celebrate!”

Intrigued, the Jackal Mummies started wandering out of the shops they were looting and over to the nursery cart. But they stopped when they saw the pile of cactuses.
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Cainus spoke up. “I’m afraid we jackals don’t much fancy fruit juice,” he said poshly.

“Er, that’s okay,” said Bab. Shoot. How can I make the jackals drink the juice?

“Hey, Scaler!” Bab called. “This party needs music. Know any party songs?”

“Yeah right, flesh-boy,” said Scaler as she dangled in Petal’s fist. “Like I’m in the mood to party.”

“You will celebrate, fish,” hissed the Unpharaoh. “Play a happy song – or else I’ll unwrap you!”

Even without the threat, Scaler was magically forced to obey the wearer of the Beard. She called out to the members of her Fish Mummy band, who stood up in the crowd. “Let’s play, girls.”

“A dance song to work up a thirst,” suggested Bab, tapping on the cactus juice barrel.

“Gotcha,” said Scaler. Bab hoped she understood his plan.

The two musical Fish Mummies plucked bones out of their bodies to use as drums and a guitar. Scaler played her bass as best she could in Petal’s grip. “Three, four!” she shouted.

“Having a party in the hot, hot sun,” sang Scaler.

“A sweaty party in the desert sun,

“Got a dry throat and a sweaty bum,

“Dancing around in the hot, hot sun.”

Scaler’s song was so infectious, the Jackal Mummies couldn’t help themselves. They danced about the square. As the song hit the chorus, they danced even faster.

“This party is thirsty work! This party is thirsty work!” sang Scaler.

“If I don’t drink I’ll go berserk!

“This party is thirsty work!”

Scaler’s song worked musical magic on the Jackal Mummies. As they danced under the desert sun, they became thirstier and thirstier. Their grey tongues flopped out of their jaws as they danced.

“This party is thirsty work!”

The song ended, and the hundred Jackal Mummies could stand it no longer. They rushed the nursery cart for cactus juice, snapping at one another to get to the front of the pack. Brudd and Petal released their hostages and scampered for the cart too. The Jackal Mummies slurped the juice as fast as Bab could pour it.
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Prong beamed, even though she was missing a wing. “They’re enjoying my recipe!” she honked.
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“Don’t be thrilled for them, Prong,” Scaler said, “they’re Jackal Mummies.”

“I can’t help it,” said Prong. “I just love seeing people have a good time!”

Just as Bab had hoped, the cactus juice took effect. The Jackal Mummies turned bright green. Cactus spikes popped out all over their bodies and heads. They became cactuses!

Unfortunately, they didn’t stand still like cactuses, though. Panicking, they yapped and ran riot about the town square, biffing the poor Animal Mummies with their spikes.

“What magic is this?” roared the Unpharaoh. “How splendid, Bab Sharkey. You’ve given my Jackal Mummies the power of spikes!”

“Great job, flesh-boy,” said Scaler flatly.

“Oops,” said Bab. “We need to bury them. Scaler! Remember those sand waves you made when you swam under the gate?”

“Gotcha,” she said. “Girls, let’s bury those cactus jackals.”

Scaler and her two Fish Mummy bandmates whipped off their limbs and dived into the sandy stone underfoot. They swam and swam, swirling and looping under the sand wherever the Jackal Mummies ran. They threw up waves of sand which tripped the jackals, burying them up to their necks.

“Ha!” the Unpharaoh scoffed. “These flimsy fish are no match for my jackals.”

But to her surprise, the town square was soon dotted with a hundred green, spiky jackal heads, all buried firmly in the ground. It looked just like a cactus garden.

“No!” howled the Unpharaoh.

“Yes,” Bab said. “Now let’s check the score. Pretending I’d lost, tricking your army into drinking poison, then turning them into a cactus garden. That smart enough for you?”

The Unpharaoh felt the Beard pulling at her chin. “You worm, Bab Sharkey!” she croaked. The Beard tore itself away and planted itself once again on Bab’s face. He’d proven himself the smartest!

“This is awful,” cried Prong. Bab and Scaler looked at her, confused.

“Now my nursery’s going to go broke,” honked the Ibis Mummy. “There are free cactuses everywhere!”

She studied one of the spiky jackal heads. “Mind you, they are beautiful,” she said.
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Unfortunately, the Unpharaoh’s magic nostrils held one more trick. She hissed at Bab. “Maybe you are smarter, boy. But not after I cast my Stupid Fluff at you!”

She blasted a stream of pink fluff out of one nostril. It wrapped around Bab, encasing him like a giant fairy floss.

Bab could feel his wits draining away. He fought to focus, but the Unpharaoh’s Stupid Fluff was making him . . . stupid.

“Hey, guys,” said Bab slowly. “Do I look pretty in this fluff? Ha-ha. Hahahaha!” And he tripped over.
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Straightaway, the Beard sensed Bab’s stupidity. It uprooted itself from his chin and flew back onto the Unpharaoh’s grey face. She shrieked with triumph like a crazed hawk.

“I have the Beard again, Bab Sharkey. And you’re so stupid, there is no way you can ever get it back!”
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“This ground is comfy,” said Bab, rolling about in his fluff. “Hee hee! Hee hee hee! Comfy ground!” He chewed on a nearby rock.

“He’s even making me feel smart,” honked Prong.

“I could kill you now, Bab Sharkey,” said the Unpharaoh. “But I have a better use for you. You can stay here as the village idiot! A reminder to all that I am the smartest. No one will find you here. When Cainus woke the Animal Mummies with the smoothie, this place was knocked into another dimension, trapped between life . . . and death.”

Bab was chatting to a stone obelisk. “How do you stay so thin?” he asked it.
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The Unpharaoh looked around at the green cactus jackals. “I didn’t need these ugly jackals anyway. And Cainus, you did say you wanted them green with envy. All right, Animal Mummies, get to work. Turn the whole of Mumphis into my kingdom once more. I want to see my face carved on everything!”

“Even on this?” asked Jackson the Dog Mummy, pointing at a public toilet.

“Especially on that,” said the Unpharaoh.

The huge crowd of Animal Mummies hurried off to Mumphis Depot, their local hardware store, to collect bronze hammers and chisels. Prong and Scaler started to go with them, but the Unpharaoh pointed at them with her twisted finger.

“Not you two,” she hissed. “You must be taught obedience. You shall come to my throne room as my new personal slaves.”

Cainus leaned in. “I hope I still get to be your personal slave, Your Majesty?” he fawned.

“Yes, yes, Cainus. Now, Beard, tie up this fish and bird!”

The Beard became a long rope and bound Prong and Scaler. The Unpharaoh set off into her old tomb under the Pyramid, dragging the two Animal Mummies behind her. Cainus slunk after them.

Bab watched them depart and tried to follow, but he was so stupid he walked in the wrong direction. He slumped on the sand. He was not only stupid, he was tired and hungry too.

So hungry.

The Stupid Fluff really did look like fairy floss. Bab stared at it.

He took a bite.
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The fluff tasted sour, but he was so stupid he kept on eating it. Faster and faster, he ate and ate. He felt the fluff was no good for his digestion.He ate it anyway. His belly grew bloated. As he ate, he became gassier and fatter until he thought he was going to pop.

Finally his belly became so bloated, it stretched his belt and triggered the blade that Bab had installed – the one he used to slice off his Mum’s bubble wrap. The blade whipped out and SSSHICK, it sliced clean through the Stupid Fluff.

The fluff fell away and Bab felt his brain healing. His neurons reconnected, and he could think clearly once more. He ran over to the obelisk to make sure he didn’t want to start another conversation with it. Nope! He must be back to normal.

Hmm, the Beard hasn’t returned to me, he thought. I guess I have to prove myself smarter one more time. Oh, man!

He ran to the Pyramid and down into the darkness of the Unpharaoh’s tomb.


[image: ]

At the bottom of the passage, Bab stopped just outside the doorway and peered in. The Unpharaoh was using her stinky old tomb as a throne room. It was a huge chamber, its walls covered in hieroglyphs that showed the many Pharaohs who had ruled Egypt. The whole place smelled of dust and mould and, for some reason, cabbages.

At the back wall, Bab saw the entrance to the giant tunnel the Beard Drill had dug between here and the Tomb of the Jackals.

The hideous crone sat atop the stone slab that had once held her corpse. The Pharaoh’s Beard was perched neatly on her chin. Nearby, Cainus the Jackal was posing in front of a mirror, enjoying his sleek new body. Cainus was trying on different outfits from a rotating bronze clothes hanger. Slipping on a purple velvet suit, he preened and pouted.
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At the Unpharaoh’s feet knelt Scaler, filing the queen’s toenails. (They needed it, too, they were as long as rulers.) Meanwhile, Prong peeled dates to pop into the Unpharaoh’s mouth – not an easy task when you only have one wing.

Speaking of which, the Unpharaoh grabbed Prong by the wing. “How do I know you haven’t poisoned that date,” she demanded, “like you did with your wicked cactus juice? Eat one yourself!”

“I’m allergic to dates,” honked Prong. “And everything else too. But especially dates.”

“Shove it in your beak, bird!”

Prong ate the date, and her stomach gave a noisy growl. However bloated Bab might feel from the Stupid Fluff, he could tell Prong felt even worse.

Seeing his friends treated this way, Bab’s face flushed hot with rage.

“So the date didn’t kill you,” the Unpharaoh said to Prong. “What a pity! Put one of the peeled ones in my mouth.”

The Unpharaoh opened her dry mouth and stuck out her shrivelled tongue. Prong picked up a date with her wing and placed it on the tip. The tongue retracted like a vacuum cleaner cord – SH-SH-LIK! It moved so quickly, Prong couldn’t take back her wing in time and the Unpharaoh nipped off one of her ancient feathers.

“Ow,” honked Prong.

The Unpharaoh chewed and smiled, bits of squashed date and feather oozing between her black teeth. “Mmm,” she said, “that feather of yours adds some much-needed flavour to an otherwise bland date. It reminds me how much I enjoyed eating your wing earlier.”

Her eyes glowed with glee at the memory. “Tell me, bird. How many Ibis Mummies are there in Mumphis now?”

Prong looked upwards, straining to think. “Er, forty-nine. No, twelve. Wait. I think it’s just me.”

“I saw at least ten when I first returned,” snapped the Unpharaoh.

Prong blinked at her. “I said ten, didn’t I?”

“No matter,” the Unpharaoh said. “Beard! I wish to make a public announcement.”

The Pharaoh’s Beard transformed into a giant megaphone, and pointed itself towards the tomb entrance.

The Unpharaoh spoke into the Beard Megaphone’s hairy mouthpiece. From his position outside the tomb entrance, Bab could hear the Unpharaoh’s voice echoing around the city. He clapped his hands over his ears. “Attention. Attention,” the queen’s voice boomed. “All Ibis Mummies are to report to the throne room at once!” Then the Beard shrank back onto her rotten chin.

And sure enough, bound by ancient magic to obey the wearer of the Pharaoh’s Beard, every Ibis Mummy in Mumphis flew straight to the Pyramid and down into the tomb. There were in fact two dozen of them. They gathered before the Unpharaoh, a frightened gaggle of bandages and feathers and curving beaks.

Cainus clapped his paws in delight. “I do so love it when you get all bossy,” he fawned to his mistress.

The Unpharaoh licked her dry lips and extended her long neck like a giant snake. Her head roamed back and forth across the group of ibises. “What a feast,” she hissed. Her head stopped in front of one old ibis – Bab saw it was the Chief Beard Finder. “You! What’s your name?”

“Penthu,” wheezed the Chief Beard Finder. “Back when I was alive, I was your royal librarian.”

“Ah yes, I recall you were quite the bore,” she said. “Well, I have a new job for you. I hereby appoint you my royal lunch!” And she swallowed him whole, like a snake would swallow a mouse.

Prong shrieked, clutching her bloated belly. “No! These Ibis Mummies are my family!”

“Yes,” said the Unpharaoh, “a twenty-four-piece family pack. Delicious!”

Prong began to sob, and Scaler gave her a hug.

The Unpharaoh scoffed. “Don’t worry, bird, I’m not going to eat you . . . till last!” She opened her jaws and began gulping down the Ibis Mummies one by one. Again, like a snake, she didn’t chew. Everyone could see the shape of the birds bulging out of her long neck as she worked them down.
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With her mouth full, she said, “Cainus, help yourself to one of these crunchy treats.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” said Cainus, “but bird is much too fatty for my taste. I don’t want to ruin the masterpiece that is my new body. If a fillet of lean fish were on the menu, however . . .” He eyeballed Scaler.

“What a scrumptious idea,” the Unpharaoh said. “Let’s order the Fish Mummies in here as dessert!”

Scaler turned to Cainus. “Eat me, dog,” she said, “and I’ll make sure every one of my fish bones gets stuck in your throat.”

Cainus nipped at Scaler’s ankle and she flinched at the sight of his restored fangs. They gleamed in the torchlight.
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That’s it, Bab thought, a fire in his belly. My days of being wrapped in bubbles are over. This evil witch and her posh pet are going down.

He took a deep breath and strode into the tomb.
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The Unpharaoh gaped at Bab. The shock of his appearance made her snake neck shrink back to its normal length. “But . . . what . . . how did you escape my Stupid Fluff?”

“If you’re so smart, you work it out,” Bab said. “I guess that fluff is how you ruled Egypt for so long. You cheated. Whenever someone smarter came along, you covered them in Stupid Fluff and kept the Beard!”

“Fire the Stupid Fluff again, Your Majesty,” cried Cainus in a panic.

She pressed her nose and blew, but only air puffed out. “Curses,” she hissed. “My nostril has to recharge!”
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Bab thought, If the Unpharaoh has one weakness, it’s her obsession with being the best.

“Now, Unpharaoh,” said Bab, “I know you’re set on being number one. And you’ve done a great job – just look at this throne room. So grand! I mean, it’s not the best throne room I’ve seen, but it’s okay.”

“Not the best?” she spat. “Whose is better?”

“Oh, no one’s. Maybe some of those other Pharaohs.” Bab gestured at the pictures of Pharaohs on the walls.

“Pah! None of their rooms are as throne roomy as mine.”

“Now that I look,” Bab went on, “not only did they have better rooms, some of them had better beards, too.”

The Unpharaoh touched her Beard. “What!?”

“I mean, you’ve clearly gone for the thin, minimalist look. But some of these guys and gals, gee, did they know how to wear the Pharaoh’s Beard. Look at them!”
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Bab was right. Each Pharaoh in the hieroglyphs had worn their Beard in whatever shape they preferred. Some were wide, some spade-shaped, while others were shaped like hearts or ankhs.

“Look at how this dude wore it!” exclaimed Bab, pointing at a Pharaoh with an especially bushy Beard. “He must have been the most important Pharaoh of all!”
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“Who’s that oaf?” bellowed the Unpharaoh. She leaped up and studied the hieroglyph.

“Ramesses the First,” said Bab, remembering his books. “Seems I know Egypt better than you.”

“Ramesses the First, pah! He’s such a prat, I couldn’t stand him in the Afterworld. Him and his minty breath. My Beard is far superior to his!”

She commanded the Beard to grow. Sure enough, it became thick and bushy. “Grow, Beard, grow!” It grew bigger still, trailing along the ground and puffing out at the sides.

“I still think Ramesses’s Beard is bigger,” said Bab. “What do you think, guys?”

“Way bigger,” said Scaler.

“Humungous,” honked Prong.

The Unpharaoh sucked in a big breath. “Beard, grow bigger than you’ve ever been!”

The Beard puffed out to astonishing size. It was thirty times the size of the Unpharaoh herself, a boulder of black hair. A sort of Beard Boulder. It was so huge, it covered her face and clogged her mouth.

Cainus gasped. “Tell it to shrink, Your Majesty!”

“Mmf-mmmmf,” the Unpharaoh mumbled from inside the Beard. “Mmmmmffff. Mf.”

“Tough break, Cainus,” said Bab. “Looks like your boss can’t command the Beard any more.”

“My darling!” cried Cainus, and threw himself on the enormous Beard Boulder. Cainus’s extra weight knocked the Unpharaoh over so that she was buried under the mass of hair. Cainus snipped his long, sharp ears like scissors, pruning away chunks of the Beard.
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With only her thin, grey legs poking out from under the Beard Boulder, the little woman kicked and struggled. A lightning bolt flew out of the Beard, singeing a small tunnel through the hair and making the air stink. It was followed by a fireball. Bab jumped out of the way.

“Guess her nostrils are mending,” Scaler said.

Another lightning bolt bounced around the room. Bab rolled aside. He looked for help, and spotted some strange tools on a far bench. He recognised one straightaway – an ancient Egyptian brain sucker, for removing brains during mummification.

Of course! This is also a mummification room!

“Time for you to go back to the Afterworld, lady,” said Bab. “And I only know one way to send you there. Turn you back into a mummy!”
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Bab ran for the tool bench, but the Unpharaoh filled the air with a flurry of lightning and fire, blindly blasting the bolts through the Beard Boulder. Bab ducked for cover.

“Here, flesh-boy,” yelled Scaler. She unlatched the fish hook from her lip and cast it towards the tool bench. The hook reeled out on the end of a long bandage, hooked the brain sucker, and flicked it over to Bab.
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“First step to mummify someone,” Bab said, “suck their brain out!”

Armed with the long brain-sucking tube, Bab shoved it into the Beard Boulder where he thought the Unpharaoh’s nose might be and flicked the switch.

SCHLUPP!

Bab yanked the brain sucker back out, only to find he’d accidentally sucked out one of the Unpharaoh’s eyes. The eye was stuck to the end of the tool, where it looked wildly about.

“Oops, wrong spot!” said Bab.

Meanwhile, Cainus had trimmed away a fair portion of the giant Beard. If he cut off much more, the Unpharaoh would be free to speak!

“Excuse me, Cainus,” honked Prong, who now looked green and ill. “I hate to do this, but that date I ate really isn’t sitting right.”

Cainus paused, frowning at Prong. An odd sound burbled up from Prong’s stomach.

BLERG-ABLUG-ABLUG-ABLERG, it went.

Scaler ducked and said, “Get down, Bab. Prong Bomb.”

“Er, what bomb?” Bab asked.

Prong’s stomach gurgles were now very loud indeed. Scaler folded her fins over her face. “Prooooong Booooommmmb!” she cried.

Belly churning, Prong pointed her birdy backside high in the air.
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A giant ball of dust and gloop and who knows what else blasted from Prong’s bottom. It flew across the throne room like a missile. The massive Prong Bomb THUNKed into Cainus, carrying him along and slamming him into a wall. Instantly, Cainus passed out from the stench.

Prong was bright red in the face. “Sorry,” she said sheepishly.

Making the most of the distraction, Bab tossed the Unpharaoh’s eye away and tried again, poking the brain sucker into the giant Beard.

SCHLUPP!

This time he pulled it out and Prong’s wing was attached to the end. He must have sucked it straight out of the Unpharaoh’s belly button.

“Here you go, Prong,” Bab said, and tossed the wing to Prong. “It’s even healed back to its old bandaged self! Must be the life magic of the smoothie in the old lady’s stomach.”

“Cheers,” said Prong, catching the wing and attaching it to her head. “I forgot, does it go here?”
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Once more, Bab plunged the brain sucker into the giant Beard.

SCHLUPP!

The sucker came out with a whole Ibis Mummy attached. Bab kept pulling, and a string of six Ibis Mummies emerged. They clutched each other in terror, and their bandages dripped with the Unpharaoh’s grey spit.

“Oh,” said Bab, “here’s your family back, Prong.”

The ibises spluttered their thanks, and scurried out the door.

The Unpharaoh unleashed a giant flurry of lightning bolts through the Beard. They sprayed around the tomb like fireworks – her nostrils were well and truly recharged! One of the bolts struck a pillar, which shattered with a deafening crack.

Bab dived out of the way as a huge chunk of the ceiling came crashing down.

“Bab!” shouted Scaler. “Let’s get out of here, the entire Pyramid is collapsing. Leave the hairball and run!”

“No!” Bab yelled. “We can’t give up now!”

Again, Bab jammed the brain sucker into the Beard Boulder.

SCHLUPP!

“Fourth time lucky,” cried Bab. The brain sucker emerged with the Unpharaoh’s spongy, yellow brain stuck on the end! Bab tossed the brain behind him.

“Now for the bandages,” he said. He grabbed a fistful of ancient mummy bandages from the tool bench and, helped by Scaler, wound them around as much of the Unpharaoh’s body as he could reach. They had to shove aside huge tufts of hair to access her. The old hag kicked furiously. But Bab was an expert wrapper, having practised on himself with bubble wrap so many times.

When Bab tied off the last bandage, the whole tomb flashed with yellow light. The Unpharaoh stopped struggling.

She lay still, her corpse mummified, her life force gone. The giant Beard on her chin shrank down to its usual slim shape. Bab stared at it, hardly daring to breathe. Come on, Beard, he thought. Come back. Please, oh please, come back . . .

Yes! With a whispery sound, the Beard sailed through the air and transferred onto Bab’s chin once more. Bab Sharkey had won. A twelve-year-old kid against a four-thousand-year-old queen – and he’d beaten the evil hag.
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The dust and debris from the collapsing ceiling cleared, and everything was quiet.
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“So what exactly happened there, genius?” asked Scaler.

Bab scratched his neck, thinking. “I guess her fatal mistake was that she turned herself from a mummy into a human,” he said. “That allowed me to turn her into a mummy a second time, and therefore send her to the Afterworld a second time. Smoothie or no smoothie.”

“I see,” said Prong, who clearly didn’t. Her wing stuck out of her head at an absurd angle.

“Prong and Scaler,” said Bab, “thank you for your help.”

“Anytime, flesh-boy,” said Scaler.

“I didn’t help,” honked Prong, “I just got whipped and captured and had my wing eaten. But you’re welcome!”

It was then that Cainus the Jackal woke up, blinking. He was caked in wet chunks of Prong Bomb, his purple velvet suit ruined.

“Go home, boy,” Bab told Cainus, as if he were a naughty dog. “Go on, get!”

“Yeah, dude, you stink!” added Scaler.

Cainus stood up proudly on his hind legs. “I don’t stink,” he declared, trying to think of a retort. “Er . . . You guys do!”

He noticed the mummified Unpharaoh.

“What have you done to my queen?” he snarled. He looked down at himself. “What have you done to my purple velvet suit!?”

Bab rolled his eyes. “Beard,” he commanded, “boot!”

Bab’s Beard transformed into a hefty boot and booted Cainus deep into the tunnel. Bab could hear the jackal snarling as he scampered back towards them.

[image: ]

BLERG-ABLUG-ABLUG-ABLERG.

“Uh-oh,” said Scaler.

Another dreadful gurgling erupted from Prong’s belly. “Ooh dear,” Prong honked, “those date toxins aren’t out of my system yet.”

“Point it at the tunnel, Prong!” shouted Scaler.

In the nick of time, Prong swivelled her bird butt to face the tunnel.

[image: ]

Another giant ball of dust and gloop and who knows what else flew from Prong’s backside. Just as Cainus reappeared, it plugged the tunnel entrance and sealed it shut.

“Pee-yew!” cried Bab. “I don’t think Cainus will be visiting Mumphis again any time soon.”

“Sorry guys,” said Prong, and shyly folded her head wing over her eyes.
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Behind the Prong Bomb plug, Cainus scampered along the makeshift tunnel and found himself back home in the Tomb of the Jackals. The dark hall was eerily quiet, with no Jackal Mummies to fill it with snarling any more. The place was even more miserable than usual, and it was usually super miserable.

Whimpering, Cainus scurried over to the vast stone wall and pointed his stone remote control at it. The wall sparked, and a splendid view of the Afterworld appeared. All the Pharaohs of Egypt frolicked in the huge swimming pool beneath swaying palms.
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The Unpharaoh, who didn’t think the view splendid at all, sat hunched by the crystal-blue pool wearing the sourest expression you could imagine.

In the Afterworld, the Pharaohs were being tremendously nice to the Unpharaoh, which only made her crosser. “Andica!” one of them greeted her, for Andica was her real name.

“How dare you address me so intimately,” she spat. “My proper title is Unpharaoh!”

“Andica!” said the other Pharaoh again. “We really are chuffed to have you back.” He handed her a date ice-cream and she scowled.

“Lovely to see you again, Andica,” said another Pharaoh. “Sorry your evil plan didn’t work out. I mean, evil plans aren’t our cup of tea – but we were sending you positive vibes!”

“Come join us in the jacuzzi, Andica!” cried a third Pharaoh.

The small, bitter woman howled in despair. Her serpent eyes glared through the screen at Cainus.
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“You pathetic nitwit,” she hissed at him. “Now I’m stuck in this foul place again, forever. I’m not in charge of anybody or anything! And everyone is so nice!”

“I’m dreadfully sorry,” blubbered Cainus as the Unpharaoh blasted him with a fireball. “Fine aim, Your Delightfulness!”

“It’s hardly the jackal’s fault,” muttered the hieroglyph of Bastet.

“No, but I do enjoy seeing his bottom blasted,” said the hieroglyph of Horus.
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In the Mumphis town square, hundreds of Animal Mummies were gathered around Bab. There was much cheering, barking, bleating and waving of bandaged paws. Some were so overexcited that they had dizzy spells.
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Scaler plucked out her bony bass, and her bandmates accompanied her for a raucous song. Prong even joined them on her cup and ball toy, catching the ball in time to the beat.

“There’s a beautiful feeling in the desert air,” sang Scaler.

“The stinky witch is no longer there.

“Thanks to some kid and a bunch of black hair

“At last we have a Pharaoh who’s fair!

“At last we have a Pharaoh who’s fair!”

The final chords rang out across the square and everyone roared.

“Thank you, guys,” said Bab, “that’s real sweet of you. Thank you!”

He looked around at the mad, funny city of Mumphis. Its wonky buildings glowed red under the setting sun. Near Bab’s feet lay a broken pot, and it made him think of his mum.

My mum . . .

Bab had found the magic Beard she’d spent her entire life looking for. Her entire life!

I should rush back and give it to her, he thought. But if I do . . . she and I will have to go home. Our old home, away from Egypt. No more Mumphis, no more adventure. No more hanging out.

Then he remembered his mum poking her head into holes, and felt he might cry.

Mum wants the Beard so much.

“I need to go home,” Bab said. The cheering subsided.

“Home?” mooed Nostrildamus the Cow Mummy. “Your home is here, O Pharaoh.”

“I like Mumphis, I really do,” said Bab. “But I have a mum who’s missing me. Plus I have homeschooling to do! So I’m gonna . . . say goodbye now.”

The little half-hatched Crocodile Mummy ran up to Bab and cuddled his legs. “Noey,” it squeaked.

“We need a Pharaoh,” mooed Nostrildamus. “We haven’t had a Pharaoh for four thousand years.”

“Exactly!” said Bab. “That’s why you don’t need a Pharaoh. Just look at the amazing city you guys built.”

Bab pointed at a nearby building, Imhotep Hospital, which was so lopsided it fell to pieces with a KRUNK.
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The crowd of Animal Mummies stared at Bab, lost. Then they erupted in protest.

“We need you!” meowed Celeste the Cat Mummy.

“What if someone even worse than the Unpharaoh comes along?” barked Jackson the Dog Mummy.

“The Beard’s only safe if it’s attached to your chubby face!” honked Prong.

“I shall bake you a croissant every morning!” buzzed Binky the Scarab Beetle Mummy.

Scaler turned to Bab. “Look at us, flesh-boy,” she said. “Would you trust us to guard that Beard for eternity? You saw what happens when the Beard’s on the wrong chin.”

Bab gazed around at the misshapen Mummies with their yellow, crooked teeth – except for Prong, whose beak had no teeth at all. These were the only people (well, the only Mummies) who wanted to hang out with him. Needed to hang out with him! Bab realised he hadn’t felt lonely at all since he’d first arrived here.

Maybe he could be a normal boy and a Pharaoh.

Bab took a deep breath and puffed his chest out. “Okay!” he announced. “How about I remain Pharaoh, and I’ll drop in here every so often? Just like you do to a . . .”

He was about to say “friend’s house”, but caught himself.

Ah, what the heck.

“. . . to a friend’s house,” he finished.

The Animal Mummies cheered and hollered with joy, stomping their paws.

“We can drop in to your place too!” honked Prong.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Prong,” said Bab. “If people from my world find out about you Animal Mummies, they’ll fling you into a museum. Or some kind of mummy zoo where tourists will feed you the wrong stuff and give you a case of the Prong Bombs.”

So, having promised to look after Mumphis as a true Pharaoh should, Bab knew it was time to leave.

Bab saw Scaler smiling at him, wider than she ever had before. She reached out a claw and clapped him on the shoulder. “See you, Scaler,” said Bab, “and thanks for having my back.”

Prong gave Bab’s cheek a little peck. It was sharp and kind of hurt, but Bab felt touched that the sweet-natured bird was giving him a kiss goodbye. “So long, Prong,” he said. “I’ll be back soon.”

Bab turned and walked away. In the dramatic light of the desert sunset, he couldn’t help feeling a bit like a hero who’d saved the day in some movie. Then he stopped in his tracks, squinting at the maze of streets.

“Oh. Er, guys, how do I get out of here?”
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Prong flapped across to Bab and offered to fly him over the closed town gates. Bab accepted with pleasure, but Prong’s flying style was skew-whiff because she’d attached her wing to her head, so they flew into the gates instead of over them about six times. At last, they made it.
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“Couldn’t we have just opened the gates,” asked Bab, “now that Mumphis is safe from the Jackal Mummies?”

“I guess so!” honked Prong. “Would you like me to fly you back over so you can open them and walk out?”

“Ah, maybe next time.”

Now Bab lay on his bed in the Sharkey Shack, the little tin building beside his mother’s dig site. To keep his mum happy, he’d wrapped himself in bubble wrap again. When she got back from her Beard hunt, she’d find him just as she’d left him the night before.

“Beard, eject!” he said. The Beard jumped off Bab’s chin and landed on the pillow. Bab wished he’d figured out how to do this when the Beard had first stuck itself to his face – it might have saved a lot of trouble.

“Beard, attach!” he said. The Beard leaped back onto his chin, fusing tight.

This seemed pretty cool, so Bab tried the move back and forth a few times.

“Beard, eject. Beard, attach. Beard, eject. Beard . . .”

“Bab!” cried Bab’s mum as she burst through the bedroom door. She spoke very quickly. “I’m so excited I just drank two cups of tea rather than one!”

“Wow, Mum, what happened?”

“It was a fascinating expedition, Bab. We thought we found the Beard, but it turned out to be a particularly hairy shoe. I’m sorry I didn’t let you come along, but I do hope you enjoyed yourself in your bedroom all day!”

“Oh, about that Beard,” said Bab. “Here.” And he handed her the Pharaoh’s Beard.

Prof Sharkey gaped at it, her wiry hair all over the place and her glasses crooked. “Bab?” she said. “I . . . you . . . this is the Pharaoh’s Beard! I’d recognise it anywhere. I can’t believe it, Bab!”

“I found it lying in the desert. Sort of.”

“You didn’t explore alone, did you? I hope you kept your bubble wrap on. There are thieves about – those mummies are gone from the storeroom.”

“I was wrapped up tight today,” said Bab, remembering the Stupid Fluff.

Clutching the Beard, Prof Sharkey leaped with glee. She jumped up and down on the spot like a pogo stick. “Oh, Bab,” she exclaimed, “we have the Pharaoh’s Beard! We have the Pharaoh’s Beard! We . . .”

She suddenly stopped. She sat down on Bab’s bed.

“It’s strange, you know,” she said quietly. “Now that I have the Beard, I can’t help feeling rather sad.”
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Her crooked glasses fogged up.

“Very sad!” she continued. “What will I do with myself now? Searching for this Beard was keeping me happy.”

She gazed out the window, lost. Bab couldn’t bear to see her this way.

What would she search for instead? What would make her happy now?

Worst of all, what would the human race do if the Beard led them to the Animal Mummies? Bab knew Mumphis was only visible to those touched by the Beard’s magic. If the government got hold of it . . .

“I’m just kidding, Mum,” said Bab. “This isn’t the Pharaoh’s Beard. It’s just another broken pot.” He whispered out of the corner of his mouth, “Beard, become a broken pot!”

Prof Sharkey looked at the Beard once more. It had turned itself into a broken, if somewhat hairy, pot.

“You’re right, Bab!” she cried. “How could I mistake this for the Pharaoh’s Beard? I must be going potty. Broken potty!”

Her face brightened into a nutty grin, and she handed the Beard Pot to Bab.

“This is wonderful, Bab,” she declared, and started jumping like a pogo stick again. “We don’t have the Pharaoh’s Beard! We don’t have the Pharaoh’s Beard!”

She stopped. “Wait a minute, Bab,” she said. “You found this pot in the desert!? Did you wear your bubble wrap for protection?”

Bab took a deep breath. It was time to tell her the truth. “No, Mum,” Bab replied, “I didn’t wear the wrap. In fact, when you’re not around I never wear it.” He activated his belt blade. It sliced through the bubble wrap, which slid off into a heap.

Bab’s mum straightened and her face went white.

“When you wrap me up,” Bab continued, “it makes me feel stupid. I don’t like being wrapped in stuff that makes me feel stupid. I really don’t.”

“Oh, Bab,” said Prof Sharkey, the colour returning to her face. “I never meant to make you feel that way. You are anything but stupid. It’s me who has been stupid! For not realising that you’re quite capable of protecting yourself around broken pots.” And instead of bubbles, she wrapped him in a hug.

She trotted out of his bedroom, chuckling. “The hunt continues, Bab! I’m off to look for that Beard. I hope I never find it!”

Bab smiled to himself. His mum was happy again. He had discovered an incredible lost city full of Animal Mummies brought magically to life, as well as a magic Beard that could transform into any shape he wanted. And, best of all, a cool (if extremely weird and smelly) bunch of friends.

He reached under his pillow and stuffed the Beard down there, hiding it away.

“I hope so too, Mum,” he said. “I hope so too.”
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Like the songs in the book?

Hear them at Animal-Mummies.com!
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BAB SHARKEY

AGE: 12.

LIKES: Books (especially books about old stuff), friends, games.

DISLIKES: Being alone, jackals, bubble wrap.

FAVOURITE FOOD: Marshmallows.

EDUCATION: School until he was kicked out. Now homeschooled.

JOB: Pharaoh of Mumphis (part-time).

BEARD: Weird.
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SCALER

AGE: 4002.

LIKES: Music, funky hairstyles, street art.

DISLIKES: Fishing.

FAVOURITE FOOD: Dustshakes.

EDUCATION: Studying bass guitar at Mummy College.

JOB: Musician (bass and vocal).

LEGS: Wanted elephant legs but were too expensive. Bought ostrich and gazelle legs on sale.
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PRONG

AGE: 4010.

LIKES: Plants, friends, cup-and-ball toys.

DISLIKES: Allergic reactions.

FAVOURITE FOOD: Dustburgers, although they give her a bad case of the Prong Bombs.

EDUCATION: Studying horticulture at Mummy College.

JOB: Small business owner (Prong’s Plants).

BRAIN: Potato.
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CYBERTRON 4T-87

Cybertron 4T-87 is a highly advanced space robot, and does not appear in this story. Get out of our book, robot!
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THE UNPHARAOH

AGE: 4084.

LIKES: Being the best, hissing, zapping Cainus’s butt.

DISLIKES: Everyone.

FAVOURITE FOOD: Peeled dates or Animal Mummies, depending on mood.

EDUCATION: The Prince’s School and secret lessons with a local magician.

JOB: Pharaoh (retired).

SKIN REGIME: Spits into hand, rubs on skin.
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CAINUS

AGE: 4008.

LIKES: Fashion, the Unpharaoh, his own face.

DISLIKES: Mess, being a mummy, having his butt zapped.

FAVOURITE FOOD: Low-carb dust salad presented in the shape of his own face.

EDUCATION: The Royal Puppy School. Graduated with Honours in Fawning.

JOB: Chief of the Jackal Mummies. Only the chief gets to wear the nemes, which is the Egyptian word for that striped scarf. In fact, the nemes is mostly why Cainus took the job.

SPELLING: Atrocious.
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THE BEARD

AGE: SO old we can’t even say.

LIKES: Chins, changing shape, being told what to do.

DISLIKES: Razors.

FAVOURITE food: Air.

EDUCATION: None. That’s why it needs a smart person’s face.

JOB: Decides who becomes Pharaoh.

GOOD OR EVIL: Both. It all depends whose chin it’s attached to!
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Wow, we didn’t realise how many people it takes to make a book. Luckily, books come with an “acknowledgements” bit where we get to thank them all.

A pyramid-sized thanks to publisher Linsay Knight, who trusted our story when it was just an ibis-brained idea. Thank you to designer Amy Daoud, who made all the pages look so fun and right. Thank you to Mary Verney and Brianne Collins, whose genius editing skills make you both worthy of a Pharaoh’s Beard. Thanks to everyone at Walker Books Australia for helping us share this story with the world.

And thank you to Anne, aka Mum, for all the supportive trips to Sydney.
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Jessica Roberts writes, draws and films stories. Originally from a little town called Kyneton, Jessica grew up surrounded by an odd collection of pets including dogs, quails, chickens, sheep, goats, rabbits and a donkey who’d bite holes in your clothes if you weren’t careful. During a trip to Egypt, Jessica got the idea for this story when she saw real mummified animals in a spooky museum.

When Andrew Hansen isn’t writing about Animal Mummies, he writes and performs comedy. He hops on stage whenever he feels brave enough. Working with his friends in a group called The Chaser, he’s written funny newspapers and books. The Chaser have also made TV shows with silly names like Media Circus, The Hamster Wheel, The Chaser’s War On Everything and even one called CNNNN, which has more Ns in a row than any other show.
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