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Chapter One
 

Egypt, 17th Year of King Narmer’s Reign, Early Dynasty

 

Torchlight flickered over the stone walls of the immense cavern, bathing them in a soft golden glow. It danced over the massive figures of the Gods, giving the faces of the statues the appearance of expression. It illuminated as well the faces of the priests and priestesses gathered around the stone plinth that served as an altar. The air was pungent with the scent of burning incense. Chanting echoed throughout the chambers from the barely seen figures of the priests and priestesses standing in the shadows, a sound that rose and fell, a low atonal hum that resonated in the bones.

Mummification had never been intended for use on the living, but it was as it must be and none of them could gainsay what was about to happen – not General Khai, nor any of the Priests and Priestesses of the Gods, nor High Priestess Irisi herself. Who were they to second-guess the will of the Gods?

Irisi could not and would not.

It was as the prophecy had decreed however much they wished to deny it. There was no other way and there was no other to do it. Only she, warrior and priestess, could do this, however terrible it was.

Kahotep’s prophecy. He who was Priest of Horus, the falcon-God, whose Eye saw everything.

“A darkness rises, O Pharaoh, to be unleashed across the world. It comes as a shadow rising from the desert laying waste to all of Egypt, scouring the earth as it passes. Death and destruction follow in its wake, and the cries of the people of the world are terrible. From the north comes a warrior, a crowned and golden servant of the Gods with eyes like the sky, bearing swords in hand to rise up and drive the terrible darkness out of the world, and to stand against it for all time.”

That shadow had risen and the battles had been terrible. Now they had a chance, one chance, to end it. Here.

Servant of the Gods. Irisi was that, she was priestess to both Isis and Sekhmet. To stand against the darkness for all time? What was prisoned in the chamber below would live forever. And so, therefore, must she.

And so, this.

For their plan to have any chance at success she knew she must accept it without protest. She must give it both her Ba and Ka – her heart and soul – willingly. So she steeled herself to face it.

Even as that other below, Kamenwati, did not. He screamed in protest, in outrage. He chanted spells against them as Kahotep, together with Awan, High Priest of Osiris and Djeserit, High Priestess of Sekhmet struggled to contain him and his terrible magic.

In the back of Irisi’s mind she chanted the words of the two Books she knew so well, the Book of Life, known only to the priests and priestesses of the temples…and the Book of Emerging in Daytime - what some wrongly named, the Book of the Dead.

Of the priests and priestesses only Rensi, High Priest of Anubis and gentle Nafre, priestess of Hathor, stood with her in the upper chamber. Representatives of their Gods, each had a task. Rensi made certain the rites done here this day were done as they must be to keep Irisi’s soul alive against all the odds and to preserve her body in the hope that someday she might reach the afterlife. Nafre gave comfort to help ease her passage.

And there was Khai, her beloved.

Irisi looked up at him from where she lay on the cold stone of the pedestal where once her sarcophagus would have lain.

Her breath caught as it always did to look at him. He was so beautiful and she loved him so much.

Gleaming black hair streamed in shining waves to his shoulders and framed his strong handsome face, high cheekbones, and beautiful long-lashed dark eyes. Deep within those dark brown eyes was the hint of warm gold Irisi knew so well. There was grief in his eyes, the sure knowledge of what they were about to do. She knew what it cost him to stand aside and watch, how little he loved to feel helpless, but for once his strength and courage could avail him nothing. This was for her to do, and her alone.

She longed to touch him once again, ached at the memory of his hands on her, his body against and a part of hers. The thought was bittersweet. In that Kamenwati had succeeded; he’d kept them apart. Surely, the Gods wouldn’t deny her this much now? In her heart, in her soul, she felt the sweet benediction that was the blessing of her Goddess, Isis, who, having lost her own beloved Osiris for a time, understood her fear and her sorrow at having to give up her own beloved.

Here, finally for this one time and with these trusted few around them, they could do as they’d wished for so long to do openly.

Kiss.

While Irisi had been Kamenwati’s slave that hadn’t been possible. Or while under his threat. Only that had kept Irisi away, the certainty Kamenwati would kill Khai had he but known of their love.

Now, at long last, they could express what they felt.

Khai’s lips touched hers, so warm, the feel of them firm but gentle, a soft caress.

Reaching up, Irisi touched his stern handsome face for one last time even as the sharp pain of the reeds lanced through her wrist, her ankles. She wouldn’t cry out. It wasn’t in her to make him suffer. It was only for her duty, for Egypt and its people, and the people of all the lands she’d known, that she would leave him. She loved the Gods, she loved Egypt, but above all else she loved Khai. The Gods would understand, as did he.

 “You are Nife-an-Ankh to me,” she whispered, “and Nomti…I love you, I will always love you. Forever.”

Breath of life and strength he was to her. Her heart.

“Irisi,” he said and lowered his proud head to hers.

 

Khai looked down at his beloved Irisi laid out upon the altar. Breath of life and strength as she was to him as well. He wanted to cry out his denial of what was to come but he could not. Leaning over her with one arm braced on the stone, he touched her face, looked into her lovely eyes, at the glorious length of her hair as it spilled over the sides. So beautiful, so alive…his life…his breath.

Blood flowed through the reeds, her blood, slowly draining out of her… Her lifeblood. The rich coppery aroma filled the air, mixed with the scent of the herbs in the Water of Life as they were drawn into her.

It must be and they both knew it. She was the one who must go and he the one who must stay.

Egypt needed her only surviving General.

Irisi’s successor had already been chosen.

Slowly, he touched his lips to hers, the kiss soft as the priests and priestesses chanted around them. Her hand was warm on his face as their lips found each other. Grief lay heavy on his heart. Duty lay heavier. He couldn’t bear to let her go and yet he couldn’t keep her, however much he wished it. He, too, served the will of the Gods. And he could see no other choice, no other way.

 

The herbs, the potions, flowed into her, burned in her veins. Irisi fought the pain with warm feel of Khai’s lips, so long forbidden, on hers…and with the surge of love that washed through her.

“Irisi,” he whispered. “You are my heart.”

As he was hers, but she could no longer speak the words or break the chant that echoed endlessly in the back of her mind. It had taken long months of practice to see the characters of the Book of Emerging into Daytime even as she listened and observed, a skill few achieved and the mark of a priestess.

The stone of the altar was cold and the chill seemed to soak slowly into her flesh.

Around her Irisi could hear the chanting, feel it echo in her bones, and with it sense the minds and voices of the priests and priestesses raised in support of her and of those who fought below, mixed with the drone of the Horn in the chamber beneath them.

It had taken some little time for Irisi to achieve the light trance state necessary to endure what was done, yet still remain aware, so some of the pain and the weakness seeped through to batter at her will. As did the will of the creatures in the darkness of the chamber below - the magic of the Horn and her own will, joined to these others, was all that held them there. She must balance them all and she dared not falter.

Her lifeblood seeped away as the embalming fluids flowed in. The natron and herbs bit sharply into her veins. They burned as they flowed, but she turned her thoughts away from that as she turned them away from the other things Rensi did.

Nafre folded Irisi’s arms across her breast with a hand on each shoulder as others bound her so tightly with lengths of linen she could barely breathe. Her hair was coiled up as the cloth was wrapped around her throat, her mouth, and her forehead. Cold fluid brushed across her belly, followed by numbness. Something pressed just below her breastbone. There was a sharp sense of invasion as they finished wrapping her body in the last long lengths of linen.

Deliberately, she forced herself to concentrate on the words from the Book.

Warm fluid soaked her from collarbone to feet. It drenched the linen and stung sharply in the cuts they’d made.

A cry echoed from the darkness below. That, too, fell on the deaf ears of those around her. None here would pity that one. Not after what he’d done.

She bit back her own cries. Fought the sense of being constricted.

Khai…

Remaining still by an act of will, Irisi kept her eyes focused on his dark ones, sought the gold within them, the warmth there as her own drained away. His will melded to hers, lent her the strength she needed to do this as the weakness grew, until he stepped back as, finally, he must.

Her heart struggled in her chest to draw the sacred herbs, natron, and fluids through her veins even as it pumped her blood out. Mixed among the herbs was the blood of the one who lay below so she would be bound to him and he to her.

The last length of linen went across her eyes. The stars disappeared behind the linen to take her down into darkness.

Pain flashed, sharp and sudden within her to leave a sense of absence, a stillness within her.

It would go quickly now and she was grateful for that. She kept her mind locked on the words of the Book. She dared not think, dared not let her mind stray, or all would be lost. She couldn’t allow herself to acknowledge loss. Or grief.

She wished, though, for one last glance at Khai’s face, for one last chance to look into his eyes with their hint of warm gold, even as she remembered that first night he had touched her. He could have taken her, but he hadn’t. Instead, she’d offered herself to him. Her heart ached as her body grew colder.

There was little time. She felt them raise her to carry her swiftly out.

A coughing roar echoed down the tunnel that led outside. They followed that sound down that entry, she knew.

The lions, her lions…

They had been gifts of the Goddess Sekhmet when that Goddess had turned her away, sending her to Isis’s service instead. They would come with her, her lions, to keep her company through her long duty so she wouldn’t be utterly alone. For that, she was grateful.

 

Watching, Khai looked away as they tipped her up for he couldn’t watch as her linen wrapped form slid with a splash of the Water of Life into the hollow in the stele they’d carved for her.

He could wish this had been done in sunlight for his Irisi was a creature of light not darkness.

His light…

Irisi.

Grief burned. If he could have gone in her place…

He couldn’t, he was no priest, and he had no magic. Nor as Egypt’s only surviving General could he leave his country and its people undefended any more than Irisi could have refused this.

Duty and honor wouldn’t allow it.

He laid a hand against the cold stone, listened as the hammers beat above him with a sound like a heartbeat, listened as they pounded the sealing stone into place with steady rhythmic blows. Sealing the stele with Irisi inside it. What was it like for her there, in the darkness filled with the Water of Life? It would be like drowning.

He willed her the strength and courage to endure. Like the rhythm of her heart, each blow of mallet on stone echoed from the distant walls, whispering back over the grassy hollow.

Above, through the narrow break in the cavern roof the stars glittered coldly.

 

Desperately Irisi’s lungs sought air. Her body fought even as she clung desperately to trance, to the endless mental chanting of the words from the Book of Life, the secret book of the priesthood. She had to hold against her grief and fear, the close space that surrounded her.

What lay below, him and them, battered against her will.

Khai was still here, though, her beloved Khai and these others she loved. Kahotep, Djeserit, Awan, and all the priests and priestesses with whom she’d served over the years. Even poor foresworn Saini in the distant chamber below, seeking his redemption in this act as he watched the last faint light disappear as the doors shut on him, sealing him in among the Dark, among Them…

She could almost pity him, not knowing which of them suffered the worst fate.

Faintly through the stone she could hear the preternatural echo of the Horn as he blew endlessly, drawing air through his nose while he blew out through his mouth. That sound must not falter until the doors were shut and sealed. Forever. And he knew it.

Beyond, outward, there was all of Egypt, all of the world. Helpless before what lay within the chamber below.

They could not let what resided so restlessly within that chamber escape to lay waste over their beloved Egypt and all the world. She could not set what lay within that tomb on the peoples of this world, not with what she and the other Priests and Priestesses knew of them. Those below would devour everything alive. They would turn the people of the Nile, the distant people from whom Irisi had come, and those of all the lands where she’d served and fought as a mercenary, into chattel, something to feed upon…and their feeding…the torment of it… 

Horror shook her.

If they were to be free, safe, then she must hold, even as her body bucked, fought for air…

And so she held. It seemed an eternity, yet it was only minutes.

She remembered…and clung to her memories, lost herself in them, held them against the fear and the pain, against the cold that seeped into her flesh. The cold and the darkness.

Alone in the dark she remembered the ones, the one, that she loved and would always love.

 

His hand upon the stone, Khai remembered his beloved Irisi with her swords flashing, her hair swirling around her as she did battle as she had that first day he’d seen her, and all the days thereafter. He smiled at the memory, despite his grief, his sorrow and pain. Priestess and warrior. So lovely, strong, so seemingly indomitable. It was her laughter though, that rang in his memory most. That beautiful hair, her glorious eyes…her laughter and her joy.

In grief and sorrow he touched the features carved into the stone of the stele, then laid his forehead against that graven forehead as he would have done with her in life.

His fingers traced the words engraved there, the chants for Coming Forth into the Day, for Going and Coming Out of the Realm of the Dead, and For Taking on Any Shape. She would need to know them.

He willed her strength and he willed her love. How did she fare within? Was her struggle over yet, had the Gods taken her, given her surcease? Were her Ba and Ka free of her body?

 

Tales were told of one’s life flashing before one’s eyes as one died. But Irisi was not dying…nor would an afterlife await her… For that she would have wept, but there were no tears left to her.

In the darkness of the cavern far below, the great iron doors slowly closed. The sound echoed through the chambers above the cavern. Bands of gold and silver were hammered across it to secure the Tomb with the powers of the Gods Ra and Isis. The seal, carefully balanced, was placed in its niche to enclose that which lay within, hopefully forever.

The chanting didn’t end…the ritual wasn’t done, not yet.

As one, the priests and priestesses left the Tomb and closed around the stele. Each laid a hand on the stone and willed strength to the one who stood within.

The Gods came, all of them but Set, each of them to render her a gift.

Sekhmet was the last.

In the chamber below the great iron doors were closed and sealed, and she set to stand guard over it, to ensure it remained sealed, forever.

Alone through the ages to come.






  







 

Chapter Two
 

In the time of the early dynasties

 

The old thief had searched for years for this particular tomb. It was legendary. Many had sought it, none had found it. He’d heard rumors over the years, rumors that it contained a cache of gold, jewels, and a ruby as big as a man’s fist.

Now, at last, Abdul believed he’d found it. He smiled and rubbed his hands together in satisfaction.

They’d already found one treasure trove and looted it, minor though it was. An outer tomb, surprisingly. It had contained some jewels and some nice statuary, most particularly the one in his hands. Made of gold and inset with jewels, it was clearly a depiction of a priestess of some kind, with her hands on the heads of the lions to each side of her.

His tent set up, Abdul went to sit in the entrance out of the heat of the sun as one of his slaves hurried to bring him food and water.

He waved his men into the cleft in the rock.

“You know what to do,” he said. “Watch out for traps.”

There were always traps. The old ones had been wise to men like him. But men like him were wise to their ways, too. There were old thieves and bold thieves, but few bold, old thieves. Abdul was old. He let others be bold.

Hakim flapped a hand at him. “We know, old man.”

As his right hand man that one needed to show more respect.

Abdul smiled.

“If you know so much you take the lead, then,” he said to Hakim and settled on his rug to wait, folding his arms. “I’ll wait for you here.”

The other man’s face set only slightly but it was clear he was less than pleased.

As the one in the lead, he was the one most likely to find the traps. He was also the one most likely to miss one or trigger one, but he dared not show his dismay in front of the men or he would lose face.

Now he would pay the price for his arrogance.

They’d already lost one man to the outer tomb. Even that had been protected.

Just the presence of that tomb had been enough to fool some into thinking they’d found what they sought. Only to fall prey to the protections on it, as they’d seen by the skeletons and detritus around it.

To Abdul it was simply proof he’d been right and a greater tomb awaited if they could but find it.

He believed they had.

With a grim nod, torch held high, Hakim led the men into the cleft in the rock.

For long moments there was silence, just the sounds of the sand in the desert, the tick of warming rocks, the sound of the camels as they shifted and chewed while the sun beat down on those who waited.

Then thunder.

A massive rumble and clatter.

Dust spewed from the cleft and Abdul shook his head.

With a wave he sent more men into the rift.

“Clear it,” he said.

It was a dangerous business, raiding tombs. The old ones had been wise, setting traps for those who would raid their places of burial.

Hakim, despite his name, had not been.

A man came running, bowed respectfully and waited.

“Is it clear?”

“Yes,” the man said, bowing.

It was clear but the passage was not easy.

Abdul set more of his men to clearing the remainder of the stone as they picked their way over the rubble.

As he did so he saw Hakim, his eyes wide, dead beneath a massive stone.

Abdul shook his head.

Fool.

Abdul stepped out into the cavern, surprised at what he found there.

Still, he waved his men forward.

It was said this tomb had a curse on it, but then they always said such things of tombs. If those who stole from tombs died more often than other men, it was because they risked more. There was no other reason.

Across the enormous bowl and against the soft silence of the great desert behind the wall came the sound of stone grating on stone.

Then a coughing, rumbling roar, the sound of a lion on the hunt.

Lions? There were no lions in this part of the desert, where then lions?

A tinge of alarm went through Abdul as a breath of wind moved past him in this vast windless place.

In the distance, he heard a cry. A short scream echoed from the stone that vaulted above them.

Another scream, this one longer, faded in a gurgle Abdul could hear clearly and then died on a sound that drew Abdul’s manhood tight against him.

A deep cry of pleasure, unnatural in this place.

“Rasul!” Abdul shouted.

There was no answer.

A man shouted.

There was another roar and a man shrieked.

Abdul blanched and backed toward the entrance to the split in the rock. He didn’t know what was going on but he was wiser than Hakim. He knew when to give in. He knew when to flee.

From the shadows one of his men came running, and Abdul froze in absolute shock at what stalked him.

That wasn’t nearly as frightening as what caught his man.

Fear was like lightning. His balls drew up tight. With a desperate effort he kept from screaming as he turned and fled, pushed past those clearing the cleft in the rock. Perhaps those lives might satisfy what lay within.

He could only pray so.

Racing for the light, he burst out into the open.

“My camel, quickly,” he said, desperate, clapping his hands for his slaves as he ran to his tent. “Hurry, hurry. Mustafa, Najib, with me.”

His people hastened to do his bidding, looking at him in shock and dismay.

Hastily he gathered his most precious booty, his fingers caressing the figurine of the priestess, praying to her for salvation. He leaped onto the saddled camel, set heel to it without a backward glance.

“We go,” Abdul said in an undertone to the other two men.

The remaining men, puzzled and disturbed, turned to look back toward the great crack in the rock.

A sound like the wind in a storm whispered from the crack in the great wall of rock.

From within the rift came cries and shouts, the screams echoed.

Those outside fell back. Some turned to run.

A great cloud of dust and stone erupted from within the stone to swallow up those outside. Voices cried out in horror, and in pleasure.

That sound followed Abdul across the desert, raising prickles over his skin.

After a time, silence fell as the desert swallowed the sounds up.

 

It was a shaken, terrified and desperate man who stumbled into the little temple to the shock of the priests and priestesses who served there. His face and hands were scoured and bloodied by the desert.

Abdul ignored them, prostrating himself before the figure of the Goddess. The priests and priestesses couldn’t help him. Only a Goddess could.

They’d lost Mustafa in the desert that first night.

At first Abdul thought it safe to rest and so they’d stopped to set up what camp they could.

The wind had come up. All of them had looked up, knowing the signs in the clouds, in the haze in the sky behind them.

A sandstorm.

They found what shelter they could and hunkered down to weather it out.

Still, something sent a shiver down Abdul’s back. He weighed his chances.

Something told him his chances were better in the sandstorm.

As the first rush of blowing sand reached them, he leaped for his camel.

Seeing him, Najib followed.

Mustafa had not.

Even over the sound of the storm they heard him scream in abject terror and then in delirious bliss, a dying gurgle of immense pleasure.

And yes, there was something about the sound of that ecstasy that drew their manhood tight and sent a chill through them. Even as it called to them.

Najib’s eyes had turned white at that cry.

It had been a race then, to see which camel could run or be goaded faster against the fury of the storm.

Once again, Abdul won, his fingers clenched around the figurine of the little priestess as he heard the cry out of the darkness.

Still he couldn’t shake the idea he was still hunted. He could feel it.

Desperate, he raced into the first temple he found and threw himself on mercy of She who ruled there.

All he had to offer was the golden figurine of the priestess.

“Take it,” he said to one of the priests, thrusting it into his hands. “Take it as my offering to her, to Sekhmet.”

The Goddess of War.

Instead. the priest looked toward the open door of the temple. His face grew grim and set. As one, he and the others backed away, disappeared into the shadowed depths of the temple.

Nearly weeping with terror, Abdul slowly turned.

Sand swirled through the entrance. Something stepped out of it.

He looked from the figure in his hand to the terrible one who stood in the doorway.

The Guardian of the Tomb.

They were the same.

His cry was first of sheer terror and then of a deep and horrifying ecstasy.

When silence came once again to Sekhmet’s temple, the priests and priestesses emerged.

All that remained of the old thief was a dry and empty husk.

The wind gusted and swept the temple clean.






  







 

Chapter Three
 

Late 20th Century, Cairo, Egypt, the Egyptian Museum

 

The lights in the enormous room had been lowered to increase the drama of what crowd was about to see and hear. Darkness and gloom surrounded those around them. Around them, their faces lit by spotlights, were the towering statues of the Pharaohs, Viziers, Generals and their consorts, each statue lit so their painted kohl-rimmed eyes stared down at the visitors with it seemed as much curiosity as Ky stared up at them.

This trip was a present for his twelfth birthday. He’d been waiting, anticipating it for weeks, ever since they’d announced the find. He’d followed the progress since they first discovered it.

Into the darkness a deep, sonorous voice spoke, the sound thunderous, rumbling against a background of stirring music.

“Welcome to the Egyptian Museum and the unveiling of Narmer’s wall,” the voice boomed.

Silence. And then…

Light bloomed. A single sharp spotlight illuminated the tiny, precise hieroglyphics painted on the wall. It was beautiful, a work of art in itself, the characters surprisingly crisp in places, so perfect.

“Four thousand years ago the Gods set a prophecy upon Pharaoh…”

The light shifted, narrowed to illuminate the first section.

“A darkness rises, O Pharaoh,” the voice intoned, “to be unleashed upon the world. It comes as a shadow across the desert to lay waste to all Egypt, scouring the earth as it passes. Death and destruction follow in its wake and the cries of the people of the world are terrible. From the north comes a warrior, a crowned and golden servant of the Gods with eyes like the sky, bearing swords in each hand to rise up and drive the darkness out of the world and to stand against it for all time.”

Darkness fell. There was a pause and then the voice filled it.

“So it came to pass that in the seventeenth year of our Lord Pharaoh’s reign a terrible darkness was summoned from the desert…”

In the empty chamber, the voice softened and yet rang eerily. A shiver went over Ky at the words, at the sound.

One curtain rose as the other fell, and a pocket spotlight illuminated a single spot on a wall, a series of hieroglyphs… 

The light followed the characters of the hieroglyphs.

“In a time that would come to be called the time of the Djinn. And so the people of Egypt went to war with the evil Djinn, those spirits of fire. The Generals of Egypt set out to defeat them but could not. Each fell until only one remained, the Lord Khai. The Gods, though, had sent the one who had been prophesied, the foreigner who was called Nubiti, the Golden One, the High Priestess Irisi.”

Ky’s breath caught at the name of the general, so like his own.

“Together the General and the Priestess, Khai and his beloved Irisi, rode down the Djinn and trapped them forever in the place that would come to be called the Tomb of the Djinn, along with the one who had called that horror down on Egypt. He, who shall be forever nameless, was imprisoned with them and with him the Horn he’d made to call them down on us.”

“So the Darkness was banished from the earth and the golden one set to guard those within as the prophecy foretold, lest that Darkness be loosed upon the earth once more.”

The voice paused dramatically.

 “Know this, whosoever shall read these words. The Guardian is the Lock and the Key, the Lightness and the Dark.”

Darkness fell once again.

“So the Priestess guards the Tomb of the Djinn still…for Egypt…for all mankind. And the evil Djinn passed from this earth.”

In Ky’s mind’s eye, he could almost see it…

The evil Djinn - what some people called genii - savage and terrible.

The beautiful priestess rode alongside him, her brilliant hair streaming in the breeze of their passage, their love ill-fated and tragic. Knowing what was to come, her eyes met his with love and yearning.

“It is said that while he had concubines Khai gave his heart to no other. He waits for her still…”

Darkness fell as the curtains rose to reveal the wall in its entirety.

Spotlights illuminated it behind its protective wall of glass.

Grand and beautiful, it stretched out before them, the Great Wall of Narmer, the first known Pharaoh of Egypt.

The voice told them the wall had been stolen by grave robbers but recovered by archaeologists. And that there was still more to find, much more, somewhere in the deep, dark reaches of the desert.

Ky hardly heard the words, looking up at the statue of General Khai.

Beside him an empty seat.

Somewhere the beautiful Priestess stood, guarding the Tomb of the Djinn, and the General waited for her.

Waiting to be free, at last…






  







 

Chapter Four
 

Early 21st Century Egypt – 20 years later

 

The boys were in rare form Ky noted, amused, joking around and shooting rubber bands at each other while he stood over the table looking down at the hieroglyphics etched on the carefully preserved fragment of papyrus in front of him. It was faded in places but much of the writing was still surprisingly legible considering the age of it. That would have been fine if he could read it better but it wasn’t quite as easy as the Internet made it seem especially as this was the hieratic form of hieroglyph and old. If he was right, it was far older than almost anything extant. Translation of ancient languages wasn’t something he’d done since his own graduate student days. He was far more involved in the nuts and bolts now, in the bigger picture. It was also more an anthropology thing.

If Geoffrey hadn’t left it wouldn’t have been a problem but Ky hadn’t been able to bring himself to deny the man the opportunity, no matter how much he needed him on this project. A chance for a permanent position of that kind didn’t come along very often and he couldn’t take the chance away from Geoff.

Ky had put the word out he was looking for another translator, someone who read ancient languages. If they’d been closer to Luxor or Cairo he might have had more hope of success, there were more Egyptologists or wannabe Egyptologists than you could shake a stick at there, despite the political situation. 

But in this far corner of the world?

It wouldn’t have been so bad except the timing couldn’t have been worse.

They were getting close. He’d devoted most of his life to this project and they were finally getting within reach. He could feel it.

Komi went to the window to open it, letting the morning breeze flow through the room from the open door of the suite. The most ancient and only existing form of air-conditioning here.

Papers fluttered to the floor, Komi hurriedly bent and picked them up.

“Good idea,” John said, carrying a box of carefully packed artifacts from the dig site into the room.

It had been getting pretty hot and stuffy, Ky had to admit. He just hadn’t noticed it.

“Thank you, Komi,” he said.

With a shy nod Komi said, in his usual halting manner, “You’re welcome, Professor.”

Their modern language interpreter, Komi always spoke haltingly. Ky sometimes wondered if it was because Komi ran everything he heard through the variety of languages he spoke or whether he translated from the language he heard into his native French, then back again and that accounted for the way he spoke.  When he’d asked though, Komi looked puzzled so Ky finally let it go.

“Yeah, that’s much better,” John said with relief as slightly cooler air washed over him.

John didn’t understand why these people didn’t put air-conditioning in this old pile.

Of course, some parts of the town still relied on old gas generators while others didn’t even have running water.

C’mon, he thought to himself in disgust, this is the twenty-first century, people. But John kept that to himself.

With a grin, Ryan said, in response to John’s statement, “That’s what she said…” His standard reply to almost any comment.

As always, the graduate student was tipped back in his chair, feet up on the table at an angle, fingers on the keyboard and his eyes on the computer screen.

Of average height – slightly chubby – Ryan was competent and efficient. The closest he’d come to a relationship with a woman was in any number of on-line games, for which he used up entirely too much of their satellite bandwidth. The clown of the bunch, he was guaranteed to lighten things up and was Ky’s dependable right-hand man.

They’d been lucky with the suite. Originally it had been several adjoining rooms separated by paper screens, which they’d moved and set against the walls, creating a larger, airier space.

A soft knock at the open door surprised them all; they didn’t get many visitors.

Even more surprising, a young abaya-clad woman looked into the room through the door John had left open behind him, her eyes curious, a little cautious, wary.

Young was somewhat of a guess, as at the moment Ky could see only her eyes above the veil as she was wearing a full abaya. Those eyes, though, caught his attention. They were beautiful, truly incredible, lovely, long lashed, and a deep sky blue.

It was too much to hope that the rest of her face might match those eyes.

No Egyptians would have eyes that shade, though… Was she Berber, perhaps, or some blend of European?

“Excuse me,” she said softly. “I’m looking for Professor Farrar?”

Everyone turned to look at the sound of a feminine voice. They didn’t hear many of them here.

To Ky’s ear her accent was unusual, too, not Arabic, although there was the hint of that blended with some mix of other accents. That wasn’t unusual either in this polyglot of a country. It was lilting and lovely to the ear, though.

She stood a little less than average height and save for the abaya and her eyes, nothing else could be seen of her beneath the black material. It was a fair guess she was slender even beneath the black abaya.

Although that was only a guess.

“Can I help you?” Ky asked puzzled.

Those beautiful eyes found his, widened a little with surprise as she looked at him.

It wasn’t an uncommon reaction, that moment of surprise, fortunately or unfortunately. Most of the time fortunately, although with one or two students it had become awkward. Ky knew he was an attractive man. It wasn’t vanity. If he chose, he rarely suffered for lack of female companionship, but he was particular and so far there had always been something missing.

He sighed.

She looked over his shoulder.

“You look like him,” she said, tilting her head toward the shelf behind him.

He followed her gaze.

Reaching for the figurine, he picked it up.

“So I’ve been told. A souvenir from when I was a boy,” he said, smiling fondly at the figure of General Khai he’d picked up in the Museum gift shop during that first visit.

He kept it with him for luck. Next to statues of Nefertiti and King Tut, it had become one of the iconic images of Egypt, used in a thousand pamphlets and videos.

Looking at it he supposed there was a slight resemblance, his heritage contained enough Middle Eastern blood to convey that - black hair, dark eyes, strong bone structure.

“It’s probably the reason I got into archaeology,” he said, putting the figurine back. “So, what can we do for you?”

“More accurately,” she said, with a smile he could only see by the light in her eyes and the way they crinkled, “perhaps I can help you. I understand you’re looking for an ancient language translator?” 

Surprised, he studied her. Egypt was one of the more progressive Arabic countries. It wasn’t unusual for women to be highly educated, but she didn’t have the accent. Even so, here in the hinterlands it was somewhat of a rarity; education was a more cosmopolitan thing.

“Might I come in?” she asked.

“Yes, of course,” Ky said, gesturing. “Please do.”

Shutting the door behind her, the girl reached up to unfasten the veil and push back the hood of the abaya to reveal a face that easily matched the eyes, fine-boned and fair-skinned. With one hand, she freed an abundance of lush, gorgeous, wavy blonde hair, a sunny pale gold in color.

Few Muslim women would have revealed their hair, much less of that color.

“You’re not Muslim,” he said.

Her eyes sparkled with amusement. “Now I see why you have the title. Very good, Professor, what was it that gave me away?”

So, she had a sense of humor. That was very promising.

“Ohhhh, she’s got you there, boss,” Ryan commented, chuckling. “She’s quick. She’s gonna fit right in.”

Her eyes twinkled. They really were beautiful.

He had a thing for eyes. Especially pretty blue ones.

She smiled wryly.

“I would suggest it’s probably best if you don’t ask where I come from and my skills…?” she continued, and then sighed. “Well, my last employer was not quite, um, legitimate. For that matter, neither am I. My credentials are questionable, although you’re not the first archaeologist I’ve worked for. I have references and recommendations from the others if you’d like to see them.”

In other words, her previous employer was an illegal antiquities dealer  -  a thief, a tomb raider. Highly illegal these days as the Egyptian government didn’t take well to their treasures being looted and sold to those outside of Egypt. Not that that stopped anyone. As a result, there was a huge black market in antiquities, especially these days with religious passions on the rise in the Middle East and US. That made her a bit of a thief, too, if only by association and the knowledge of what they were doing. If she was here illegally then her status was very tenuous, especially as a non-Egyptian and a non-Muslim. She had to be some blend of European with that hair and those eyes, or at least of European descent.

“What happened to your employer?” Ky asked.

Her eyes met his, steadily and slightly wryly. “It’s not a trade made for a long life as you probably know. Like many thieves, I’m afraid he met someone meaner than he was, and he was quite an unpleasant man. They killed him. Quite thoroughly. Although it doesn’t seem to have benefited them much. His sons inherited.”

She looked away. Color tinted her cheeks.

Judging by her expression, the death had been messy.

She took a breath.

“The old thief was one thing, his sons quite another.”

Ky could easily imagine, judging by her face. If the rest of her was as attractive, she would have been in a difficult position. If she had no family to protect her, she would have been considered almost a possession.

“So I’m a bit at loose ends,” she finished, softly.

“Do you have any documentation at all?” he asked.

A lack of documentation might cause some problems, but if she truly could read ancient languages as she said… It would have been a valuable skill for antiquities thief, the age of the script determining how much higher in value some items might be over others.

Her look was speculative. “I’m sure I can get some if you’d like, but you probably don’t need to know about that either. Or where I got them from.” She shook her head. “I’m not looking for charity. I can do what you need but I do need the money, if only for the documentation so I can leave here.”

If she had no papers, then she was desperate.

“What can you read?”

With a small shrug and a grin, she said, “Everything, pretty much. Hieroglyphics, of course, hieratic and demotic, the cursive and other forms, Coptic, Greek, Babylonian…all of it…even some of the older European languages.”

Ky looked at her in frank surprise. She looked barely old enough to be a grad student, slightly older than Ryan but younger than John…and himself. It seemed a little…surprising.

Of course, if she worked for an illegal antiquities dealer she had to be good. The people who bought illegal antiquities were often rich, powerful, and didn’t tolerate mistakes well. One bad sale was all it took to ruin a tomb raider’s reputation. One mistake on the part of the translator and she’d have been dead.

If she was telling the truth.

“You said you have references?” he asked.

She nodded, reached into the voluminous folds of the abaya, produced a sheaf of papers, and handed them to him.

Ky glanced through them. At least one  -  from the last Egyptologist to come even reasonably close to what he sought  -  raised his eyebrows.

If it was true, she had to have been little more than a child at the time.

“Where did you learn all this?” he asked.

There was no sign of a formal education in those papers, but she was clearly well-spoken and well-educated.

She clearly debated what she would say.

“From those I was sold to,” she said, evenly, steadily.

The truth was in her eyes.

He went still, not shocked, sadly, but surprised.

White slavery was still quite common throughout the world, and children were sold for a variety of reasons. Sex among them. A bright child, though, one with wit and reason, clever and resourceful?

He looked into her calm blue eyes. Unafraid, she met his look.

“Prove it,” he said, gesturing to the papyrus on the desk. “Ryan?”

“Got it, boss,” Ryan said, knowing what Ky wanted as always.

Ryan turned to his computer to call up another document.

A little startled, the girl – young woman – paused to glance at him again and saw the challenge in his eyes.

She smiled. “A test? Do you mind if I take the rest of this off, first, as it’s a little warm and cumbersome?”

The smile was very pretty, brightening her eyes.

It was more than a little warm in the room, despite the open window, and there was no air conditioning to be had. It was actually quite hot in the room but he’d become accustomed to it, he thought, until she’d entered the room.

Beneath the abaya, it had to be stifling.

“Go right ahead,” he said.

Stripping the rest of the abaya over her head, she tossed it carelessly over a nearby chair, revealing a short, simple, pale blue linen dress beneath it. The dress clung nicely to all the right places, the top just low enough to reveal full cleavage, the hem fluttering around her shapely thighs.

To Ky’s surprise a sharp burst of sheer lust went through him.

All the boys perked up as well as she bent over the table, holding her abundant hair back with one hand to study the fragment of papyrus and Ky’s own laborious translation next to it.

They weren’t the only ones to perk up. The little skirt rode up a little, tantalizingly, as she bent.

For a moment, she hesitated as she looked at his translation and then took a breath. To Ky’s amusement he realized she recognized whose work it probably was and was trying to be kind.

He looked at her. “I need a correct translation. Don’t worry about politeness.”

Her gaze met his directly and then she inclined her head, both in respect and acknowledgement.

“All right then. You are close,” she said, and pointed. “It’s easy to mistake the ligature here as being part of the character because of the hand that drew it, changing the meaning…it’s more closely true written this way…and here…this will help.”

Ky was hardly concentrating any better than the boys, with a quite firm female bottom pointed in his direction.

The rest of her was easily as attractive, with a trim waist and nicely rounded curves in all the places that counted and none of the ones that didn’t. Bending to lean over the desk, with one slender hand holding back her hair, only emphasized her considerable attributes. Having an attractive female around would have its benefits and its distractions, obviously. Given the circumstances and location, it had been some time since any of them had spent any time with an attractive female.

Any of them.

Including himself.

Shaking himself mentally, Ky joined her at his desk, looking where she pointed.

That wasn’t helping. He could smell the scent rising from her skin, something soft, just a little spicy, exotic and lovely.

“This is also done in a book hand so the man was likely a professional, a builder or an architect,” she said, her fingers tracing lightly above the fragile papyrus. “He had his own particular shorthand for some things as such people do.”

Her eyes met his.

“Where did you find this, if you don’t mind my asking? You’re working on the site of the old fort?”

Almost every archeologist and anthropologist around the small town was. It was no secret he was, too, but where exactly this particular fragment had come from was a well-kept secret. Already Ky was having a problem keeping his areas of the site preserved. As it was a joint effort between universities, there were other archaeologists on site. Security was a problem for everyone. Even hiring a guard hadn’t prevented thieves from entering at night to wander about with metal detectors searching for gold, coins, old weapons. No one knew how much they were losing to thieves.

He had only her word her previous employer was dead.

She saw far too much for all her youth, the caution in his eyes quite clear

Inclining her head, she smiled a little. “Ah. So. Perhaps I should simply translate?”

“I’m sorry,” Ky said.

He’d looked for this for far too long to take the risk.

She shrugged, grinned engagingly. “I understand your concern, all things considered. No offense taken.”

Moving her hand above the text, careful not to touch the fragile papyrus too much, she pointed to one place and then another. “Here and here, he notes building materials…fine marble, gold…but also more common materials like mud bricks, iron…a great deal of iron.”

Lightly she ticked off on his handwritten translation where his errors had been or where he hadn’t completed it for gaps in the text that she now filled in for context and content.

“If you’d like surely there is someone you can send this to for verification,” she said, “to confirm my translation. It can easily be misinterpreted.”

As he had.

There were others but not for this particular information. What he had here was far too…indicative. Ky couldn’t take the chance. He was getting close and he knew it. The fort wasn’t the end of his search. Instead, it was merely the beginning, a signpost along the way. 

He was looking for something much bigger.

If her translation was correct, and even with his own mistakes, he knew hers was more accurate… Excitement made his heart race. He was closer, he knew it. What he found here would bring him another step closer, maybe more.

Close enough to find it…?

It seemed as if he’d been looking for the Tomb all his life, ever since that day as a boy when they unveiled the wall from the Pharaoh’s tomb. He still remembered the voice resounding through the room, telling the tragic story of the great Egyptian general and the beautiful priestess he’d loved. The story had caught his twelve-year-old imagination. For years he’d daydreamed he was the General, the brave warrior fighting to defend ancient Egypt, the beautiful priestess at his side.

But boys grow up.

This was the closest he would come to that dream.

Marble, gold… 

Materials such as those were too precious for a common tomb, there would be little need for either out here.

But for funerary tombs for the priests and priestesses of the Gods?  

They were definitely closer.

“Show me,” he said.

Glancing over her shoulder, she hesitated a moment and then said, “See, here, where the papyrus has faded. If you look closely you can see where the trace of a ligature is…”

She reached for the magnifying glass, handed it to him.

“See for yourself.”

Ky let out a sigh. He did. Now.

“Ryan?” he asked.

“Here you go, boss,” Ryan said, handing him a sheaf of papers.

Ky glanced at them and smiled. Just the ones he wanted. All of the translations were under debate and in a variety of languages and styles. The images were good, detailed. It would be a challenge and had been a challenge for some of the best.

“Let’s see how you do with these,” he said, keeping his tone carefully neutral.

She looked at him with her too-wise eyes.

“Another test?” she said with a smile. “All right.”

Leaving her to it  -  her scent was driving him crazy  -  he walked over to Ryan with a glance at John and Komi.

“What do you think?” he asked softly, with a grin, already anticipating Ryan’s answer. “Should I hire her?”

He looked at Ryan, who despite the difference in their ages had become a friend, a trusted confidant.

The grad student had been a godsend. Ky didn’t know what he’d do without him at this point. Without question or quarrel and most of the time without having to be asked, Ryan took on the chores that needed to be done, freeing Ky up to follow his obsession. As soon as Ryan graduated, Ky intended to find a way to hire him, although he hadn’t told Ryan that yet.

Ryan looked at him as if he’d gone crazy. He glanced from Ky to the girl.

“Should you hire her?” he asked softly, his tone incredulous. “Have you looked at her, boss? She’s fucking gorgeous. Should you hire her? Did you see that smile? She’s fucking gorgeous and she knows her stuff? Hell, yes, you should hire her.”

With a shrug, eyeing the girl appreciatively, John said, grinning. “I got no problem with it, either, boss.”

Knowing what Komi’s answer would likely be, Ky still asked.

With his usual diffident shrug, Komi said, in his usual halting manner, “It’s your decision, Professor.”

Ky had learned the hard way to keep his team involved in the decision-making, especially regarding personnel. Once or twice, they’d brought people on who hadn’t quite fit and it had wreaked havoc. He wasn’t taking that chance again. He had a good team.

Walking back to the desk, he bent over beside the girl, watched as she traced the hieroglyphics with one hand and translated the text with the other. Her scent snared him once again.

His eyebrows shot up when he glanced at her transcription…

“So you disagree with Schlichtmann on this?” he said, leaning over and pointing to one of the more controversial passages in Schlichtmann’s translation.

Her hair, silken, brushed his cheek softly.

Turning her head, she looked up at him.

Up close, those eyes were even lovelier and they widened a little as she looked at him, her lips parting.

There was a second, a brief second, as something moved in her eyes.

Very gently she said, amused, “You didn’t ask me to translate what Schlichtmann said. You asked me to translate the text.”

“And that’s two,” Ryan said, in the background. “She shoots, she scores.”

Ky had to laugh. “I did, indeed. May I ask why you translated it this way?”

Her perfectly arched brows drew together a little.

“This I don’t understand. They have…biases…I don’t understand. Discounting that, you asked me to translate the document, not my opinion of it…”

Ky looked at her in pleased surprise.

She was willing to refute one of the foremost Egyptologists, state her opinion clearly and well, and stick to the text and not her own opinion of what it ‘should’ say.

As Ryan said, hell, yes he should hire her.

He couldn’t keep thinking of her as ‘her’ and ‘she’.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

With a small laugh, she said, offering her hand, “Raissa Campion.”

“Raissa,” he said, “it’s a lovely name.”

To his surprise, she ducked her head in pleasure. “Thank you. And you are Professor Farrar, then?”

“Yes,” he said, taking the offered hand in his. It was strong, steady. “Ky Farrar.”

“Does this mean I’m hired?” Raissa asked, looking up at him hopefully.

He smiled. “It does, so long as your work speaks for itself.”

Smiling more openly in return, far too aware of how close he was, Raissa took a slow breath.

“I won’t disappoint you, Professor.”

“I’m sure you won’t,” he said, oddly aware of the mild and unintended double entendre.

She gave him an amused and speculative look, hearing something in his voice.

Yes, she saw far too much with those pretty eyes.

From the back of the room, a voice said, dramatically, “He shoots, he…just… misses…”

Ryan.

Both Ky and Raissa turned to look at him as Raissa laughed.

Watching the interaction, Ky relaxed. This might work very well. Very well, indeed.

“Fine,” she said, “when do I start? “

There was so much waiting to be translated  -  Ky had almost resigned himself to returning either to Luxor or Cairo to get it done.

Ky smiled and said, “I think you already have. What do you need?”

With a smile, she said, “A comfortable chair, a table, and good light by a window. Natural light is better to see by.”

Ryan was already up, hurriedly and helpfully moving one of the chairs beside a window, grinning.

The table was simply to set things on Ky discovered.

Her position in the chair might seem unorthodox but it worked for her.

She made herself comfortable curled into the chair sideways, a clipboard padded with cotton gloves to hold the work in place and a pad of paper beside it on which to write the translation. Her legs either dangled over one side or were up against the wall, while her head was propped by the wing of the chair. Now and then, she would angle the clipboard to view the fragile papyrus or a piece of clay tablet in a better light.

It took only an hour for the boys to loosen up again. And five minutes more for Raissa to join in absently as she worked, a smile touching the corners of her mouth as she added an idle comment to their banter.

Ryan’s eyes lit up with glee the first time she responded.

It was working.

With a sigh and a smile, Ky returned to his work.

Ryan watched the girl. Woman. Whatever.

Her eyes cut to the Professor, a little frown creasing her forehead.

“Don’t get any ideas,” he said, keeping his voice low.

She looked at him, her blue eyes too old, too knowing in a young face. She quirked an eyebrow and smiled, her expression a little amused, a little questioning.

Ryan glanced at Professor Farrar. He was of mixed opinion about what he was about to say. The man was his employer and sort of a friend.

“The Professor has a strict policy against fraternizing with employees.”

“Ah,” she said softly. “You’re a good friend, Ryan. I hadn’t considered it but it’s probably for the best. The resemblance is rather striking, though.”

Relaxing, Ryan nodded. “I think he likes it in a way, makes him feel connected, but he doesn’t like to talk about it.”

“Thank you again,” she said, and smiled.

Damn, but he was starting to like her.

As always meals were brought to the suite. It was simpler for everyone on many levels. Not least of which was it didn’t disturb anyone’s sensibilities or increase the tension in the area.

Or so Ky hoped.

While the locals were certainly happy for the jobs and money brought by the dig, they weren’t quite as happy an American had discovered it or that Americans were involved in uncovering it.

Americans weren’t popular hereabouts these days, not the way they’d once been.

Once this had been a relatively prosperous area, but the hazardous political situation kept all but the most intrepid tourists away. Some dedicated few still came through to look at the cave drawings out in the desert. Which made the local economy chancy at best. Adjustments had been made by the hotel owner to accommodate the team’s presence here.

It was a troubled area at the best of times situated as it was in the corner where Egypt, the Sudan - once the Kush - and Libya met. Some old prehistoric sites already existed nearby but this area was distant from the more popular tourist destinations to the north. The political and religious difficulties of the region had met and found a home here.

There had been incidents in the past, some violent - a kidnapping of a busload of tourists, occasional assaults - even before the fort had been discovered.

Ky was careful not to further inflame the tensions but some misunderstandings and disagreements had been unavoidable.

Anything that served to remind the local population of the presence of Americans only aggravated the situation, which was why they took their meals up here rather than in the tiny restaurant downstairs.

To his bemusement, Ky’s accent was less of an issue here than Ryan and John’s.

He’d spent his youth and now most of his adult life travelling the world, but he held a joint U.S./Israeli passport. Some mistook his accent for South African, or Australian, to his amusement and occasional consternation, although most of those were Americans and American women at that. It had served him pretty well over the years, he had to admit. Most women described his accent as sexy.

He had to admit that Raissa’s was much more intriguing, fluid. As was she… He kept catching her glancing at him now and then curiously.

Of course, she also caught him looking at her in return.

She was a lovely young woman.

That hair was gorgeous, long, silky soft, wavy. There were times when he just wanted to grab a handful of it…

Watching her when she bent over at the desk, holding back her hair with one hand while chewing on her lip, had been a pleasure and a torment. The little sundress clung nicely to her full breasts, slender waist and revealed shapely dancer’s legs.

Currently on display across the arm of the chair along with her pretty feet.

She was such a temptation already, making him question his own decisions.

Ryan made some comment. She lifted her head to look at him and smile.

It was amazing how well she fit in with the other members of the team. Ky didn’t want to screw that up.

Hearing the knock at the door though, Raissa glanced at it, then swept up the abaya from where she’d tossed it over the chair when she’d arrived and disappeared around a corner.

While undoubtedly someone at the hotel had sent her up to their rooms and the staff knew she was here, the less attention paid to her presence the better it was for all concerned  -  and always better with the abaya on in this corner of the world than with it off.

Which explained why she’d disappeared.

Ky wondered how she’d survived in the town so far, a woman of European descent with no man to stand for her  -  something that in this culture was necessary.

She had to have rooms somewhere in town but it only occurred to him now to wonder where.

Hearing the door close behind the waiter, Raissa peered around the corner.

“Is it safe?” she asked, the blue eyes twinkling.

The boys were already descending on the food like locusts.

With an answering smile, Ky said, “It’s safe. Come on out.”

But her eyes were already fixated on the food.

As hard as she tried to eat delicately. it became rapidly apparent to all of them that she was starving.

Suddenly aware of the attention, she looked up, her guileless blue eyes going from one curious or amused face to another, looking slightly abashed.

“What?” she asked.

Ryan said, rubbing his rounded belly. “And I thought I was bad.”

Gently, Ky asked, “Raissa, when was the last time you ate?”

Color flushed her face.

A little abashed, with a slight roll of her eyes and a small shrug she said, “A full meal? It’s been some little while. I’d have to think about it…”  She eyed the bread on his plate avidly and then grinned entreatingly. “Are you going to eat that?” 

Those vivid blue eyes were like a punch in his gut as she gave him that quick sparkling glance.

Amused, he shook his head and she snatched the piece of bread from his plate with an impish grin and stuffed it indelicately into her mouth.

They all laughed when she rolled her eyes in exaggerated pleasure.

It had to be even more difficult for her to get meals.

For that matter when had she last been paid? Ky wondered. And in what manner? How was she supporting herself now? If she had no papers, she couldn’t find much legitimate work.

“Do you need money?”

Her eyes flicked to his, uncomfortably, and then darted away again.

“Why didn’t you ask?”

She shifted uncomfortably, embarrassed.  “I didn’t know I could.”

“Catch me before you leave today,” he said, firmly.

It was likely her previous employer only paid when she completed her services so she would have had to finish the work before he paid her for it. And if she’d been working on something when he died?

Which brought up another subject.

“Raissa,” Ky asked, “how much of your previous employer’s goods were coming from the dig site?”

Her lifted to meet his as she, delicately this time, popped another bite of food into her mouth.

Once more, she looked more than slightly apologetic.

“I’m afraid more than you’d like,” she said with a sigh.

Ky looked at her, suppressing anger. It wasn’t her fault.

“How much written?”  Ky asked.

“There was some,” she said, honestly. “Papyrus…clay tablets…”

His heart sank. “Do you know what he did with it?  Had he sold all of it?”

There was a chance he might be able to buy it back.

Raissa looked at him and shook her head. “I don’t know. He didn’t tell me. I can try to find out for you, if you’d like.”

“If you would,” Ky said.

There was always the chance the one missing piece of the puzzle, the crucial one, was among the pieces he didn’t have.






  







 

Chapter Five
 

Munich, Germany

 

It was galling, infuriating, to be called before his superiors and seniors at the University to be chastised this way. Heinrich been careless, true, claiming Mueller’s work as his own, but they always wanted results, the name of the University in all the papers, and they certainly hadn’t asked such questions of him when he succeeded.

It infuriated him.

When he didn’t succeed, didn’t turn the archeological world on its ear?

He was called on the carpet.

Heinrich Zimmer strode down the stone-walled hall of the University past the students, oblivious to them as anger darkened his vision.

When he didn’t succeed, or didn’t succeed fast enough, it was all on him. They called his methods into question, his deeds, his actions. Everything.

How dare they!

They wanted the Tomb of the Djinn found, the Horn itself if possible. And the Heart of the Gods.

Why had he gone into archaeology in the first place? Heinrich asked himself bitterly.

For fame and fortune? 

Because it was a career that would annoy his father and enable him to travel the world?

Because women were impressed with it, imagining scenes from American movies and not endless days in dust and dirt with brushes, trowels and tweezers.

He’d become an archeologist for all those reasons, to some extent, especially for that last. Not that it had done him the least good.

Fortunately he’d learned early how to benefit from the labor of others, befriending them, earning their trust, even bedding some of them if necessary before presenting their work as his own. As he had with Mueller. It had taken some groveling, some explaining, waving it away as a simple mistake, easily rectified.

He’d done his days of servitude on dig sites – he’d had to – but no more. Now he had others to do those chores.

Still, all they could do to him these days was pull his academic credentials. That only mattered so much once you’d gained a certain measure of fame or could claim prejudice and conspiracy. Fools. Those sorts of claims were something with which his other source of funding, the Church of Christ in the World, had a great deal of experience. If he could convince them of it  -  not a difficult undertaking, he knew  -  they would be more than willing to help him.

A very distant sect of the Catholic Church with strong leanings toward the belief that the Bible, complete as it stood, both Old and New Testaments, was the direct Word of God, the Church of Christ in the World was determined to prove all of the Bible’s mysteries. Such proof being all they believed they needed in the face of secular doubt to declare their version of Christianity the correct, true one and that all others, all other religions and faiths, were therefore patently false.

Including Islam and Judaism.

Somehow, they’d learned of the search for the Tomb of the Djinn.

The legendary Djinn, or what some called Genii, those creatures who in some versions of the Old Testament helped Solomon raise the Temple. Some called them Demons. Some sects of Islam believed Djinn were both light and dark and looked at good Djinn in the same way some Christians did guardian angels. Those of the Church believed if they could capture a dark Djinn they could prove all Djinn demons and therefore evil. That only Solomon had ever controlled them and so all who claimed affinity with them were therefore possessed by demons and evil. So therefore, Islam was false and once they proved that, it followed that all of Islam was false.

Such a claim was ridiculous. That it might precipitate worldwide outrage, fury on the part of some and possibly worse on the part of others didn’t bother those of the Church in the least… In fact, they welcomed it, envisioning some kind of holy war.

The end times.

None of that bothered Heinrich either. He didn’t believe any of it.

All he wanted to do was to find the Tomb and claim what was in it. Put it on the world stage with his name on it. Become rich and famous. Appear before the media. The whole world would know him as the one who had found the fabled Tomb of the Djinn.

Nothing else mattered.

Let them try to pull his academic credentials then.

Nor was the Church particularly scrupulous about his methods. They’d been very clear about that. To them the end most definitely justified the means. With a worldwide apocalypse as their ultimate goal, they were hardly concerned with being scrupulous where unbelievers were concerned. Dreams of the End of Days and the Second Coming were all that mattered to them.

All that concerned Heinrich was that they were willing to throw large sums of money and resources at him to achieve their goals. That suited him very well…and if they didn’t always know what he used the money for… Well…

He chuckled. A man had his needs and his pleasures.

Then there were his dreams of late… Dreams undoubtedly triggered by his days at the dig site. Dreams that thrilled him. Dreams of power, of holding the Horn of the Djinn in his own hands, a ram’s horn chased in copper and inlaid with jewels. Dreams of blowing it to summon the Djinn while a voice whispered to him sibilantly… 

‘What would it be to hold the power of a God in your hands? What if you could summon the mighty Djinn…make them serve you?’

He could see the Djinn in his dreams… Powerful figures. The ghul that so looked like men, the ifrit shifting from man to hyena, the sila smokelike, amorphous, changeable… And then there were the marid in the form of men...incredibly handsome men… The kind of men Heinrich had always envied and secretly hated. He was tall enough. His time in the gym and tanning beds had buffed, cut and sculpted his body, but he didn’t have the money…yet…to change the soft lines of his face, the weak chin, into something more commanding…or to restore the hairline that steadily receded despite the shampoos.

He was eager to return to the dig. There he had power.

Inside his pocket, his fingers toyed with the worry stone hidden there, turned and played with it.

He’d found it at the dig site, a little thing. It might have been an amulet once upon a time. Whatever had once been carved on its face had been blurred to illegibility by time.

‘Let us in… We can make you beautiful,’ the voices promised, softly. ‘We can give you such power as you have never dared dream of…’

In his mind’s eye he could see it, see himself. His own face, only better, firmer, his hair thick as it had been only a few years before, his own form, tall, his tousled hair windswept, standing before an army, a dark and terrible army.

 






  







 

Chapter Six
 

Ky found himself glancing at his watch for the third or fourth time, not wanting to admit he was becoming concerned as he waited for Raissa to arrive. He glanced at the door, almost willed it to open. The boys were unnaturally quiet, too, the tension rising. She hadn’t seemed unhappy when she left the day before and she’d given every indication of returning.

Maybe she’d changed her mind and decided not to come back.

He didn’t want to admit he was worried. She’d survived by herself in this country so far, he reminded himself.

But…

This culture wasn’t kind to women alone, although Egypt was far better than many Middle Eastern countries. As with every society the farther you traveled from the more metropolitan areas the more entrenched old and sometimes outdated ideas still held. The laws here weren’t always fair, and the penalties could be harsh, very harsh. If Raissa had run into trouble…

Would she think to call him? She’d only known him a few days.

Still…if she was desperate or in trouble? He hoped she would.

Another uneasy thought went through him. An even worse one, as far as he was concerned.

What if she’d gotten a better offer? There were other teams around, and everyone looked for good people. She’d seemed happy, but…that was the risk. 

If she had how much did she know? How much had they revealed, however inadvertently, of what they really searched for?

Or had that been the real purpose for her visit? To gain their trust.

If that were true…if she had…

Then he was a much worse judge of character than he’d thought and he didn’t want to believe he’d misjudged so badly.

He’d made a few phone calls to verify her bona fides. Her last legitimate employer had given her high praise and had been concerned about how she fared. He’d even admitted he’d wished he could have helped her out of the country.

A shadow appeared in the doorway, and a dark abaya-clad figure darted into the room.

“My apologies for being late, Professor,” Raissa said, ducking her head apologetically.

“Where have you been? Why didn’t you tell me you might be late?” he said, more sharply than he intended.

Visibly taken aback by the sharpness, her eyes widened in surprise.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t intend to. I thought to bring you these,” she said, withdrawing two thick carefully wrapped packets from beneath the folds of her abaya and setting them on the desk in front of him.

Ky looked at them before he reached out and touched one.

He glanced up at her.

All he could see of her, as she reached up to unfasten the face covering, were her beautiful blue eyes. Then the face covering dropped away and he could see her fine features, the straight nose, the firm perfectly shaped mouth.

If the bundles were what he thought they were, then he very probably owed her an apology.

He didn’t even want to think of the risk she’d taken to get them.

Part of him wanted to shake her for taking such a chance. Another part wanted to hug her.

She pushed the hood of the abaya back and looked at him, steadily, evenly.

Neither packet was small.

Reaching into his pocket, he drew out his pocketknife to cut the twine with which they were bound and opened the first packet.

On top was a pair of white cotton gloves, proof of the care she’d taken. Beneath were pieces of clay tablets atop pieces of papyrus. Each piece of papyrus, each piece of clay tablet, had been cautiously packaged, packed and sealed in individual plastic bags.

Ky touched the first piece of sealed papyrus and let out a breath.

“You probably shouldn’t ask how I came by them,” Raissa said carefully, her blue eyes eying him warily, “but carbon dating will confirm the date as being around the time of the other pieces you have, I’m sure.”

“You went back.”

She shrugged. “Yes.”

Amazed, speechless, he could only stare at her. If she’d been caught… The penalty for stealing in this country was quite severe, even if she’d only been taking back that which had been stolen. She’d taken a hell of a risk.

“The sons didn’t know what they had. I did. I brought everything I could find that I thought might help,” she said, quietly.

“I owe you an apology.”

She met his gaze solemnly at first and then with a glint of amusement.

“For what? You don’t know me, and you’ve no reason to trust me.”

True as her statement was, the mirror of her words to his own distrust made him uncomfortable. She’d done nothing to deserve it.

“There are some hieroglyphs on some of those papyrus you really should see,” she offered gently.

He looked at her. She gave him a small smile. Apology accepted, graciously.

Move on.

“Show me,” he said.

Letting out a sigh of relief, she ducked her head as she visibly relaxed.

She bent a little over the desk to pick through the plastic envelopes, searching for the right ones.

Her scent reached him again, sweet with that hint of spice. She drew her shimmering hair over the other shoulder with one hand to get it out of the way before leaning on the desk. Her fell in a rippling stream, framing her face.

Once again he was conscious of her in ways he shouldn’t be. He hadn’t wanted to admit her presence was more than welcome, or that his fear had been for her first, and then for his research. That was a first.

Ky caught himself examining her profile, the classic lines of it, the curve of her mouth, the long slender column of her throat, the inviting curve of her shoulder.

“Here,” Raissa said, “this one…and this…”

Raissa turned to look at him and caught the look in his eyes. She went still as their gazes locked. 

A flush of heat went through her.

Ky was all too aware of her soft lips parting on an intake of breath. 

Recalling himself, Ky read through her translations the pieces of papyrus and his heart rate picked up for an entirely different reason.

If she wasn’t mistaken in her translation, then the architect was discussing the building of a tomb out in the Gilf Kebir, translated as ‘great barrier.’ The Gilf Kebir was massive plateau that was the most distinctive geological feature in this remote part of Egypt, encompassing parts of Libya to the west and the Sudan to the south.

Certainly the ancient peoples had known of it. Petroglyphs were etched into its rocks, the most famous set of which had been used in a movie.

However, most of the Gilf Kebir gave new meaning to inaccessible and inhospitable.

In his earliest days of study, Ky had written a paper speculating that before the pyramids, the priests and priestesses of early Egypt had used the Gilf Kebir as their final resting place, unlike many who had built their tombs along the Nile.

That paper hadn’t been well received.

Ky stood, staring at the papyrus.

Here in his hand was confirmation the tombs he’d proposed might in fact exist. They weren’t just his imagination, an extrapolation, a wild fancy cobbled together from references he’d found here and there, and a single statement in an early dynasty Pharaoh’s tomb.

A tomb they couldn’t even be certain was that of the Pharaoh they thought.

Narmer.

The first great Pharaoh.

“Raissa,” he said, making the effort not to get his hopes up. “Are you certain? Is this how you read this?”

Seeing the excitement in his eyes, her smile spread. “I was right, wasn’t I? It’s what you were looking for?” 

On a half laugh, he said, “Part of it. It’s part of what I’m looking for.”

He almost kissed her, the impulse so strong it rocked him.

Still, with this and this alone, Ky had the confirmation he’d looked for, if only for himself, and possibly enough to get the additional funding needed to expand his search beyond the fort, to continue looking farther. Perhaps even into the Gilf Kebir itself, to find the tombs.

It had been Ky himself who, through research and extrapolation, through clues on papyrus, small hints, had originally discovered the remains of the early dynasty fort that even now was being uncovered out in the desert. That had given him a certain cachet, a little pull.

“Let’s get a copy of this off to Dr. Hawass immediately,” he said to Ryan, keeping his voice even with an effort. They needed, he needed, to be sure. “We’ll get it dated for certain the next time we’re in Cairo, to be sure. Could you set that up, too, Ryan? Get us time to do the dating.”

Dr. Tareq Hawass of the Egyptian Museum in Cairo was his friend, mentor and a force to be reckoned with in Egyptology. They were old friends from back in the days when they’d been Archaeology/Egyptology students. Now Tareq was head of the Museum by virtue of his knowledge of Ancient Egypt, his skill at wheedling the necessary funds from the government and wealthy donors, and his undeniable charm.

He would let Tareq fight this battle.

Ky’s spirits lightened. Sometimes it was a matter of who you knew. As much grief as it had caused him to be friends with the head of the Egyptian museum, this time it had paid off.

The tombs he sought were here in Egypt as far as Ky could tell. The folks at the Egyptian Museum and in the Egyptian government would very likely be more than happy to help him find them. It was their heritage he was uncovering.

That would take time, though, and there was still more to discover, more clues to search for.

It was a beginning. The next step.

Contrary to popular opinion and what was depicted in the movies, there was rarely an outright AHA moment in archeology but instead a series of steps. Sometimes they led you down dusty side roads or dead ends, but most led you, step by careful step, where you hoped you would go.

If you did your job right.






  







 

Chapter Seven
 

Situated at the very edge of the desert, as always it was hot, dry, dusty, and windy at the dig site. Sand filtered down, over, through and beneath your clothes until by the end of the day you felt as if you were coated in a fine layer of grit. Engrossed in their work most neither noticed or cared. As much as possible, you prepared for the conditions, but it was part of the job. Ky had long since gotten used to the discomfort. Some of those around him wore hats against the heat and the chance of sunstroke but he rarely did, preferring the feel of the breeze through his hair. He did wear polarized sunglasses to shield his eyes from the brightness but also to fend off the glare from the sand that might make him miss something important.

He glanced up and across the site to the solitary form standing near the entrance to the dig site where entry through the second wall had once been.

Many of these old forts had had inner defensive walls as well as outer ones. The walls had worked well, forcing anyone who managed to get past the first one to face the defenders behind the second, while the attackers were forced to fight to get through a narrow passageway.

With no one at the dig site except foreigners like themselves and educated Egyptians who wouldn’t object to her clothing - in other words, no one from town - Raissa had left the abaya and instead wore a casual pleated linen dress that revealed her lovely legs. Her long golden hair, drawn back in a loose braid, blew in the breeze as she shaded her eyes with a hand to look across the dig site.

The sunlight illuminated her fine and lovely features, the wind pressed the fabric of her dress against her body to flutter around her legs. In some ways that dress was more practical in this heat than what some wore.

In a short time she’d become nearly as indispensible and intuitive as Ryan. She was turning into a very capable, very efficient, and very pleasant distraction.

She’d been with them now for more than two weeks and she fit in with the team so well, joking with Ryan, gently teasing Komi as they worked, that it seemed she’d always been a part of it. Nor was she averse to teasing Ky as well, slipping in some quiet aside, hiding her smile and her twinkling eyes behind her hair until the shot had been delivered and struck home. Then when they were all laughing, he would catch that a glimmering glance from the corner of her eye.

They’d already had some lively debates over her translations. She had a marvelous mind, something he definitely appreciated. Nor was she afraid to state her opinion or defend it even against him, and she was flexible enough to see another side.

To his surprise, though, given her background, she’d never been to a dig site. This was her first visit, and she seemed to find the dig fascinating.

Each find had been labeled as to what had been found where with little color-coded flags stuck in the ground or tied to the twine that marked off the sections of the site. That helped those who worked here get a sense of what had been where, but it also meant Raissa didn’t need to have someone explain everything to her. Pretty as she was, it was unlikely she would have had trouble finding someone to do so, though. She was a beautiful young woman. Ky knew he wasn’t the only one looking at her, and he felt an odd twinge at the thought. He and Ryan had cautioned her about all the things she couldn’t or shouldn’t do at the dig  -  as well as the inconveniences, like a lack of facilities. It was rough living, not that anyone complained. Whiners didn’t last long on a dig.

Sandwiched between them on the bench seat of the ancient jeep as they’d ridden out to the dig site, Raissa had looked from one to the other of them as they’d explained, shaking her head in amusement.

“It’s not the first time I’ve lived rough,” she’d said, clearly entertained by their concern. “Have you looked around at all?”

There were parts of the town where goats, dogs, and cats relieved themselves in the streets, and some houses still didn’t have indoor plumbing, much less electricity.

That air of amusement around her was beguiling.

It did raise the question of where she was living, but she always arrived clean, so she couldn’t be living too rough.

Ky remembered far too well the brush of her smooth, warm thigh against his own as they’d jounced around in the Jeep.

Familiarity hadn’t diminished the attraction one bit. Every time he saw her his body tightened automatically in response.

She was usually sprawled across the chair by the window of the suite, her beautiful hair streaming over the arm or the back of the chair, the light turning it into a shimmering golden fall, her shapely legs over the arm, her feet bare - in a place where bare feet weren’t always wise. She seemed to have no fear of scorpions or sand spurs.

Working patiently in the remains of one of the rooms along the north wall, Ky eyed some of the others working here. There were people here he didn’t quite trust.

This section was not where he’d found some of those intriguing fragments.

Across the way was one of those Ky didn’t trust. 

Heinrich Zimmer, a part of the group excavating the north tower.

Tall, with thinning sandy hair and a fleshy face, his black eyes always seemed to be at odds with the rest of him, too dark for his fair coloring.

A number of their colleagues were wary of Zimmer and with reason. He had a reputation within the archeology world  -  unsubstantiated legally  -  for stealing the work of others. From the interactions Ky had had with the man, he didn’t find the rumors difficult to believe. Although Zimmer could be charming enough, there was something about him Ky just didn’t like.

That charm was part of it. Although some found him personable enough, Ky had always felt that Zimmer’s charisma was a carefully crafted act. The one or two who dared talk about it had remarked bitterly how easily they’d fallen for it, how Zimmer had worked his way into their good graces before he turned on them.

Zimmer’s presence hadn’t been Ky’s choice.

It was difficult these days for any one organization to fund a dig of this size. More so for Ky since he had an even greater project in mind in the future  -  if he found what he hoped to find here.

Allowing other partners in on this dig, spreading the wealth as it were, would give him a little more leverage in keeping the tomb site to himself.

It was also good politics.

So other universities and organizations had been invited to take part in opening this site.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t anticipated those partners would include Zimmer.

In light of that, Ky was taking extra precautions and being very careful around the man.

Then there were the thieves.

Where had they found the stolen fragments that Raissa brought him?

He was still waiting on Tareq’s response to what he’d sent.

The tombs existed. If he could get that funding…

Working in this section wasn’t a waste of time, though; it was necessary. The more he knew, the better his chance at finding what he sought. It was sometimes surprising what you would find. They had no way of knowing, for example, why this fort had been abandoned all those millennia ago and another built in a location not that far away but slightly closer to the flood plain of the Nile. Perhaps it had been the proximity for supplies, but it seemed a waste.

Zimmer, Ky noted with a frown, seemed to have his mind on something or someone else.

The man nudged one of the other workers, tipped his head in the direction of his gaze, and spoke.

Ky saw where Zimmer’s glance settled, although he already guessed.

Raissa.

A thread of uneasiness moved through him watching Zimmer’s avaricious eyes on her.

She seemed oblivious as she examined the site.

 

The air blew hot, lined with a fine coating of sand, and the sun beat down on her shoulders, but Raissa was long used to it. She looked across the great square hollow of what had once been the fort with its carefully mapped borders of twine wrapped around sticks. If she hadn’t known what it was, she wouldn’t have recognized it, although clearly those who worked here did. Each section had been labeled with what they thought the area had once been. There was so little left. Only the outlines of the towering walls remained, the remnants of mud bricks showing where the thick inner and outer walls would have been, the rooms for the officers, the common rooms and barracks for the soldiers, the areas where they would have drilled.

In her mind’s eye she could see it as it had been, the great walls surrounding them on all sides.

Once it would have towered far above the desert…

Above her, a falcon cried out as it circled, looking for prey. She watched it, its wings flared as it floated high above.

She could see Professor Farrar working off to one side, his dark hair lifting in the breeze, just curling over his collar a little.

With a sigh, she mentally shook her head.

She hadn’t expected to like him or them. She didn’t want to like them; it complicated things. They were so foreign, and this was something she had to do.

Unfortunately, she did like them, she liked all of them.

For all his joking around, Ryan was no fool. When he spoke it was to the point, and anything else he kept to himself. She respected that.

John was harder to know and like. He was a man of strong opinions but his competence with equipment was unquestionable.

Quiet Komi, with his halting manner and gentle wit, had won her over swiftly.

Then there was Ky. Professor Farrar. She had to remember to think of him that way.

She watched him at work, his dark head bent, intent, focused.

She refused to consider his resemblance to the Khai of old as a sign of any kind.

Both had been/were handsome men – that was undeniable – with features that reflected a strength of personality in the firm jaw, the intelligent dark eyes, that firm, full mouth.

The attraction was there, though, she couldn’t ignore it or pretend it wasn’t there.

A burst of warmth went through her to watch him. No matter how many times she glanced at him each time the sight of him made her heart jump. She wished she could see his eyes, though, hidden behind the sunglasses. Sweat had dampened his t-shirt so that it clung to his firmly muscled chest. An academic should not be so finely muscled.

Her breath hitched a little as he glanced up to catch her looking at him.

Smiling, she turned away, amused and embarrassed that he’d caught her.

It was so hard not to look, even harder not to want to touch. It was far better if she didn’t. He wasn’t for her. That wasn’t something she could even consider.

There was his policy against fraternization. She would respect that, and it was for the best. Or so she tried to tell herself.

They’d left Komi and John back at the hotel. Neither was an archaeologist. John was the fix-it/muscle and driver and Komi’s translation skills weren’t necessary out here, where Raissa’s translation skills were or might be, depending on what was found, if anything.

Professor Farrar had also made it very clear he wasn’t sharing her skills with anyone, here or elsewhere.

That was fine with her as she hadn’t intended to share anyway.

She turned her face up to the sky to feel the sun for a moment. It felt wonderful after so long cooped up inside.

Some of the other groups packed up against the heat of midday, retiring to their air-conditioned tents and vehicles to let the worst of the heat pass. They were in no hurry, after all. This place had waited for millennia. Its secrets would wait a day or two more.

Ky heard the sound of generators being fired up, too. Not surprisingly, it was the other group of Americans.

Jumping in and out of air conditioning, he knew, only made it more difficult to adapt to the heat. Having grown up in this kind of environment, he was used to it. It seemed Raissa also had no difficulty with it.

John, on the other hand, was always clamoring for air conditioning.

With a glance Ryan, Ky waited until the others were out of sight.

He looked around for Raissa and was caught by the sight of her standing with her face tilted up to the sun, appearing as contented as a cat in a window, loose tendrils of her hair blowing in the breeze. Something tugged low and deep inside him. He couldn’t help smiling.

With an effort, he pulled his thoughts back from where they wandered.

“Raissa,” he called, quietly.

When he beckoned to her, she smiled and came to join him, meeting him at the gap where one of the fort’s small side gates would have been. He liked to watch her walk, the graceful swing of her hips, her stride loose, open, as if she was used to walking long distances, and long for her height.

Following him, her gaze curious, she stayed silent until they reached the far side of the rise and saw what he’d hidden there.

Very few of the archaeologists roamed beyond the walls. There were scorpions and snakes and what the archaeologists wanted was within the ancient walls, not outside of them.

Unlike Ky.

“I’m trusting you to keep this between us,” Ky said, eyeing her.

She met his gaze evenly, evidently puzzled, but she nodded.

“Don’t touch anything,” he said, and pointed. “Sit there.”

Obediently, she sat, or rather, settled down on her heels, her hands on her knees, her blue eyes watching him curiously but intently. He had the impression she could kneel like that for hours.

“Ryan and I found this on our last dig out here,” Ky said. “Every site where people have been has a garbage dump called a midden, a place where they throw their trash. We knew there had to be one. Where there are people there is always trash, bones, offal, worn clothing or tools, and garbage. Most are away from living spaces but fairly close at hand, whether it’s the midden of a medieval castle, or as here, outside the walls of a fort. They wouldn’t use the main gate. Having visitors pass your trash heap wouldn’t be very welcoming, so they were more likely to use one of the small side gates. They also wouldn’t want to dump their garbage too close as it would attract vermin and predators. Being human they also wouldn’t want to walk too far, so we probed outward in a radius from the gate. We weren’t the only ones looking but we got lucky and found it.”

Fortunately, it had been on the other side of a small rise where the wind had been especially helpful, scouring away much of the loose sand and making it much easier to find.

“You’re trusting me a great deal,” she said, studying him.

Pulling his sunglasses down enough so she could see the look in his eyes, he met her gaze.

“I am.”

Carefully, with small fans to blow away the sand, tweezers to pick delicately through what he found, and assorted other small tools, he probed within the detritus hidden beneath the sand.

“What exactly are you looking for?” Raissa asked curiously, “if you don’t mind my asking?”

Ky didn’t know if he was ready to tell her the whole truth  -  he was taking a huge risk showing her this much  -  but he could tell her some of it. He wanted to trust her completely, but he couldn’t quite take that last step, that final chance. He’d been searching for the Tomb or Tombs for too long, almost all of his life. It was too great a risk to take when he was so close to his goal.

“Clues to a myth,” he said finally with a quiet laugh, most of his attention on what he was doing. “Over the course of my studies I came across some references here and there to indicate that the tombs of the priests and priestesses of some of the earliest eras of Egypt were hidden out here somewhere. Just hints, random references, and stories. We have very little from that time, if we could find just one of them it would be a major discovery.”

That was the least of it.

Very carefully, he teased a fragment of pottery from the sand and dirt with satisfaction. Writing was etched into the clay where it hadn’t been sanded away by time.

He’d had a sense something was there when he’d been here last but some of the others had begun to return and he’d had to abandon it for fear they would discover his secret.

No one knew he was actually looking for the tombs and for one Tomb in particular. Many didn’t believe it or they existed.

The Tomb of the Djinn.

In an area as big as the Gilf Kebbir, a region the size of Switzerland and made primarily of a plateau split with chasms and caves, secrets could still be hidden.

He was gambling they were.

Watching him, Raissa asked, “If you don’t mind my asking, why do you do this?”

“What this?”

“Search for old forts, graves…archaeology…”

“Why did you learn ancient languages?”

Laughing, she shook her head and said, “It’s not the same. It wasn’t so much of a choice, it was more survival, but I believe I asked you first.”

“Perhaps because I grew up in this world, going back and forth between the Middle East and the U.S.,” he said. “There’s a fascination with being so close to history here, especially such ancient history. This region was the birthplace of so much. Ancient Egypt has fascinated me since I was a boy and my first visit to the Egyptian Museum. I used to imagine what it had been like to live in those times. Times change and yet so much here is unchanged.”

Stopping for a moment, he paused to look around him and waved.

“What do you see?” he asked.

Tilting her head a little, smiling softly, Raissa said, “Sun, sand, sky.”

“And what do you hear?”

Her mouth twitched, her lips curved more deeply.

It was peaceful, serene, silent save for the brush of the sand blowing in the breeze.

“Only the wind…” she said with a sigh.

Raissa understood what he was saying. It was quieter here, without the constant cacophony that assaulted her ears in town, the cars, people and animals. Music blared from windows while voices called or shouted.

“It was a purer time back then,” he said, “with fewer things and gadgets, fewer distractions. People actually knew each other, depended on each other in ways we don’t anymore. It was life or death for them, and both life and death were closer to them than they are for us, I think. They talked to each other, spent time with each other. It was their only form of entertainment. They interacted in ways we no longer do.”

Raissa watched his face, the high cheekbones, that full mouth, his dark eyes distant but not unreadable. Some part of him yearned, wanted something he couldn’t quite define… For him it wasn’t merely facts and figures. It was all of it. And that mattered.

“Do you think this time is so very different?” she asked. “Don’t people know how to live, laugh and love now?”

There was an interesting note to her voice, Ky noted.

Something went through him at the sound and he glanced up at her, to see her lovely blue eyes watching him intently, a small frown marring her brow.

“They do, but other things get in the way. Television, radio, the computer…”

Ky looked out over the desert and smiled, remembering how he’d started out on this path, the voice booming in the darkness…

“Then there are the stories. Isis searching for Osiris after Set trapped him, seeking him so desperately she went into the underworld after him. When Set cut Osiris up and scattered him along the Nile, she searched for him and picked up all the pieces she could find, using magic to return him to her. It’s one of the greatest love stories of all time. There are also the real people, the Pharaohs, both good and bad, the peoples and civilizations they created, the ones they interacted with. Learning how they lived, how they succeeded and how they failed, teaches us more about who and what we are, where we came from, how we became what we are, so perhaps we can figure out where we’re going.”

“You’re a romantic,” she teased gently.

Looking into her eyes, feeling his heart catch when he did, he couldn’t disagree.

With a sigh of amused resignation, seeing the sparkle in her eyes, he said, smiling, “I suppose I am. See what you make of this… Gloves?”

Obediently she drew on the clean cotton gloves.

He handed her the fragment of pottery. It was flat, like a tablet would be.

Studying the writing on it, Raissa shook her head. “I’m afraid you’ll have to get me more than this.”

There were hieroglyphs on it but only fragments of what might have been words.

“Let’s see what I can find,” he said, teasing another fragment loose. “And then there’s this, putting together the pieces of a puzzle.”

He handed the fragment to her.

Carefully, she tried to fit the two pieces together in a way that made sense. After all, they were likely from the same piece of tablet. With a laugh of triumph, she did.

Laughing, too, Ky said, “That’s another reason why I do it, that moment of discovery. Not so much aha, but…isn’t that amazing?”

He glanced at his watch.

“It’s time to go back,” he said.

She stood and offered him a hand out of the pit.

With a smile, he took it, let her pull him up.

 

Heinrich Zimmer watched them all morning but particularly the girl - Farrar’s new translator. With all that shining hair, those pretty eyes and that body, she was beautiful. He went hot just at the thought of touching her.

She hadn’t looked at him twice although he’d seen her glance surreptitiously at Farrar from time to time.

If he’d been Farrar he’d have been all over that but Farrar had scruples, principles, and – judging by the surreptitious looks Farrar gave the girl in return – he hadn’t touched her yet.

He was a fool. What a waste.

Of course, a girl like her wouldn’t give someone like Heinrich Zimmer the time of day and he knew it. He wasn’t pretty like Farrar with his thick dark hair. He was big, bluff. His hair was receding and he was not pretty. Yet he knew himself to be ten times the man Farrar was. He knew it. A woman like that wouldn’t see it, though.

In the back of his mind, a small voice whispered, as it did nearly constantly these days.

He’d grown accustomed to it, to that voice in the back of his mind, had even listened to its counsel now and then while trying not to think too hard about the source of it.

He wasn’t insane. Only the mad heard voices.

‘You could have her,’ that voice sighed, whispered. ‘We can help you. Let us in…’

It was tempting, so tempting.

He watched her hair flag in the winds, the long strong muscles of her legs and envisioned them wrapped around him.

 

The dig had been going on for weeks as they carefully excavated down through the accumulated layers, sifting through sand that had built up over millennia, preserving what lay beneath and within it as the blowing sand above had scoured away the walls. It was tedious, meticulous work but it had to be done carefully or risk damaging what might lie beneath it.

Ky patiently skimmed away another layer of sand and then sat back on his heels, a small chill going through him as it always did in these circumstances, before he began to carefully excavate the surprisingly small gray dome of bone until he’d revealed more of the skull buried beneath the sand.

That was unusual.

In fact it was nearly unheard of. The ancient Egyptians had been nearly fanatic about burying their dead, had even gone to the length of transporting bodies back to make certain they were buried in Egyptian soil, or else their souls would be left to wander. To leave a body here in this place, in the open? He frowned and shook his head, stared out across the site.

What had happened here that had been so terrible they’d abandoned their dead?

He carefully excavated the skeleton, finding the cause of death easily in the well-preserved specimen  -  a surprise, too, given that animals and carrion birds usually chewed or carried off some parts  -  the ribs were cracked in what appeared to have been a sword wound.

Who were you? he wondered. Why were you left here?

The next question was, were there more?

As with everything, there was protocol for something like this.

Ky stood, raised his voice to carry.

“I’ve found a skeleton, intact. We have bodies here, people,” he said, his voice ringing clear. “Bodies.”

Instantly every team stopped what they were doing, raised hands, brushes, trowels, and stepped back cautiously.

For an occupation so consumed with the dead past, there was reverence for those of the dead they found.

Excavations would now be undertaken even more slowly, with the awareness that the shards they uncovered might be bone, had once been someone’s son or daughter, could very likely be someone’s many times removed grandparent.

The sacred dead.

 

For a time there was silence as the leader of the group paced, his head down, considering what the others had told him. They’d intercepted reports and communications to indicate that the Americans still searched for the Tomb. Progress was slow, but there was the matter of the midden that had not been shared with the other archaeologists.

What had been learned there they did not yet know and that was a problem.

In a way, it worked in their favor as what was not known to the others revealed nothing to them.

There were other watchers though, as they’d discovered to their dismay and concern.

Even the ancient fort, though, was too close to the Tombs. The possibility was good they might discover something there.

“It’s too great a chance to take,” he said, finally. “Find a way to frighten them away. It shouldn’t be too difficult with the current unrest. They are not to be killed. At all costs.”

Deaths brought attention. The last thing they needed was more attention. If it came out what it was the American searched for? With their love for mysteries and conspiracy theories and such…? They would have even more looking. It was bad enough as it was.






  







 

Chapter Eight
 

Ryan instructed Raissa in the fine art, the very fine art, of the actual ‘dig’, removing the material around a structure or artifact without damaging it in situ, recording it and the level at which it was found, along with any additional materials. Raissa found he was a surprisingly patient teacher, for which she was grateful.

They were working in one of those rooms along the side walls, using brushes of all sizes. In some cases, they even used dental picks. To Raissa it was all fascinating, this unveiling of these dead, and the care, even reverence, that they took in doing it.

She hesitated only a little to approach him…but it was Ryan.

“Would you teach me how to work a dig?” she’d asked finally, when Professor Farrar had been out.

If Ryan was surprised she’d asked, he hadn’t said so. 

“Sure,” he’d said. “If you teach me how to read hieroglyphics the way you do.”

“Deal,” she’d said, with a grin.

Now she asked, “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Hell, no,” he said, with a shrug. “I taught lots of dumbass volunteers back in the States. Most of  ‘em are dumber than a box of rocks. You’re smarter than most. Where do you want to start?”

“I don’t want to disturb your work…” Raissa offered. “How about there?” 

A few of the ‘rooms’ hadn’t been worked and Professor Farrar was still carefully unearthing the skeleton he’d found in his section. Now that everyone knew what they might find the excavation was proceeding even more slowly and carefully, and a number of other remains had now been found.

Finally, at long last, these lost souls would be returned to the Egypt they’d known.

So that empty ‘room’ wouldn’t likely be worked for some time.

“Sure,” Ryan said. “Why not?”

Under Ryan’s careful supervision, Raissa carefully brushed away some of the dirt and soil along the exterior side wall of one of the rooms.

As Ryan explained, excavation was painstaking work and sometimes the most reward you got for it was to simply expose more of the wall, although they were getting closer to the original floor and knew what had been found elsewhere.

When he was certain she was all right by herself, he returned to his own section.

Raissa found she didn’t mind clearing the sand and dirt away with a small hand shovel, shaking and sifting the soil in case something small was hidden within it like a bead from a necklace. Each bit was a little fragment from that person’s life, to be buried with them. There was a certain satisfaction in knowing that.

The sun beat down, browning her skin, warming her as she worked.

From where she worked she could see the others  -  Ryan back in his area and Ky down at the end in what had been the rooms of the commander of the watch.

 

Slowly but surely Ky cleared the skeletal remains, brushed away the sand. To his surprise, the remains of a sword lay next to the figure. That was unexpected. He’d considered illness, which might explain why the bodies had been abandoned, rather than returned to Egypt as they’d known it then. 

Whoever this was had died backed into a corner, fighting here. Alone.

And been left, unburied and unmourned. That was also surprising. Why had he been left here?

Ky felt an almost unbearable sense of sadness for the man.

Not entirely unmourned, now.

Looking at the remains of that lone soldier, Ky touched the skull in a benediction of sorts. If his soul was still trapped here, Ky wished it on to whatever afterlife the man had yearned for. Somehow, it made him feel better to have done it.

He looked up across the dig, stretching his back.

Like many things in ancient Egypt, the fort had been oriented east to west along the line of the sun and north to south.

Ryan was in his section, working diligently.

Earlier Ky had seen him working with Raissa, teaching her the basics of excavation, crouched down, their heads bent toward each other, the long tail of her hair over her shoulder, her eyes on Ryan’s as he talked.

He scanned the site and found her in one of the empty ‘rooms’ along the south wall. Her legs curled to one side, she was propped on one arm, brushing carefully at the side of one wall, her head bent so her hair formed a wavy golden backdrop to her profile.

Ky had thought that time and familiarity would have diminished the attraction. Instead, it only intensified it. The more time he spent with her the more he enjoyed it. He found himself looking for opportunities to get close, to catch that sweet scent, to hear her laugh. There were times when he kept her far too close to sunset, when she had to leave, as they debated one thing or another, Ryan and Komi joining in enthusiastically.

There were the times when he caught her glancing at him with a curious expression, her eyes darkened, her lips parted… If the boys hadn’t been there…if he wouldn’t have been taking advantage, if it wouldn’t have been so bad for morale on the team…

He sighed.

Then something or someone in the background moved. The movement caught his eye and a chill went through him as he saw who it was.

Zimmer, his too-dark eyes watching Raissa.

Looking around, Ky couldn’t find anything else Zimmer might be looking at with such concentration.

There was something in the man’s expression Ky didn’t like, a cold impersonal avarice, a covetousness that was disturbing in its intensity.

Focused on what she was doing, Raissa seemed ignorant of the attention.

As if aware of Ky’s eyes on him, Zimmer turned his head and his gaze met Ky’s, his expression oddly blank and empty. That was even more disturbing. Suddenly the man’s eyes cleared and narrowed with dislike.

Ky gave him a level look back, a warning clear in his eyes. Stay away.

For a moment, their eyes met and held.

It was Zimmer, finally, who turned away.

One thing was certain; Ky intended to be sure Raissa was never alone anywhere when Zimmer was around. Watching to be sure Zimmer continued on his way, Ky settled down to the careful task of preserving the remains as they were.

 

The tap of Raissa’s little hand shovel rang slightly hollow when it struck one of the stones.

She went still and tapped it again. The piece of limestone should have been fitted so tightly it wouldn’t move. It was characteristic of the building of the time, that each piece fit against each other solidly and perfectly.

This one wasn’t.

There was a hollow behind the stone.

For a moment she hesitated. She took a breath before turning to look for Professor Farrar or Ryan.

Professor Farrar was too far away and concentrated, bent over the excavation of the skeleton. Ryan was closer, and not so intent on what he was doing.

Picking up a small stone, she flipped it in his direction, so it skittered across his field of view.

He looked up and saw the expression on her face, came over to see what it was she needed.

“What’s up?” he asked softly.

Raissa tapped the loose stone and watched his eyes widen.

He touched her arm.

“Don’t get too excited,” he cautioned and eyed the people around them significantly.

Raissa nodded. She wouldn’t.

Many walls of the time and period had been built of courser limestone faced with finer stone, or, in the case of an exterior wall on a structure like this, might consist of an outer layer of limestone, filled between with tightly packed earth and stone, to give it depth and keep the interior cool.  Even after millennia, where wind and sand hadn’t been permitted to weather them, the stones still fit together tightly. Except here.

It was…curious.

“I’ll go get the Professor,” Ryan said, his voice low.

Just in case.

Without apparent hurry or excitement, Ryan wandered over to where Professor Farrar was working, as if seeking the answer to a question.

Ky looked up and saw a spark of something, a touch of excitement, in Ryan’s eyes as he approached.

“Hey, boss,” Ryan said, his voice low and urgent, his eyes intent. “You might want to come and see this. It’s probably nothing…”

With Ryan in tow, Ky went over to where Raissa waited, still on her knees.

Raissa looked over her shoulder at him as he crouched beside her.

“What have you found?” he asked.

He was so close his shoulder touched hers.

Intensely aware of him, she took a breath and tapped the loose stone with the handle. She looked at him, met his dark eyes in question, biting her lip, knowing what this would mean to him.

For a moment, Ky’s breath caught. He looked at her, saw the question in her eyes. 

He nodded. She’d earned the right to do this.

Carefully she fit her fingers around the stone, tugged on it as he watched.

It shifted.

A little thrill went through him.

Those blocks shouldn’t shift, unless someone had worked one loose and replaced it.

Ky’s heart seemed to pause and then start again.

Smiling, he said, “Don’t stop now.”

Raissa glanced at him quickly in surprise, meeting his eyes, the sun hitting them just right to bring out the gold in them.

In that moment, with the sun etching his features in sharp relief, he looked very much like the statue in his office.

Her breath caught.

Deliberately, she tugged again and pulled the stone free.

Wedged within the wall was a linen-wrapped package, the linen rotted and crumbling but the papyrus within intact. Raissa could see several complete pages as she peered inside the small hole. It was amazing they’d survived so long.

Ky touched her hand, spread his fingers to tell her to stop.

“Ryan?” 

Ryan was already wandering nonchalantly over to his kit to get the necessary tools and plastic bags to seal the find.

Ky took over.

Very carefully, he pried the packet out of its hiding place, set it down on a piece of cotton cloth. He glanced up, looked around. No one seemed to have noticed their preoccupation. Everyone else was engrossed in their own work.

Reverently, Ky turned a page.

“Ky,” Raissa whispered and then caught her slip. “Professor…?”

With one cotton-clad finger she pointed out a drawing, a sketch of a tomb…within what appeared to be a cave, with six tall columns…

Ky was breathless. He’d seen it.

For a moment he couldn’t breathe, looking at it, but he hadn’t missed the slip either, the soft sound of his name on her lips. Until that moment, she’d always been careful to use his title. It was a revealing mistake. His heart lightened for more than one reason.






  







 

Chapter Nine
 

In a village this size the souk, or bazaar, was not large, but the noise and aromas more than made up for the lack, as some of the merchants blared music from boom boxes, the voices of the singers wailing to the accompaniment of the instruments. Lacking the grocery stores of America, souks such as this were the local equivalent and the air was redolent with the scent of cooking. The aroma of spices, cooking lamb, and beans filled the air. Skinned goats, gutted birds and such hung from hooks at some stalls, while other stalls displayed bins of rice, beans and other foodstuffs. Cheeses and grains, coffee in bowls and barrels, were on display. Odd bits of clothing hung from other poles and supports. More clothing was piled on tables.

The souk wasn’t crowded, though, the stands and stalls virtually empty at this hour of the day except for a few of the locals in varying forms of hijab depending on their background, some women dressed in the full abaya with the niqab attached like the one Raissa wore. Ky knew she did it as much to conceal her fair hair and skin as out of respect for the local custom. Some of the women here left the face covering off, while others concealed themselves even more, adding dark gloves to cover as much of their bodies as possible.

 Ky had hoped for a better turnout, that there might be more tourists wandering through so their small party wouldn’t stand out as much.

After a group had been kidnapped though, most of them Germans, the tourists stayed away. The Americans, too, had faded away as the leadership in Egypt changed although there were still a few intrepid souls who passed through on their way to see the Cave of the Swimmers in a different section of the Gilf Kebir. Many of the vacationers, expecting the pretty pictures they’d seen in the movie and created by an artist went away disappointed. The true and original ones somehow didn’t seem as impressive in comparison.

Ky and the team were here for necessary supplies but he was also curious to see if any antiquities or artifacts from the dig site had made their way to the bazaar as well.

Almost anywhere in the Middle East one could find supposed ‘antiquities’ on sale, particularly for the benefit of the tourists. Some were quite sophisticated replicas while others were completely fake, tailored to the market of those who’d seen far too many movies. Even a half-trained eye could spot the differences easily.

With his darker skin, hair, and his accent marking him as foreign but not American, to his surprise Ky found he wasn’t getting as many dark looks from the locals as did the close-cropped, fairer and much more American-looking Ryan and John. That was the reason Ky rarely wore jeans here. It was the American uniform, instantly labeling him.

Unfortunately, John wore little else than jeans and a tee shirt.

Given the attention John garnered and the tensions in the town Ky was half tempted to send him and the others back to the hotel… Except John would take exception, loudly insisting he could handle himself, and then he might have to escort them all back personally to keep John’s pride and belligerent defense of it to a minimum. That John was proud to be an American was fine, but he tended to strut when he thought he was challenged.

In this culture, that could be dangerous.

On the other hand, there was Raissa, who was buried head to toe in the full abaya with the niqab drawn across her lower face, walking a few steps behind them and with her blue eyes lowered respectfully. She had to be sweltering beneath the dark layers of cloth.

They’d finally heard from Tareq about Raissa’s first find, the items she’d recovered from her previous employer, and so they’d left Komi behind to negotiate the web of authority to arrange for funding and more equipment  -  desert-adapted jeeps, tents, and whatnot  -  for an expedition into the deep desert.

Tareq was being as cautious as possible. With all that was going on in the cities, if word leaked out about the possibility of a new discovery, especially one as old as this?  With the hint of gold and the promise of fame and fortune? Half the Gilf Kebir would be under siege within hours as every opportunist, thief, tomb raider, amateur archaeologist, and wannabe Egyptologist searched for the tombs and wreaked havoc on the delicate ecosystem and even more delicate petroglyphs.

It would make Ky’s job that much harder as he tried to conceal his movements from myriad watchers.

With Komi busy they’d brought Raissa to interpret instead. It was handy having two interpreters who could speak the language, Ky was discovering. Ky did also, but he wasn’t as fluently as either Komi or Raissa.

He did, however, understand the challenge in the voice of the young man who suddenly stepped into his path. It was unmistakable.

“Americans,” the man said, with a glance over Ky’s shoulder at John and Ryan, his voice low and hostile, thick with anger and contempt. “Always where you are not wanted. You should go home.”

The young man’s glance past their party to someone behind them didn’t bode well, either. So, there was at least one other with him.

Bullies? Something every culture had, or was it something more?

Everyone around them went still. The shouts and cries died away, leaving only the boom boxes wailing into the growing silence.

Raising his hands slightly, Ky said in English, “We’re not looking for trouble.”

They weren’t looking for it but if it found them he knew he could deal with trouble if need be. He simply didn’t want it to be necessary, an altercation would only make things more difficult than they already were.

Behind him, he heard Raissa translating his words, pitching her voice loud enough to be heard by the shop owners without shouting.

Raissa had seen the young man earlier as they entered the souk. She knew him. And his friends. She’d seen them around before, looking for trouble, harassing people, especially foreigners. Now, they’d found some. Behind her she sensed someone standing, not yet too close. Glancing sideways beneath her lashes, she noticed two more of the troublemaker’s friends off to one side.

They were effectively surrounded, something she couldn’t relay to Ky. Professor Farrar.

Without turning his eyes from the bully, Ky spoke over his shoulder, “Gentlemen, Raissa, I think we should head back to the hotel.”

The tough made a derisive comment in Arabic to the one standing behind Ky. Ky didn’t like the look and tone of that at all. He gestured to Ryan and John to step back, shaking his head a little in warning at the slightly belligerent expression on John’s face and the way he thrust his chest out. It was a bad time for John to prove he was tough enough for a fight.

Over John’s shoulder and a step sideways behind, Ky could see Raissa.

She winced at the comment.

The words the young man used were not complimentary and Raissa saw one of the other young men glance at John angrily as he puffed up at Ky’s suggestion they leave.

This was not going well.

There might be a way to calm the situation if perhaps she gave them another target for their wrath…

She slipped past Ryan and John respectfully, being careful not to touch either one, keeping her eyes averted from any of the men.

The tone the toughs used was enough for Ky to understand the gist of what was said and he knew enough rough Arabic to get the meaning but he was wise enough to keep that knowledge from reflecting on his face where John might see his reaction.

Then Raissa stepped between him and the first young turk, her eyes lowered, speaking in rapid Arabic, trying to defuse the situation. Her tone was apologetic, her head bobbed in quick bows. She never raised her eyes to challenge the men.

It would be enough provocation that she was speaking to them without being spoken to and she was clearly in the company of the Americans. At the very least employed by them.

Turning her head, she said to Ky softly, “Go,” before turning back to the tough, apologizing for any insult he might have taken, agreeing that the Americans were difficult but they’d helped discover the fort and that was good for the village.

Ky understood that much.

Around them, people listened to her soft voice, pitched loud enough to be heard.

He turned to John and Ryan, the last wisely retreating, John a little more reluctantly.

Ky looked back at Raissa.

Negligently, the man backhanded her for her insolence in speaking to him unasked as he lifted his chin to his friends in their direction.

Ky flinched at the blow, his jaw clenched, but he knew the culture. 

As much as he hated it, though, he knew she’d set herself up for it deliberately.

She said nothing. He could see that her lowered eyes watched everything, everyone from beneath her lashes…

More of the young men stepping out from between the stalls abruptly cut off their line of retreat.

“We don’t want any problems,” Ky said, keeping his hands a little raised. There was still a chance to get out of this. “Just let us leave in peace.”

Incredibly, he heard Raissa’s voice translating his words into Arabic in the background, her voice carrying so everyone there would know he’d tried to avoid the confrontation. Her eyes never left the man who had struck her.

Somehow Ky wasn’t surprised she was keeping so calm in the face of the situation.

The blow hadn’t been entirely unexpected given the culture so Raissa had been prepared for the cuff but she’d hoped to, if not calm the situation, perhaps redirect it.

That hadn’t worked.

Some of the shopkeepers hastily grabbed their more fragile items and moved them to safety in anticipation. Others folded their tents to weather the elemental storm that gathered in the middle of the souk elsewhere.

That didn’t bode well either, Raissa knew.

“Ryan, John,” Ky said, his voice quiet, and indicated a defensible corner with a tip of his head, a fold in the walls of the buildings.

As much as Ky hadn’t looked for trouble, these men might find they’d taken on more than they’d bargained for.

Unlike John, Ky didn’t just talk the talk, he walked the walk. Tough guy that John wanted to be, Ky was. His training had been far more extensive than John’s basic U.S. Army self-defense and a few bar fights.

Of the four of them, only Raissa was still out in the bazaar but she was stepping back under cover and she lived here. That might afford her some little protection from what was coming.

Ky retreated, warily.

As one, the men moved and Ky found himself being boxed in.

There were Ryan, John, and Raissa to consider as well.

If possible, he wanted to walk away. Worst case, he wanted to draw the worst of it away from them, give them an opportunity to escape.

“You shouldn’t have come,” one of young men said belligerently, as if they’d forced him to this simply by their presence.

“Let’s send them home,” another, more aggressive, suggested.

For some, retreat could be seen as a sign of weakness, of cowardliness. Apparently, these were some of them.

The first fist lashed out.

Ky caught it easily and turned it aside, still trying to defuse the situation, and pushed the man, sending him stumbling across the souk.

“You don’t want to do this,” he cautioned.

In the background, Raissa repeated his words, her voice astonishingly steady.

Another of the young men closed, as adrenaline overcame sense.

Ky blocked the punch, let it pass as he caught the man’s arm and brought the man’s face down into the table behind him with a hand in the other’s collar. He held him there easily, concerned about Raissa behind him.

“Just let us leave,” Ky said evenly, calmly, with a quick glance at each of them, particularly the leader.

It wasn’t good. There were too many of them.

Knives appeared.

Going still, Ky looked into their eyes. They’d committed themselves to drawing blood here, he could see it.

That changed things considerably.

“Let him go,” one of them said, gesturing at the young man Ky held.

Carefully, Ky obeyed. He pushed the young man away.

That one immediately turned, pulled his own knife, and drove it toward Ky’s abdomen in fury at his humiliation.

Ky brushed the knife aside and the young man with it, sending him sprawling across the floor of the souk.

If possible, he wanted to hurt no one here and give them no cause for complaint later, or to fuel the simmering resentment in the town.

But the battle was joined.

Another blade lashed at him. He blocked it, caught the hand to divert it, while a kick stopped the next.

To his surprise, he saw movement from the corner of his eye, a swirl of black fabric.

Raissa rammed her elbow into the stomach of the man behind her even as he grabbed at her. He crumpled on a whoosh as the air left him. Spinning on her toes, she struck him in the jaw with the heel of her hand, hard and fast. He dropped as she saw the flash of steel from the corner of her eye.

Ky trapped the hand with the knife with his hands, turned it, spun the man away from him, and sent him flying into one of his friends.

Another knife flashed toward him…

To his surprise, a broken tent-pole thrust between him and his assailant to block the blade, Raissa hooking the hand with the pole in the same movement, turning and twisting the broken pole in one swift motion to send the attacker stumbling away. A swift hard jab with the blunt end of the broken pole into the man’s chest and that one stumbled back to sit down hard, coughing.

She’d already spun away to block the blow of the next.

The young turk wasn’t the only one surprised.

Even as Ky caught the blade of another, smacking the wrist down on his knee so the man released the blade, he saw Raissa fade back from the thrust of another of the bullies in a swirl of black fabric. The blade whispering through the abaya as she stepped away, caught the man’s arm, kicked the leg out from under the man and let him drop, hard.

She constantly amazed him.

Another drove at him and Ky stepped in to grab the arm, turning and twisting it until the man dropped the knife and then he shoved him away. A punch to his jaw, another to his chin, sent the man sprawling.

As suddenly as it had begun it was over with all of the men down and no one really hurt.

John punched the one who looked like he might be getting belligerent again and then shook his hand.

“Nice moves, boss,” he said in admiration, “where’d you learn that?”

Details were not a good idea here, and bragging wasn’t Ky’s style. He’d served with the Israeli and U.S. armed forces, the last partly to help fund his education in the States. It wasn’t something he talked about much. Nor what he’d done while he’d been with them.

Still, the training came in handy every now and again.

“Here and there. Explanations will have to wait,” he said. “We need to get out of here.”

Raissa added, “And quickly, before the police get here. They won’t be inclined to be kind to Americans, I think, or to women who fight with men. I wouldn’t do well in jail here.”

“Me, neither,” Ryan said. “I saw the movie…”

Breathlessly, both Ky and John laughed.

“Wrong country, Ryan.”

But it broke the tension.

Raissa just stared at them. She shook her head in bemusement.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ky said.

With a twist of her head, Raissa said, “This way, follow me, quickly.”

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” Ky asked Raissa, as they made their way through the alleys.

Those blue eyes met his from above the niqab and twinkled. “Here and there. Explanations can wait.”

He eyed her, lifting an eyebrow in question.

“When you live in a country not your own, an undocumented citizen, you’d best learn to defend yourself very quickly. Failure to do so can be quite painful. It could get you killed, or worse.”

“How do you survive here?” Ky asked, as they wended their way through alleys and what seemed to be back yards. “Where do you live? Can’t you take us there until they stop looking?”

Those were questions he’d asked himself more than once. There was no provision in this culture for unmarried women without a family and she was clearly all of that.

She glanced at him over her shoulder and grinned; he could see her eyes crinkle at the corners.

“I live in a whorehouse, or the equivalent, although of course they don’t call it such here,” Raissa said. “It’s a school for belly-dancers. They needed protection and some of those who were willing to perform that office demanded service as partial payment for that protection. Instead I protect them. I’m better in many ways, especially as there are few men who’ll speak of being beaten by a woman.”

Hearing a noise ahead, she glanced around the corner and then signaled them to take cover behind some crates, watching through the slats.

Standing in the shadows, Ky, Ryan and John pressed into the small space and waited, listening.

Raissa looked up.

Ky followed her gaze.

A woman appeared on a balcony, nodded briefly, and then disappeared back inside once again.

“Come,” Raissa said. “It’s clear.”

She gave him a mischievous glance.

“In return, they taught me to belly dance,” she said, with an impish smile. “I’m quite good.”

Ky took a sharp breath as that image filled his head and muttered, “I didn’t need to know that. I really didn’t need to know that.”

From behind him a soft voice, Ryan’s, said avidly, “I did.”

“Shut up, Ryan,” Ky said.

Ahead of them, Raissa laughed softly, as she led them to the safety of the plaza in front of their hotel.






  







 

Chapter Ten
 

The area around the hotel was quiet. It was a relief to enter the suite and find it undisturbed except for Komi, who paced the room with the cell phone at his ear, explaining in his usual halting fashion what they needed and why - apparently to some official, judging by his patient, long-suffering tone. He was clearly exasperated.

It was almost shockingly normal after the sudden violence in the souk.

There would be repercussions for the events there, of that Ky was certain. It was just a matter of how long they would take to be felt and how severe. A part of him fretted even as he went over the chain of events in his mind. Nothing he could have done would have changed the way it had turned out.

Ryan and John were relating their adventures of the morning to Komi, who looked mildly shocked and distressed.

As usual, John altered the events somewhat and Ryan let him, rolling his eyes behind John’s back. To hear John tell it, he’d been protecting Ryan.

Ky made himself let it all go. What had happened had happened. Nothing could be changed. They could only wait to see what happened next.

Turning from them, he smiled.

Raissa had already settled into her chair, this time with her feet up on the wall, to work on the papyrus from their find in the wall of the fort. It was a good thing she was wearing shorts, or both he, John and Ryan were likely to have been very uncomfortable. As it was, those smoothly muscled legs were clearly on display, Raissa oblivious to the effect, propping the clipboard against her thighs to study one of the papyri she’d discovered.

For himself, beyond admiring those legs from time to time to his personal discomfort, he read the transcripts of her translations of the others that had been found. Then he reread them, frowning slightly… If Raissa’s translations were correct… He pulled up another, older set of translations on the computer, studying both the hieroglyphics and the translation.

Ky had always had questions about that interpretation. Something about the translation just hadn’t rung true or sounded right. Either way, it was crucial to his search. If the original was correct  -  and he’d factored that in, considering the eminence of the source  -  then the possible location of the tombs shifted in one direction by a number of miles, turning more west than he thought it should. Raissa had interpreted it differently.

As there was both a good clear picture of the tablet and the translation available on the internet through his satellite connection, it would be an interesting exercise, especially since she could zoom in on some of the characters.

“Raissa,” he said, “could you come here please?”

Unfolding herself from the chair, an interesting exercise for his heart rate, she came to join him.

Without appearing to, he breathed in the soft scent of her, sweet, faintly spicy.

“Take a look at this,” he said.

She leaned closer, and her hair swung forward to brush his arm before she gathered it in her hand and drew it over the other shoulder to expose the slender curve of her throat. For only a second, her blue eyes met his…

Raissa forced her gaze from his gold-tinted deep brown eyes to the computer screen, taking a slow deep breath.

Every time she was this close to him her breath came short.

Swallowing against the tightness in her throat, she studied the text on the screen.

It was actually an intriguing challenge. There were a few places where she would have quarreled with the previous translator.

Ky noted her frown as she reread a passage.

“What is it?” he asked.

Looking at him, she asked, “Why does he prefer the masculine to the feminine?”

“That’s what she said,” Ryan quipped from his desk, where he was piecing together a lovely little clay lamp they’d recovered from the ruins.

With a laugh, Raissa shook her head at him.

Ky gave him a quelling look, smothering a laugh of his own.

“Why?” Ky asked. “Does it matter?”

“It depends on which you prefer,” Ryan explained patiently, grinning.

Chuckling, Ky said, “I was talking to Raissa.”

“Her, too,” Ryan said, still grinning.

This time it was Raissa who gave Ryan a look, rolling her eyes.

He just grinned, unrepentant, looking like a slightly demented and oversized elf with his round face, dimples and incongruous knitted hat.

“May I?” Raissa asked, indicating the chair.

Ky vacated it, switching places with her.

Leaning a hand on the back of the chair and another on the table, Ky angled over her shoulder to look at the portion of the text she was translating.

He could smell the scent of her hair and that scent, sweet and slightly spicy, from her skin. It did wonders for his heart rate but nothing for his concentration. Not to mention the view. Looking down at her now he had a clear view of the tops of her breasts beneath the t-shirt she’d worn under the abaya.

“Perhaps,” she said, glancing up at him, then quickly away.

Her breath seemed to catch a little to find him standing there so close but she didn’t move away.

It took a second for him to realize what she was talking about.

“The ancient Egyptians didn’t differentiate. They were very egalitarian but that gender bias shows in this man’s translation,” she said. “I would read it slightly differently here and here, giving equal weight to the accounts given, something he didn’t, assuming the priestess’s account to be less important than that of the priest.”

It was a short transcript of the burial of a priest of Osiris, just a piece of text that might have been a story but the slight difference in accounts moved the possible location of the beginning of the journey to the tomb, one that hinted they’d used a corner of the fort as one reference, the other the entry.

“If the fort was the starting point, it could make a great deal of difference,” Ky said, excitement rising.

“The landmarks will have changed a great deal in the time since this was written,” Raissa cautioned. “Three thousand years is a long time.”

“Yes,” he said, “but with different accounts, we can triangulate, narrow it down.”

With a new direction in which to look  -  an error of cubits translating into miles of distance  -  he could do some plotting, some triangulation. Perhaps define an entirely new search area, away from Karl Brunner and his male/female bias.

He could have kissed her and almost did but once again caught himself, too aware of eyes on them.

Someone knocked at the door, which, after their incident in the souk, was closed and locked for once.

Glancing at them all worriedly, Komi said, “I will get it, Professor…”

His expression nervous, unsettled, his speech even more halting, Komi returned quickly. His tone was hesitant, careful.

“There is a policeman here,” he whispered, “An Inspector Hassan.”

“It’s all right, Komi,” Ky said, laying a hand on his shoulder as he went by. “Don’t worry.”

An act that Ky knew was difficult for Komi. He came from Togo, a country ruled by a dictator not known for his patience. A policeman at the door was not a good sign.

Ky glanced at Raissa.

She snatched up the abaya, disappearing into the bathroom.

The man waiting inside the door was Egyptian, of medium height but solidly built, his face square, stolid, his eyes dark, still, and watchful.

“Inspector Hassan?” Ky said, quietly. “My apologies, come in, please.”

The Inspector bowed his head. “Thank you.”

He eyed Ky as he followed him into the central part of the room, his face impassive.

“Can I get you anything, Inspector?” Ky said, “There is coffee, not American style but Turkish…?”

The Inspector shook his head.

“You should know that there has been a complaint,” the man said, “over an incident in the souk a few hours ago.”

“Were there damages?” Ky asked. “If so, although we didn’t start the fight, I’ll be glad to pay for any damages.”

With a shrug, the Inspector said, “There was little damage,” as he wandered the room, looking at everything. Searching for something. “At least none that we have heard, there is only the…disturbance…and that was enough.”

Ky waited. His chest tightened at the finality in the Inspector’s words, his phrasing.

There was more to this visit than that and he knew it, he could see it on the Inspector’s face.

Not that it mattered.

“You are being asked to leave…”

The words struck Ky like a blow…leave? Just when they were getting close… His heart sank.

“Leave? Why,” Ky demanded, forcing his voice to remain even. “We were the ones who were attacked. Not them.”

The Inspector’s face was impassive. “You are a provocation. No charges will be filed if you go. Quietly.”

“Charges,” Ky asked. “What charges?”

The man studied him. “Does it matter? You would be jailed until it is settled. It will take some time to fight them.”

Jailed.

It was clear the Inspector wouldn’t be moved.

“Who can I talk to about this?”

The black eyes met his. “There is no one. I was sent to tell you what the decision was. But you may try if you like.”

“How soon?”

The Inspector looked at him. “Immediately. By noon tomorrow at the latest.”

“Noon!” Ky protested.

It was impossible. They’d have to pack up everything overnight.

Someone wanted him off the site and out of town.

Well, he knew someone he could talk to about that but he’d have to fly to Cairo to do it.

In the meantime, the site was open.

The site he’d found.

Everyone stared, astonished and appalled.

“Tomorrow?” Komi protested. “We can’t be ready by tomorrow...”

The inspector looked at him. “Anything you don’t take with you will be confiscated.”

Raissa could only stand in the other room listening in shock, her throat tight. In the morning, they would all be gone. It was over… She was surprised by how much the idea pained her. She wouldn’t see them again  -  Ryan with his wry sense of humor, tough John, sweet and gentle Komi.

Or Ky… 

“Thank you, Inspector,” Ky said, his tone heavily laced with irony.

He had no choice.

Inclining his head politely, the Inspector left.

Letting out a breath, Ky looked around and saw Raissa’s pale face as she stepped out of the bathroom, her eyes watching him with resignation.

“You’re coming with us,” he said.

Raissa started to speak, but he waved it away.

“Pack what you need tonight,” he said, “Meet us here in the morning.”

Relief flooded her as the ache in her chest eased.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

Dropping a hand to her shoulder, he looked at her steadily.

The thought of losing her, of not having her around every day… It was also very likely that her association with them would not be viewed well.

Whether he could touch her any more than this or not, he couldn’t let her go, not yet. He couldn’t abandon her.

“I’m sure,” he said.

Her blue eyes searched his. Whatever she saw in them reassured her. He felt the muscles beneath his hands relax.

“All right, boys and girl,” he said, with a grim smile, clapping his hands, “let’s get packing.”

It wasn’t just a turn of phrase.

The sun was low on the horizon by the time they were done. The room around them was filled with every box and storage container John and Komi, especially Komi, could get their hands on, every precious artifact carefully packed. There was still individual packing to do, but there was little time left in the day to do that.

Raissa glanced at the sun.

“It’s getting late,” she said reluctantly, “I have to go.”

The rich amber light of late afternoon filled the suite.

Frowning, Ky said, “Stay here tonight. I can sleep on the couch. Whatever you need we’ll buy in Cairo.”

He’d been thinking about it while they packed.

He didn’t like the idea of her returning at this hour under these circumstances and in this atmosphere. She was vulnerable out there, a convenient target for the bullies. That was another reason he wanted her to go to Cairo with them. He was worried about the repercussions. She would be alone here, defenseless despite all he’d seen of her capabilities, in a place where women had no place and even less recourse.

What would happen after the whole thing was over and the Tomb was found he didn’t know – that was months if not years away – but what he did know was that for the time being he would keep her safe.

For a moment she hesitated then finally she sighed and looked at him.

Raissa shook her head. “I won’t kick you out of your bed, Professor. I can sleep on the couch.”

 “You aren’t,” he said.

Folding her arms, she settled herself, lifting an eyebrow and eyeing him.

“I’m shorter. I’ll fit the couch much better than you with those long legs.”

Ryan watched the byplay with some amusement, his head turning from one to the other like a spectator at a tennis match.

She was debating with him. Ky almost laughed. Contrary woman. The thought of her stretched out asleep on the couch when John or even Ryan returned to the rooms in the morning, though, was enough to banish the thoughts whispering through his mind.

“You’ll sleep in the bedroom,” he said firmly. “I’ll manage.”

His stubbornness surprised her.

Then he glanced from Ryan to John, apparently casually and she understood.

She gave him a look in return, amused, a smile twitching her lips. “Well, if you insist.”

Giving her a look back, he said, smiling, “I do.”

“All right.”

She bit her lip as she gave him a considering glance, before she asked almost plaintively, eyebrows lifted in entreaty, “Can I use the shower, too?”

Raissa sighed, her eyes fluttering at just the thought of being really and truly clean. 

Warm water, soap, the thought was nearly orgasmic…

When the function of the little room had been explained to her a part of her had thought it a profligate waste of water, while another part longed for the pleasure of a shower with an intensity that astonished her.

She looked at Ky, Professor Farrar, half afraid that he would say no.

The thought of her in his shower, wet and naked, made Ky’s throat lock for a moment. He quickly he recovered himself and changed his expression.

Even so…

“Yes, you can use the shower,” he said, amused at her expression.

Relief and anticipation shot through her. Raissa was across the floor in a heartbeat.

She gave a quick glance at Ryan even as she stopped suddenly, turned back to Ky, threw her arms around his neck to pull Ky’s head down to hers to kiss him, quick, full and hard on the lips. 

Startled, he just had time to slide his hands from her shoulders to her hips, every inch of her lithe and limber body plastered against him before she spun away. She gave him a quick brilliant glance over her shoulder and disappeared into his bedroom through the door from the suite.

Every cell of his body seemed to have gone hot and hard.

He smiled, tasting her still on his mouth, the impression of her body against his still vibrating through him.

If he’d known it was that easy to get a kiss…

He looked at Ryan. Who grinned.

“Now, that’s what I’m talking about,” Ryan said. “Forget your lame honky shit, boss, I’d be all over that.”

Taking a deep breath, Ky couldn’t argue the point.

Except he wasn’t Ryan…and Raissa was his employee, he reminded himself. As young as some of his grad students, beautiful, sexy…and maddening.

“I’ll be right out,” he said.

Ryan looked at him. “Sure you will.”

To his regret, Ky knew he would be.

Stepping into the room, he gathered up the clothes from the chairs where he’d flung them carelessly to air and grabbed his toiletry kit before his eyes wandered to the shower stall through the open bathroom door.

Raissa was in there, the water pouring over her hair, the brief frosted glass door both concealing and revealing her incredible body. He could see just a shadow of high firm breasts, tight abdomen and firm bottom. Her hands slid over her skin, lathered it…

His whole body went tight.

She was his employee, he reminded himself, again.

And again.

Then there was the memory of the bruise on her face from where the turk in the square had struck her.

For a second his vision went dark and he took a breath, sparing one last look as she tipped her head back to let the water stream over her hair once more before he stepped out of the room.

Raissa turned. She felt a presence in the room beyond. Had she heard the door close?

She looked but there was no one there.

A little disappointed, she stepped out of the shower and then glanced in the mirror at the darkening bruise on her cheek. There was another over her ribs. She sighed. They ached.

It felt so good to be clean, though, she sighed with pleasure.

And there was a bed.

With a grin, she threw herself on it. It had been so long since she slept on anything like it. The memory pierced her, tightened her throat but she fought it away, wallowing in the luxury of the softness…and fell asleep sprawled on the coverlet, her arms curled around one of the pillows. The pillow smelled like Ky, the musky scent of healthy male, and she smiled.

That was how Ky found her when he went in to check on her, the dim light from the other room falling across her lovely body…asleep. Completely naked, her hair in a brilliant spray across the pillows and bed with her arms curled around his pillow. Her breasts were partly hidden by her arms, leaving only the curve of one visible but the rest of her, the smooth curves and lines of her back…

She was beautiful, her bottom as tight as he’d imagined, her shapely legs bent and that hint of a breast, rounded, full…his body tightened.

The urge to touch her, to run a hand over that silken skin, golden in the pale light of the lamp, was nearly irresistible, to push her back on the pillows, to devour her…

Ky took a breath and drew a corner of the coverlet over her to keep her warm. Nights in the desert could be cool.

His mouth was dry as he caught one last glimpse of her lovely body before letting the coverlet drift over her, snagging the spare pillow for himself before he stepped quietly out.

Ryan just shook his head at him.

It was a long time before Ky slept.






  







 

Chapter Eleven
 

Ky was asleep when he heard a faint sound. He reacted instantly out of habit and training. He realized a second too late who it was that slipped quietly through pre-dawn light of the living room of the suite wearing one of his t-shirts. By then he’d already caught Raissa’s wrist and yanked her toward him.

She yelped softly as he caught her in his arms.

He was wearing only his shorts, not anticipating a nearly pre-dawn snack raid.

Smiling, he knew that was exactly what it had been. She’d fallen asleep before dinner had been delivered, and he hadn’t wanted to wake her just to eat. Like the others, she’d worked hard. Unlike the others, she’d gone toe to toe with their assailants. He thought she deserved the rest. If she had awakened, he would have ordered more food if it had been necessary but there’d been plenty left over.

Just the thought brought back the memory of her fluid grace as she fought, the abaya flowing with each movement.

For some reason he found the memory incredibly arousing, as he did her slender body against his.

He looked down into wide, startled eyes, at her soft mouth as she gasped, caught off-guard for once.

There was nothing more than thin cotton between them.

Raissa suddenly found herself pressed against a naked, beautifully muscled and very attractive male. Involuntarily she skimmed her hands across the smooth, hard muscles of his chest, over his tawny skin as a strong arm wrapped tightly around her waist. She swallowed hard, her vision darkening with desire. She’d been hungry for one thing when she’d awakened, prowling for the remains of the food she could smell on the tray but now she was hungry for something else entirely.

Her breath shuddered in her chest.

Raissa’s breath caught at the look in his eyes and a yearning pierced her, the intensity of her desire drawing her eyes to his mouth involuntarily, to that full bottom lip. The desire to nibble on it…to suck on it…made her dizzy.

Her mouth went dry.

Ky’s eyes were drawn to the thin shoulder of his t-shirt, too large for her by far, falling down her shoulder to reveal the ripe full curves of the tops of her breasts. The thin cotton barely clung to them, only that scrap of cloth hiding what he hadn’t yet seen. And wanted to, desperately.

He bit back a groan, fighting the nearly overwhelming desire to see that last bit of fabric drop away. He was far too aware of her hips now pressed against his and the hardness of him against her firm belly.

Then he looked into her face, at the mass of her sleep-tousled hair tumbled around her fine features. Those fascinating eyes looked at him with growing awareness as she came more awake and recovered from her own surprise.

Her lips parted, the bruise on her cheek barely visible in the soft, pearlescent pre-dawn light.

He wanted her, now, and badly, his body going hot and tight and hard.

A breath escaped her, he felt it as her eyelids fluttered and her gaze locked on his mouth.

Slowly, Ky lowered his lips to hers, just a brush, a taste as he tightened his arms around her. Her mouth responded to his, opened for him. Avidly, hungrily, he took it and she met him as desperately, her own mouth hungry beneath his. He felt her hands slide into his hair to draw his head down to seal his mouth more tightly against hers. A small sound escaped her as he tightened his arms around her.

At last…was all Raissa could think, all she wanted to know.

His mouth felt wonderful on hers, the taste of him, clean and clear. She drowned in it as she combed her fingers, finally, deep into his thick dark hair.

That firm hard body felt even better against her. It had been so long since she’d been touched, since she’d been held.

His arms closed around her.

Ky slid down his hands down her back to press her against him, to feel her full breasts against his chest, as her body seemed to melt into his, turn fluid against him as their tongues met, dueled, tasted. Need fueled the fire within, stoked it until it was burning hot and wild. She sucked lightly on his tongue and he groaned as her hips shifted against his. He slid his hands down to her bottom, cupped the tight, firm globes in his hands, pressed her against his aching hardness.

He wanted her…had wanted her from the beginning, from the first moment he saw her.

Taking a handful of her hair, he held her immobile as he brushed his mouth over the satiny skin of her cheek, to nibble on her earlobe as pleasure made her quiver. Heat roared through him as he brushed his fingers over the fullness of one breast, felt the nipple harden beneath the thin cotton.

Raissa trembled at his touch.

Someone knocked at the door.

“Professor Farrar?”

The waiter, with breakfast. They were leaving this morning.

Suddenly reminded, both of them looked at the door.

Ky swore softly, steadily and inventively…and then looked down at Raissa, still trapped in his arms.

Her mouth was soft, swollen from the force of his on hers.

The wakeup calls would already have been made. Ryan, John and Komi would be on their way. They would be there at any minute.

For a moment, though, Ky captured Raissa’s lovely face in the curve of his palm…and she looked back up at him, her brilliant blue eyes glowing.

Raissa gazed up at the strong lines of his face, the high cheekbones, the square jaw, the slightly aquiline nose and those dark, beautiful eyes, even as her own hand rose to trace the line of his beard where it framed his full mouth. 

A burst of heat went through her once again. Her thumb brushed that full bottom lip.

She smiled.

Those beautiful blue eyes, so soft, so sure, were going to destroy him one day, Ky thought.

No, he knew they would, as would that smile.

He brushed her rippling silken hair back over her shoulders and pressed a kiss to the corner of one of her eye.

“The boys will be here any minute,” he said, softly.

“Ah,” Raissa said and then quickly went up on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss.

No more explanation was needed.

Grasping her arms, Ky held her there, a breath away from his lips, to look down at her.

This time he claimed her lips softly, gently, traced his tongue over them and felt her breath brush across his mouth in a sigh of pure pleasure.

Setting her down, he turned her and swatted her lightly on that firm tight bottom.

“Go,” he said and she went, tossing a smile back over her shoulder as she did, her eyes sparkling, pausing a moment at the door to glance back saucily and give him a good long look.

His entire being was suddenly focused on the sight of her standing there, wearing only the thin t-shirt and panties, her lovely, full, tip-tilted breasts swelling against the thin fabric.

Go, he thought, before I follow you, waiter be damned, Ryan and John be damned.

She went, her tight bottom a torment in itself as she ran lightly and gracefully into the other room.

At his summons the waiter brought in breakfast. He was closely followed by a sleepy Ryan, who looked around blearily until Raissa came bouncing out of the bedroom at the scent of the food, wearing one of Ky’s shirts buttoned only across her breasts so that flashes of her belly showed. A pair of his shorts hung loosely on her slender, curved hips.

“I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Ryan said reverently as he raised his eyes to the sky.

Glimpses of the curve of her breasts were visible each time she leaned forward. She seemed oblivious to the effect it had on those around her.

Ryan wasn’t the only one to find it maddening. The sight of her wearing his shirt and shorts just about set Ky on fire. It was sweet torture.

Seemingly unaware, Raissa settled to perch on one arm of the settee, popping a piece of buttered toast into her mouth and closing her eyes to savor the taste.

She was going to drive him insane, Ky knew it. His only consolation was that at least he would know what was doing it, how he was going to get there…and how fast.

Then Ky met her eyes. The light in them danced mischievously and he couldn’t help but smile as she offered him a piece of toast.

“Want some?”

Her eyes sparkled as Ryan grinned at her.

Leaning close to her, Ryan said softly. “Keep it up, I think he’s folding…”

Raissa looked at him and laughed.

Glancing over at them Ky eyed them suspiciously before giving Ryan a warning look. 

Both looked far too innocent. Raissa’s eyes were wide, amused, and far too wise.

Her gaze met Ky’s and she smiled slowly, impishly.

She was going to drive him insane.






  







 

Chapter Twelve
 

The airport was tiny, just a single runway, a poorly maintained remnant of the British presence from World War II but good enough for his purposes, Ky thought as he ran through the pre-flight check on the six-seater Cessna. His plane. His. Bought and paid for with his own money, it was his baby.

Ryan, Komi, and John loaded the plane with their luggage. They’d finished the last of the packing only an hour or two before.

Ky glanced at Raissa as she watched with apparent fascination what he was doing.

She still wore one of his shirts for lack of anything better but it was buttoned now from her collarbone to the hem.

The shirt was clean but far too big, making her look even younger than she was. With the sleeves rolled up enough times it made her wrists look slender and fragile.

Ky found he had to remind himself of the events of the souk, of her skill there, because she looked so young and vulnerable. And that kiss. He remembered the taste of her, the feel of her mouth beneath his, vividly, her body molding fluidly against him. So did his body, tightening at the memory.

“I can’t believe you’ve never flown before,” he said, chasing those thoughts out of his head.

She smiled, abashed. “This will be my first plane ride.”

Ky shook his head in amazement as he checked off the last of the details although it really wasn’t that surprising given the circumstances. Unlike the rest of the world few people in this part of Egypt would have flown. Raissa, orphaned, undocumented, scrambling to make a living, would have never gotten close to an airplane.

Having the big old Cessna was handy when traveling in this part of the world, Ky had found. Provided you could get to it, you could get out of any town in a hurry. You could travel from one place to another without having to worry about bad roads, ancient cars or trucks and even older buses slowing you down.

All of them heard the sound of cars arriving, they turned even as Ky did.

It was unlikely to be good news. Ky’s heart sank.

As one, they turned to see who was coming.

One of the first to leave a vehicle was Inspector Hassan, his expression curiously apologetic. One of the others was well-known to almost all of them. His bland fleshy face expressionless, Heinrich Zimmer got out of another vehicle. There were two other men with them, neither of whom Ky knew, one of whom by his ill-fitting dark suit was a bureaucrat.

What the hell was this?

“Professor Farrar?” the Inspector said. “I’ve no doubt you know Dr. Zimmer?”

Ky nodded. He kept his swearing subvocal, under his breath.

Now was not the time to explain to Raissa what fuck meant.

Although it was in his head.

She was endlessly curious about vernacular and slang, which got awkward now and then. He kept the smile that thought brought him to himself. But the memory lightened his mood.

“Are you transporting antiquities?” the Inspector asked with a sigh.

Ky looked at them incredulously, and the sarcasm in his voice was clear. “I’m an archaeologist, Inspector, approved by the Egyptian authorities and certified by the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. Of course I’m transporting antiquities. You have asked us to leave. I’m taking them there, to the Museum.”

With another sigh, the Inspector said, “I’m afraid you aren’t. Dr. Zimmer is concerned you may try to remove antiquities from the country. And since you are flying I’m afraid we cannot take the chance. If you will show me where they are, I will assure you they will remain safe. After they are inspected and catalogued, we will ship them to you in Cairo ourselves.”

Ky just stared from Zimmer to Inspector Hassan, his jaw tight, fury and disbelief at war with each other, but he knew there was nothing he could do. Nothing. Not with Hassan there.

“It would be a good idea,” Zimmer suggested, “to search their luggage as well, in case they are trying to smuggle something out that way.”

That was a bad case of the pot calling the kettle black.

“You sonovabitch,” Ky said and bit back the rest of what he was going to say.

From behind him, Ky heard Raissa ask, “What does that word mean?”

Ryan snorted a laugh and said obligingly. “He said Zimmer is a son of a female dog.”

“Oh,” she said, apparently innocently, nodding as if that explained everything. 

Ky turned to look at them as she frowned and asked. “How could he be the son of anything else, since only females have puppies?”

She never looked at Zimmer.

Ky’s anger lightened as Zimmer’s face turned dark with fury at the insult, although he could take none from her seemingly ingenuous inquiry.

Still, uncharacteristically, Zimmer stayed silent, his eyes on their luggage. There was an expectant look on Zimmer’s face, but Ky didn’t know why.

In a short time the cases with their finds had been opened and their luggage picked through thoroughly by the bureaucrat to assure nothing was there that shouldn’t have been. As Ky had expected. 

So why had Zimmer thought differently?

The cases with their finds were packed up and loaded in the cars. Ky watched with helpless anger, sick at heart.

Visibly crestfallen, Zimmer stared, looking at all of them, shaking his head slightly, clearly confused.

Something hadn’t gone as he’d expected. It was clear he’d thought they’d find something in their luggage but they hadn’t.

Ky remembered the brief period when the luggage had been in the lobby of the hotel, unattended, while they packed the more precious antiquities in the car.

Had Zimmer tried to have something slipped into their luggage? If so, he hadn’t been successful.

Zimmer glanced from one to the other of them, as if contemplating searching them.

His eyes lingered on Raissa for a moment and Ky went still, his jaw tightening, remembering the look on Zimmer’s face that day at the dig.

Feeling those eyes on her, Raissa eyed the fleshy blond man, met his gaze as it ran over her body. That avid look lingered on her breasts. Something in his expression turned her stomach and made her wish she could take another shower.

She returned his look steadily.

“Touch me,” she said, her voice low and tight with warning, “and I will feed you the hand you touched me with. Personally. Inspector? Do I have to suffer such indignity?”

Her eyes were level. It was clear hers wasn’t an idle threat. Her jaw was locked tight as she glared at the foreign archaeologist.

The Inspector gave Zimmer a warning look.

“Professor Zimmer,” he said, sharply.

The blond man met her gaze and Raissa met his.

What she saw in his eyes shocked her silent, stunned her and made her shiver to the depths of her soul.

There was a deep black hate in those oddly dark brown eyes. She didn’t know him, so how could he hate her so much, so deeply and why? There was something there, though, something disturbingly familiar, something predatory… 

Meeting that flat dark gaze, though, she didn’t flinch, she didn’t dare.

Something seemed to shimmer in the air around them.

With an effort, Ky didn’t look at Raissa, sensing her tension but knowing better than to be caught in a trap set by Zimmer.

“Inspector,” he said, sharply, to get Zimmer’s eyes off Raissa, “are we finished?”

Hassan looked to the others. The bureaucrat nodded. Hassan took Zimmer’s arm. Firmly.

Reluctantly, Zimmer turned toward the cars, his dark eyes in his fair face furious and frustrated, but there was satisfaction there as well as he deliberately looked at the boxes in the trunk of the car. He had what he wanted, their finds, the rest had been just entertainment.

Zimmer nodded his head sharply once as he looked at Ky, then smiled triumphantly, and got in the car.

They drove away.

Ky swore softly, watching as the cars turned the corner, then added, bitterly, “They got everything.”

“What does that word mean?” Ky heard Raissa ask, looking at Ryan for explanation.

Nearly choking with laughter, Ryan answered. “Well, some people say it’s an abbreviation for unlawful carnal knowledge.”

“Carnal? You mean sex?” Raissa asked, frowning at first, then startled and more than a little entertained by the idea. “Why does he keep saying it as if that were a bad thing?”

Colloquialisms still baffled her. That one made no sense.

John had turned away to lean his head against the plane he was laughing so hard, knowing what was coming.

Eyeing John curiously, Raissa looked at Ryan for answers, knowing he would give them to her.

Turning, Ky gave Ryan a warning glance, seeing the glint in the grad student’s eyes.

“Because he ain’t getting any,” Ryan said blithely, grinning. “And he’s frustrated.”

“Ah,” Raissa said, eyes twinkling, as if that explained everything

Very carefully, remembering their kiss of the morning, she said nothing but worked hard at smothering her laughter.

She didn’t once look at Ky but her mouth twitched despite all her best efforts.

Ky closed his eyes, fighting his own amusement at the conversation, thinking of everything they’d lost.

“They got everything,” he repeated, staring after the cars.

He couldn’t understand Ryan’s lightheartedness. How could he be so careless about it? All his work had been lost as well.

“Well, Boss,” Ryan explained patiently, seeing his expression. “They didn’t get everything, Not exactly.”

Raissa was grinning, now, too, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief.

Ky looked from one to the other.

Grinning, Raissa raised his borrowed shirt up a little to reveal the thick bundle taped to her slender belly beneath the loose shirt, the mischief in her smile lighting her brilliant blue eyes.

“And I helped,” Ryan said proudly, grinning. “Given the bum’s rush we were getting, it seemed likely we might run into problems. So we packaged up all the good stuff.”

“Everything with text,” Raissa said. “Papyri, even the pottery shards. Remember my old employer, the antiquities smuggler? That’s what gave me the idea.”

Her eyes sparkled with pleasure and mischief.

“It’s just a good thing she has such great tits,” Ryan said. “If she was flat-chested we’d never have gotten away with it.”

The light in her eyes dancing, Raissa’s eyes met Ky’s.

Ky yanked her to him and planted a solid, smacking kiss right on that grinning mouth he was so pleased.

A little startled but clearly delighted, she just laughed up at him.

“Do I get one, too, Boss?” Ryan asked, grinning.

Ky just gave him a look.

“Let’s get everything packed in the plane, people,” he said.

When Ky turned away, Ryan gave Raissa a wink and raised his hand.

She shook her head in amusement before giving him the high five back  -  whether for their success or the kiss, she wasn’t quite sure  -  and laughed silently.

John just shook his head as Komi grinned.

Given the circumstances, if this were to be Raissa’s first flight, Ky wanted to make it special and give her the best view in the house.

After giving Raissa strict instructions to touch nothing, he allowed her to sit in the empty co-pilot’s seat while he explained to her what he was doing as he prepared for flight. Then he got the plane rolling and smiled at her avid fascination as she pressed her nose to the side window to look out at how fast they were going and then sat up hard against the seat belt to look out over the nose of the plane.

He saw her widen in alarm as the plane left the ground, the slight dip unsettling to most first time flyers, but she glanced at him quickly for reassurance and then relaxed a little.

Then she was plastered to the window again to look out at the land as it dropped away from beneath them. Her nearly childlike fascination and pleasure in flying made him smile.

Catching him looking at her, she laughed, only a little abashed.

Raissa couldn’t get enough of it, gazing down at the land passing so far below her. It was like a God’s eye view. Everything was so tiny, the great expanse of the Nile was nothing more than a bright ribbon of light. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. It was incredible.

To tease her, Ky tilted the plane briefly to give her a better view.

She started, yelped and gasped as the plane banked. Then she looked back at him over her shoulder, glanced at the gauges, and glared at him before laughing and shaking her head.

All of it amazed her, seeing the birds flying beneath them, the villages, cities and towns passing so far below.

Looking down over the city of Cairo as they flew over the outskirts, she could only stare in disbelief and wonder at the bustling city below her. It was so big.

With nothing in their luggage except their clothes, Ky sent John and Komi to the hotel to get their rooms settled, taking Ryan and Raissa with him to the Egyptian Museum.

If there was one place he could go for help and get it, it was here where he’d spent so much time in his youth.

He loved this place.

The Museum was an impressive building, both beautiful and imposing, the façade a magnificent archway surrounded by reddish stone that stretched away in two long wings to each side. A broad green mall spread in front of the museum, crowded with tourists, students, and researchers, some on a break for lunch, others enjoying the sunshine.

As a visiting professor and working archaeologist, Ky had rights and privileges the general public did not. His badge gave him and by extension, Ryan and Raissa, privileges others didn’t have.

He led them through the building, searching for a particular office.

Raissa just stared around her in wonder at the huge statues that had once graced a Pharaoh’s tomb, antiquities from multiple ages. Gold and jewels, coffers full of precious gems, the things that people buried in the tombs to represent what they would need on their journey through the underworld to the afterlife, were all laid out on display.

She shook her head in astonishment and sorrow.

The office wasn’t huge but it wasn’t small. Just about every surface was covered with books and files. Professional certificates, newspaper articles and magazine covers graced the walls.

Ky had called on ahead to be certain Dr. Hawass would be in and available when they arrived. They were old, old friends, from the time Ky had been a graduate student here.

Tapping lightly at the door, Ky glanced through the doorway as Dr. Tareq Hawass looked up and smiled.

A handsome man of middling height and middling years, he had a fine-boned Arabic face, sparkling dark-brown eyes, thick black hair going to gray at the temples, and an air of refined elegance.

“Ky, my friend,” he exclaimed effusively, smiling as he rose to greet them, his hand extended in welcome.”It’s good to see you again! I’ve been reading your reports from the site. Quite remarkable. Small steps but it is progress.”

Smiling in return, Ky went to meet him, took the offered hand for a firm shake.

“Tareq, you remember Ryan Mitchell, my grad student and research assistant?” 

With a nod, Hawass said, graciously, “I do, indeed.”

His eyes shifted to Raissa.

“But I don’t remember this lovely young woman,” he said, taking her hand and smiling.

Tareq raised her hand to his lips in a courtly gesture, flirting outrageously as Ky knew he did with any pretty young woman.

Completely enchanted, Raissa smiled back at him with real warmth.

“She’s far too pretty for you, my friend,” Tareq said, giving her a wink.

Amused, Raissa glanced over her shoulder at Ky.

“You can’t have her, Tareq,” Ky said, “she’s mine. Meet my new translator, Raissa Campion. She’s very good, better even than Geoffrey.”

“Knowing you, she would have to be,” Tareq said, and lifted an eyebrow, impressed. “Better than Geoffrey? Well, then. Will we be making the pilgrimage later?”

Puzzled, Raissa glanced from one to the other of them.

In an aside to Raissa, with a sly wink Tareq said, “He always takes new people to see the wall from Narmer’s tomb. If it was indeed Narmer’s tomb, from which the wall was stolen. There is some debate about that, of course, since the tomb itself has never been found. We were lucky to recover the wall.”

Ky shrugged, amused, waiting patiently through the explanation.

“So, what can I do for you, my friend Ky,” Tareq asked. “How are things down at the new site?”

Grimly, Ky said, “That’s what I came to talk to you about, Tareq…”

He explained their predicament.

Tareq frowned as Ky spoke, not in censure Ky knew but out of concern for the artifacts. “But you managed to get the papyrus and such away?”

Nodding, Ky said, “Yes.”

“Good. Let me make a few phone calls, then, I’ll see what I can do to help. Smooth things over. Go. Make your pilgrimage, show the lovely Raissa the Wall, I’ll join you there or in the Hall of Statues.”

Just before they left, as he was dialing his first call, Tareq called to Ky.

“Are you quite sure?” Tareq’s dark eyes gleamed with amusement as he glanced at Raissa.

Knowing what he meant, and what he was asking, Ky took Raissa’s arm.

“Quite sure, Tareq, quite sure.”

 

The fragile clay lamp, millennia old and carefully pieced together, shattered against the warehouse wall as Zimmer flung the lamp against wall and kicked one of the carefully packed crates. Once more he delved into the excelsior and plastic peanuts, thrashing his hands through every nook and cranny.

“They’re not here,” he shouted, “none of them are here.”

Not a shred of papyrus or clay tablet, not a single piece of writing, remained in any of the crates or containers.

He was furious, livid. The bribe to the Inspector and that bureaucrat had been completely wasted.

Somehow Farrar and his people had managed to slip it all out from beneath their very noses.

And that girl…

He remembered with a burst of shame and humiliation the threat she’d made, the flat and steady expression in her eyes when she’d said it. She’d meant it. There had been no fear in her, just that look of outrage. It shamed him even now to think of how his gut had twisted, how he’d backed down before her. He hated that and he hated her.

The soft voice in the back of his head whispered as it always did now, incessantly, his constant companion. His fingers worried at the amulet.

“They will come back. They must come back. We can help you. Let us help you. We can help you punish her. Punish them. Let us in, we can make you stronger. She won’t look at you that way next time. Next time she will be on her knees…and you will be like a God.”

Alone in the warehouse, Heinrich’s resolve weakened, faltered.

It took only that, his will like paper that shredded before a strong wind.

He felt a great rushing within him. It felt as if his body, soul and mind swelled to bursting within his skin, as if it was too tight to contain everything that filled him. Crying out as pain exploded through him, he found he could not even fall to his knees. Instead, his back bowed as every muscle went rigid. Thoughts not his own invaded his mind and a strength he’d never known, never felt, poured into him, filled him with febrile energy, overwhelmed him. The hate and impotent fury he’d felt swelled to seemingly impossible proportions as if he contained the rage of thousands. The agony of it rendered him speechless, brought him finally to his knees. He could not have screamed if his life had depended on it. Not that it would have mattered. Life for him now was on a different plane altogether as his character and will were drowned and amalgamated with what now lived within him.

Standing, what had once been Heinrich Zimmer shook himself the way a man would shrug into a new jacket. He smiled.






  







 

Chapter Thirteen
 

The wall of Narmer had gone out of fashion over the years, hieroglyphics losing their magic compared to the great statues and the jewelry in the halls below. Tucked away now in a remote corner of the Early Centuries section of the Museum it was indeed a whole wall made of smoothed stone, beautifully covered in hieroglyphics. An inner wall of the tomb probably, it had been meticulously pieced back together from broken parts and was now protected by yet another wall, this one of glass. The lighting had been specially designed to keep the hieroglyphs from fading. The glass shimmer with an iridescence that it gave the whole area a slightly ethereal, soft and romantic look.

Oddly beautiful, the wall was a magnificent piece of art in itself.

Breathless, Raissa stared at it, at the hieroglyphics precisely lettered on it as her fingers floated over the glass.

“This is how it began,” Ky said, quietly. “The first time I saw the wall I was twelve or so when my father brought me here for the opening. That was just after they’d recovered it. Thieves had torn the wall down to sell piecemeal. They were caught before they could but since the wall had been damaged, it was decided it would be brought here for restoration and safekeeping. The authorities never found the tomb it had been taken from.”

Ky paused as he remembered, leaning a shoulder against one of the display cases. At the moment, they were the only ones in the room. Most of the tourists preferred the glory and drama of the mummies and the towering statues in the rooms below.

“It was very impressive, very dramatic,” he said, “They darkened the room, lighting only a portion of the wall as a deep voice read the translation of the hieroglyphics, telling the ancient story. It had quite an effect on an impressionable twelve-year-old boy.”

His gaze traveled over the expanse of wall and he felt the familiar tug.

It still did.

Raissa’s eyes, too, traced the lines, the figures the hieroglyphs depicted and the story they told. Her eyes burned and her heart ached for what had been.

This was one of the stories he’d talked about that day in the desert, the people and the times, the one that made him want to know more… more about them… more about their time.

 “Raissa?” Ky said, although he’d had a similar reaction.

Her blue eyes turned to his and she took a shaky breath as she looked at him. “It’s sad, so terribly heartbreaking, to give up the one you love.”

With a sigh, he nodded, understanding.

“It tells the story of the life of the Pharaoh,” he began. “As they did back then, they called in the High Priests and Priestesses on the day he was named to be heir to bless the man who would be King. They consulted the stars and a prophecy was made…”

Her voice soft yet still resonating in the mostly empty room, Raissa raised her hand to the glass over the hieroglyphics…and spoke.

“…and the Priest said, A darkness rises, Oh Pharaoh, to be unleashed on the world. It comes as a shadow rising from the desert to lay waste to all of Egypt, scouring the earth as it passes. Death and destruction follow in its wake and the cries of the people of the world are terrible. From the north comes a warrior, a crowned and golden servant of the Gods with eyes like the sky, bearing swords in hand to rise up and drive the darkness out of the world and to stand against it for all time.”

“Yes,” he said, the memory echoing. He wasn’t certain now that he didn’t prefer the sound of her soft reverent voice to the deep stentorian one. There was a sense of awe in her words. “Can you read the rest?”

Slowly, she passed her hand once more over the hieroglyphics.

“So it came to pass,” she said, “or words to that effect…that in the seventeenth year of our Lord Pharaoh’s reign…a darkness rose in Egypt.”

In the empty chamber her voice rang eerily.

“It was a time that would be called the time of the Djinn. And so they went to war with the Djinn. And the Lord Khai, general of Pharaoh’s army…”

She glanced back over her shoulder at Ky.

He nodded. “I think I always felt an affinity with him because of the name. It’s not common, the name is a traditional one in my family, passed down through the years, although no one remembers the reason why any more. His statue is on the lowest floor.”

“Is it?” she said, softly. “I’d like to see it.”

He nodded. It was remarkable, too, in its own way.

“Don’t stop,” he said. “Sorry for interrupting.”

Raissa smiled. “No, it’s good to know.”

Turning back to the wall of hieroglyphics, faded with time but still legible, she continued.

“They set out to defeat the Djinn but could not, even with all the armies of Egypt. But the Gods had sent the one who had been prophesied, the foreigner, the Golden One, Nubiti, the Priestess Irisi…”

Ky said, quietly, “There’s some debate about that passage and about the hieroglyphic for her…see here…some say it’s a only a representation, because no non-Egyptian would be named High Priestess…or they think the scribe made a mistake…Some think they’re two different women, Nubiti and Irisi…”

Shaking her head, Raissa said, “No, scribes didn’t make mistakes on something this important. Look at the hieroglyph…it had gold flake hair…”

He knew as he’d studied it closely. “Gold was the symbol of Ra. They think she had a wig made of gold…with lice a problem many in later times wore wigs instead of their own hair. It might have begun then.”

“She was a High Priestess of Isis, a goddess of the moon, a daughter of Ra,” Raissa said, “not Ra himself. It says she was a foreigner…”

He smiled. “And so the debate rages on...”

Curious, she looked at him and smiled. “Which do you think?”

His dark eyes were shadowed as he turned to the hieroglyphics on the wall.

“I think I wish I’d known them.”

Instead he’d dreamed of them, of the General on his horse - although most Egyptians of that era didn’t ride, Khai had been a foreigner and Ky liked the mental image - Irisi with him, her hair flowing. Most of the time he dreamed that it had been golden, soft and beautiful.

Raissa sighed and continued.

“They rode down the Djinn, Khai and his beloved…,” her voice shook a little on the word, “and bottled them…um…prisoned them in the Tomb of the Djinn, with the Heart of the Gods to seal it. And the one who called the Djinn down on Egypt  -  the one who shall be forever nameless  -  was prisoned with them and the Horn he’d made to call the Djinn with him. So the Darkness was banished from the earth and Nubiti set to guard them as the prophecy had foretold, to stand against them for all time, lest Darkness be set loose upon the earth once again. The Guardian is the Key and the Lock, the Light and the Dark. And she guards it still…”

There was a pause as Raissa stood with her fingers lightly brushing the glass over those words.

Deliberately, she took a breath. “So, it’s the Tomb of the Djinn you’re seeking, then?”

She turned to look at him.

Ky shook his head.

“No, not completely, not by itself,” he said quietly. This was something he’d never admitted to anyone. “It’s her. Irisi. Does she still guard the Tomb after all this time? What happened to her? Khai, we know. He was wounded in battle and carried to his home where he died. What happened to her?”

He let out a breath, staring at the Wall.

“For all that, though, they always refer to her as his beloved. Why didn’t they marry? Marriage was an important sacrament among the ancient Egyptians. Or was she just a myth, a story like Isis and Osiris? Keep going. Finish it.”

“There’s only a little left.” Moved more than she dared show, Raissa’s fingers shook as she traced the lines of hieroglyphics. “Pharaoh was delivered of a son named Menes in that same year but Narmer would reign for another twenty in peace before his son would wear the crown of Egypt.’”

For a moment, silence filled the room.

Ky said softly, “There’s some question whether this Narmer was the first, and there was another later, or vice versa. With no tomb, it’s difficult to be sure. There’s some sign Khai served either or both Pharaoh, or just the one, if the names are simply confused, or the father and son, if Menes was the son of a later Pharaoh. Before Khai died, it’s said he erected a tomb for himself outside the walls of the Tomb of the Djinn so Irisi wouldn’t stand alone.”

Raissa laid her hand on the glass again, the mere thought wrenching her heart.

“Come, I’ll show you Khai’s statue,” Ky said.

They went down to the Hall of Statues and stopped before a great stone statue of a seated man with strong aristocratic features, high cheekbones, an aquiline nose and tawny skin, his hair dark and uncharacteristically wavy, his eyes dark as well.

An empty chair sat beside him, a crown of Isis carved on the back of the empty seat, something the statues they sold of him didn’t show.

It was heartbreaking in its uniqueness, that empty chair while all the others were either paired or sat alone.

“By all accounts they really loved each other,” Ky said. He envied them that. “He certainly loved her to make a statement like this. Imagine what it would be like to love someone with that much intensity and to have them love you as deeply…”

He let out a breath.

“Love doesn’t change, Ky, no matter the centuries. It’s still here,” Raissa said gently, reaching out to tap his chest with a finger. “Only how much you’re willing to give changes.”

For a long moment their eyes met.

An elegant voice, lightly accented, shattered the moment.

“There you are, Ky.”

 Tareq.

They turned, smiling, exchanging a quick look as the man hurried across the room toward them with his usual brisk enthusiasm.

“All right,” he said, “I’ve spoken to the authorities. Your finds from the dig are on their way but they suspect you have the papyrus, although no one said anything overtly. They’ve agreed to let you come back on two conditions. One, that you wait a week to return to allow the hard feelings to settle and two, that you stay out at the dig site and not in the village.”

Ky let out a breath.

A week.

It was enough time for Zimmer to find the refuse site and plunder it of everything useful, but perhaps not  -  Ky had been careful.

All he could do now, though, was hope.

Staying out by the dig site wouldn’t be a problem; he’d done it on many occasions, and the rest of the team had been on other digs.

Raissa, though? He glanced at her.

“Do you think I’ve never slept rough?” she asked, clearly amused as she lifted an eyebrow. “I’ve only been to this dig but I haven’t always slept in beds. I’ve spent plenty of nights under the stars. Unless you don’t need me anymore?”

There was a flash of something in her eyes, concern or dismay, although her pride allowed nothing to show on her face.

Whatever it was, his heart twisted a little to see it.

“No, Raissa,” he said, to reassure her, “We still need you.”

She relaxed a little.

A week.

It was something, anyway, and better than not being able to return at all. There was always the chance they could find something here at the museum, another piece to the puzzle to give them more of a direction.

 “Why don’t you bring me the papyrus tomorrow,” Tareq said. “We’ll work to get them translated and we’ve received some others you might want to see.”

Ky said, “We can give them to you now, Tareq. They’d be safer with you anyway.”

If there was one person Ky trusted implicitly, it was Tareq. He’d never betray Ky.

Ky nodded to Raissa, who reached below her loose shirt and peeled off the tape holding the packet to her skin with a little wince and a grin.

“Is that how you did it?” Tareq said, his admiration visible. “Clever. All I can say is I’m grateful Zimmer didn’t get them. I’m not entirely comfortable with the people who fund him. Very well, then, we’ll see you tomorrow. You’ve had a long day and a long journey. You must be tired and hungry, and I’m required elsewhere.” 

As they went out Raissa looked back once more at the solitary statue with the empty chair beside it.

It was the only one like it in the room.

Ky glanced back, too, as he did every time he visited.

“Good night, General.”






  







 

Chapter Fourteen
 

Dinner relaxed everyone. As always Raissa was voracious and Ky wondered once again how long she’d gone without regular meals. When she thought he wasn’t watching her fingers darted across to his plate to try to steal his bread. With a warning look, restraining a smile of his won, he smacked at them lightly at her fingers and she snatched them back with a grin.

“It’s not fair, Boss,” Ryan complained with a grin. “She can eat like she does and she looks like that, where if I do, I get this.”

He patted his somewhat substantial belly lightly.

“Is it my fault I have a high metabolism?” Raissa demanded, laughing back at him.

Oddly enough, Ky found himself missing their casual meals back at the hotel in the town. It felt a little strange, more formal, to eat in the hotel dining room. They couldn’t be as relaxed here or as open, even though Raissa had already charmed the waiters into giving them a little extra special attention with her bright smiles and quick questions. That those questions were in their own language only further enchanted them.

“So, we have a week here,” Ky said. “Let’s take advantage of it. Ryan, in light of our new information see what you can find among the research being done here that might pertain to the Tomb. I’ll arrange to have our site gear shipped to Cairo from the University. We’ll need to get it transported to the dig site. Komi, we’ll need to chase up some transportation.”

“I’ll take care of it, Professor,” Komi said.

They separated, each going to their individual rooms after the meal, to Ky’s regret.

He found he missed being able to share that time at the end of the day with all of them in the same room eating and talking about what they’d found, or just shooting the shit  -  a phrase that Raissa found very entertaining. She was quickly picking up American vernacular, with Ryan’s dubious assistance, much to Ky’s amusement. Ryan seemed to find it particularly diverting to try to teach her the most outrageous examples. That was frightening in its own way, knowing Ryan, Ky thought with a smile as he stepped to the window of his hotel room. He looked out over the courtyard below. It was a good thing Raissa was sensible, just as smart and quick to pick up nuances of behavior.

Ky remembered her sneaking out to steal food with a sudden rush of heat at the memory of catching her. He remembered the feel of her warm skin beneath his hands, of her supple body against his, so intensely he could almost taste her, feel her.

The suite seemed almost too big, too empty.

It was quite a while before he turned for bed.

A small sound awakened him and in the next moment he was completely awake.

This time it wasn’t a voracious Raissa staging an early morning food raid.

Silently, he rolled off the bed, alert for the sounds that had awakened him, the stealthy movements that warned him he was being hunted.

Every sense was alert. His eyes scanned the near total darkness for some sign of movement. Even his skin seemed sensitized to the motion of the air in the room.

Someone approached the bed cautiously…but not cautiously enough. In the next moment he would discover the bed was empty and cry out a warning.

Ky didn’t give him that time.

In the dim light, Ky saw a reflection from something in the man’s hand.

Ky caught it, drove the hand up and away. Three silenced shots went off, the sound surprisingly loud despite the silencer, to bury themselves high in the wall as Ky spun the man around and flung him hard across the room.

A right took the man down and then a blinding light filled the room unexpectedly.

Instinctively, Ky dove over the bed, moving and rolling to evade the line of fire, trying to reach the one with the light…

 

A strange noise and three sharp thumps in the wall between the rooms drove Raissa out of a restless sleep. The solid thud of something hitting the wall hard had her out of bed and running for the door to her room, snatching up the little nightgown Ky had purchased for her in the hotel gift shop. She tugged it over her head and snagged room key as she went by the table where she’d left it then she burst out into the hall.

Something was very wrong.

Ky’s room was next to hers. The noises had come from there.

She laid an ear to the door, to be sure. The sounds she heard within were not reassuring, voices and a soft thud.

Alarmed, she knocked hard on the door.

“Professor Farrar – Ky?” she called. “Are you all right? Professor Farrar, answer the door.”

He was a light sleeper, as she well knew from the night before. If he was awake and all right, she’d simply explain about the noises when he answered the door.

Except he didn’t answer…

She knocked again, harder, louder.

“Professor. Ky,” she said, “answer the door…”

She had the sense someone was on the other side with their eye pressed to the little peephole it seemed was in every hotel door.

“I’m going to keep knocking until you answer,” she said, worried, frantic…

Something was wrong.

She could have the hotel ring his room but if he didn’t answer the door, why would he answer the telephone? Or his cell…?

Deliberately she knocked again, hard, and sensed the presence on the other side of the door move away…

 

The soft thump of a bullet into the wall by his head brought Ky up short as the light tracked him, glaring brilliantly in the darkness, blinding him.

“Stop, Professor,” a voice behind the flashlight said, “or we will be forced to do you great injury. Believe me, we will not hesitate to do so. You have no value to us.”

There was more than one person behind the flashlight and at least one of them had a gun on him, Ky could see the gleam of light along the barrel somewhere to the right of the flashlight.

As did the man with the flashlight, he had no doubt.

Keeping the light by his head, the man confirmed it, showing Ky the weapon he held, every move indicating he was a professional.

There was movement in the darkness behind the other man. They were searching the hotel room.

“We need to know what you’ve done with the papyrus you took from the fort. Give it to us now and we’ll leave you be.”

This was one case where the truth might set him free. Or render him even more worthless to them. He had little choice.

“I don’t have it,” Ky said, steadily. “I gave it to the authorities at the Egyptian Museum.”

The museum had extensive layers of protection. He didn’t.

Slowly, the man shook his head, the movement barely visible with the flashlight beside his head. “That’s not what we’ve heard.”

A voice from the darkness on the other side of the bed said, “He’s out. I’m bringing him around.”

There was the sound of a light slap.

Someone swore, viciously, in Arabic.

“He’ll be very unhappy,” the voice with the flashlight said. “My friends, perhaps if you hold Professor Farrar, we can persuade him to tell us what we want to know. Professor, remember I have a gun and the man you struck also has a gun. We will aim for your knees first but any place to hurt and wound will do. Don’t make any fast movements. This would be much easier if you would just tell us where the papyrus is…”

Two men came carefully to hold him, staying out of the line of fire. Both wore scarves over their lower faces.

With the other man concealed by the flashlight and others possibly behind him, Ky had little choice but to let them do it.

For the moment.

Grimly, trying to think of some way out, Ky said, “I already told you. I don’t have them. There’s no safe in the room, search it if you’d like.”

He didn’t want them to know he already knew they were.

They had left the Museum at the end of the day, so no one knew they’d handed over the papyri except him, Tareq and Raissa. Tareq probably hadn’t registered any of the finds with the Museum yet. With whatever affair had drawn him away, Tareq had probably left it until morning.

This had the potential to become bad, very bad. Ky was definitely outnumbered.

“We have,” the voice said.

Another man approached warily as the man with the flashlight kept it directed into Ky’s eyes to keep him blinded. There was a sense of others kept back in reserve behind the flashlight for insurance.

The first blow drove in low and hard, aiming for his lower ribs, the floating ones. Ky saw it coming at the last moment, went with it as much as he was able, absorbing some of the force. It still hurt and drove the breath out of him. He forced himself to relax from the shock and his breath came back.

“Just tell us what it is that we need to know, Professor,” the man said, his voice low, “and we’ll stop.”

Another punch hammered into the same spot…

Softly, Ky swore as his breath came back. He didn’t want Raissa to hear any more than they did.

Someone knocked on the door. He heard Raissa’s voice call out.

A silenced gun pointed at the door.

“Say a word,” the man said, softly, “and she dies.”

The knocking came again.

He felt more than heard the unseen man move toward the door. And his heart went still with fear.

Raissa.

She called, distress in her voice. “I’m going to keep knocking until you answer.”

Almost all of them were now looking at the door. Ky tensed and then felt the cold steel of a gun against his battered ribs.

Not all.

The invisible other came back as Raissa knocked once more.

“She’s making too much noise,” one of them commented worriedly in an undertone. “It will draw attention.”

The man with the flashlight shrugged and spoke quietly, firmly.

“It doesn’t matter. Unless there is reason to believe something is wrong no one will interrupt us as long as we are quiet. If someone does come, we’ll simply have the Professor tell them he’s all right or we’ll shoot him and whoever it is on the other side of the door. We can use the time to persuade the professor that we mean business. In any case, we’ll be uninterrupted for enough time for the good professor to tell us where the papyrus is. All we have to do is do it in such a way she hears nothing for long enough that she begins to believe whatever alarmed her was just imagination.”

Ky braced himself. He was going to have to move, take a chance the man with the gun wouldn’t hit him if he moved fast enough.

From the darkness behind the other man, came the sound of a soft thud.

“I don’t have that good an imagination,” a familiar voice said, quietly.

Ky’s blood went cold as he recognized the voice.

Raissa.

The man with the flashlight spun in surprise. The light swept across the room.

Raissa was a lighter flash in the darkness, the light of the flashlight reflecting from her swirling hair and her white clothing as her foot in a flying back kick caught the man with the flashlight in the head. That sent him stumbling back into the man with the gun, the one who’d been hitting Ky.

The flashlight tumbled to the floor, the light flashing over the walls.

It was enough of a distraction for Ky to break free of one of the men, backhanding him quickly, before turning to nail the second with a sharp punch.

He heard a soft pop, the sound of a silencer, from the outer room as he took down one of the men who had held him and kicked the gun from the hand of flashlight man as he untangled himself from his companion.

A chill went through Ky at the sound.

The leader shouted, “Go, go.”

One of the other men tackled Ky as he went after the leader, buying his boss time to escape.

He heard a soft thud from the other part of the room and a crash of a table as it collapsed.

In a flash the men were gone...taking the flashlight with them as they scrambled through the hotel door. The door closed behind them, plunging the room into darkness once again.

“Raissa?” 

“Here,” she said and he felt her fingers touch his arm lightly.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” she said, sliding her arm underneath his to help him up.

Which, considering the state of his ribs, wasn’t entirely unnecessary.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

He hesitated, taking a breath to test the state of his ribs - very sore but he didn’t think anything was broken.

The room was very dark, Raissa had to resort to touch, feeling around.

Her fingers slipped over him, touched and then paused…

“Professor,” she asked, curiously, her tone startled and amused, “are you naked?”

In his mind ’s eye, Ky could almost see her head tilted in question, a smile twitching at her mouth.

To his astonishment, or perhaps it was relief, he had to restrain a laugh.

“I think you can call me Ky, now.”

He heard her chuckle a little and then felt the soft drift of her fingers over his chest. Suddenly his ribs didn’t bother him so much. He’d be stiff in the morning, although at least one part of him was pretty stiff now.

“Hmmm,” she said, “especially now that you’re naked. You know, either you’re going to have to start wearing something to bed or stop having late night visitors…”

Then he did laugh, as she’d clearly meant him to.

Curling an arm around her, he pulled her closer. “Maybe I need to hire a bodyguard.”

“So you can sleep naked?” she asked, and he heard the laughter in her voice.

By the sound, he found her face and slid his hand deep into that glorious silken hair, the scent of it beguiling. He coaxed her head back gently by gathering a handful of her hair in his hand.

“Something like that,” he said and lowered his mouth to hers.

Their mouths fit neatly as hers opened to meet him.

With a sigh, he tasted her lips and then tasted her more deeply as he drew her closer, backing her against the wall to press against her there.

He devoured her mouth, drowned in the taste of her, in the feel of her soft hair between his fingers, in the lush feel of her body against his. It was cotton again that she wore but it was crisp, new and a little rough. The nightgown he’d bought her.

Ky slipped his hand beneath it and found nothing but smooth silken skin.

His breath shuddered in his throat at the knowledge, at the feel of her.

“Raissa,” he said softly, amused. “Are you naked?”

Sharply, pertly, she said, “I am not. I’m wearing a nightgown. The one you bought me.”

But her voice sounded shaky in the darkness.

“And beneath it…?”

There wasn’t even thin cotton beneath his hand, only warm skin as he caressed her bottom and then slid his hand up the length of her back as he pressed against her. His mouth went dry and he sighed with pleasure, his body tightening. His other hand skimmed up her ribs as she quivered.

Entirely aware of his warm hand on her hip, sliding around now to her bottom to cup her there, close, so close. Raissa found her breath coming unevenly.

“Oh,” she managed, “that…well, yes…no...”

Lifting the fabric, he drew it over her head, let it fall away. He curled his fingers around her breast, lifted it, felt the sweet weight of it as he lowered his mouth to it and drew the hard, taut nipple into his mouth.

She moaned softly.

Raissa’s eyes closed as she felt his hand curl around her breast, heard the soft sound of his sigh. Heat poured through her as her throat went tight, as his mouth did.

She gasped at his warm wet mouth on her, then he nibbled and she trembled as a shot of heat raced from his mouth to her core. His teeth scraped lightly and she gasped as he suckled, her hips shifting in response to each hard pull of his mouth.

Need exploded through her, desire racing through her veins.

Incredible, Ky thought. She was so responsive to his touch, to his mouth that he reveled in it, sucking hard on her.

Gently, Ky ran his palm down over her taut belly, remembering well what it had looked like when his shirt had fluttered to reveal it and then he found the tight dense curls between her thighs, sifted his fingers through them.

She trembled at the touch, her breath unsteady, coming in little hitches as her head fell back against the wall.

There was a knock at the door.

Ryan called, “Hey, Boss, is everything all right? I heard Raissa shouting and some noise. It didn’t sound good.”

Her breath catching audibly, Raissa shuddered in the darkness as they both went still. She swore softly, but inventively.

Desperately swallowing a laugh, Ky buried his mouth in the curve of her shoulder.

Taking a deep breath of his own, Ky said, “I can’t not answer…”

Her throat tight, Raissa said, “I know.”

If Ryan had heard half of what she had, certainly the most recent commotion, he would be understandably worried.

Taking a breath, Raissa tried to quell the demands of her unfulfilled body and felt around for her nightgown, drawing it on quickly.

Reluctantly, Ky withdrew his hands with a quick brush of his mouth over hers.

“Let me find a light,” he said, flicking it on.

Ky caught a brief flash of her slender back and tight bottom before the fabric slipped over them. He ached and not just in his ribs.

“Coming, Ryan,” he called.

She turned and he saw the shock in her eyes.

“Ky,” she said in horror at the blackening bruises over his ribs.

Already she reached for it, cupping her hand over the injury as she looked up at him.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” she demanded, softly.

Her hand was gentle, very warm and very soothing against his battered and protesting ribs.

The care, the concern in her eyes caught at him. If he’d ever wondered at the depth of her feeling, it was there in her eyes.

Brushing back her hair, he smiled. “Strange, I didn’t feel a thing, I had much better things on my mind.”

So beautiful.

He sighed as he looked at down at her, his body tightening as he remembered how close they’d come. Another minute…

Biting her lip, Raissa gazed up at him, tracing his beard where it framed his mouth with the fingers as she let out a breath that was half a sigh.

There was heat in his eyes, a desire as intense as hers.

If Ryan wasn’t still waiting outside the door…  

Looking at her in the short nightgown and then at the wreckage of the room, Ky shook his head and went to answer the door. He’d deal with the repercussions of Raissa’s presence in his rooms if he had to, and he likely would since the commotion would have roused the other guests.

“Are you all right, Professor?” Ryan demanded as he stepped into the room, glancing around in shock.

“I’m fine,” Ky said. “I had…unwelcome visitors.”

“Unwelcome visitors,” Ryan said in alarm. “What did they want?”

“The papyrus,” Ky said as they entered the main room of his suite.

No one was there. Raissa was gone. The curtains to the balcony fluttered in the breeze.

Just the thought of it made him shudder, they were ten stories up, but there’d been no cry.

A familiar voice from the hall said, “Professor?”

Komi, his expression worried, arrived with John on his heels.

Following them was Raissa, dressed now in the blue sundress he’d bought her in the hotel gift shop just that afternoon. It was oddly surreal.

The dress looked as lovely on her as he thought it might, and the color made her eyes seem to glow. He remembered her simple surprise and pleasure when he’d given it to her, the almost shy, wistful way she’d taken it from him.

Still, he found he preferred the little white cotton nightgown…and what was beneath it.

“What’s going on?” she asked guilelessly.

Only her eyes and the quick faint smile when theirs met betrayed her.

The others were quick to fill her in.

“The question is,” Ryan said, as they set the room to rights, “what do we do about it?”

Ky shook his head with a frown. “Deal with the police when they get here, without mentioning the papyri or they’re liable to confiscate them as evidence. We’ll tell them it was a simple attempt at robbery, the thieves thought I might have valuables since I’m an archaeologist.”

“What do they want with the papyri?” Ryan asked. “Don’t they know we took pictures of them? That’s stupid.”

It was standard procedure after all.

Ky had been wondering the same thing. Taking the papyri would accomplish nothing unless you eliminated all the other connections to them, including and especially the people. The men had come armed and prepared to do damage. The only way to completely secure the information on the papyri would have been to kill everyone. He was convinced the men had been willing to kill Raissa by shooting her through the door.

With the papyri and the shards at the Museum, safe behind its security and the police alerted, hopefully they would all be safe now.

There was a knock at the door that somehow managed to sound very official.

Ky sighed. It was going to be a long night.






  







 

Chapter Fifteen
 

To his surprise, Ky found his ribs didn’t hurt quite as much as he thought they would come morning. Nor was he as stiff as he expected. None of the team had felt much like sleeping after what happened, even if they’d had the time for it once the police were through with them. The best any of them managed was an hour or two.

After breakfast, Ky sent John to secure any equipment they didn’t have that they might need for nights in the desert and Komi to arrange for it all to be delivered to the dig site.

While they took care of those details, Ky, Raissa and Ryan returned to the Egyptian Museum.

As always Tareq was effusive, warm…and had coffee waiting for them, strong, rich Egyptian coffee.

Raissa’s eyes lit up at the smell and she pounced on the cup with glee, rolling her eyes and giving a sigh of pleasure at the first sip.

“A woman after my own heart,” Tareq said with a smile, “although lately I’ve had to cut back a little.” He tapped a fist against his chest and made a face. “Heartburn, you see.”

There was a pause as he frowned slightly, steepling his hands and tapping them against his chin.

“You should know it has come to my attention that others are now also looking for the Tomb, my friend Ky. Some very passionate people.”

After the previous night, that wasn’t news to any of them but Tareq. Ky didn’t need to ask how they’d learned of the Tomb. It was written on the Wall preserved in the Hieroglyphics room above his head but been considered just another myth.

Until now.

A glance passed between the three of them, himself, Ryan and Raissa. Ky frowned.

Why the sudden interest? Or had his search somehow triggered the others?

“Who else is looking?” Ky asked seeing the worry in Tareq’s eyes.  He remembered Tareq’s comment the night before about Zimmer’s associates. “What have you heard?”

In light of the incident in his hotel room, Tareq’s concern was more than justified. Maybe now they would get some idea of what they were up against.

Tareq shook his head. “These are troubled times, Ky, as you know. Passions are running high on many fronts, certainly since the Americans invaded Iraq. The growing strength of religious conservatism across the world is also disturbing. We’ve seen the results of it across the globe, and not just 9/11, but London, Spain. I’ve heard rumors…”

Ky waited.

For a moment Tareq lowered his head, tapping his steepled fingers against his lips.

“There are people, like those who fund Zimmer, who want to find the Tomb not for the history of it but for what they think it contains…”

“The Heart of the Gods, the key to the Tomb,” Ky said tightly, “and the Horn of the Djinn.”

“Precisely,” Tareq said. “The Heart – because if it exists, it will be one of the largest rubies in the world. It would be priceless, although they would still manage somehow to put a price on it. And we cannot forget all of the gold. If the rumors are true and this is the rare untouched tomb, there would be a great deal of gold as well. Greed drives many.” He sighed. “Then there is the Horn. If the Wall is correct, the Horn controls the Djinn, or Genie as Americans know them. Who aren’t pretty young blondes like on American TV.”

He gave a look to Ryan, who grinned and shrugged.

“Before my time, Doc.”

It was Ryan’s only concession to Tareq’s title.

Tareq smiled.

“According to some readings of the Old Testament and Hebrew writings, Solomon ‘persuaded’ the Djinn to help him raise the Temple. In Islam, they are spirits of fire created by Allah and possessing free will as men do. Some believe there are good Djinn and bad Djinn, seeing the good Djinn somewhat as Christians do guardian angels. Of course, I’m vastly oversimplifying, but for our purposes it’s close enough.”

He hesitated a moment, then continued.

“Those funding Zimmer are a fundamentalist branch of some form of Christianity. What they want with the Horn I’m not quite sure. But, they are there in the background, a secretive organization that reminds me of the rumors of what Masons were supposed to be and weren’t. These are.”

“There are also extremists of the other variety,” he said with a sigh of resignation, “who see the Horn as a symbol, while others truly believe it has the power to control the Djinn. It’s becoming imperative that you, or someone like you, find the Tomb so it can be preserved and protected from those who would misuse what lies within it.”

“But that puts you, my friend Ky, right in the middle, on the firing line as it were…”

Ky let out a breath. “Tareq, it already has. We’ve had a few incidents.”

Alarmed, Tareq looked at him. “How serious?”

“Serious enough.”

Ky explained quickly. There wasn’t any real need to go into details. Tareq and Ky had worked on a number of digs in various parts of the Middle East and this wasn’t the first time there had been trouble. Tareq knew Ky’s capabilities as well as Ky knew his.

Still.

“The dig site is in a very dangerous part of the world, Ky, a very volatile part of the world, as you very well know. It’s also very isolated. Be careful. Be very careful.”

Ky looked at his old friend, seeing the troubled look in his eyes.

“I will.”

It wasn’t a warning he took lightly. Tareq wasn’t one to give out such concern lightly either.

The kidnapping of the German tourists in the region years before had been vicious, leaving one dead. There had been several other nasty incidents since, not to mention their own encounter in the souk. And the attack of the previous night.

“All right,” Tareq said, clapping his hands and rubbing them together briskly. “Enough of that, it’s depressing. Instead let’s turn to these papyri that you bring me and this very interesting reinterpretation of Mr. Brunner’s work. What astonishes me is you found them at all.”

Raissa said, softly, “Given how much effort the ancient Egyptians put into concealing the whereabouts of their tombs and the amount of information in these documents, I would guess the architect either hid them to keep the information from falling into the wrong hands or to hide the fact he was putting so much down on paper. Either something happened to prevent him from returning or he simply forgot he’d hidden them there.”

“To all appearances the fort was abandoned quickly,” Ky added, “that might explain why he wasn’t able to come back for them.”

“Reasonable,” Tareq said, “and our good luck. Right, my friend Ky?”

With a grin, Ky nodded.

They spent the rest of the afternoon debating the different interpretations of the various papyri, tablets, and texts.

Which put Raissa, to her amusement, between Ky and Tareq as they debated points and various interpretations.

Tareq pulled more papyri from the Museum’s vaults, their discussion bringing to mind other papyrus, translations of other documents. In the context of the new information from the site, they were getting valuable information from the Museum’s texts, hints at other landmarks and routes. Copies of documents littered the office. It was impossible for even Raissa not to get excited. Every step brought them a little bit closer to discovery.

“Excuse me, Professor,” Komi said from the doorway.

“Come on in, Komi,” Ky said, smiling.

Had it gotten that late? He hadn’t expected Komi until late in the afternoon, knowing how such things went. He glanced at his watch in surprise.

“Don’t worry, you’re not interrupting anything important.”

“Everything is arranged, Professor,” Komi said, bobbing his head to all of them in greeting and smiling. “Drivers will take the equipment to the dig site, with guards to assure it will all be there when we arrive.”

“Good,” Ky said, “that’s one less problem to worry about. Thank you, Komi.”

With another smile, Komi backed into a corner to lean against a wall and wait as the debate resumed with Tareq occasionally sending out for other references, until Tareq glanced at the clock to check the time.

“We’ll have to resume our discussion tomorrow as the Museum closes shortly and I have other obligations this evening,” Tareq said, holding up a hand to Ky in amusement to curb his impatience. “We have all week, my friend. Life is not all papyrus, mummies, and dust. You have a lovely young woman here. You should show her Cairo.”

He eyed Raissa appreciatively.

To Ky’s astonishment, Raissa blushed, shaking her head at Tareq’s blatant flirtation.

“Exactly,” Tareq said, smiling at her discomfiture. “Go to dinner, have a pleasant evening in good company. We’ll start again tomorrow in the morning. There is time, Ky, to enjoy the finer things in life as well. Shall I meet you at your hotel? Are you staying at the same place you usually do?”

 “Yes,” Ky said, laughing as Tareq stood to come around the desk and clap him on the shoulder. “We’re staying at the usual hotel.”

“Good,” Tareq said.

He escorted them to the main hall where the last of the tourists were being guided out by a few of the guards before the men split up to make their rounds through the various halls to secure the doors in preparation for locking the museum down.

It surprised Ky to realize how late it had gotten.

The last of the tourists filed out through the main doors.

With a nod of respect to Tareq the guards disappeared down the hallways and up the stairs to finish their sweep to make certain no one was left.

“There is much of Cairo you should see,” Tareq said, lifting Raissa’s hand to kiss the back of it. “With one who can show it to you properly.”

She rolled her eyes in amusement but color suffused her face.

He looked at Ky sternly. “Take her to a nice restaurant, Ky, not the hotel.”

Before Ky could answer the front doors to the Museum slammed open with a crash of metal and glass and men rushed into the entryway.

Gunshots rang out through the building.

A burst of automatic weapon fire into the ceiling sent plaster and stone raining down. It seemed to be a signal.

More men rushed through the front entry doors behind the first while others seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere, some racing past the last of the tourists out on the mall, who looked at them, startled, as the black-clothed men passed by them. Others appeared from hallways that led to restrooms and storage closets where they’d hidden long enough for the guards to escort the tourists out.

Now they exploded out of hiding.

There were more than two dozen of them, their leader the one firing his weapon into the ceiling again, glaring at those in the center of the room.

 Ky, Tareq, Raissa, Komi, and Ryan.

Instinctively everyone ducked or flinched and then they froze.

All of the invaders were masked and armed. There wasn’t anything remotely close at hand that Ky could use as a weapon. He was too far away from the men to do anything effective, especially against automatic weapons.

Pointing his gun at Ky and Tareq, the leader snapped, “We want everything you have on the Tomb of the Djinn. You will give it to us or we will start shooting…if you doubt our purpose…”

He swiveled his gun toward Komi, leveled it.

Komi’s eyes widened in shock and horror.

It was clear to everyone in that moment that in the next second the man would open fire and Komi would die as proof of their intent.

Raissa shot out an arm to push Komi aside and away from danger.

Everything was so clear and sharp, as it always was at such moments and it all seemed to happen so slowly…and so quickly.

Her hair swirled in the late afternoon sunlight that speared through the windows as she spun to face the attackers. It caught the light, reflected it, brilliantly. Light cascaded over it in a shimmer of gold.

Ky was stunned by the inevitability of what was about to happen, by the calmness, the acceptance, in her expression as she turned to face the men who had stormed the room.

He saw what was about to happen and knew he couldn’t stop it even as he tried. He knew he would never reach Komi or Raissa in time.

There was no time to react, no time to do anything.

In the open space the sound of the gunshots echoed, three in rapid succession. 

Halting Ky where he stood. It was too late.

The shooters were trained, professional killers.

A double-tap, body shots, a more sure target than the head, with a third to be sure.

They struck Raissa squarely in the chest, drove her back a step with each impact.

Ky saw the shock on her beautiful face. Raissa’s hand went to her chest in near disbelief as she registered what had happened, as the pain struck and was reflected in her eyes. For a moment she looked down, stared at the blood on her fingers, spread them as she looked at them almost with incomprehension. Then she stared at her chest. At the neat holes there.

Even as Ky absorbed the knowledge of the loss of her, of the promise of whatever had been growing between them, Ky waited for her to fall. A burst of grief went through him, and the beginnings of a cold rage.

That moment of silence seemed to stretch forever but probably lasted for only a few brief seconds. Moments the leader of the assassins allowed, to give them time to accept what had happened, what had been done, so they would understand just how serious he was and that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill.

Raissa was caught completely off guard. She could only stare in disbelief, looking at her own blood on her hand.

It had happened so suddenly, so unexpectedly. It felt as if she’d been punched hard in the chest, one, two, three times.

For a moment she stared, uncomprehending, at the holes so neatly centered in her chest.

Then comprehension dawned.

They’d shot her.

No matter how or what she tried, this couldn’t be explained away by clever words, some sleight of hand, some trick of time and place.

Anger came suddenly, instantly, her rage fierce as a grief and loss rushed through her.

She lifted her eyes, stared at the one who had done it.

A coldness washed over her. Fury flashed through her like lightning, not hot, but cold, calculated, considered. She measured distances to her quarry as rage turned her vision red.






  







 

Chapter Sixteen
 

The air in the antechamber suddenly crackled like lightning before a storm as Raissa’s head snapped up and around to face the leader of the terrorists, the one who had shot her. Her blue eyes blazed with fury. Literally blazed, they seemed to leave a trail of brightness in the growing darkness. She flung her arms out. With a flick of her wrists her swords appeared in her hands. She grasped them. Her long hair swirled around her, lifting as if a great wind had caught it, to catch the last of the sunlight in the flying tresses like a halo around her head and shoulders.

Ky stood frozen.

A cold fury limned every lovely line of her body.

As implacable as a lion, she stalked toward the men who had attacked them. A gesture, a snap of her wrists, and out of the blue there were swords in her hands. Ky kept seeing that. They’d appeared out of nowhere, suddenly they were just there. For a moment, all he could do was stare in disbelief.

Those swords seemed to blaze with the reflection of the dying light of the sun. It was like watching some ancient goddess of battle come to life, Sekhmet, perhaps, or Astarte.

Her eyes burned brilliantly, filling the hall with an eldritch blue glare.

If anything, she looked more beautiful than she had before.

As stunned as the rest of them, Ky saw the leader of the bandits staring at her in astonishment and horror before he backed frantically away. Whatever it was he saw in her eyes at first freezing him in place before it terrified him into sudden desperate movement.

Raissa smiled, her expression terrible, relentless.

They all stood frozen.

It was too incredible, it just wasn’t possible. That didn’t happen. The bullets should have killed her and swords didn’t just appear. Except Ky had seen it with his own eyes.

He found himself caught by surprise, his instincts and training momentarily deserting him in the face of the inexplicable. It was quite simply incomprehensible, but he couldn’t deny what he saw with his own eyes.

Raissa.

One moment she’d been bowed over with pain, in the next moment she straightened, her head snapped around, and her eyes had flashed red before taking on that uncanny bluish glow, a look of furious despair on her face that was so deep, so strong, it broke his heart to see it.

Then she moved.

Fast.

He couldn’t comprehend it, couldn’t think of it. 

Suddenly he recalled himself. There were the others, Tareq, Ryan, Komi, all in the line of fire.

They were his responsibility. He had to get them to safety, get them under cover while their assailants were distracted.

By Raissa. Whoever or whatever she was.

Some part corner of his mind grieved for what might have been.

“Tareq!”

His old friend was closest.

Grabbing Tareq, Ky wrenched at him, slung him toward cover.

That broke the other man’s paralysis. They ran for shelter.

“Ryan, Komi,” Ky shouted.

He glanced back over his shoulder to see Ryan take hold of the stunned Komi before both of them scrambled behind one of the statues. They threw their arms over their heads instinctively as they crouched behind cover, knowing bullets were about to fly.

Ky glanced at Tareq as they pressed themselves into the shelter offered by the statue. 

Ironically, the statue of General Khai.

“Did you know?” Tareq asked, with a tilt of his head toward the madness behind them.

And Raissa.

“What do you think?” Ky said, his tone dry. “Hell, no.”

“Kill her,” the leader shouted.

The invaders opened fire. Bullets sprayed in bursts.

They had only one target, the one who stalked down the stairs toward the men who stood staring at her in terrible fascination.

The shout caught Raissa’s attention.

Her head turned sharply and the man found himself transfixed by that lambent blue gaze.

She smiled.

That smile was terrible to see.

Ky could only stare.

Her pretty lips peeled back from her teeth to reveal lengthening fangs, so white against the pale rosy pink of those lips.

Her voice echoed, rang, in the empty room.

“Good luck with that,” she growled softly, smiling wickedly, using one of Ryan’s favorite phrases, “but I’m afraid you’re far too late. You see, I’m already dead.”

In terror, one of the men emptied his gun into her chest. Each impact made her twitch. Blood flew.

She looked down at the bleeding holes, frowned in displeasure.

Her eyes lifted and that cold luminous blue gaze would have chilled even the hardest of men.

She smiled again.

“Clearly, you weren’t listening. I said I’m already dead. What part of that did you not understand?”

The first of the men came at her, raised his weapon and she spun, swords glittering in the setting sunlight reflected by the windows.

Blood flew as she dove and rolled past him even as he dropped to his knees, his hands wrapped around his neck. His throat cut, he slowly toppled as she stalked away.

The next tracked her with his weapon trying to get a bead on her while his companions scattered, but she was moving too fast. She was on her feet again, standing in front of him. Her swords struck, like scissors, crosswise, and his chance was gone.

As was his head and his life.

It wasn’t in Ky to sit and wait when he could do something – and whatever else was happening, whatever was going on, whatever else she was, Raissa was alone out there. There was also no guarantee they would survive without her if the bandits managed to bring her down.

The enemy of my enemy is my friend. Komi and Ryan were also still in danger.

Ky looked at Tareq, who nodded.

Even without a weapon, with his training Ky was more than capable of doing some damage. It was hardly the first time he and Tareq had faced trouble together, although not of this caliber.

Still.

Then a weapon came his way.

One of the terrorists raced around the statues, probably looking for hostages, but Raissa saw the man first.

Tossing her left-hand sword in the air, she caught it neatly, turned and threw it backhanded in one swift, smooth motion.

It struck the man in the back and he arched as the sword pierced him, his gun firing in a useless arc at the ceiling as he fell.

A gesture and her sword flew back to her.

Ky couldn’t process that at the moment.

“Tareq, I’ll cover you,” Ky shouted as he dove for the gun.

He snatched up the man’s weapon even as the dying man dropped it, the bandit falling to his knees.

Rolling onto his shoulders Ky slid on the highly polished marble of the floor, and fired off a short burst squarely into the chest of another of their assailants  -  the broadest target he could be sure to hit as he slid. There was more punch to this gun than the one that had shot Raissa. His target fell back and went down even as Ky scrambled for cover against the inevitable backlash of gunfire.

Moving fast, Tareq caught another of the men around the throat, grabbed his head and twisted it sharply, breaking the other’s neck instantly. He caught the man’s weapon as the dead man dropped, found cover again as he shouldered the rifle.

He shifted it to single-shot and picked his targets.

Ky saw Raissa took another bullet, pain on her fine features even as she spun to look at the man who had done it, her long beautiful hair swirling around her with every turn of her head.

That one took one glance at the expression on her face, in her eyes, at the pitiless look in them, then he dropped his gun and ran.

In a brief moment of breathing space Ky was startled to realize that she still looked breathtakingly beautiful. She was like a fierce warrior goddess, ethereal and otherworldly. Her golden hair gleamed brilliantly in the fading light of the sun, haloing her face, her fine features as still as marble. Her blue eyes blazed brilliantly. Flickers of red sparks flashed in them like embers in a hot fire. Her pretty lips were parted, blood still on them from when she’d coughed after the impact of the first bullets.

The pretty pale blue sundress he’d bought her was blood-stained and spattered. It seemed surreal. The hem fluttered around her legs.

One of the men stepped out from behind a statue and leveled his gun at her head as she turned to face him.

Ky found he couldn’t watch one of them put a bullet in her head and stay sane. Ky snapped off two quick shots and the man fell even as Raissa glanced at him.

She smiled brilliantly, the gratitude in her eyes shocking, her expression suddenly and startlingly soft and warm. Her head inclined a little, a gesture of thanks. There was a sweetness in her expression that shook him to his core.

Another bullet struck her. Ky saw her jolt with the impact.

Her expression shuttered, went cold.

Raissa turned.

This wasn’t done. She had to finish it. It was her duty. It was for this she’d served the Gods for nearly four thousand years, to preserve, defend and protect. It was for this she’d given up everything. It was who and what she was.

She went after the others.

Seeing her coming with her swords held down and back like the wings of an avenging angel, her face still, her expression unforgiving and unrelenting, they opened fire on her. As she intended. She was already moving, spinning away from the spray of bullets, running, drawing their fire away, away from the statues…away from Ky, Tareq and the others.

Giving Ky and Tareq targets.

Ky glance at Tareq.

There was no need to speak. Tareq understood instantly, and took advantage of the distraction, opening fire in return.

As did Ky.

He turned to duck his head around the base of the statue, trying to see Ryan and Komi.

In response to that look, Ryan said, “Fuck this shit, boss.”

To Ryan Raissa looked like something out of his favorite actions movies, some kick-ass babe, except this shit was real. And he was damned if he was going to die here like this.

One of the attackers came stumbling toward him from one of Raissa’s kicks, arms flailing as he staggered backward.

“Fuck this shit,” he repeated, and snagged the gun as the man released it.

Raissa’s kick had been perfectly placed, just below the breastbone.

The man coughed, a great gout of blood spurted out of his mouth.

Ryan put him out of his misery, saved him from a long miserable death, and shot him.

Keeping within the cover of the base of the statue, he picked his own shots. Damned if he was going to wait until they shot him. He didn’t know what the fuck was going on but for the moment he would just go with it.

Still running, Raissa leaped, planted her feet against the wall by the doors, pushed off and up into a twisting backwards somersault in apparent defiance of gravity to come down in a crouch in the midst of their attackers. Heads lifted, turned, to follow her progress. Stunned at the speed and suddenness with which she moved, two fell as she stood and her swords flashed.

Then she was spinning like a dervish, a kick driving off one assailant, her swords laying waste around her as she fought with swords and feet.

Attacked from all sides, some of their assailants spun to defend themselves as Tareq patiently dropped one after another, choosing his targets and Ky took his own.

Ky tossed his empty weapon away and snatched up one of the automatic rifles dropped by one of the fallen. He rolled away from answering fire as he shouldered the gun and returned it. The gun chattered. More fell. Against the paired onslaught the few remaining attackers were routed. The Museum doors smashed open as they hit them with their backs in full retreat, all of them shooting wildly to drive off Raissa, Ky, Tareq and the surviving security guards who had just arrived in the hall in response to the sound of gunshots.

Racing past, the security guards went in pursuit of the attackers, some covering the doors.

For a moment Raissa simply stood in the center of the room, her head slightly lowered, surrounded by the dead, none of them her own.

She was too aware of Ky and the others staring at her as they came out of the cover of the statues.

Ryan and Komi, Tareq. None had so much as a scratch on them. For that she was grateful.

And Ky.

He stared at her, his dark eyes expressionless.

That pierced her, the pain sharper than that of the bullets.

Memories moved through her.

She could almost feel his lips on hers again, as she had that night, his strong body close.

For just a second, she closed her eyes in sorrow for all the lost possibilities, the spark that had been growing between them.

Gone.

Her blossoming friendships with Ryan, Komi, John, and now Tareq, too.

Gone, also.

And always, always, Ky…

Gone, all gone.

Like acid, grief burned in her chest.

Ryan looked from the doors through which their attackers had escaped to Raissa standing in the center of the room with blood-stained swords in her hands, her head slightly lowered.

“What the fuck!” he said suddenly, sharply, in dismay and shock.

None of this was possible, none of it could happen, but it had. Ryan tried to make sense of it, looking from one to the other of those around him, but everyone had the same disbelieving look, everyone was trying to process it.

Even Professor Farrar.

Ky was glad Ryan had spoken.

He couldn’t find the words. He didn’t know what to think, what to believe. It was all incredible.

The one thing he couldn’t deny were the three neat bullet holes in Raissa’s dress, those first ones, so neatly centered on her chest. Over her heart.

They hadn’t missed. He’d seen the impact of those bullets drive her back.

There was no blood. Not as much as there should be, and what there was, wasn’t her own.

Words came.

“What the hell are you?” he demanded.

Raissa closed her eyes and her breath caught at his tone.

What. What was she. Not who.

A hundred bullets couldn’t have wounded her more than that simple phrase.

She couldn’t blame him, but it still hurt.

She couldn’t look at him although she felt his gaze on her.

Ky stared at her standing in the center of the room, her brilliant hair streaming loose over her shoulders, surrounded by the bodies of the dead. Men she’d killed. An odd sense of déjà vu passed over him, as if he’d seen her like this before. 

Multiple circles, burn marks, bullet holes, marked her dress where bullets had struck her. Blood stained her lips and a trickle of it ran from the corner of her mouth. He knew he shouldn’t be looking at her standing there. She should be dead. By all rights, she should be dead. He’d thought she was in those first few seconds, a terrible grief tearing through him at the thought. Those first bullets should have killed her almost instantly. All of them had been centered so perfectly over her heart it was like looking at a target in a shooting gallery.

Except it was real and it was Raissa.

And she hadn’t died.

She was as still and as lovely in that moment, in that place, as one of the statues that surrounded them. Slender and beautiful, her skin was like alabaster in the last of the fading sunlight. Her hair rippled over her shoulders in streams of gold and her blue eyes were almost too bright. Reddish sparks flashed in the depths of them.

There were swords in her hands.

Three bullet holes were centered in her chest, as neatly placed as any marksman could wish.

He kept coming back to that. Couldn’t deny it.

Lifting her chin, Raissa looked up into the face of the statue of Khai as her hands clenched and unclenched on her swords, her knuckles white.

Then she turned to face them.

“I am Irisi, High Priestess of Isis and of Sekhmet,” she said, lifting her chin in acknowledgment to the empty chair behind Ky. “The one they called Nubiti, the Golden One, and Guardian of the Tomb of the Djinn.”






  







 

Chapter Seventeen
 

Sprays of gore spattered the statues and the floor, puddled on it, making it sticky. There were holes and chips in the priceless statues. The scent of blood, coppery, along with the tang of gunpowder and the dust of shattered stone, was so thick in the air you could taste it.

Ky looked to Tareq, whose jaw was tight as he, too, looked around, noting what had been done to his precious museum. All because of the Tomb of the Djinn.

Their eyes met briefly then looked back. At Raissa.

Or Irisi.

“Are you trying to tell us that you’re some kind of reincarnated mummy or something?” Ryan exclaimed, his tone incredulous.

He wasn’t the only one. The same expression was mirrored on all of their faces.

For a moment Ky could only stare at her in shock and disbelief…at the brilliant beautiful golden hair that streamed over her shoulders, lit by fading light of the setting sun as that gilded radiance filled the room. The warm light made her blue eyes brilliant.

He remembered how they’d glowed.

Raissa.

Irisi.

Impossible.

Packed among his things was a small figurine of a golden-haired woman standing between lions with what looked like swords at her back, her hand on a lion’s head. It had been found in the remains of an ancient temple. At the base was the cartouche for Nubiti. Carved inside it was the ran - or symbols - for Khai. The eyes of the figurine had been painted blue. Carbon dating had placed it in the right era for Irisi/Nubiti’s time period. It was the only extant carving of the priestess named Nubiti. Its existence had never been recorded or documented.

Only he knew of it.

Because he’d done the unthinkable, risked his career and kept it.

He stared at her, caught between amazement and something that felt like betrayal.

If it was true and how couldn’t it be true, he’d seen what he’d seen…?

Something wrenched inside him.

She was still so beautiful…even with blood on her clothing, on her lips.

“You’re kidding, right?” Ryan said, despite what he’d also seen.

Slowly she shook her head. “No.”

Ryan considered it for a moment, then shrugged. “Cool.”

Startled, Raissa could only stare at him but it was clear he meant it.

Brought up in an era of movie special effects it was easier for him to accept the incredible than it was for the others.

It was clear Komi was still doubtful, he stared at her uncertainly, warily, trying to come to terms with what he’d seen.

Closer than anyone to these lands, to myths and legends that inhabited it, Tareq looked grim, yet still looked no less stunned than Komi did.

Or Ky.

Raissa steeled herself then turned to look at him.

The expression on his face went through her like a knife, sudden, sharp and piercing.

How could she explain what she’d done and why? Why she hadn’t told him, why she’d deceived him, because, of course, she had. How could she explain in a way that wouldn’t make him hate her even more? She thought she’d have more time, hadn’t considered this alternative. Hadn’t known it existed. She just didn’t know enough about this time.

Now there was no more time.

Sirens wailed in the distance.

Her breath caught. She knew what that meant from John’s TV shows. The authorities, police.

There was even less time than she hoped.

“I have to leave,” she said, glancing out through the doors at the approaching police cars as their flashing lights lit the growing darkness and the security guards went to meet them. “They can’t find me here.”

She looked at her clothing, at the bullet holes.

“This might be a little hard to explain,” she said, gesturing at them, looking at him, hoping for some sign of forgiveness, comprehension, understanding…in his eyes. Their eyes.

Nothing.

Nor could she blame them.

She set her swords on the floor.

One thing she’d learned from John was television and the programs he downloaded with their fixation with forensics had been very educational.

TV had taught her much.

“You’ll need these…”

One of them was going to have to claim to have done her share of the fighting here, likely Tareq or Ky as they were the only ones with the skill to have done it.

They couldn’t tell the true story or they’d look like they were crazy. As would she.

If she stayed, tried to explain, they would lock her up. Things would be likely to turn very ugly. She would have no choice but to fight them. As much as they were officers of the law, the good guys, there was the Tomb and her duty. She could not let anyone stop her from that.

Not the police. Not Ryan or Komi.

Not even Ky.

She started to turn…

“Go?” Ky said.

Righteous anger burned through him, and incomprehension.

In two quick strides he caught her arm and she looked up into his eyes, clearly startled and surprised.

Her arm felt astonishingly solid, slender yet strong, the skin soft.

Something moved in those lovely eyes. A deep sadness, a heartbreaking grief and sorrow.

His anger burned past them.

“There are a few things you forgot to mention, don’t you think? Like being a three thousand year old mummy?”

Even the words sounded incomprehensible, all the more so for looking down at her, so alive, with the seemingly fragile feel of her arm in his grasp. More, he remembered the way her lips had felt beneath his, the way her body had felt against his.

Raissa looked into the pain in his dark eyes, torn between the desire to curl into his arms for shelter and wish it all away, impossible as that was, and the grief at what, looking up into the confusion, anger and betrayal in his eyes, she’d very likely lost.

Worse, hunger raged in her. She literally ached with the need to feed.

“I’ll be back,” she promised, her eyes fixed on his, desperately, almost pleading, “I’ll explain, I promise, but I have to leave…and I have to leave, now.”

His hand was warm on her arm and Raissa could smell his scent in the air, rich, musky, a little spicy, a little sweet. It filled her nostrils. She shuddered. She could almost taste him when she breathed in that beguiling fragrance, a mix of Ky and the soap he used. His skin was slightly sweaty. He would taste just a little salty.

Involuntarily, her tongue slid over her teeth, slowly, just the tip of it over her lips.

It was a curiously erotic and sensual gesture and she was almost panting with the effort at control, Ky could see that and something like desperation in her eyes. She bit her lip, her sharp canine teeth catching her rosy bottom lip. Her blue eyes were luminous, glowing, brilliant…warm…

They drew him in.

A shiver went through him at the gesture, atavistic and instinctive, a not entirely unpleasant shiver that sent a curious warmth rushing through him.

He shook it off.

“Tell me why,” he said. “Give me a good reason why I should let you go?”

Looking up at him, he thought he’d never seen so much despair in another person’s eyes. It shook him to see it in hers, even as angry as he was.

“Do you know the story of the Goddess Sekhmet, Ky?” she asked.

He looked at her bewildered but nodded. “Ra sent her to punish men…”

For a moment he could only stare at her as her tongue slipped over her teeth once again, the gesture so sensuous…

His fingers loosened as that warmth ran through him again and his body responded instinctively.

“Sekhmet’s was the last gift the Gods gave me. Everlasting life…but the price… Let me go, Ky,” she said, softly, intensely. There was a command in her voice. “Please.”

Almost involuntarily, he released her.

She fled through the doors, disappeared into the gathering shadows as the police moved quickly and efficiently toward the doors.

They never saw her.






  







 

Chapter Eighteen
 

It was nearly dawn when Raissa returned to the Egyptian Museum, walking up the promenade between the towering statues, the Mall still and silent at that fragile hour.

The Hall of Statues was empty and dark save for the thin gray light coming through the doors and the windows high above. Not that Raissa needed light, Sekhmet’s gift had given her the ability to see well in almost darkest night. Her bare feet were nearly silent on the stone floor as she walked down the Hall toward the tall statue with the empty chair beside it.

Just the sight of it made her heart ache.

For a moment, she stood before it, looking up into the familiar face carved there, his dark eyes, his thick, wavy hair falling to his shoulders.

Khai.

He hadn’t been Egyptian by birth but he had served her well.

As had she, falling in love with the country she’d adopted over time.

And it’s Gods.

Stepping forward she laid a hand on the stone knee of the statue, so much larger than his own, and looked up into the semblance of Khai’s beloved face, into the face she’d once known so well, had desired for so long and let out a gusty sigh full of tears she’d never shed.

They burned.

In all the millennia that had passed she’d never had the time to truly mourn him. Appear and disappear into dreaming as life went on around her and the years, decades, then centuries, passed…millennia…

She’d known the moment he died although she didn’t know the manner of it.

In the endless darkness, grief had touched her distantly.

Her throat was tight. A tear ran down her cheek.

She missed him, missed his presence by her side, his counsel. His comfort.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered but for what she couldn’t have said.

For not being there? She wasn’t even certain which of them she was saying it to. Or for what reason.

“Help me,” she said, softly, looking up at the symbols carved into the chairs, crying out to the Gods as she had once before, to Sekhmet and Isis, as she had so many centuries ago. “I don’t know how to do this…I don’t know what to do…and I’m so tired.”

For a moment, she closed her eyes.

In the emptiness of the hall, her words echoed and were swallowed up in the vastness.

She dropped to her knees, pillowed her head on the seat that would once have been hers and fought the tears that threatened to drown her.

A gentle hand caressed her hair.

She who had once been Irisi recognized the hand that touched her.

Looking up, she saw a familiar face, round and full, dark, with warm brown eyes.

Another face she’d missed.

She gave half a laugh, but still smiled.

This was how she’d always seen the Goddess, with the face of Banafrit, the High Priestess who had been her savior, her mentor and, in time, her dearest friend. Who had also been the representative of the Goddess in life.

With a smile, the great Goddess Isis looked down at her with Banafrit’s eyes in Banafrit’s familiar face.

“How else should you see me, child?” the Goddess said, gently, lovingly, “than with the face of her who spoke for me before you did? She was mine always, as you are.”

Within her Raissa could feel it, the deep warm current of knowledge, of understanding, that she’d known as Irisi when the Goddess had been with her. Part of her.

She sighed. That was something else she’d missed.

The Goddess eyed her.

“For what it is that you weep, my child?”

Raissa looked at her, heart and soul aching. “You ask too much. I can’t do this. Not alone. Not anymore.”

It was the Goddess’s turn to sigh.

“What is too much?” another voice asked, this one harsher. “There is no one else but you.”

“Sekhmet,” Isis chided, gently.

Raissa turned to watch as the other Goddess stepped out of the darkness between the statues.

There was something of the lion-headed Sekhmet in her features and something of the priestess that Irisi had known and loved as Djeserit, with her strong features and dark skin.

“Is that what you fight for?” Sekhmet asked, not unkindly. “Recognition? What of those who wait? Those who lie below? Those you fought. Those who would die? Or have you forgotten?”

Raissa shook her head, shuddering.

Just the memory sent a chill through her, remembering the deaths, the manner of the dying.

She looked at the face of Banafrit, remembered how her beloved friend and mentor had died as death emerged out of darkness and ripped her to shreds.

“No, I haven’t forgotten,” she said, and involuntarily looked up into the face of the statue above her.

Into the familiar features but he was gone and her thoughts of the one who was so like him.

“He isn’t Khai,” Isis said gently.

On a sigh, Raissa shook her head. “No, he’s not Khai. I know this.”

“And yet he is,” Sekhmet said, her voice as harsh as a lioness’s roar but her tone softer. “The blood runs true in him. The same blood that ran in Khai runs in his veins as well. He is as strong and as true.”

“He is,” Raissa said softly, looking at them, wryly. “Somehow I doubt that is an issue any longer.”

There was no answer to the question in her heart, only compassion in their eyes.

She looked to Isis, smiled crookedly.

“I don’t suppose you could help with that?”

The Goddess smiled sadly and shook her head. “No, it is his choice, as it must be, and you wouldn’t wish it to be otherwise, else not know whether he loved you freely for yourself , of his own heart.”

Raissa sighed. “Somehow I didn’t think so. And you’re right, I wouldn’t wish it another way.”

“We have done what we could,” Isis said, softly, “but I have not the power I once had, although it has gotten better in recent years. We didn’t see, could not see, that the power of the divine feminine would be so…forgotten. So it is Sekhmet’s gift you must rely upon and my magic, what little I can give you, you must hold in reserve against need.”

“Will it be enough?”

For a moment there was silence. Her answer was in their dark fathomless eyes.

“We do not know.”

Raissa closed her eyes and nodded.

Isis gripped Raissa’s hands, her eyes intent and Raissa felt Sekhmet’s hand on her shoulder.

“Know that we will be with you,” Isis said, softly. “We and all the Gods, both old and new.”

Sekhmet turned her head, lifted it. Her mouth opened as she scented the air, breathed it in and tasted it as a predator would.

“We are not alone,” she said, softly. “Someone comes.”

She smiled as her eyes glowed red.

“He is a tasty man,” she said, with a glance at Raissa. “If you don’t want him…”

Raissa rolled her eyes and elbowed the Goddess sharply. “Keep your claws off him.”

“It has been a long time,” Sekhmet said, avidly, smiling.

Shaking her head, taking the other Goddess by the arm, Isis said, amused, “It’s time we were going.”

“Just because you have Osiris doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have my pleasures,” Sekhmet protested.

Laughing, Isis said, “I’m sure Ra or Thoth or Anubis will be more than glad to accommodate you.”

With a sigh of resignation, Sekhmet said, “I suppose. But men are so…tasty.”

She saw the look the other Goddess gave her.

“What?”

“You remember what happened the last time,” Isis chided, warningly.

It had been quite a feast, but Ra had been quite wroth with her and Osiris.

“Fine…all right,” Sekhmet growled.

Both Goddesses disappeared.

Turning, Raissa sensed him before she saw him.

Ky stepped out of the shadows from between the statues and she was struck again by the resemblance she’d seen that very first day, with the figurine behind him.

Seeing him made her heart ache. He reminded her of Khai and he didn’t. Certainly he reminded her of her loneliness and what she’d lost all those centuries ago. The pain of that was nearly more than she could bear. Add this new heartache?

In that moment she also realized she loved him, not for what had been, or for the resemblance but for what he was, for his dedication, his strength and courage.

Ky looked at her as she rose to her feet to face him, seeing in the first faint light of dawn the pain and grief in those beautiful blue eyes.

Those eyes had captivated him from the beginning.

In a strange way she seemed more vibrant, more alive, than she ever had. There was an air about her. She seemed to glow, to radiate vitality and life. Energy almost seemed to hum in the air around her.

He’d watched her arrive from the windows of Tareq’s office and then briefly from the hall above, before he turned to the stairs. Doors opened before her as if they’d never been locked, swung shut behind her as she walked with that long stride that made her hips sway so gracefully. There were models who would have envied her that walk.

Somehow he never doubted she would return as she’d said she would. It wasn’t in her not to. Her honor wouldn’t allow it.

That much he knew.

The security lights had cast pools of brightness on the floor as she walked beneath them, her long golden hair a rippling stream of sunlight over her shoulders, billowing out behind her and around her as she walked. Even now, knowing what he did about her, looking at her, at the bloodstains on the once-pretty blue sundress, he found she was still beautiful to his eyes.

He watched her face now, with tears sparkling on her lashes.

So, this was Irisi, the golden one. Nubiti. The one he’d dreamed of for most of his life. He’d had time to take in the idea while he’d talked to the police, while he’d waited for her to return.

A part of him still tried to accept it.

From the very beginning her beauty had struck him, captivated him. He’d thought Irisi a myth, for all his daydreams as a boy. He’d let those daydreams go long ago but the thought of a love that intense had stayed with him. Here she was, proof of it, in the flesh. Raissa or Irisi, she was as beautiful as he’d imagined her to be. More so. If what she said was true, the thought of the long centuries she’d waited still caused a pang.

And raised an entirely new set of questions.

“I thought you might come here, first,” he said, quietly. “Who were you talking to?”

Raissa went still. She couldn’t look at him directly, just having him this close made her breath come short and her heart ache.

“The gods,” she said, softly.

She could almost feel his disbelief and that was enough to bring her eyes to his.

“Our Gods are not as yours,” she said. “They aren’t and weren’t distant and unknowable. They were as close as family, we took care of them as they took care of us, we loved them and counted them as friends. Known. Familiar.”

She looked at the symbols of the gods on the statues around her.

“The Gods were our mother and father as much as those who bore us. They loved us. Loved each other.”

Remembering, she rolled her eyes and laughed.

“Except for Set of course.”

She couldn’t look at him, at Ky, so she looked at Khai instead, at the statue they’d carved of him.

“You loved him,” Ky said.

Swallowing visibly, she nodded.

“As much as you thought and much, much more,” she said, her voice soft.

Memories raced through her mind of Khai at that first meeting that long ago day in the desert, looking down at her from his horse, mounted as few Egyptians were. But he hadn’t been Egyptian, he’d adopted Egypt even as Irisi had, as their borrowed homeland.

She remembered, too, the first time Khai had kissed her, that day in the King’s palace…and the last.

The day they mummified her.

“So much and so deeply. I remember… I knew when he passed…I felt it.”

It was in her to ask, the question she’d never been able to have answered. She hesitated.  Grief and pain, an ancient sorrow rolled through her.

Did she truly want to know?

“How was it that he died, Ky? Do you know…?”

He’d said Khai had died in battle, but what was the manner of it? Had he suffered? The thought was agonizing. Or had it been quick?

She looked at him, her eyes bright.

It was there on her face. Her features reflected her pain, the grief that tore at her.

Then she shook her head, turned away. “No. Perhaps it’s better not to know…”

So much pain, so much heartbreak.  Her hand rose, went to her breast and she bowed over with the pain of it much as she had when the bullets had struck her.

She’d loved him that intensely.

To his surprise Ky felt a pang of jealousy to know his alter-ego had been loved so deeply that love had lasted for millennia and that she grieved for the loss of him still.

It wasn’t hard to take pity on her, though, her sorrow was real.

Very gently, Ky said, “He fell in battle, we think. It was quick. That much we do know, from the archives, the texts we’ve translated.”

If you knew how to read the hints in the texts it wasn’t difficult. If they said he’d been carried from the field, then he would have been grievously wounded. If they said he’d died three days after the battle then he’d been mortally wounded and took three days to die.

However, they’d said he’d been lost on the battlefield and so it was there he’d died, likely quickly.

Tears shimmered and a look very like relief, like gratitude, washed over the expressive face he’d come to know so well.

Raissa looked up to the stone features above her. “You resemble him, you know…”

She’d never said it to him directly, but she knew she needed to say it, and he needed to hear the truth of it.

Something inside Ky went still.

“Do I?” he said, evenly.

It wasn’t exactly news, people had been comparing them almost all his life.

She smiled a little, her eyes wistful. “Yes. It’s striking. You could be brothers. It was difficult that first day. I had to remind myself you weren’t the same man. You have so many of the same qualities I loved in him. Both of you are good men, strong men, warriors each in your own right. Brave, brilliant, dedicated. Handsome…”

Oddly, something inside him began to ease.

Deliberately, Raissa turned to look at him. “You are not Khai.”

It wasn’t a denial or a comparison. Simply a fact.

“He was all warrior. You are poet and warrior both. You are your own self, a different man for a different time. He was one of the best men I have ever known. So are you.”

Looking back up into the still stone face, Raissa said in wonder, “I never knew why he loved me, it was so difficult for us. I was a farm girl who became a mercenary and then a slave when I was captured. I was so far beneath him and then there was Kamenwati, who owned me until Isis took me into her service. We had so much set against us. Despite it all, he loved me.”

Watching her it was easy to see why, he could understand how Khai had loved her so deeply, so passionately he’d displayed the empty place beside him for all to see.

It was there in the depth of her grief for the man she’d loved all those millennia ago. It was there in the woman who had thrust Komi out of the line of fire without a thought or care for herself or what she might lose… One duty had been paramount over any other - protect the innocent.

And it was there in the eyes of the woman who had come back to face him, to face them, knowing what awaited her.

“There is a carving,” he said, quietly, “of you with your hand on a lion’s head. I’ve always suspected it was his.”

She looked at him, her blue eyes stricken, and took a small shuddering breath.

He had it still. It would have cost him his job, his career, if anyone knew of it. It belonged in a museum, but it had always felt as if it were his by right.

There were questions to which he still needed answers.

“Were you ever going to tell me?” he asked.

She went so still he wasn’t certain for a moment she was breathing. Knowing what she was, did she even breathe?

He looked at her steadily.

If nothing else, Raissa knew she owed him the truth.

“Tell you I was a three thousand year old mummy?” she said ironically and laughed with wry humor, tilted her head, lifted an eyebrow and looked at him. “Would you have believed me if I had?”

“No,” Ky admitted, honestly. “Probably not.”

She sighed and nodded. “I could have proved it but it would have been difficult. Even so, I think I would have had to, sooner or later. There are some things I can’t hide, things you would know, recognize for what they are, what they would mean…  Ky, I never meant to deceive you, and then it was too late. But yes, I would have told you eventually.”

“When?” he said.

Slowly, she shook her head and gave him honesty.

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “There never seemed a right time. You have every right to be angry with me and I have no right to ask your forgiveness.” She rubbed her forehead with the fingers of one hand, wearily. “And I was selfish. I just wanted a little time to be…human again… Raissa, not the Guardian of the Tomb. I had begun to forget what it was like to be real, to be human.”

She took a breath.

“With you, I remembered.”

It was hard not to let his heart go out to her.  He heard the echo in her voice when she’d said she was tired. There was a weariness in it that went beyond the body and down to the depths of the soul.

Three thousand, four thousand years of waiting, of guarding…

There was one last question. In a way, it was the most important one.

“Why did you come?”

Raissa looked at him. She sighed. She owed him truth for this, too, at least.

“To stop you if I could,” she said, quietly. “And those others Tareq fears. Then I met you, spoke to and with you, and Ryan, Komi, even John…and everything changed.”

To stop him, if she could.

At least she was honest in that.

Ryan. The others. Tareq.

It was a reminder.

They were waiting for him. And for her.

It was like being doused with cold water, an dash of reality.

“We should go,” he said, “the others will be expecting us.”

It hurt, that abrupt dismissal. The distance in his voice pained her more than the bullets had.

Ky saw her wince a little, heard her breath catch, saw the bright shimmer of tears she wouldn’t allow herself to shed.

He had the power to hurt her it seemed and he had. A part of him had wanted to, but now he regretted it.

Looking at her still, lovely face, he felt the tug, the ache in his heart he’d been fighting for these last weeks but how did he come to terms with being half in love with a three thousand year old priestess who was the guardian of a tomb said to be filled with evil spirits?






  







 

Chapter Nineteen
 

The office went silent when they entered, the whispered conversation abruptly ending. All the eyes were on Raissa, Ryan’s, Komi’s, John standing with his arms crossed in frank disbelief, Tareq…Dr. Hawass…in front of her and Ky behind her. It felt like a tribunal and perhaps in a way it was. She was very much on trial here.

“So,” Tareq said, abruptly. “You would have us believe you are the High Priestess Irisi, who, it is said, was mummified alive.”

Without preamble he caught her wrists, turned them to expose the insides.

And reveal the neat little white scars over the veins and arteries there.

Not long slashes like a suicide but small rounded nicks.

“They used reeds of course,” she said, softly. “To keep them open to drain on the one side while the Water of Life was drawn in the other.”

She remembered it well, the pain, the warmth of her life-blood as it slipped away, the coldness that seeped through her and the weakness, the sense of draining…the burn of the herb and natron laced water as it replaced the hot blood that flowed in her veins.

Tareq looked into Raissa’s face as it paled and saw shadows in and beneath eyes that hours before had been calm, set and blazed brilliantly blue. He’d seen what had happened for himself. It still boggled his mind.

“It’s surprising how much of the anatomy they knew and understood, and how much they got wrong. Yet they didn’t…” 

He mimed swirling a reed around.

Raissa knew what he meant.

It had been a common practice to insert a reed through the nose to remove the brain. It was the heart that was the seat of the soul, of reason. Some ancient Egyptians thought the brain had no significance, it was nothing but mucus as anyone with a cold could attest…so they’d removed it.

With a half smile, she sighed and shook her head.

“That was later generations. It was also important I be as intact as possible so I could recreate a living body. After all, I wasn’t going on to the afterlife.”

Tareq interrupted, his fingers going to the pulse points in her wrists.

There was nothing. No pulse, no steady thumping beneath his fingers. No heartbeat.

No heart.

It was common practice to remove the internal organs, to place them in funerary jars. All the organs, except one.

He looked up at her.

“Without a heart you couldn’t appear before Ma’at, your heart therefore couldn’t be weighed and judged and so you could not move on to the afterlife.”

The rest didn’t bear thinking. He couldn’t quite bring himself to ask how they’d taken it from her.

“Yes,” she said, softly, looking at him steadily.

For a moment their eyes met.

He couldn’t imagine it.

Ky tried not to think about it, about what they must have done to her.

What she’d allowed them to do.

He knew the process of mummification.

It was likely she’d fasted for days save for bitter herbs and the natron-laced Water of Life.

They would have stripped her to skin. She would have prostrated herself on the altar. They would have washed her body, carefully, reverently, with more of the sacred herbs, more natron, more of the Water of Life, as they would any of the dead.

Then they would have wrapped her in linen, yard after yard of it, bound her in it tightly, drenched her in the Water as the reeds in her wrists drained her life away on the one hand and filled her with the herbs and more of the Water of life on the other.



How much courage had it taken for her not to fight them, to remain still and allow them to do it?

How had Khai stood by and let them?

“There’s no pulse,” Tareq confirmed, his voice soft as he looked up into Raissa’s face.

“You’ve got no heart?” Ryan said, stunned.

Raissa glanced at him with half a smile. “Oh, I have one. It’s just not here.” 

Frowning, Ryan said, “So you don’t feel anything?”

There was something of Ky’s accusation in Ryan’s voice, too. A sense of betrayal nearly as deep as the reality of who and what she was set in, and the knowledge of all she hadn’t told him.

They’d been friends.

She couldn’t entirely blame him for his anger. He also wanted something or someone to blame for what had happened and a reason why she hadn’t told him any more than she’d told Ky.

It still hurt, still pierced her sharply, both the accusation and the declaration.

“No!” she said, more forcefully than she intended.

With an effort, she gentled her voice.

“I feel just as you do. Having a heart doesn’t take away my ability to feel. It’s only that my heart doesn’t beat here in my chest. Believe me, though, I feel pain, grief, joy and sorrow, just as you do.”

John said flatly. “I don’t believe it. I don’t believe any of it.”

“I’m not asking you to,” she said, softly. “Believe as you will, that’s why the Gods gave us reason.”

For some reason Ky was finding this almost clinical discussion of what they’d done to her disturbing.

He thought about it, what she’d allowed them to do, all those years ago, the pain and the horror of it.

“What do we call you?” he asked, abruptly. “Raissa? Irisi?”

Those blue eyes shot to him and the hurt in them was clear. He didn’t know why he felt the need to do this, to lash out at her, to hurt her, but it was there.

“I was born Eres,” she said. “Banafrit, Isis’s priestess, gave me the name Irisi - made of Isis, maid of Isis - Nubiti is as much title as name. I was proud to carry both. Raissa, though, was my own choice, close enough in meaning to my own name, the one I was born with. I think of myself as Raissa. You can call me what you want.”

“Why are you here?” Tareq asked.

“Originally?” she asked and sighed as she walked to the window, looked out on the mall at the people who walked there. In a different time, a different dress, they might have been her own long dead people.

For a moment she felt terribly alone and reached out to brush her fingers over the glass. She wanted to be one of them.

She wasn’t.

She never had been.

From the time of her birth she’d fated to be a servant of the Gods. The Druids who had raised her had seen it, and Kahotep, priest of Horus. Her friend.

She wouldn’t be less than honest, not with herself, not with them. Not now, when it was too late. And too important.

“The old thief, my employer, had told me of those who searched for the Tomb, and I began to realize the magnitude of what I was up against. You see, we never considered that anyone would search for the Tomb out of curiosity. We were concerned with those who would seek it out for what was inside it, and with thieves. It was easier in the past, far more direct. Either lead the searchers astray by one means or another or kill those who persisted. It was hard to feel guilt for killing those who would steal from those in the afterlife, even more so for those who sought what was in the Tomb. The original plan, if I could not lead everyone astray - that was my first intention - was to lure all of those interested in the Tomb to it and then seal them within it, whether they released the Djinn or not.”

“Did you kill the old thief?” Ky asked.

Raissa looked at him. “No. I told you the truth. He had many enemies and his life was not without its dangers.”

“And now?”  Tareq demanded.

Rubbing her forehead, Raissa took a breath, sighed.

“That wasn’t possible to do with good men. I met Ky…Professor Farrar…and Ryan, Komi, John. I couldn’t betray them. The old thief was right, too. In a strange way he became my mentor of sorts, familiarizing me with this new world.”

Startled, Ky said, “He knew what you were?”

“Not until the end,” she said, quietly. “I found him dying. He told me I couldn’t defend the Tomb by myself, not anymore. As I discovered. As I’m still discovering. He told me I needed help, allies, but I didn’t know who to trust. He was the reason I went to Professor Farrar, he was the only one the old thief wouldn’t approach. He said he was too honest.” 

Tareq hadn’t missed the slip, or the change to Ky’s title, and he saw the aching loneliness in eyes that had been so merry when he’d first met her and he found he grieved for that. Still, he wouldn’t have wished on Ky the pain he might have to face from this. For it was just as clear to him, if not to Ky, where Ky’s feelings lay.

Their eyes met, his and Raissa’s, and he saw the sure knowledge of her fate in them.

She’d never been meant to survive.

Briefly, she turned her head to the man they were both thinking of.

Ky.

With a sigh, Raissa acknowledged she’d foolishly thrown that chance away. Not that she could ever really have taken it.

It was her own fault. She should have been honest with him from the first. But then, there had ever and always been only the Tomb…and her duty.

She thought of those who waited below in the tomb, those who had survived those terrible dark days, and those who hadn’t, of the sacrifices that had been made to keep the world safe.

And of what would be loosed on it if she failed.

She shuddered.

In the face of that, what choice did she have?

Nor could she afford to lose any more allies, or any more friends.

“Now?” she said. “You’re right, Dr. Hawass. It would be better for Ky, for Professor Farrar, to find the Tomb than those others. What we’ll do about the Djinn when we get there, I don’t yet know.”

“So,” Tareq said, going still. “The Djinn are real?”

“They are real, very real,” she said, looking at him, but she could see he didn’t really believe her, didn’t see the danger, not in his heart.

None of them did.

Still, he was curious.

“You’ve seen them with your own eyes?” Tareq asked, his tone avid, seeking more information.

“I’ve seen and I’ve fought them,” she said, softly. “Ghul, ifrit, sila, marid. All of them. Even now they batter at the walls of their prison, demanding to be let out among the living…”

She shook her head.

“What they would do in this world, in this time, especially the marid, will make your terrorists look like those boys in the souk, like the petty bullies they really are.”

“Why? How?” Tareq asked. “I know the stories, but…”

She looked at him and laughed. “But you don’t believe in them. By the time you learn better the damage would be done and they would be free. Although most aren’t as smart as men, they are cunning and physically much stronger, quicker and they heal very fast. It takes a direct blow to the heart, or the head, or a number of wounds so great that even their bodies can’t heal quickly enough to kill them. You would have a nearly invincible army rolling over the earth outward from Egypt.”

Which was why so many had sought the Tomb over the years.

“Some of the Djinn can take on the shapes of others, other men, other creatures both benign and terrifying. Most can take the shape of very attractive men. It’s how they procreate. The only way they procreate. Think of it, a species almost entirely male that can procreate only through human women. All but the ghul. The ghul can recreate themselves easily, and that only if they can control their appetite enough to bite and not feed. A bite, one bite, without cauterization, is enough. In less than a year you’d have thousands more Djinn.”

“So that’s where the stories of zombies came from?” Ryan speculated.

Puzzled Raissa looked at him and then at Ky, questioningly.

Ky gave him a look. “Just ignore him.”

“Just sayin’, boss,” Ryan said, with a grin.

Tareq eyed them both, shook his head and said, carefully. “Few talk of the Djinn these days. They are tales of the past, save for those few who still believe in good Djinn.”

He wasn’t certain yet that he believed any of it.

If it were true, though…

“The Horn called many of them but not all,” Raissa said. “The King, though, the Pharaoh as you call him, took no chances and so he created a secret society. One child out of each generation from certain families, the best of them, male or female, were chosen to seek out the dark Djinn, hunt them down and kill them. It would become their life’s work, their purpose. Their other would be preventing anyone from finding the Tomb.”

“Perhaps that allowed the good Djinn to thrive,” Tareq said.

The thought eased her a little. Something positive, then, had come of it all. She could live or die with that thought.

She smiled. “Perhaps it did.”

“Perhaps,” Tareq offered, with a smile. “So the Horn, too, is real?”

Nodding, Raissa said, “Very real. Or you would have grown up as cattle beneath the Djinn.”

The certainty in her voice was interesting.

“And the Heart of the Gods?”  Ky asked.

For the first time, her blue eyes met his. “Real, too.”

“A ruby the size of my fist?” he asked, incredulous.

With a light shrug and a sigh she said, “I wouldn’t know, I never saw it.”

“And the Guardian was the Key and the Lock, the Light and the Dark,” Tareq quoted.

She turned to look at him, her face expressionless.

“Yes,” she said.

“And you can lead us to the Tomb,” Ky said.

She looked at him in apology and slowly shook her head. “No, I can only help you find it.”

A little puzzled, Ky said, “But you came from there.”

Slowly, she shook her head with a sigh. “I didn’t. Not the way you think.” 

Biting her lip, she gestured at herself.

“This is not the body I was born with. That...” 

She waved, closed her eyes at the memories, took a breath and said, “That remains at the Tomb. This is a construct, something I created with magic, Isis’s gift to me and chants from the Book of Emerging into Daytime, what you call the Book of the Dead. A thing born of the life energy of the thieves that entered the Tomb. A form I could wear. It resembles me because the essence of me lies within it. My body, such as it is, remains in the Tomb. When they entered the Tomb I was there and I was in the village with the old thief when he fled, where the closest ‘threat’ was. Him. And you. You don’t know how difficult it was to do this, to make this body of mine. It took time.”

“Why?”’Tareq asked, “Why was it difficult to do? Why do you need allies? You’re the Guardian of the Tomb.”

She laughed, a little wryly, a little bitterly.

“We were arrogant, I suppose. Like your people, we never thought our Gods wouldn’t be worshiped forever. We never considered the divine feminine would be put aside, that in a thousand years the Goddesses wouldn’t be revered as equally as the Gods, that two thousand years from our time Isis wouldn’t still be worshiped in her temples as the Mother, as Sekhmet was worshiped in her guise of the Healer. There is power in belief, no matter what you believe. It’s a small blessing that some still worship Her and so some power comes to me from her but it is a fraction of what I knew. I grew weaker with each passing year.”

“Can’t you just go there and then come back?” Ky asked.

To go back….?

Her eyes closed. Just the thought made her shudder.

Ky saw the brief look of a horror so deep and atavistic it made his gut twist in sympathy.

“No. To do that,” she said, “I would have to let this go…” 

She gestured at herself.

“And return…” 

To the close darkness...

She shivered.

“To where my body is. The…attention drew me out and the old thief…the things he said, and the way that he said them, the certainty of his words, held me. I was supposed to return to my place. There was no imminent threat. I should have returned to my place… instead I created this. If I do, though, this body will die and I could very well go back to sleep until you actually do find the Tomb the hard way. I might forget all of this and attack when you come, it’s my mission, my duty… Or the wrong people might find it before you do.”

And she didn’t want to go, didn’t want to forget.

Whatever else, in the long years alone, these were the first living souls she’d known in centuries.

“It was a journey of days on horseback. And I was only there twice. I was never supposed to visit there a second time, not alive. That second time I had far more important things to think of, the spells I needed to chant from the Book of Emerging into Daylight that would keep my heart and soul, my ka and ba, intact. The desert is vast and treacherous, constantly changing. So much of it looks alike. Three thousand years of shifting sands, of time, war and wear, have changed the landmarks I knew. Even if I could, it would be weeks on foot to return, to see all I must see to lead you back. This is still a body. It requires sustenance. Weeks without it…under the hot sun…”

With a grin, Ryan said, “And we know you can’t go without that…without sustenance.”

She smiled a little at the joke. It wasn’t that far from the truth.

Watching her, Ky could see what it cost her to speak of it.

Ky remembered what she’d said the night before and the look in her eyes, the odd shiver that had gone through him. Was that why she ate so much, to keep something else at bay?

He remembered what she’d said of Sekhmet and wondered.

“I would die,” she said, simply. “For real.”

The prospect of real death, of not passing into the afterlife, sent a shudder through her.

“So you can die?” Ryan asked, surprised.

Looking at him, she said, a little wryly. “Oh, yes, I can die, although I heal very quickly. If you put enough bullets in me I will die. Shoot me in the head or cut it off and I’ll die. If I don’t feed…?”

I’ll go mad and die, but she didn’t say it.

At one awakening she’d fought it, denied what she’d become, as she’d become more accustomed to the shock of awakening and the power of Sekhmet’s gift. She remembered Djeserit speaking once of the blood lust that could overcome her followers. At the time she hadn’t understood, hadn’t truly believed. She shuddered at her own memories.

She hadn’t truly believed and then she had.

It was her worst fear, to feel that madness come on her once again, worse even than returning to the stele and the dark.

There was a brief flash of a level of despair in her eyes that was shattering to see and nothing like the Raissa Ky knew.

What was it that was so terrible it put that look in her eyes?

“Feed?” 

It was Tareq who asked, Ky couldn’t bring himself to think about it, much less ask.

Raissa turned back to the window, faced away from them.

That wasn’t a good sign. Ky had the feeling he would like what was coming even less.

“Sekhmet’s gift…”

Her voice was so soft they strained to hear it.

For a moment, Tareq paused, thinking of all he knew of the Goddess Sekhmet, who Ra had set on mankind, much as later Gods would visit plagues on their people, because mankind wouldn’t obey his commandments. And so he’d loosed Sekhmet upon them and she fell on them, drinking their blood…

“You’re a vampire,” he said.

Turning, she looked at him, frowned in puzzlement. “I don’t know this word…”

“You drink blood to survive,” he said, astonished.

It was incredible.

There was a word for it, she thought, in astonishment.

Letting out a breath, she said, “Yes.”

“No way,” John said, “Uh, uh. No way. No how.”

Raissa looked at him. And sighed.

If she were going to be honest… 

She hated this.

For a moment, only a moment, she unleashed her ever-present hunger. She struggled to keep it contained, chained to her will. Even so, to show even this much awakened it again.

She didn’t look at any of them.

Her tongue flicked over her teeth. She could feel them slide down, the canines lengthen, the tips brush her lower lip…

They all felt it, clearly, the shift , the sudden atavistic knowledge of a predator in the room with them that was more ancient even than she was.

Ky looked where she stood in the light of the window, her hair shimmering like the sunlight that cascaded over her, her eyes a vivid blue. It seemed as if her skin had become luminous, as if she glowed from within. It was ironic but in that moment she looked more beautiful, more erotic than she ever had, even as she struggled with the hunger within her, as her upper canine teeth lengthened, overlapped her bottom lip just a little…

Once more, her lips parted and she ran her tongue lightly over those teeth and the tip of her tongue brushed slowly and lightly over her upper lip in a gesture so sensual that Ky felt heat wash through him, even though her eyes didn’t meet his.

“Holy shit,” John said, softly, as he visibly swayed with the pull of attraction. “Fuck.”

There wasn’t a man in the room that didn’t feel it, a tug of desire so strong, so deep and low it was nearly instinctive.

Ky felt it, held against it.

Closing her eyes, Raissa pulled it back, throttled it. “It’s why I eat so much. To find there what I can’t…”

“Damn,” Ryan said, shaking his head.

That had been about the sexiest thing he’d ever seen.

He’d always thought she was hot but that was incredible.

With a small shrug, she said, “So I’m afraid though we’ll have to do things the old-fashioned way and look for it. I can help keep you on course, there will be some things I might recognize and I can translate the texts more correctly.”

Ky looked at Tareq and saw that both of them had thought of the same thing at the same time. She could tell them so much about that time, correct things they or others had mistaken, solve mysteries. Oddly, Ky felt a burst of academic excitement second only to the thought of finding the tomb…but that was for later.

“Then,” Tareq suggested, “we had better get to it.”

Settling back in his seat, he frowned a little and said, “So, start at the beginning. When did you first see the Tomb?”

“It was to have been mine, as successor as High Priestess to Banafrit. The day after she was sent on her journey to the afterlife, we went in search of the location of what some day would be mine.”

She remembered that trip so vividly… Khai…

It had been a happy occasion, sending Banafrit off to her place among the Gods, however terrible her death had been, then searching for and finding the right location for something that even in the dire circumstances in which they lived seemed far off, despite the prophecies.

They had feasted when they found it, shared food and wine, she, Ky and the others.

“So Banafrit was High Priestess before you?” Ky asked. “We were never sure…”

He glanced at Tareq.

It had been the source of many late night debates between them, where Banafrit had fit into the succession and whether Nubiti and Irisi had been the same person.

Tareq nodded, smiled a little at the memory before looking at Raissa.

Raissa saw him glance at her hair and nodded. “Both names were for the color of my hair and eyes. I was born somewhere in Wales I think…”

Triumphant, Ky looked at Tareq. He’d been right. Tareq had been one of the proponents of the wig theory.

Raissa rolled her eyes at them, shaking her head.

“Did you take a litter or a chariot?” Ky asked.

“Neither,” she said, “I knew how to ride horseback from my days in the North but we were held to the pace of the litter with Banafrit’s body in it.”

“So if we find Banafrit’s tomb, we can find the Tomb of the Djinn?” Tareq said.

She nodded. “It will definitely help.”

With the museum coming back to life, Tareq sent for all and any information on a priestess of Isis called Banafrit.

“Khai is buried out there, too,” Ky said, suddenly.

Raissa stared at him.

It was a new pain, shockingly sharp.

“What?” Raissa breathed, and closed her eyes as she pressed a hand to her chest against the grief of centuries.

“He arranged to have his tomb built out there by the Tomb of the Djinn,” Ky said, more gently, “so that Irisi, so that you, wouldn’t be alone.”

Raissa pressed her fingers to her lips, grief moving through her again. “I never knew…”  

For a moment she couldn’t breathe. She thought she’d sensed his presence now and again.

“So close.”

Her head bowed as she fought back tears. She turned to the window so they wouldn’t see them.

“If you loved him so much,” Tareq asked, gently, “why then did you never marry? Marriage was an important sacrament to the ancient Egyptians.”

 “I would have if I could have but I had once been a slave and owned by the Grand Vizier, Kamenwati, the nameless one, the wizard who made the Horn of the Djinn. He wanted to be King. When the temple accepted me as priestess, freeing me from his service, Kamenwati was furious. He swore there would be no other but him and if there were they would die. It was no idle threat. Add to it there was no one he hated more than Khai, save me. Kamenwati wouldn’t have quibbled at using an assassin or poison. He had no honor. He hated me for escaping him. He hated Khai because he opposed him and because he couldn’t touch him. Khai was fearless but I wouldn’t risk his life. I couldn’t imagine a pain so deep as to know Khai had died because of me. So, we met in secret until we discovered it was Kamenwati who had created the Horn. By then it was too late for either of us. I wouldn’t bind him to me only to leave him. I wanted him to find love again. I wouldn’t have begrudged him that.”

She stared out the window, looking at the young couples there on the Mall.

“He never married,” Ky reminded her, gently. “There would never be any other.”

For a moment, there was silence.

“So, if we find Banafrit’s tomb, we can then find the Tomb of the Djinn,” Tareq said, to break it.

“Perhaps,” she said.

He and Ky exchanged triumphant glances. After all the years of searching, they were finally close.

“We have found our first real break after all this time,” Tareq said.

To them it had all occurred three thousand, four thousand years ago.  To Raissa, it had been yesterday.

It was clear ]they didn’t know their danger, they didn’t accept it.

There was no way that they could. Nothing like the Djinn had existed for millennia and most magic had disappeared.

She remembered, though, vividly, remembered the blood and the death, the battles and the pain.

Ky’s distance only made it worse.

The easy camaraderie between them was gone, too, and she didn’t know how to get it back. It broke her heart to know that.

More than ever, she felt suddenly and horribly alone.






  







 

Chapter Twenty
 

If it wasn’t for the visits from the police with their questions about the ‘terrorist’ attack, it was almost as if nothing had changed, with the old Raissa back as they began the translations of the papyrus she’d found in the fort, except she now had the trump card when the debates took place - she’d been there. But directions, impressions…this point of view, that…They were all still open to interpretation. What they learned from her, though, even in casual conversation was incredible.

Then there was Ryan, every now and then grinning and asking if he could check her heartbeat, just to be sure, for the excuse to get her to let him lay his head on her chest…to her and their amusement.

Not that she let him.

She still ate like there was no tomorrow. It became rapidly clear she ate just to stave off that other hunger - if she was getting enough of the other, she wouldn’t need to eat so much.

Every once in a while she would look at Ky in the old way, with a glint of mischief in those bright sparkling blue eyes. And his heart would tug. As much as he wanted to trust her, though, she’d lied to him from the beginning…and there was the other…that hunger. Sekhmet’s gift.

And so he fought it.

They pulled every piece of papyrus that related to Banafrit’s tomb, the Tomb of the Djinn. Irisi’s or Nubiti’s tomb, pieced together hints to give them a direction or directions. To some success. They had some landmarks to go by, landmarks mentioned by the texts. How much those landmarks would have been changed by millennia of wind, sand, earthquake and man remained to be seen.

With the increased protection of additional guards on the Museum and the police attention, they had no further incidents but Ky knew once they returned to the dig site they would be far from the protection of the Egyptian authorities and that worried him. Taking John and Komi aside, he asked if they could see if they could find them weapons. Carefully.

For himself, Ky had to admit he was fascinated by one of Raissa’s swords. Especially the left-handed one. The one she’d thrown like a javelin at the assassin.

It was intriguing, unique. The police had returned them at Tareq’s insistence - it was clear they were very old and so he claimed they were part of the museum exhibit and that Ky had used them out of necessity. No mention had been made of Raissa.

The steel in the blades was clearly crude but also finely polished. The hilts were wooden, banded with steel, and with little in the way of decoration or ornamentation. They were tools, nothing more.

Only the one was unusual, flatter on one side and padded with leather down part of the length of it.

He was playing with it idly, turning it around and around in his hands when Raissa took notice.

“I designed it myself,” she said, hesitantly, almost cautiously. “I believe at the time we were in part of what would now be Lebanon. They were getting a reputation as makers of steel. We had been hired to work there.”

“We? Hired by whom? For what?” he asked.

She laughed a little. “It was a long, long time ago. I don’t remember who it was that hired us. I was a mercenary, and our group had been hired to fight. It wasn’t always necessary to know which side had hired us…”

“You fought with mercenaries?” he said, incredulous, his eyes going over her height, her slender body, as muscled and firm as it was, and knowing her skill from that day in the souk and that night in the Hall.

Even so…

Her lips curved and her eyes sparkled with amusement.

“People have become taller as time has passed and as the quality of what they ate improved. For that day and time, I ate very well, my parents being farmers, although they didn’t own the land they farmed. At the time I was average height for a woman. When my parents died in a bandit raid, the priests took me in. I had a natural skill for the sword, so they brought in teachers. When I became old enough, they sold me, apprenticed me, to a mercenary band.”

She shook her head.

“Imagine my surprise to find I had shrunk over the ages.”

Ky laughed and she smiled. It was good to see him laugh again, to see his brown eyes warm, if only a little.

“How old were you?” Ky asked, curiously.

He tried to tell himself the information was for historical accuracy.

“Probably thirteen or fourteen,” she said.

Thirteen or fourteen. She’d been little more than a child. She would have been barely past puberty… He just stared at her, shaking his head.

“It was a different time, Ky,” she reminded him gently. “Life was different then, too. Harder in some ways, simpler in others. That was the average age for such an apprenticeship. I was with them for a number of years. As for the sword, I hated shields, they were heavy, cumbersome, difficult to work with, so I had a sword maker make that for me as an alternative.”

“How did you wind up in Egypt?”

Everyone around them had gone silent, listening.

“We were hired to the wrong side, by one of the cities Egypt had decided to conquer and claim as her own. Against the might that was Egypt we lost,” she said. “I was the only survivor...and therefore a prize of war.”

He looked at her and somehow he knew. “Khai captured you.”

Nodding, she smiled a little, her eyes going soft as she remembered.

“Yes.”’

Her smile grew wry.

“And then things got complicated.”

That drew chuckles from almost everyone.

“So,” she said, sitting on the arm of his chair, leaning forward. “You hold it like this, reversed, so it lays flat along the back of the forearm.”

He tried it but the hilt didn’t fit.

“My hands are smaller,” she said, as her blue eyes flicked up to him.

She was so close he could smell her scent, soft with that bite of spice. The Water of Life? Leaning the way she was, he could see the rounded tops of her breasts.

Resolutely he tried to put the thought away but it kept coming back. He shifted uncomfortably.

Now, though, he knew where she learned to fight. She’d been born to it.

In the morning they would be leaving finally, their week up. This was their last day in the Museum and as happens when you spend any significant time in a given place and start to develop habits, it had become easy to become attached to the place. And he’d already had attachments to it from those long ago years he’d spent in it.

This was the first place where he’d seen Narmer’s Wall with its hieroglyphics and heard that deep stentorian voice speak of an ancient time, an ancient people and an ancient General with a name like his own who had loved a beautiful Priestess.

Irisi. Raissa. The woman who sat so close to him.

Now that other voice was overlaid with hers, the rise and fall of her rhythmic accent, a compilation of her native Welsh, her years as a mercenary and the time she’d spent in her adopted home. Egypt.

How many years had he dreamed of her, of two of them, Irisi and General Khai?

She was still beautiful, with her long shimmering hair, her blue eyes brilliant.

It was time to go, the Museum was closing. Everyone gathered their things.

They walked through the great museum, their footsteps echoing on the hard floors.

He looked back one more time at the statue of General Khai… at the empty place beside him.

Irisi’s seat.

The rest had gone ahead.

Including Tareq, who despite the danger insisted on going with them now that the myth of the Tomb of the Djinn might prove to be real. He wanted to be there when they found it, opened it. A new thing in and for his beloved Egypt. Something risen out of myth and legend.

Raissa looked back, too, the image catching at her, also.

Khai. He’d been as alone as she.

“He took me as slave, you know,” she said and smiled wistfully. “As a slave, I was at the mercy of any who wanted to use me, unless an officer claimed me for his own use.”

Ky looked at her but her eyes were on the distant statue. All he could see was her profile.

“So he did. He had the same right as they,” she said, her eyes on the distant statue in the fading light, “but he never took it. He told me later it nearly drove him mad…”

Her mouth curved in a wistful smile.

Ky understood, she nearly drove him mad, too. He still wanted her. The attraction was there but something held him back, kept him from making the next step. As much as part of him wanted to make it.

She laughed, softly, oblivious to his thoughts.

“I had to go to him. It was the only way I could thank him. You have the same kind of honor. He would have liked and respected you. Very much.”

She walked out through the doors.

Looking back at the tall figure sitting there, Ky thought she couldn’t have given him a better compliment. A part of him wanted very much for the General to have liked him, respected him.

Which of them, though, did Raissa think about now?

He watched her walk to join the others with that long loose stride, her golden hair streaming in the breeze. She tossed it back over her shoulder with one hand, the movement graceful and lovely. He remembered touching her skin, how soft it had been, how real…and the sound of her voice, the aching loneliness that had echoed in the Hall of Statues.






  







 

Chapter Twenty One
 

The fascination of flying hadn’t worn off for Raissa although Tareq took the co-pilot’s seat for the return trip by dint of his longer legs but she constantly appeared between the seats to peer out over the nose of the plane, always careful to stay out of Ky’s way while he flew the plane. If she wasn’t between the seats she eeled around behind either Ky’s seat or Tareq’s to peer out the windows in wonder as they had much the better view through the windscreen rather than the small portholes in the main fuselage.

“Oh, look, cranes,” she exclaimed from behind Ky’s seat as she looked down to the white birds flying below them.

Ky could hear the amazement and wonder in her voice, see it on her face from the corner of his eye. He looked down, too, to see the birds fly gracefully below with long sweeps of their wings.

“Aren’t they beautiful?” she said, with a sigh.

He sometimes forgot the simple pleasures of flying, the amazement he’d known when he’d first started flying.

They were beautiful and so was she.

He could imagine the view the boys were getting from behind her and he wasn’t sure he didn’t envy them.

Tareq was amused as he watched her.

She was like a bird or a butterfly herself as she flitted from one thing to another, now that she could show her fascination, endlessly enchanted by everything she saw. It was odd to realize how much of it was completely new to her.

Ky and Tareq traded looks.

“Oh look,” Ky said, in an undertone, smiling, amused, “something shiny…”

And got swatted by Raissa for it as Tareq chuckled.

“I heard that,” Raissa said.

“You don’t hit the pilot,” Ky said, laughing.

She popped up between the seats to look at him challengingly, her brilliant blue eyes twinkling.

“I do if they are being a…”

She looked back to Ryan in question, searching for an appropriate word.

Ryan was always happy to help, especially if Ky was the target and he was eager now to return to how they had been.

“Asshole…” Ryan supplied.

She eyed him.

“That’s a swear word?” she asked, in disbelief.

“Trust me. A bad one,” Ryan assured her with a nod.

She looked at him skeptically.

“Ryan, you’re not helping,” Ky said, glancing back over his shoulder but he fought a smile.

“Oh but I am, Boss,” Ryan said, his face the very picture of innocence. “Raissa wanted an appropriate word so I gave her one. That’s helping.”

Personally Ryan didn’t know what the boss’s problem was.

So okay maybe Raissa was some kind of weird mummy or something…but she was seriously HOT and it wasn’t like the boss was getting any… All you had to do was look in Raissa’s eyes and you could see it…She had a major thing for the boss. So he’d cautioned her not to get involved. That had been when she’d been just a translator.

So maybe she was some kind of vampire, she’d kicked some serious ass! And saved theirs. And what did she get for it?

Fuck that shit, Ryan thought, and the horse it rode in on.

Throwing up her hands, Raissa said, “I can’t say it anyway. I can’t call him that word.”

Everyone heard the sudden hitch in the engine.

If they didn’t, they felt it as the plane dropped abruptly enough their stomachs rose.

As Ryan would say, Ky thought, What the f…?

He’d done a thorough pre-flight check, everything had been good, everything had been fine.

Instantly his attention was locked on the controls, as the indicators and then the alarms began to go off, the lights changing to orange.

“Raissa,” he said, calmly, “Go back to your seat.”

Their eyes met and she saw the tension in his. There was worry in his eyes.

No, even worse, there was fear in them.

They were in serious trouble.

Instantly, obediently, she slipped back and buckled herself in, seeing the alarm in Ryan’s face as John’s hands locked on the arms of his seat. Only Komi seemed serene, his eyes on the book held tightly in his hands. A book was rarely far from them but he seemed to be giving this one an inordinate amount of attention.

At the front of the airplane, Ky swore softly.

He knew the airplane was in good shape because he maintained it himself. It was his baby, his personal aircraft, bought with his own money. He didn’t take chances with it, didn’t skimp.

This shouldn’t be happening.

Oil pressure had dropped off sharply. There was a good chance the engine would lock up, he thought, as he looked for a place to land and then it did.

The airplane became essentially a very large, very heavy glider, they were far too far from the village airport for it to be of much use to them, and he wasn’t seeing anyplace he could put the plane down.

Suddenly Raissa’s face appeared between the seats.

“What’s wrong, why did the engine stop?”

“I told you to go sit down,” he said, sharply.

She looked at him.

“If the plane goes down, even I won’t survive it. None of us will. I understand that,” she said, softly. “Will it matter then whether I am here or back there when it happens?”

Ky looked over his shoulder at her, seeing her lovely face, calm and resolute, the clear blue eyes and his heart caught at the idea of her dying after all these years.

Whatever did or didn’t happen between them, the world would be a darker place without her in it.

“If I would die,” she said, looking at him. “I would rather be here, doing something.”

“For myself,” Tareq said, “I would much rather not crash.”

From the back Ryan’s voice said, shakily, “I’ll second that.”

Looking at Ky, Raissa asked, “What do we have to do to not crash?”

“Make the engine work again. Get a little more wind beneath our wings,” Ky said.

From the back, Ryan said, “Bad pun, boss.”

“No pun,” Ky said. “We need lift.”

Raissa looked at him. “I don’t understand this lift. How, explain it to me?”

He looked at her. “Raissa…”

“Tell me,” she insisted.

Since they were gliding like a rock and he had nothing better to do than try to keep the plane from crashing sooner rather than later, Ky quickly explained to her the concepts of lift and glide as he manipulated what controls he had, keeping the nose up so they glided rather than fell.

Raissa’s eyes slid closed as she listened, then she began to chant, her voice rising and falling.

Suddenly the plane found both lift and glide.

Blue eyes opened, but they were focused inward, her face a mask of concentration.

“You forget,” she said, softly, “that one of the Goddesses I serve is mistress of the wind. You steer, I’ll keep us in the air.”

Stunned, Ky choked out a laugh. It seemed impossible.

“Higher,” he said.

The altimeter showed them climbing.

Shaking his head in amazement, he looked at her calm profile, at the level of concentration it took for her to do what she was doing as her lips moved in a soft nearly unintelligible chant.

One look at Tareq and he knew they shared the same thought. They were listening to ancient Egyptian as it had been originally spoken.

It was incredible.

The longer they flew, though, the more it wore on her. She rolled her head on her shoulders but she never stopped chanting. She was tiring visibly. It took something from her to do this, that was obvious.

“A little farther,” he said.

Taking a breath, her gaze fixed inward, Raissa nodded.

Between them, they brought the plane safely to the ground, Ky talking softly to Raissa, telling her what he needed in a stream of consciousness exercise that let them float to the ground like a butterfly only a few hours before sunset local time.

When Ryan got out of the plane, he kissed the ground first and Raissa second but a warning look kept him from kissing Ky.

“Sorry, Boss, got carried away.”

He grinned puckishly.

Raissa laughed with evident relief, her face pale and her eyes shadowed.

Ryan wasn’t alone.

Ky wanted to kiss her, too, but he didn’t know how after all the barriers he’d put up between them, and this wasn’t the place to do it.

Their eyes met, his and Raissa’s, briefly…and held for a moment.

If the others hadn’t been there, hadn’t been around…

She smiled faintly, knowledge and understanding in her eyes.

It would have to do.

Ky gave Ryan a look. “John, Ryan, get everything packed into the vehicles.”

With a nod, John trotted off to do that, relieved also to be on the ground, Ryan beside him, with Komi behind them to talk to the men who had driven their trucks and equipment down while Ky flipped open the cowling to find out what had gone wrong.

And to his surprise found it.

He held it the device out to Tareq and Raissa, a little gadget not much bigger than a string level. It had been tucked away out of sight along the oil line, sliding with the movement of the plane. A little electronically triggered blade had pierced the line, allowing it to leak. Steadily. Until there was no oil left in the engine.

Someone had meant them to crash.

He looked at Tareq.

“Are you sure you still want to come with us?”

Looking at the little device in Ky’s hand, Tareq said, “What will you do?”

Ky shook his head. “Call the so-helpful Inspector? I don’t think so.”

It was far more likely the good Inspector would just hold them up longer.

“No,” he said, “for the moment we do nothing except concentrate on finding the Tomb.”






  







 

Chapter Twenty Two
 

Arriving at the dig site felt almost like coming home to all of them, even John and Komi, who hadn’t spent that much time there. It was definitely less foreign than the village and the hotel there. Nor was it surprising to find none of their tents or equipment had been set up. That wasn’t what the guards had been hired for. They’d been hired to protect it not assemble it.

It only took a little time to set up camp. That was something with which John had a great deal of experience. Wisely, Ky left him to it, either giving him a hand or getting out of his way as the situation required.

“I’m going to go check out the jeeps,” John said, once everything was in place. “I want to be sure they’re ready to go when we need them, and that no one has tampered with them as they tampered with the plane.”

Ky nodded. “Good idea, thanks, John. Tareq, would you like a tour of the dig site?”

The sun hadn’t quite set, there was a little light left in the sky.

“I would indeed,” Tareq said. “It’s been some time since I have been to a new dig.”

“Why was the fort abandoned?” Ky asked with a glance at Raissa as they walked toward it, Ryan and Komi following. “Do you know? And why didn’t they take their dead?”

“I wondered that myself,” Tareq said. “They didn’t give those who died here proper burial, but left them where they lay. That was very unusual.”

Remembering, Raissa nodded, took in a long breath and then let it out.

“Khai struggled with it. It was one of the hardest decisions he ever made, abandoning the fort and the people here,” she said, softly.

“All Djinn but the ghul can possess the living, especially the sila, although those with a strong enough will can resist them. The ghul have only to deliver a fatal bite and their victim will die to rise again as ghul. The second time the fort fell to the Djinn, it fell as much from the inside as it did the outside.”

Raissa paused, took a breath. “I can’t imagine what it must have been like inside the fort during those terrible few hours as friend turned on friend, as a curl of smoke become a thing of teeth and claws to tear and rend. To see the marid in their unnatural beauty appear from nowhere to rip their quarry to pieces.”

She remembered Ky’s find, the lone skeleton in the commander’s office.

It was likely the man had opened the door to a friend, someone he trusted, only to find himself attacked.

He’d fought there, alone, for Egypt and for his life.

For him, help had never come.

Her breath shuddered with old sorrow.

“The Djinn had become cannier with Kamenwati, the Grand Vizier, guiding them. Knowing that, we also knew we couldn’t tell friend from foe. There was no choice, or find ourselves in the same straights, attacked from within by those we trusted.”

Standing on a slight rise they looked over the site. Raissa sighed.

“Khai knew we had few choices. Either to face the Djinn on ground of their choosing and risk the army, or leave and choose our own. Abandoning those in the fort to the Djinn.”

It had been a terrible decision, a heartbreaking one, but he’d made it. He’d been the General.

In the fading light it seemed as if little had changed from that time so long ago, or in the time they’d been gone, not surprising due to the care that had to be taken. Or perhaps it was just that so much had changed for them while they’d been away.

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows, the light tinged with gold, warming the pale color of what remained of the fort’s towering walls, exposed once again to sunlight.

One of the other archaeologists called a greeting to Ky and Tareq, clearly surprised to see Tareq, one of the Museum directors, there.

Ryan wandered off to look at the room of the site where he’d been working, to see if anything had been disturbed. His jaw tightened as he saw signs that someone had been poking around.

Lifting his head, he looked around at the other parties working the site.

Standing where the entrance to the old fort had been reminded Raissa of her first visit to the dig and that moment she’d shared out by the garbage heap with Ky, his dark eyes looking into the past…to a time she’d lived and known. He’d looked so beautiful that day…so much like her Khai it had pained her.

Watching him as he stood and talked with Tareq and the other man, tall, handsome, the muscle she’d felt the night they’d kissed only hinted at by his shirt, his thick dark hair curling to his collar, he still didn’t look like any academic she’d ever known, or any of those here - although he was undoubtedly one of them.

With an effort she drew her eyes away.

People worked in the remains of one of the towers. By the care they were taking it seemed they were excavating another of the dead.

In a way she was glad. Now some of those here would be properly buried in what they considered Egyptian soil. Perhaps their spirits would find rest at last, their ka and ba reunited so they could move on to the afterlife.

Khai would have been glad to know it.

A pang went through her at the thought.

She missed him desperately, missed his counsel, his strength and courage, but more than anything she missed the deep love they’d shared, however briefly.

Tears stung. Tears she couldn’t afford.

She grieved, too, for what she might have had with Ky although she allowed herself some little bit of optimism that things were returning to what they had been. At least to the easy friendship they’d shared, if nothing else. Every small sign gave her a little more hope.

Taking a deep breath, she looked over the rest of the dig and then her eyes returned to those in the tower.

One of the men who supervised there turned… His hair was blonder than hers, nearly white, thick and wavy. He looked oddly familiar in a number of ways…and yet he wasn’t… 

It was so strange.

Something in his stance, the way he held himself, tugged at her memory but something didn’t fit. The hair, the general build of his body was all wrong.

She frowned a little, looking at the man as an odd frisson fluttered over her skin. Tilting her head, she studied this man who seemed both familiar and unfamiliar.

Ky felt an odd sense of uneasiness move over him.

He glanced at Raissa where she stood at the entrance to the fort much as she had that first day, with her long brilliant hair streaming in the hot breeze like a river of sunlight. Now the sun burnished it to copper. She wore a longer cotton dress today, white, with buttons from the neckline to the hem but she hadn’t buttoned all of them at either neck or hem. The skirt blew around her lovely legs, revealing flashes of them. Raising a hand gracefully to hold back her hair, she looked across the dig site.

She was so beautiful.

Whatever else she was, there was that.

The attraction was still there, she still made his heart beat faster.

Tareq saw where he looked.

“She’s a lovely woman, Ky,” Tareq said, quietly, echoing his own thoughts. “You care, she obviously cares. What is it that stops you, my friend?”

For a moment Ky was tempted to throw out a facetious answer but he didn’t. “Other than she’s a three thousand year old mummy? Which one of us is it she cares for? And what happens when this is over?”

“Ah,” Tareq said. He’d always seen the resemblance. It surprised him Ky himself had not at first.  “The first and last I can’t answer, only you can, but Khai is dead, these millennia past. You, however, are not. You’re alive. Is it a ghost you fight then? And is it her ghost…or yours?”

Ky didn’t know to any of those questions.

All he knew, looking at her, was that some part of him responded to her, longed for her. Watching her, he saw her frown and followed her gaze. No wonder she was frowning.

To her surprise Raissa realized she was staring at Heinrich Zimmer, one of the other archeologists, the one who had come to the airport with the Inspector, but somehow he seemed… changed in some subtle way. It was something about the hair, about the way he stood.

Or was it just her imagination?

“Komi,” she said, quietly, troubled. “Is there something about Dr. Zimmer that seems different?”

Eyeing the man, Komi looked puzzled and said, “I don’t know, I don’t know him so well as that. There does seem to be something.”

Careful to keep her observation from becoming too pointed, too noticeable, Raissa walked over to Ryan and asked him the same question.

Ryan looked up quickly, glanced at the man, shook his head and said, “Nope, he’s still an asshole…”

He glanced at her and saw she was serious.

And there had been something. Something…off. Something…weird.

He looked harder.

“Now that you mention it, though…he does look a little…different, somehow.”

His voice trailed off, his tone wound down as he studied the man.

Now that he thought about it, it was more than a little creepy.

Zimmer had always reminded Ryan of  Hitler, a tall geeky Hitler, even if the coloring was all off. He was somehow sort of furtive. Now he reminded Ryan more of an SS storm trooper, and yet it wasn’t anything major or noticeably different. Maybe he combed his hair differently, didn’t wet it down and try to comb it over.

Had he somehow become less bald? Or his hair thicker somehow? Maybe he’d started to use one of those hair growth shampoos, but that wasn’t all of it.

Ryan frowned.

Zimmer had always stood a little hunched, a little defensive. Now he stood straight, chin lifted arrogantly, more commanding than she remembered him to be.

“Had he lost weight?” Raissa asked.

“In a week?” Ryan said, incredulous. “If so, I wanna know his diet.”

It wasn’t likely. God knew it had never worked for him.

He looked again.

She was right, it looked as if Zimmer had lost weight, or gotten more trim, boasted pectorals muscles the likes of which Ryan had never dreamed.

It was more than disturbing.

He looked to Raissa.

A shiver went over her as she studied Zimmer a little more closely.

The man turned and his eyes fixed on Ky. His jaw tightened visibly. There was a look of such malice on Zimmer’s face that Raissa instinctively flung out a hand to ward Ky, chanting swiftly beneath her breath. In the same moment she warded all of them there, the protective flow of magic subtle, a slight twisting of the natural energies around them.

Zimmer suddenly turned to look around, almost as if he sensed the use of magic. Startled by the possibility of his awareness, Raissa deliberately turned to look at Ryan as if they’d been talking all along.

It couldn’t be, he couldn’t have perceived her use of magic.

“I don’t know,” Ryan said, puzzled at the change. “Maybe those pills on TV do work?”

“I’m sorry?” she said, the statement so incongruous after what she’d just seen that her mind couldn’t process it.

Ryan waved it away. “Never mind.”

Certainly Zimmer’s face seemed thinner, more honed, his too-dark eyes in his fair face seemed sharper, the curve of his mouth less dissatisfied than it had been and his hair was combed more attractively. The changes were slight but they nagged at her.

With a sigh, she went to join Ky and Tareq.

But she couldn’t shake the chill that went over her.

 

Half of John’s body was stretched over and in the engine compartment of the big old truck. It was a monster, a great old beast, but it ran like a top. With a flashlight strategically positioned to give him light, he was literally sprawled on top of and nearly inside the engine when a nearby voice startled him and said, “Need a hand?”

He glanced behind him.

The face was familiar, John had seen the guy somewhere around the dig site a few times when he’d been there to pick up Professor Farrar and Ryan. Raissa, too, now.

He was one of the other archaeologists. He had a funny kind of accent, though, not quite like anything John knew.

“Nah,” he said, “I got it.”

“Do you mind if I ask you what it is you’re doing?”

John laughed. “Just random basic maintenance, checking things out. You know how it is in a country like this, you can’t be sure how good a job some of these people are doing. I prefer to check it out myself.”

The other man nodded. “Yeah, tell me about it…”

So John did.






  







 

Chapter Twenty Three
 

Between the tension of the flight and the physical labor of setting up the camp, it had been a long, tiring day for everyone. John was checking the trucks, Komi carrying a plate of food out to him. Everything seemed all right. Still Ky felt unaccountably restless, oddly unsettled…and alone. Dinner had been almost a return to normal with Raissa downing astonishing amounts of food to Ryan’s obvious envy. Even knowing the reason for her hunger hadn’t diminished the amusement apparently. It was as if everyone tacitly agreed to forget or ignore it.

There had been laughter and a fair amount of teasing all around. Ky’s gaze kept drifting to Raissa, the firelight soft on her face. Once or twice Ky caught her glancing his way in return and something inside him would move. Tareq’s question haunted him. He was drawn to her, and yet the same question kept returning.

Tossing and turning, it took some time before Ky before finally falling into an uneasy asleep…until someone called his name softly from outside the tent.

“Professor Farrar.”

Ky knew that voice. John. The last he remembered, John had been going over the vehicles. If he wasn’t in bed by now, he must have found something.

Ky shook himself awake.

“What is it?” he asked, trying to clear his head.

“You’d better come look, Professor,” John said. “I think someone has tampered with the trucks.”

“Shit.”

Who would have tampered with the trucks and why? The same people who had messed with his plane? Or did they have another unknown enemy?

“All right,” he said, shaking his head. “Give me a minute.”

He quickly pulled on his jeans and stepped out of the tent.

Only to find several automatic weapons pointed at his head.

Tareq and the others were bound and gagged. Guns pointed at them also. All but Raissa had been taken swiftly, silently, while he slept.

In the back of his mind, he swore softly. He’d lost his edge. Or maybe that was why he’d been restless. He just hadn’t expected such a direct attack. By their discipline and how they handled their weapons, he knew these were skilled men, trained soldiers, probably mercenaries. One false move and Ky knew someone would die.

It had been planned well, of that there was no doubt.

He went very still and made no sudden motions.

There was no expression on John’s face save a mild regret.

“Sorry, Professor,” John said with a shrug. “I got a better offer.”

Stunned, Ky stared at him.  He couldn’t believe it, that the man could so blithely betray him, betray Ryan and the others. They’d been friends.

What the hell had happened?

Then he looked into John’s eyes, at the blankness behind them.

It was chilling, as if John himself wasn’t there at all, just his body. His face was expressionless, and yet there was a tension in his body, the muscles strained, twitched almost randomly, as if some internal struggle was going on.

Ky glanced around.

To his shock, Zimmer was with the men who surrounded them, as was the Inspector, confirming Ky’s suspicions. Some of the men were clearly the Inspector’s, their uniforms declared them police. It was obvious who was truly in charge, though, by the way they looked to Zimmer. And it wasn’t the Inspector.

Zimmer’s too-dark eyes in his fair face glittered flatly, blackly, like jet in his tanned face. 

Ky, shocked but wary, said, “Zimmer…”

The man held up a finger to his lips, a single finger.

“Shut up. Another word, just one word,” Zimmer said “and they die.”

Guns pointed at the heads of Tareq and the others.

Men closed around Raissa’s tent while another stepped behind Ky to bind his hands.

“Call her, Farrar,” Zimmer said, his black eyes intent. “Call her.”

Did they know what she was?

With a gesture from Zimmer, two of the men pressed their guns to the temples of Tareq and Ryan. Both went still. Their eyes reflected their anger and fear.

Ky’s jaw clenched. He hated the helplessness, hated what he was being asked to do.

She trusted him. She’d answer, suspecting, expecting nothing. He knew that.

He would be betraying that trust.

There was no choice. He knew Zimmer was doing this deliberately, playing on that faith, using it and using Ky to betray her as John had betrayed him. Less willingly, perhaps, but betrayal nonetheless.

Rage nearly blinded him but there was no choice, not with guns at the heads of the others.

He closed his eyes.

“Raissa,” he called. “Raissa.”

At the sound of her name Raissa woke, recognizing Ky’s voice, grateful she’d gone to bed clothed. The oversized t-shirt would cover her enough to answer. It was late, though, and she was only half-awake. 

She reached for the zipper of the tent. 

Even as she unzipped it and stepped out she registered the strange note in Ky’s voice, the strain in it…

Alarm went through her like a bolt of lightning but they hit her fast and hard.

Instinctively, she fought, but she hadn’t fed in days. Food barely sustained her, kept her body alive. To fuel herself she needed Sekhmet’s gift – she needed blood and the small portion of spirit that came with it. She tried to call up power, but she’d used so much in the last few days. Between the flight and the warding there was little to spare.

She looked around frantically.

Armed men, bound figures, Ky with a gun to his head, the others the same.

Zimmer…

Fear shot through her. She’d miscalculated. Something was happening here that she hadn’t anticipated.

The men slammed her to the ground. One pinned her head to the dirt, while another with his knee in her back wrenched her arms behind her and shackled her.

Watching, Ky winced, his jaw tightening as they took her down, hard. He swore softly, viciously and bitterly, beneath his breath. It took everything he had to stand still and let them do it with Tareq, Ryan and the others held hostage to his good behavior.

The surprise was enough. She never had a chance to fight.

The men pulled her roughly to her feet, hauling on her bound wrists, dragged her next to Ky, and forced her to her knees beside him.

Zimmer waved his men back, and then stepped forward to look over his captives with visible satisfaction.

Forced to look at the man, Ky studied him intently. Their only chance here was in knowing their enemy well enough to fight him, them.

He’d never been particularly fond of Zimmer. The rumors of Zimmer’s behavior had been strong enough and plentiful enough to have the ring of truth to them. He’d never liked the man personally, Zimmer’s smarmy charm had always left him feeling as if he’d been doused in dirty oil. He’d pitied those forced to work with the man.

Something about Zimmer had changed, though.

The man seemed to have a grown a backbone, a confidence Ky had always found lacking before, to the point it was almost a swagger.

It almost seemed as if Zimmer wasn’t really, or completely, Zimmer.

In light of Raissa, of who and what she was, the thought was unsettling.

Casting the order over his shoulder to his men, Zimmer said, “Search the tents. Find the papyrus, anything that might lead us to the Tomb. I’m tired of waiting for the good professor here to find it for me.”

In the distance, Ky heard gunshots, shouting, outcries, as the other archaeologists were rousted from their quarters. He didn’t like the sound of any of it.

Zimmer’s black eyes settled on Raissa and he smiled, his lips drawing back from his teeth like the smile of a shark, baring them in preparation for attack. Those flat black eyes were cold, pitiless…

“Do you remember me?” Zimmer said, softly.

There was something… 

A chill went through Raissa at his words, at something in sound of them, a dissonance that was odd. She shivered, hid it as she raised her gaze to meet his, hearing a strange resonance in his voice, an intonation and accent that was almost familiar. It was as if she heard two voices speaking simultaneously, one overlaying the other, Zimmer’s…and another…

It was there again, that odd sense of familiarity. It was something about the set of Zimmer’s shoulders, the way he carried himself, the expression on his face, that echoed within her.

Familiar, and yet not.

As quick as a snake, his hand shot out, took her by the throat and lifted her into the air as if she weighed less than a feather. She kicked and struggled in vain.

The speed, the strength it took to do it, to lift her as if she were nothing, was astonishing. Even as small as she was, no mortal man could have done it.

Raissa’s eyes widened as she stared at his face.

Perhaps it was the angle or the cruel satisfaction on it.

She did know him, she recognized him…

Fear, huge and hot, shot through her like lightning.

If it was true, they were all in terrible danger. Far more danger than she’d even begun to suspect.

“Kamenwati,” she whispered, going cold as her fear was confirmed by the glint in his eyes. “Oh dear Gods and Goddesses.”

The Grand Vizier, who in his desire for power had been willingly possessed by a marid Djinn so he could create the Horn, overthrow the King and try to take the throne of Egypt.

Once her Master, and her enemy.

It seemed he’d found another soul willing to be possessed.

She wondered how Zimmer liked it.

Slowly, he smiled. “Yes. Where are the Gods, your precious Priests and Priestesses to protect you now as they once did? The King? Your precious General? Dead and gone a millennia ago. So foolish to use magic so close to me. To protect them. To protect him.”

His eyes slid to Ky.

Alarm shot through her.

If he was Kamenwati, if Zimmer somehow held Kamenwati’s spirit, or some part of it, Kamenwati would remember, he would see a familiar face. A known face.

A hated face.

Zimmer had no love for Ky either.

“He’s not the same man,” she said desperately.

“Isn’t he?” Zimmer/Kamenwati asked.

A smile curved his mouth.

A chill went through Ky even as he felt Tareq stiffen beside him. It seemed Tareq recognized the name, too. Kamenwati, the Grand Vizier, the one who’d created the Horn, who’d summoned the Djinn, and called them down on Egypt.

Irisi’s, and therefore Raissa’s, sworn enemy.

And General Khai’s.

Ky’s doppelganger.

This wasn’t good.

He met Zimmer’s flat black stare evenly, steadily, despite the helpless fury that burned in him. It was like looking into the eyes of a shark, cold, pitiless. Ky knew he didn’t dare show fear, not to this man, and he wouldn’t.

Instead Ky bided his time, looked for chances, and gave the man nothing – although seeing Raissa in Zimmer’s hands had Ky’s vision going red at the edges. It was all he could do for now, be prepared to act if the opportunity presented itself.

She dangled from Zimmer’s hands as if she weighed nothing, was nothing, helpless and vulnerable with her arms shackled behind her, the thin t-shirt she wore fluttering around her thighs.

With his hand around her throat, she could look at no one other than Zimmer.

The longer Zimmer/Kamenwati stared at Ky, the more fear pooled in Raissa’s belly.

“He’s not Khai,” she repeated, despite the hand around her throat. As tight as that hand was, it was only a demonstration of her helplessness, it had little effect thanks to Sekhmet’s gift.

It still hurt.

“The resemblance, though, is amazing,” Zimmer murmured in that odd tri-partite voice. His, Kamenwati’s, and that of the marid Djinn.

Fear for Ky sang through her like the sound of electricity wires.

So she gave Zimmer - Kamenwati - the one thing she knew would catch and hold his attention. Convince him and draw his attention from Ky.

“He doesn’t love me,” she said, her voice steady.

The absolute conviction in her voice caught Zimmer’s interest. He turned his head to look at her rather than Ky.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Ky stiffen.

“Doesn’t he?” Zimmer asked, intrigued.

Her throat tight, she lowered her eyes and said, “No. I lied to him. I didn’t tell him who I was, who I really was. Or what I am. He believes I love him for the resemblance to Khai and not for himself.”

She lifted her eyes and let Zimmer see the truth in them, let him see all of it, the regret, the sorrow, the heartache and the pain… She let him see her soul, that he might see the truth clearly. There was enough truth there that it might convince him.

Ky saw it as well, in that lovely mobile face. She did love him, loved him enough to sacrifice herself, her dignity and her pride, to keep him safe, alive.

“How vexing for you,” Zimmer said, amused. “After so long apart…unable to love him then and unable to love him now.  To look into his face, so like our dear General’s, every day only to find he doesn’t love you.”

She remained silent.

Zimmer looked at her, hid a smile of triumph.

“Then you won’t care if I kill him now,” Zimmer said, pulling a gun from a holster at his back with his free hand, pointing it at Ky.

Fear raced through her.

“If you kill him,” Raissa said, quickly, surely, her voice even, “you’ll never find the Tomb.”

Zimmer studied her, assessed her.

Her quick response, her concern, had betrayed her and she knew it. She’d given him the key to breaking her. He could see it in her eyes, along with the knowledge of what she’d done, what she’d given him.

A part of him shouted in triumph. Oh, yes, he had her.

“He may not love you but you love him, don’t you?” he said, with immense satisfaction.

To give him that truth would be to give him an even greater weapon to use against her, Raissa knew… To not give it would cost Ky his life.

There was never truly any choice.

She couldn’t lie. The part of Zimmer that was Kamenwati, and the marid Djinn still bound to his, would know.

One life, against all these lives.

Watching her, that mobile face held still by sheer will alone, and Ky knew.

If anything, Raissa’s face went paler still, only the tightening of her lips and the glimmer of her eyes betrayed her.

Her voice was soft, breathless.

Ky’s breath caught in his chest. The truth of it was in her eyes, in her pale face and Ky knew what she gave Zimmer with her answer.

Everything.

She believed the Djinn waited in the Tomb. Had said she’d seen them with her own eyes. He’d seen the fear and the shadows in those eyes when she spoken of the Djinn. To her they were very real.

Ky couldn’t forget that night in the museum. He remembered the bullets striking her, driving her back one step, two.

She was here. Real.

As was Zimmer, but he wasn’t truly Zimmer any more. That couldn’t be denied. Nor had he denied being Kamenwati. Grand Vizier of ancient Egypt to one incarnation of the Pharaoh Narmer. They knew that name.

If Irisi…Raissa…was here, and Kamenwati…?

Were the Djinn real, too, then?

“Yes,” Raissa whispered.

In answer to Zimmer’s question and, inadvertently, Ky’s own.

“What would it be then,” Zimmer said, triumphantly, leveling the gun at Ky’s head, “to watch him die now?”

Ky went still as Zimmer’s mercenaries leveled their weapons at Ryan, Tareq, and Komi to keep him motionless as well, the threat to them clear.

It was hardly the first time he’d faced death, but even so this wasn’t the way he would have chosen it, on his knees rather than fighting.

He allowed none of that to show on his face.

Raissa’s revealed enough. It revealed everything.

She loved him.

That lovely face went utterly still, bleak, and grief darkened her blue eyes.

Raissa thought her heart would stop when Zimmer pointed his gun at Ky. 

Deliberately, she closed her eyes, shut the emotion away so none could see it.

The thought alone was unbearable.

Ky saw the calculating look in Zimmer’s eyes and knew what Zimmer was doing, and what Raissa would do in return – render herself hostage to Zimmer’s will against his life. She would lead Zimmer to the Tomb and the Djinn.

He closed his eyes, helpless rage and fury nearly blinding him. He was powerless. That wasn’t something he’d ever known, he’d always been able to fight, to defend himself and others. He hated this helplessness more than anything, but he could do nothing as long as they had the others.

Then Raissa spoke and something inside him, the last barrier, shattered.

It seemed she had one more trick up her sleeve.

“Kill him,” Raissa said quietly, clearly, “and I will release this form, this body. I will have no more use for it, and I’ll return to the Tomb.”

She smiled at Zimmer and that smile was as cold, as merciless, as Zimmer’s own.

“You can face me there on my own ground, on my own terms as Guardian of the Tomb. That is, if you can find it without him and without me.”

Check and mate.

Her beautiful blue eyes lifted to Zimmer’s…steady, sure…defiant.

Ky remembered the depth of her horror at the idea when they’d spoken of it in Tareq’s office. If she let go of herself, of this body, and returned to the Tomb, she would no longer be Raissa. Raissa as a person would cease to exist, there would only be the Guardian. She would effectively die for him, returning to her state as the Guardian, until the tomb was finally found.

He would lose her forever.

Zimmer went still and then he began to smile.

“So,” he said slowly, “as long as he lives, you remain here, in my hands and at my mercy and my will…and you will help me find the Tomb.”

Still dangling in his clutches, she went very still, only her mouth tightening.

Zimmer contemplated her. Her very stillness betrayed her.

“Answer me,” he said sharply and shook her.

Her breath came short, her jaw tightened.

Ky waited for the answer, knowing what it would be.

“Yes,” she answered.

Beside him, his voice very soft, Tareq said, not unkindly, “It seems you have your answer, my friend. You know she loves you for yourself. But at what price?”

Ky nodded, the pain of that knowledge piercing.

One of the men stepped up beside Zimmer. “We found it, Professor Zimmer.”

“Very well,” the man said and let Raissa go, tossing her away carelessly. “Show me.”

She barely kept her feet, stumbled and went to her knees.

Zimmer/Kamenwati walked to where his men had pulled the small trunk with the papyri fragments in it from Ky’s tent. He’d buried it in the sand beneath his sleeping bag.

Quickly Raissa glanced at Ky, Tareq and the others, and just as quickly turned her eyes  away. She kept her head lowered.

Her voice was low, but steady. “There may be a way, something I can do, be ready.”

Ky eyed her. At the very least he could give her something. He could give her the truth...

“Raissa,” he said quietly, urgently.

She went still and closed her eyes for a moment. 

Biting her lip, she took a breath. Her sky-blue eyes turned to meet his.

“You’re wrong,” he said. “I do love you.”

She went very still, before those blue eyes locked on his. She took a slow breath, straightened.

Everything he’d been looking for all his life was in her gaze.

Their eyes met, held.

“Ky,” she said.

In his look was everything she needed to hold her through whatever came. It strengthened her will, bolstered her courage.

Quickly, sensing movement behind her, she turned, praying Zimmer hadn’t heard them.

Zimmer caught her up by the throat once again, shaking his head in dismay and disgust.

“Look at you. You’re weak, little priestess. It seems I didn’t need shackles after all. John tells me you have little power. Have your Gods deserted you, then? Mine hasn’t deserted me. Set gives me anything. John told me much. A little glamour and he gave it all.”

Zimmer’s eyes flicked over Ky.

“It seems he’s envied you for some time, Professor. That was all I needed to buy his soul.” 

That cold gaze settled on Ky for only a moment before returning to Raissa. “He also tells me you have Sekhmet’s gift, little slave – although he doesn’t believe it – but that you haven’t fed. Look where your scruples have left you, Guardian of the Temple.”

John.

She’d warded the others but she hadn’t warded John because John hadn’t been there to ward. He hadn’t been protected.

Now she knew who’d given them away and how it had been done.

Another clearly did not.

“The Guardian!” Inspector Hassan cried out in shock, “No…!”

The knowledge nearly shattered Hassan. 

He’d betrayed the Guardian of the Temple, the one he’d vowed to defend.

Even as he drew his gun he saw it, the resemblance to the figure of Nubiti that had been passed down from his father and his father’s father and sat in a place of honor in his home. 

It explained so much – her appearance in the village, her speed, her quickness, her skill fighting in the marketplace.

He should have seen it. He’d been a fool.

Zimmer laughed. “Yes, here’s your precious Guardian, Inspector…but now she’s mine.”

Stunned, furious, Hassan looked at him.

The name Kamenwati hadn’t registered at first, it was a name from the distant past, but at that moment it did.

The Grand Vizier?

In his arrogance, Hassan had allied with the wrong side – and with him his men.

Magic whispered.

A gesture from Zimmer even as Hassan’s gun cleared his holster.

Something huge came out of the darkness.

A great force struck Hassan a shattering blow that lifted him from his feet and propelled his bodily backwards into the darkness.

At the same moment, gunshots shattered the shocked silence and Hassan’s men fell, the mercenaries around them cutting those who didn’t flee down mercilessly.

Terrible as it was, it was the distraction Raissa needed.

She knew she had to go carefully here, her magic subtle, for Kamenwati was far more powerful at the moment than she was. She could feel the hum of his sorcery in the hand that held her.

Quickly, she called up what little power she had. She cast her incantations in the shadow of Kamenwati’s, first one then the other, while he was distracted.

A sudden burst of wind rushed through the campsite in the wake of Kamenwati’s spell – not entirely unexpected at this time of night as the heat of day was supplanted by the cold of night. Some of the lanterns blew out, casting parts of the camp in shadow, especially the section where the prisoners were, giving them the cover of darkness.

“Mine again,” Zimmer said, turning his eyes on her again. “Mine, slave. There’s no one now to defend you. You’ve lost and you’re mine once again.”

In that he was wrong…she hoped.

If what she planned was going to work, Ky had to have a chance to work unobserved. She needed Zimmer distracted, angry and unthinking. She didn’t know Zimmer well. She only knew what had been said of him and what she’d observed.

But she knew Kamenwati. She knew his pride, and the pride of the powerful Marid Djinn that was allied with his spirit.

They were weaker here, working through Zimmer, but she dared not underestimate them.

She was no longer Kamenwati’s slave, hadn’t been for four thousand years and more.

Possess her body he might, but never her soul. That had always been hers.

Until now she’d been submissive. Deliberately she raised her eyes to his in such a way as no slave would have dared.

Provoking him. Dangerously.

She kept her voice calm, even, sure. And faintly derisive.

“We haven’t yet reached the Tomb, my Lord Kamenwati. Much can happen between here and there. They have a saying in this time. Don’t count your chickens before they’ve hatched.”

Fury erupted through him. Raissa saw it flare in his eyes at her insolence, at the look in her eyes and the tone of her voice.

And not just Kamenwati, but insecure, sensitive to slight and insensitive to others Zimmer within him.

It was like a spark to tinder.

Enraged, insulted, he dropped her, backhanded her…

The force of the blow sent her flying across the campsite as his spell had sent Inspector Hassan flying into the darkness. If she’d been human, it would’ve broken her neck. The impact of his hand split her lip and made her head spin. It seemed she was human enough for that.

Without her hands to catch her, she sprawled on the ground.

In that much he was right, she was too weak to fight him. Physically or magically, she’d used too much power. She had been and still was a mercenary, a fighter. That had always been her gift. Once they’d called her berserker, for the madness that took her in battle.

Give her a weapon and she would fight like nothing these men had ever seen.

Swordplay was not, though, her only weapon. She would have to use wit and guile instead. And her weapons were her own, bound to her.

She whispered the incantation like a prayer to the Gods. It was one.

Ky was barely aware of something like a brush of air at his back. Something touched his fingers but he was too intent on watching Zimmer and Raissa, and what Zimmer was doing to her.

She rolled frantically and almost managed to scramble to her feet as Zimmer stalked across the campsite toward her, his eyes enraged, sparks glowing like hellfire in the depths of them.

His anger seemed to shimmer in the air between them.

She lifted her chin defiantly.

Zimmer caught her by the front of her t-shirt…lifted her into the air.

“Know you will serve me as you did not in the past,” Zimmer said furiously, yanking her toward him so she was only inches from his face, “on your knees. You will never know a day when your hands will not be bound behind your back, each and every day until the day we reach the Tomb. And when we reach it, I will stake you out in front of the doors to the Tomb as an offering to the Djinn when I free them…”

It wasn’t an idle threat, Raissa knew.

Each word made her mouth go dry as horror shivered through her at the thought, at the picture he painted with those words.

The Djinn had no reason to love her. Their vengeance would be terrible.

She took a breath, her gaze on Kamenwati’s eyes in Zimmer’s face.

Ky went still, his jaw clenched so hard at the thought of Zimmer touching her, using her, that it amazed him it didn’t shatter.

Why was Raissa taunting Zimmer?

Behind Ky a quiet voice whispered, “Don’t look now, boss, but Raissa’s swords just appeared behind you.”

Ryan.

In disbelief, Ky dropped his hands lower and encountered the nearly razor-sharp edge of one and a sharp sting as he cut a finger on the other.

Quickly, he glanced at the guards, even John, but they were intent on the scene in front of them.

As Raissa so obviously intended, goading Zimmer as she had.

Now Ky understood.

A look to the others was all it took. With small movements, Tareq, Ryan, and Komi moved closer to cover him and the swords. They all braced themselves for the inevitable repercussions if they came and watched the guards carefully. Tareq steadied the hilt of Raissa’s left-hand sword with the hands they’d bound in front of him so the sharp edge was up. Ky sawed the edge of his bonds across the sharp edge.

Zimmer thrust Raissa away from him so she stumbled backward, falling onto her back to stare up at him as he stalked toward her once more.

“I will ask only one thing of them,” he said, “that they leave you alive when they’re done so I can sacrifice you to Set. After her rescue and resurrection of Osiris, Set has no love for Isis. Even weakened as you are, Isis’s priestess’s dying a long, slow death at his hands will bring both him and me a great deal of power.”

Even though she knew the plan she’d set in motion, the thought made Raissa’s heart quail.

If they failed, she knew what her fate would be. And then she resigned herself to it.

Zimmer/Kamenwati’s smile went colder.

“But first,” he said, “it would appear you need to be reminded of your place…slave.”

The word, and the way he said it, sent another chill through her. It didn’t bode well.

Gesturing to the guards, he summoned two of them.

“Take her and hold her, bind her hands in front of her…”

Raissa watched him warily.

From her years as his slave she had an inkling of what he intended.

Her throat tightened further.

It would hardly be the first time she’d suffered such at his hands. She had and could endure it as she had then.

Another gesture, a conjuration, and the whip was in his hands. She knew the thin braided leather strips well from old. Her breath caught and her mouth grew taut as she braced herself for what would follow.

“Fight this,” Zimmer said, “and one of them will die.”

As terrible as the pain would be, what was coming would meet her needs. All attention would be on her and Kamenwati. It was worth the pain.

Shaking out the braided length of the leather, he untangled it so the little iron beads at the ends of each strand flicked across the sand. He wanted her to see it, to anticipate what was coming.

Raissa tightened her jaw. She’d hoped the last time he’d whipped her would truly be the last. This would hurt a great deal, cost her blood she couldn’t spare, but it would end, she knew. Somehow, she would get through it.

“What is the penalty?” he asked her, for the benefit of the other prisoners, “for an escaped slave?”

Technically, as they both knew, Raissa hadn’t escaped, Isis had taken her into her service. It had been her saving grace. That scarcely mattered to Kamenwati.

Her voice was quiet when she answered. “Twenty lashes.”

Ky stiffened, beside him he felt Tareq go still, horrified.

Surely Zimmer wasn’t serious… Twenty lashes…with a cat o’ nine tail?

Forcing himself to concentrate, Ky worked the heavy rope over Raissa’s sword. He couldn’t help her if he wasn’t free. At least they’d used rope, plentiful at a dig, and not metal or plastic handcuffs. The first would have been much more difficult, the second would have cost him some blood.

Two of the men hauled Raissa to the center of the circle of tents.

One of them grabbed the back of the thin t-shirt and ripped it open to expose her back.

Coiling up her hair in one hand, he tossed it over her shoulder so it would be out of the way.

Even in the wavering torchlight, the old scars on her back were clearly visible. Long white marks across her back and shoulders.

Ky winced to see them. 

It wasn’t the first time she’d faced the lash. Somehow, it hadn’t occurred to him that she might have. Yet it was a common punishment in that time.

With a smile and a sigh, Zimmer walked to her, stroked a hand over her, his thick fleshy fingers lingering on the scars there, tracing them.

Raissa’s hair swung to hide her face and for that she was grateful. Zimmer’s touch alone made her flinch.

Zimmer sighed, his breath trembling with anticipation.

“I remember well.” he said, fondly and with some satisfaction. “You needed to be educated often.”

The whip snaked across her back, curled around her ribs, the pain bright, searing…nearly blinding…all the breath went out of her at the intensity of it. Raissa fought for breath against the agony as her back instinctively arched away from the source of the torment.

“You do remember?”

He was waiting for her answer.

“Yes.” Her voice was thin, little more that a gasp as she sucked in air once again.

With a sudden sharp flick of his wrist, he sent the whip snaking across her back once again.

“Master,” he snapped.

It was as if fire licked across her skin, sharp, savage, the pain so intense it took the breath from her again. She couldn’t have cried out if she wanted but she locked her jaw against it. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. And she wouldn’t call him Master. She wouldn’t give him that. Besides, she couldn’t breathe. Her body quivered at the violation, the assault on it.

In the face of that punishment, Ky forced himself to concentrate. Agony was apparent in every line of Raissa’s body. Every muscle was sharply defined as it locked in response to the pain that came with each crack of the whip.

Raissa.

Twenty lashes.

Blood trickled down her hands from her wrists. Streaks ran down her back, her ribs.

Her face was in profile, her beautiful blue eyes closed as she flinched away from the pain.

All Ky could do was watch the scene in front of him, his jaw tight as he worked the rope across the edge of her blade, a part of him responding to each crack and flick of the whip as it stroked across Raissa’s skin. He saw her knees give a little.

The next bite of the whip sent a rush of weakness through her. Raissa’s knees tried to buckle. It was only with effort that she kept them beneath her. She was getting weaker, quickly, as the blood flowed. Worse, though, she was getting hungry. Her stomach quivered, cramped. It had been too long since she’d fed, and the blood loss only made it worse.

“I will break you,” Zimmer promised softly, “before we reach the Tomb. Bow to me now. Give up and the pain will stop.”

Magic licked out around her, drew off her pain, drew it in and fed on it. She shuddered at the violation.

“No.”

He sent the whip snapping across her back. It flicked across two previous stripes, a new layer of pain on top of what had come before. The lash of pain was so sharp, so intense, her lungs locked.

Zimmer leaned close, his voice low and suggestive. “Are you hungry…?”

Just the suggestion set her hunger raging. Her need had claws and they raked her. She fought to pull it back, to regain control. Her stomach cramped as another wave of weakness washed through her. She felt her teeth shift, extend. They pressed sharply against her lower lip. Raissa bit down, that pain a distraction from the other. Her teeth retracted.

The whip burned across her shoulders and her knees finally gave out as pain exploded through her. She fell, braced herself on her hands as the shackles dug in. Darkness closed around the edges of her vision.

She fought the esurience as she’d fought the rest.

Ky felt the rope that bound his wrists give to the sharpness of Raissa’s blade even as she crumpled, her body trembling violently.

Carelessly, Zimmer tossed the whip to one of his men. The leather was darkened with her blood; it glistened wetly in the flickering torchlight.

“All of you,” he said to his guards. “Stay clear. Don’t get close to her. Don’t touch her for any reason.”

Knowing she was still semi-conscious by the flutter of her eyelids, he bent down, leaned close to her ear. “Soon you will be very, very hungry, won’t you? Nearly ravenous…”

Raissa could feel the need tearing at her, fighting to be released.

Tears burned her eyes, but she wouldn’t give in to them, or Zimmer. She strangled the hunger back, throttled it.

“Bind her hands behind her again. Let me know when she begins to stir, to awaken, to struggle. We’ll see how her companions like her come morning.”

Horror swept through her.

No.

Hunger raged inside her.

It hadn’t happened yet, she reminded herself. She still had her will. The weeks that had passed since she returned to the world had taught her some self-control. She could hold it.

She would hold it, if it came to that. She had to.

Laughing, Zimmer walked away, signaling to John and his lieutenant to follow him.

Kamenwati/Zimmer knew he dared not leave John there or take the chance that the glamour he’d cast would weaken with either distance or time. He might still need the man and the knowledge he had.

It was astonishing how easily the man had been suborned, but then Zimmer’s own capitulation had been almost too easy as well. The people of this time were astonishingly weak of will, easily turned.

The last strands of the rope around Ky’s wrists parted almost too suddenly, too easily. He shook his hands to get the circulation back as he pulled the ends free, watching the guards in case the movement caught their attention.

Tareq worked to free himself as Ryan waited his turn.

The guards nearest to them were watching Raissa, sprawled limply on the ground wearing only the remains of the thin t-shirt and not the captives behind them. Across the way, one of the other guards turned to say something to another, distracted.

However professional these men might be, this was soft duty to them. They expected no resistance from a bunch of academics, archaeologists.

That’s what they saw.

They were relaxed, hardly on guard at all.

None of them were aware of Ky’s training. His skills.

Ky smiled bitterly, wolfishly.

He’d never wanted to use those skills in this way again, but he would for Raissa, for Tareq, his old friend, for Ryan and Komi, even for John.

He couldn’t wait any longer, couldn’t risk one of the guards seeing Raissa’s swords, seeing them free themselves.

The brief distraction across the way was all he needed.

Ky rose softly and silently behind the guard closest to the shadows, the guard’s eyes on the others as Ky caught the man around the throat in a sleeper hold to pull his quarry quickly and silently into the darkness. With a quick snap of his hands, the man dropped, his neck broken.

Quickly and silently, Ky searched the dead man in the shielding darkness, slinging the man’s holster over one shoulder, taking the other man’s belt and the knife in the sheath with it. Guns were noisy, knives, used right, were silent.

Ky faded into darkness, the silence, his hands and the knife weapons enough.

Slipping behind the tents, he caught one of the guards as the man went to relieve himself. It would be a moment or two before the others realized he wouldn’t return. There wasn’t much time before they did, before they realized they were growing smaller in number. Ky could already see one of the guards looking around for the man who had been guarding the prisoners. The guard frowned, perhaps just realizing they were one short.

Ky caught Tareq’s eyes, glanced at the guard.

His old friend and mentor, Tareq, had also seen combat.

Tareq rose silently to his feet behind the searching guard.

A quick blow, another, sharp, to the throat, and the man fell. Tareq drew him quickly into the shadows and went in search of another quarry.

It would only take one outcry to ruin everything.

A thrown pebble drew the next guard’s attention and Ky silenced him as well.

Suddenly the light appeared to dawn as one of the remaining guards became aware that his companions hadn’t returned. He started to open his mouth. Ky threw the knife. The blade buried itself in the man’s throat, rendering him silent even as Ky took down the man closest to him. Tareq tossed the remains of the rope still tied around his wrists over the last guard’s head, drawing it tight as the man bucked, fought, his feet kicking uselessly in the sand before he slowly went still.

Ky gathered up some of the guns, slung them over his shoulders. 

They would need them.






  







 

Chapter Twenty Four
 

It all happened so quickly, so silently, Raissa barely had time to realize the torment was over. She was startled to find Ky there unlocking the manacles. Her hunger raged within her. Darkness hazed her vision as need cramped her stomach and the pain in her back became excruciating. Each shredded her will, her control.

She fought the hunger as desperately as she’d fought Kamenwati.

Ky was so close, though. His scent filled her nostrils and her stomach clenched against it. Her esurience grew, she was ravenous. She felt her teeth extend again to press sharply against her lip.

She gazed up at Ky. Her vision was hazed, tinged with red.

His jaw was tight, his dark eyes grim as he fought the manacles that bound her.

Her sight faded in and out. Hunger burned through her.

It pained her but she had to say it.

“Don’t,” she said quietly, urgently, her voice unsteady, barely above a whisper and harsh even to her own ears. “Ky, stop. Don’t take them off. It would be better if you left me here. Zimmer was right.”

Ky studied her, her pale face, at the fear and despair in her blue eyes but he didn’t stop. The iron fell away.

Her wrists were chafed, bleeding from the harsh edges of the iron. The sight made him wince as fury rushed through him. Anger burned hotly.

Raissa could smell him, almost taste him. Ky. Her hunger raged. She bit it back as lightheadedness and thirst nearly overwhelmed her fragile control.

Nearly frantically, she choked back the need as she said, desperately, “Ky, I don’t know if I can control the hunger much longer.”

Ky glanced into her eyes, into the nearly feral gleam in them. The lambent blue was nearly overwhelmed by a deep red glow. He could feel the heat of her body radiate against him. Unconsciously her body swayed lithely toward him, the movement sensual, so sexual he couldn’t help responding.

Catching her jaw tightly in his hands he shook her head gently and watched her eyes focus on him.

“I love you. I’m not leaving you,” he said sharply, fiercely. “So control it.”

Her eyes widened in shock and surprise as his words penetrated and then she blinked. Ky watched as she struggled, fought for control, for clarity and sanity.

Her eyes fixed on his, locked on them, and cleared.

Startled, for a moment Raissa could only stare at him in disbelief. She raised a tremulous hand to touch his cheek, to trace the line of his beard unsteadily, a thousand emotions racing through her, not the least of them love.

She couldn’t fight him. Somehow, she would have to find a way to fight the thirst and hunger, her craving.

Ky touched her split and swollen lip as he slid an arm around her and another flicker of pain and anger went through him at the sight. His jaw tightened even as his thumb traced the line of her mouth. She shuddered as his arm came in contact with the slashes across her back. Her back was wet, sticky against his arm. The slashes had to burn painfully but there was nothing he could do about them. They had to get out of there, and quickly.

With an effort he could see, she reached deep and forced herself to hold on.

“I’ve found the jeeps,” Tareq said, quietly. He had Raissa’s swords in his hand. “They appear untouched.”

The interruption brought Ky back to himself.

At least there was that. It appeared John hadn’t sabotaged them, but then it had been unlikely. Those Jeeps were John’s babies; he wouldn’t have tampered with them either willingly or under duress.

“With luck, the distance will keep the sound of them starting from alerting Zimmer and the others too soon,” Ky said, “but even so…We have to risk it. The darkness will help.”

He thanked God or the Gods for the thin silvery light of the moon.

Wasn’t Isis a moon Goddess?

“Take Komi and Ryan with you, Tareq. If Zimmer and his people give chase, they’ll be more likely to go after Raissa and me than you. Use the fort as a reference, head directly west south west from this corner as we originally planned. We have to stay out of their hands, find and reach the Tomb before they do.”

Tareq nodded acknowledgment.

“Ryan, get the trunk,” Ky called softly.

He’d leave nothing for Zimmer to use.

The grad student hurried away.

Ky worried about the other archaeologists, but there was nothing he could do for them, except perhaps draw Zimmer off. It would have been different if he’d had either of his old teams with him, or Tareq and a healthy Raissa – then he might have attempted a rescue. As it was, he didn’t dare take the chance.

With a care for her back, Ky swept Raissa up in his arms and followed Tareq.

The sting of Ky’s sweat against the open wounds made Raissa gasp.

That sudden wash of weakness nearly undid her. For a terrible moment, Raissa fought the need, her teeth lengthening as her hunger and thirst crawled through her. Her mouth was so close to his throat. She writhed in his arms. There was not only the scent of him to torment her but the warmth of his body and the steady throbbing of the pulse so close to her lips.

As maddening as it was she fought it with every cell of her being.

Ky set her carefully in the passenger seat. She laid her head back against it, curled into it to face him, but against the cushion to keep the stripes across her back from touching the old cracked leather.

To Ky’s relief the radios and GPSs were still in the Jeeps, along with the guns and their supplies. They wouldn’t starve and there was water and gas in cans hooked to the back of the vehicles. Everything they needed to survive in the deep desert.

“We need to find the first landmark.”

Tareq said, “Be careful, my friend.”

He had an inkling of what Ky planned, what he would do.

“You, too,” Ky said. “No headlights until we’re well clear of the fort if we can. For now, you lead. Whatever happens, keep going, we’ll catch up.”

It was Raissa Zimmer/Kamenwati wanted, it was her and Ky they would follow.

Tareq climbed into the other landrover.

“Go on, Ryan,” Ky said, when the grad student hesitated.

With a nod, Ryan joined Komi in the other vehicle.

In the near distance, they could hear the chug of the generators from the other American camp. The sound would help mask the sounds of their departure.

Tareq glanced at Ky. Both started their engines as simultaneously as possible, Tareq pulling out and ahead evenly, speeding up slowly at first, glancing behind him in the rear view mirror for signs of alarm or pursuit. Nothing. Yet. That would change swiftly. He floored it as much as he dared under the uncertain light of the stars and thin moonlight, going for distance while it was still reasonably flat even as he tried in vain not to make any unnecessary or alarming noises.

Falling in behind him, Ky glanced back at the camps as he kept the Jeep as close as possible.

As far as he could tell, despite how sound carried in the desert, it appeared that no alarm had yet been raised. It wouldn’t last long, but maybe they’d bought themselves some time.

Maybe.

He eyed Raissa, saw the glimmer of her eyes beneath her lashes.

In the darkness, with only the thin silvery light of the moon for illumination, she looked alarmingly pale.

She shivered.






  







 

Chapter Twenty Five
 

Darkness closed around them and somehow that made Raissa’s need, her hunger, far worse. The blackness seemed to concentrate that craving. She had nothing else to focus on. Pain seared through her back, her shoulders, where the whip had cut into her skin and it touched the cracked leather of the seats. The musky, spicy scent of Ky drifted to her, and she could feel his warmth more intensely as she grew colder. Even as she fought the hunger, she could feel her control slip… As she’d felt it once before…

“Ky,” she said, softly and laid her hand on his arm. “You have to leave me. Zimmer was right, in a few hours… I don’t know how much longer I can control the urge to feed, how long I can hold on. The GPS will help you find me again.”

She’d learned that much over the centuries.

A few hours. Her heart quailed at the thought.

Need clawed at her.

If madness hadn’t driven her out into the desert by then, drawn by the warmth of the sand, or the scent of some creature, snake or lizard beneath it, anything to slake the thirst, the craving… 

That hunger wore away at her will relentlessly.

“Come back in the morning with food. I’ll be fine. Just drop it off, leave it where I can find it. Drive away. Don’t let me come close until I’ve eaten something. Once I’ve eaten I’ll be all right.”

As long as it wasn’t him.

Raissa gazed at his face, into his dark eyes. Horror burned through her at just the idea…but she was too weak…too battered.

Already she could scent the taste of him on the air. She could feel the hunger grow as her weakness increased. Even though she’d stopped bleeding, her body kept trying to heal itself  -  the other half of Sekhmet’s gift  -  but she was too weak, too drained. Her body demanded sustenance, fuel to heal, fuel to live. And the demand was increasing steadily.

Another wave of weakness washed over her, undermining her will.

“You have to, Ky. Please. Go,” she said.

“Tell me why,” he said, bringing the jeep to a stop.

She laughed, but there was little humor in it. “Ky… Because I love you. Because you smell too good, you feel too good…and I’m hungry and growing hungrier… I’m afraid of what I might do. I can’t control the need for too much longer. You have to go.”

 “Do you think I’d leave you alone out here?” he said, jumping out of the vehicle, coming around her side, fighting his own anger…and his fear…not of her, but for her…

She was so weak, nearly defenseless. He couldn’t leave her alone out her like that.

His hand, his arm, were covered in dried blood from the stripes across her back. The blood cracked and itched as he moved it.

Ky looked at the stains on his skin, his jaw tightening.

“You have to,” Raissa insisted.

He grabbed the emergency blanket, tossed it onto the sand, lit the lantern and set it beside blanket.

It was a measure of her weakness that she didn’t try to fight him as Ky slid his arms around her, under her back, her knees and lifted her…

At least she wouldn’t be left in the dark. She could be thankful for that, for that simple act of kindness. 

She almost broke when he lifted her, though. 

The craving nearly blinded her at the scent of him so close, at the feel of the warmth of his body against hers. The sound of his pulse hammered in her ears. She fought her hunger desperately, biting her lip, hard. The pain of her split lip cleared her head for a moment.

It would be only a few moments. She clung to sanity.

A sound shuddered through her, half moan, half plea.

Ky saw her eyes go briefly red, saw her fight the raging thirst back, biting her lip. Her eyes blazed a lambent blue, pushing back the red.

If he had even a fraction of doubt as to how much she loved him, he saw it in that moment as she fought against her very nature for his sake, struggled with her need. She twisted in his arms with the force of her desire.

Raissa was almost relieved when he set her down on the blanket…until she realized he wasn’t leaving.

Horror shot through her as she caught a glimmer of what he meant to do…

“No. Oh no. No, Ky, not you.”

Her eyes were sick, frightened.

Ky,” she said, “oh, no, please don’t do this…”

She wouldn’t do it. Desperately, she tried to shift. To her stunned dismay, she found that she couldn’t take herself back to the Tomb, she was helpless, trapped…too weak to manage the transition. And he…

Resolutely, Ky lifted her into his lap, his back against the side of the jeep. He gazed down at her, her head cradled on his shoulder.

“Will it change me?”

She gasped. Her blue eyes widened in horror. “No, not from one bite.”  

Shaking her head, she added, “No, dear Gods, no. Only Sekhmet can change you with a single kiss… Ky, please don’t do this, please don’t make me do this.”

Already she could feel the hunger snarling, raging inside her. He was so close, so close. Warmth radiated from him. She shook her head against the dizziness and need, scrambled for control. Part of her wanted him, needed him, craved him…

She wanted to weep. “No. Please, Ky, no.”

She battled the growing, violent hunger, whimpering.

Ky saw her expression when she spoke of it, the haunted look in her eyes. He saw it again now, and with it a deep sorrow. And shame.

She hadn’t chosen this.

“Please, Ky,” she begged and he saw tears fill her lovely eyes, lambent blue now, with glints of red. “Don’t do this.”

His heart wrenched, seeing what it did to her.

She shifted restlessly in his arms, he could see the craving fill her.

Cradling Raissa against his shoulder, Ky looked into her lovely face, brushed the thick, wavy mass of her hair back. In the light of the lantern, it was the color of sunlight.

Her eyelids were nearly translucent and she was so pale her parted lips had taken on a bluish tinge. Her eyes were all the more brilliant for it, luminous in the light of the moon and the lantern, fringed with her dark lashes. She panted with need, her breath coming in harsh gasps.

All unknowing of her actions, the tip of her tongue slid over her teeth as it had done that day at the Museum, just brushing her top lip, sliding over her canine teeth slowly, sensuously, as they lengthened. Her eyelids fluttered as she breathed in the scent of him. He could almost see her taste him on the air.

The gesture sent a shocking punch of lust through him. Her breath came short. Ky felt it brush softly over his throat.

Sliding his hand into her thick silken hair, he cupped the back of her head, nestled it against his shoulder with her mouth against his throat…while he fought his fear…

Raissa could taste him on the air, his fear intoxicating. Her mouth watered and her throat worked involuntarily.

 “No, Ky,” she moaned, even as his scent filled her, overwhelmed her, even as she felt his pulse throb steadily against her lips. “Stop it, please.”

She squirmed in Ky’s lap, her hands against his chest, so weak she couldn’t push him away.

To his surprise the feel of her lips moving over the skin of his throat sent an odd shiver of excitement through him, sublimating his fear. His concern vanished. Heat rushed through him and a different kind of need. An almost animal lust punched through him. A part of him shivered with anticipation. Suddenly he wanted this.

It was as if Raissa felt the sudden burst of his heightened scent deep in her belly. Her mouth watered, flooded, her body ached as she felt that quiver go through him and the warmth of his body drenched the air with his scent.

Raissa wanted him, she ached, needed, craved… She fought that desire with everything she had…

She loved him. She didn’t want to do this to him, didn’t want to make him prey.

Feeling Raissa tremble, Ky drew her closer, knowing she struggled against her need. Wrapping his hand in her hair, he pressed her mouth to his throat, felt her try to fight him, try to struggle with the hunger that raged inside her. Her body was hot, taut and tense against his…shuddering…

It was incredibly sensual, almost erotic. His body was hot, too, and hard.

“No,” she cried, against his skin. “I won’t feed from you, Ky. I love you, please don’t make me do this. Please don’t, please stop, please don’t do this…”

It was agony…for both of them.

He could feel her tears scorch his skin, but still he held her in place. Her body twisted, writhed in his grasp.

Raissa tried to struggle, tried to fight the growing hunger but Ky held her as someone would hold an abandoned kitten to its first saucer of milk, gently but inexorably, so they would drink rather than starve…and she was too weak to fight him.

The hunger exploded through her, ached within her. She hadn’t fed after that day in the airplane. All that power she’d used, summoning her swords, too…now she paid the price for such profligate use of magic. The need built so very quickly, nearly blinding in its intensity. She couldn’t control her hunger… Her will shredded, fell before the racing beat of Ky’s pulse against her lips, against the warmth of him.

Not Ky. Please, not Ky.

Her teeth lengthened; she could feel them against her lips. Hunger bit into her sharply.

“No. Please.”

A sob wracked her.

The scent of him, the feel of his heartbeat, was maddening.

Involuntarily, Raissa flicked out her tongue, the tip danced lightly over his skin.

He tasted of salt and of Ky.

The taste of him, heady, exhilarating, filled her. He tasted so good, so good. She moaned softly, in need and pleasure.

Ky felt her tongue dance over his pulse. He shivered as a bolt of lust drove from his throat to his gut and down to his groin. He heard Raissa’s soft moan, felt the vibration against his skin and another rush of heat went through him as her breath fluttered over his throat.

One last time she fought against her need, her body twitching in his arms.

Then she surrendered, her body curling into his.

Raissa sighed.

There was only the scent of Ky, masculine, salty… and her hunger… 

Her tongue flicked over his throat again, tasted the salt of his sweat, the musk of his skin, feeling the throb of his pulse against her tongue, against her lips.

Dreamily, she lapped at his neck lightly, her body tightening in response, savoring him. She was rapt in the scent and taste of him, smiling with pleasure, no longer trying to fight her longing for him, losing the battle as desire pooled deep in her belly, as need and hunger ran through her…

Ky was as hard as a rock, each movement of her mouth, each touch of her tongue against his throat sending a rush of lust through him. A desire that didn’t just burn, it flamed.

A soft growl in her throat sent another shiver through him. He felt her mouth curve in a smile, could almost sense her delight in the scent and taste of him and he tightened even more… Her eyelashes fluttered against his neck as her body yearned toward his, melted against him, made him shiver as he felt her breathe him in, her mouth on his skin.

Her breath whispered over his throat. Another soft growl purled deep in her throat. He felt the vibration. Suddenly Ky didn’t just want her to slake her need, he wanted her to feed from him, needed her to feast on him. Heat rushed through him at the thought. She purred, responding to his desire, and the sound, the feel of it, raced through him in a burst of craving, need, lust…

Her teeth were sharp against his throat, caressing lightly over his jugular, scraping over the thin skin above the vein…the sense of her need sending another rush of heat through him. 

Raissa. 

He angled his head to give her better access, his eyes closing in anticipation. Her breath came short, it whispered over him.

Tightening his hand in her hair, he held her mouth hard against his throat, felt her teeth graze his skin, and to his astonishment shuddered with anticipatory pleasure.

Raissa’s teeth lengthened and pressed against Ky’s throat…so close, so close… She wanted, wanted… Desire pulsed in her in time with his heartbeat. She growled with need, desire, lust. 

The taste, the scent of him filled her…

She could almost taste him, almost…and then she did as she felt the soft pop of her teeth breaking the thin skin of his throat and the first bright burst of his thick, rich blood filled her mouth. The taste of him exploded through her like strong fortified wine, rich and potent, intoxicating. Glorious.

Ky…

Raissa closed her eyes. The taste of him was incredible. She savored him, rolled the warm, sweet taste of him around in her mouth, so rich.  How could he be so sweet, a touch of salt, rich, rich, so good…?

It was marvelous. He was marvelous. He tasted so wonderful… She needed more, please, more… Her mouth closed on him, drew deeply on him, took another mouthful. Pleasure rushed through her…please…more…

In that first moment of rapture, Ky lost all sense. Sight, sound, taste all deserted him as he felt her teeth pierce his skin. Raissa’s body quivered hard against his with the intensity of her pleasure as the first taste of him filled her. Connected to her now, it was something he could sense. That delirious pleasure moved through him as well, something she shared with him…the sense of her feeding from him rushed through him nearly ecstatically…

He’d never known such intense pleasure.

Something more passed between them, a sense, a knowledge of each other and suddenly he knew Raissa/Irisi/Eres in ways he’d known no other, as she knew him. He felt the shock of the moment when she’d known to depths of her being what she’d become, not knowing it could also be this, this astounding sharing, this sweet delirium, this glorious ecstasy…

As Raissa knew Ky as well, knew who he was, what he’d been and done, that moment when he’d first seen the Narmer’s wall with its hieroglyphs, the first time he’d killed a man, the moments of terror and strength.

Glory, ecstasy, poured through them both.

Another need grew…desire, the need to touch, to feel…to possess.

Her mouth locked on him, sucking, drawing on him, savoring the rich, marvelous taste of him.

Raissa’s hands flew over him, opened his shirt, searching for the feel of his skin, for the touch of him beneath her hands, caressing him. His strength, life, and energy poured through her. She couldn’t get enough of him. She needed to touch him, needed to feel his skin against hers.

As did Ky. The need to touch her was nearly overwhelming.

Her t-shirt was gone in a moment, the last shreds of it stripped away and then he kicked his jeans free. His body tightened in response.

Ky felt her smile against his throat as he caressed her, as she drew on him, her mouth working softly against his throat.

He slid his hands down the long muscles of her back to find it smooth, silky…and undamaged.

Drawing her head back, her blue eyes glowing softly in the lamplight, she gazed back at him as he drew her hair aside to look in shock and wonder.

He ran a hand down the length of her unmarked back.

Not even a scar remained of Kamenwati’s torture.

“You did that,” she said softly, as he rolled her onto her now undamaged back to look down into her beautiful face.

Her hair spread across the blanket like a spray of sunlight in the darkness.

Incredulous, he touched her face, his thumb brushing her lip where Zimmer had split it but not sign of that remained there either. Not even a scar. Her mouth was as soft, as unblemished, as when he’d first seen her. Her blue eyes looked up at him and she reached up to touch his cheek. She sighed as she took in every feature of his face in return, her fingers unsteady, trembling as they touched him.

Ky brushed the hair back from her face. Her eyes glowed in the flickering uncertain light.

The rest of her…

It wasn’t only her eyes that glowed. Her skin seemed to soak up the moonlight, the lamplight, her body like smooth ivory in the darkness.

He ran a hand down her arm and then curled his hand around the deep curve of her waist to draw her closer.

She was as beautiful as he’d imagined. Every inch of her.

Ky’s warm hand tightened on her waist to pull her closer. The simple touch was strikingly intimate as Raissa looked up into his face, into his warm brown eyes, the lamplight gilding them, and traced the line of his strong cheekbones, his square jaw, the brush of the thin lines of his beard soft against her fingers.

The look in his eyes made her heart ache and her body heat.

Ky brushed his thumb over the smooth softness of her belly, the muscle taut beneath her satiny skin. And felt her quiver.

Breathless, growing harder, he grazed her ribs with the palm of his hand, molded them lightly as he ran his hand up over the arch of them until his thumb brushed the fullness of one rounded breast. His body tightened in response.

The areole was rosy, the nipple already tightening.

He cupped that fullness, filled his hand with that firm sweet weight and looked down into her face, her head nestled in the crook of his arm.

Lowering his head, he kissed her lightly as his fingers played with her nipple. She quivered lightly.

All he tasted was Raissa, her taste clean and clear.

It was erotic to feel her lips part beneath his, to run his tongue over and between those sharp canines, to feel her tongue duel with his.

Desire burned through him, need and heat, his body hard, rigid with the need to take her.

His hand tightened on her breast as it swelled, and she arched her back to press the sweet weight of her breast against his palm. He groaned with pleasure.

Lifting his head from her lips, he trailed his mouth over her throat, down to the curve of her shoulder and felt her quiver, a gasp escaping her. He was nearly iron hard now, aching as he took the taut tip of her breast into his mouth to savor it, nibbling lightly, as her body quivered beneath his.

She gasped and cried out softly.

He slid his hand down her taut belly, threaded his fingers through the crisp hairs between her thighs and felt her shiver with anticipation. Smiling, he ran his tongue around her taut nipple as he slipped his fingers down to find her dampness and heat. He groaned as he dipped his fingers into her, into the hot wet tightness of her, to feel her clench around them while her hips lifted in entreaty.

The feel of Ky’s mouth hot on her sensitive skin sent all sense scattering from Raissa’s mind. There was nothing but Ky, his mouth, his hands and his hard body against hers.

She ran her fingers into his thick dark hair, drew his mouth down harder against her breast as her head fell back with the sheer glorious pleasure of his warm lips on her. His fingers found her core and then all she felt was the heat and glory and the need to be filled.

And she needed that desperately. She needed to feel him inside her as she felt his shaft press against her hip. Her fingers closed around that hard length. Just the thought of him sliding inside her made her moan.

When her fingers curled around him, stroked him, Ky thought he’d lose his mind entirely. He was rigid, iron hard and aching. The pleasure of her touch coursed through him, his need for her rushed through him, burning, an ache building…

In an instant, he rolled her on top of him, lifted her and impaled her on him, driving up into that slick, tight heat to feel it clench tightly around him.

One moment she was empty, in the next he filled her. Raissa cried out as pleasure burst through her. Her back arched as she threw her head back in delight as his hands settled on her hips, held her there as he drove up into her.

She looked down at him as she shifted and settled on him, taking him deeper. 

He groaned.

Raissa smiled.

Then he shifted, moved inside her, and sweet bliss filled her.

Ky looked up at the glory of Raissa as she arched above him, her hair spilling over her shoulders, her breasts full and lovely in the flickering lamplight. Her slender belly was taut after centuries of swordplay, her hands were braced against his chest. That brilliant hair fell around them in a gleaming curtain, enclosed them within the intimate circle of it as he’d once dreamed it would. There was only the silken softness of her hair brushing over him tantalizingly…

Ky could see the delight in her eyes, felt her tighten around him, just the hint of her teeth gleaming. He curled an arm around her waist to pull her hips down tight against him so he could feel every inch of her as he drove up into her more and more deeply with each thrust.

Her eyes met his, a question in them even as she shifted on him.

Curling his hand into her hair, he drew her lips down against his throat, felt her hot mouth brush against his skin again and groaned as a deeper rush of desire spurted through him.

Raissa lost all sense. There was only Ky, the warmth of his body filling her, each thrust driving her wild and the steady throb of his pulse beneath her lips once more. Her teeth lengthened, pierced, and he groaned. The hot, rich taste of him filled her mouth once more.

A shot of heat went through Ky as her teeth penetrated. His mind went blank.

Ky curled a hand around her head to keep her mouth locked on him even as he thrust into her. Her mouth was on him, sucking, her tongue licked and lapped at him, stroking his skin in concert with each thrust into her tight, wet, heat. She sucked on him hard, savored him, her hips pumping wildly, stroking him with her body as her hand curled around his neck so she could feed more deeply.

The feel of her body working him, her tightness and pleasure building as she fed on him was incredible. Then she tightened around him, her body shuddered as she came and he exploded within her, gushed, pumped into her… It was incredible… It seemed he emptied into her endlessly, his orgasm holding his body rigid with ecstasy as she fed from him… He’d never felt anything so intense.

Ky’s pleasure literally exploded into Raissa’s mouth, the taste of it so concentrated it was like a punch. She grunted with the impact and then the spicy taste of his ecstasy, incredibly rich, heady, intoxicating, like hot, mulled wine erupted into her mouth to add another hard jolt of pleasure.

She drew in another mouthful for the pure pleasure of the taste of him…glorious…heavenly, pure joy… Her body shuddered. She was drunk on him, intoxicated. He tasted incredible. She drew in mouthfuls of him, ecstatic.

Ky felt her jolt as his satisfaction filled her, the shivers of his own ecstasy ran through him as she drank him in great, greedy gulps, her body bucking with pleasure at each swallow. He knew when she followed him into ecstasy, coming again, quivering against and around him.

Pleasure so intense it was nearly painful shot through her. Raissa’s body quivered wildly, shuddering as he emptied into her.

Ky loved the feel of her mouth on him. She drank him until she was full, until she was sated, and he loved every minute of it. It was the most erotic and sensual thing he’d ever experienced. He’d never known anything like it. It was incredible.

Pulling her close against him, he was already wondering how long it would be until they could do it again.






  







 

Chapter Twenty Six
 

Drowsy and replete, Raissa woke to find herself splayed comfortably across Ky’s strongly muscled body very much like a happy child. Her weight seemed nothing, his breathing beneath her even and regular, his pulse steady against her lips. His hand was curled in her hair. Something within her relaxed and she brushed her cheek against the warm skin over the solid muscles of his chest and shoulder. One of her legs was between his and his was curled around hers. It was a strangely comfortable position, given the circumstances.

With a sigh of satisfaction, Ky curled his arm around her more tightly, his brain trying to encompass what had happened, but his mind didn’t seem to want to work. He was dazed, his body still humming with pleasure. All he could do was delight in the warm soft weight of her slender body on his, the feel of her firm full breasts pressed against his chest, the silken sensation of her hair threading between his fingers.

Above them the stars still circled and the moon had only lowered a little. They’d slept or dozed for maybe an hour, perhaps a little longer.

They lay curled around each other, too spent to do anything else, until concern and fear shot through Raissa as the realization of what she’d done went through her.

Ky felt her body tense.

He tightened his arm around her, reassuringly, holding her still before she could sit up.

“I’m fine,” he said softly, against her hair.

Better than fine. His body still thrummed with pleasure, and warmth poured through him. He felt a little weak but not much worse than after giving blood. And after all, her mouth was small, her stomach only as large as his fist, probably. Hardly as big as just one of those bags the Red Cross took from him.

Raissa lifted herself up and tilted her head back to look at him, her expression clearly worried.

He pressed a kiss to her forehead.

 “Will that happen every time?” he asked, curiously, thinking of the intensity of the pleasure, something he’d never experienced with anyone else.

Just the idea sent a jolt of heat through him and his body tightened, hardened, despite everything. He hadn’t been this aroused this often since he’d been a teenager.

Surprised, startled by his acceptance, at first Raissa could only look at him.

Her smile bloomed slowly but brilliantly.

Ky loved that smile. It was beautiful. The warmth of it lit her eyes and made them sparkle. It dazzled him.

“I don’t know,” she said softly. “I’ve never done it with anyone I cared about before.”

The thought of what had passed between them only a short time before, the incredible intimacy of it, the sensuality, and especially the end, sent a rush of heat through him and had him hard again in an instant.

Something else went through him, too. He’d been her first.

“Don’t. From now on you’ll never do that with anyone but me,” he said firmly.

Startled, uncertain, Raissa looked at him, her eyes widening.

“Do you know what you’re asking?” she whispered.

She stared at him in disbelief.

His dark eyes were steady.

“No one but me,” he emphasized, taking a handful of her hair and shaking her head gently.

Her hair slipped over his skin deliciously with each movement, the sensation oddly erotic in and of itself.

The astonishing intimacy of their experience still amazed him.

“You said you love me,” Ky said, looking up into her wondering eyes. “Did you mean it?”

Raissa’s breath caught at the question, her gaze was locked on his as her heart wrenched.

She whispered, “Yes.”

“I love you too, and I don’t share.”

He studied her intently.

Astonished, Raissa could only stare at him, incredulous.

Was he truly saying what she thought he was?

He loved her. And he didn’t want to share…

She touched his face, traced his high cheekbones, that incredibly lush mouth, looking down into his face. He was so beautiful. For a moment, the wonder of it held her. Just the thought of being able to hold him, to touch him, and to love him, was more than enough for her, it was a wonder in itself.

To drink from him and only from him, because he wanted it…astonished her.

Her throat went tight.

Ky reversed their positions carefully. He cradled her head as he rolled them so she lay next to him. He propped his head on his hand to look down into her lovely face.

Her hand lifted to his cheek as he lowered his mouth to hers, the kiss soft, sweet.

“No one but me,” he said. “Say it.”

“All right,” she said, softly and frowned, biting her lip. She needed to know. “Ky…”

The risk he’d taken…the question he’d asked…

Seeing the look in her eyes, Ky had a pretty good idea what worried her.

Ky smiled, brushed her hair back from her face. “I’m a bit bigger than you are. It was a pretty good guess that you couldn’t take it all.”

There was that.

“Are you certain?” she asked.

The memory of what they’d done sent a burst of warmth through him.

To his amusement and pleasure he found himself as randy as a teenager and as ready. He’d never recovered as fast since then either. Did her feeding on him have something to do with that? Already he wanted to be buried deep inside her again.

Shifting, he said, “What do you think?”

To his satisfaction, he saw her eyes widen as she felt the length of him slide between her thighs. Her lips parted and a smile curved them. Her eyes brightened as he raised himself above her. He slid into her, so sweet, so tight. He heard her breath catch and she shivered with pleasure, tightening around him.

Raissa spread her hands across his chest as he shifted, moving inside her and he smiled.

She looked up at him in wonder and delight, sliding her hands up over his shoulders. Her hands tightened and her eyes widened as he slid deeper, seeking the very depths of her. Her body quivered as she felt him inside her, felt him possess every silken inch of her, inside and out.

Curiously, Raissa nuzzled at his throat and lapped lightly at his skin with just the tip of her tongue. 

The taste of him rushed through her deliciously.

Pleasure layered on pleasure.

A different need went through her…

Letting her head fall back, she looked up at him, seeing the smile curve his lips, the very real pleasure in his eyes.

Ky shuddered as he felt her clench around him, felt the heat of her mouth against his throat and the flicker of her tongue over his skin.

Amused, stroking her hair, Ky said, “Do you want something?”

Two pints would hardly kill him. Although he’d probably have to stop donating to the Red Cross at this rate.

“Yes,” she said. “You, Professor Farrar.”

Her smile was radiant. She was so beautiful. And she was his. All his.

He shifted his hips to penetrate her deeply. Her tight heat surrounded him. He watched as her eyes went smoky and dark.

For a moment, Raissa could only stare at Ky in wonder, as she felt him fill her once again, stretching her so completely.

“Ky,” she breathed, looking into his eyes.

She pulsed around him, closed around him, stroked him within her. Ky looked into her pretty face as he moved inside her, hardening even more. Possessing her, he watched her smile grow brighter, more radiant as he swelled within her and he smiled, too.

Her beauty astonished him.

That she loved him so much and so deeply nearly shattered him.

Lowering his head, he drove into her as her lips touched his throat once again and a burst of warmth shot through him.

The feel of him within her, the warm satin of his skin beneath her hands as she stroked them down his back, the sheer wonder of him, filled her even as he did.

Raissa brushed her lips over his throat again and was astonished when he shivered with pleasure.

Turning her head, she studied him. His beautiful dark eyes met hers. There was heat in his gaze…and pleasure. She bit her lip, then touched her mouth to his throat once again and tasted his skin. His pulse rate increased, beat more rapidly against her lips. The scent of him filled her.

She smiled and sighed contentedly.

Anticipation pouring through him, hardening him further, he pressed Raissa’s mouth more firmly against his throat as he thrust harder and deeper inside her.

Ky’s hand pressing her mouth to his throbbing pulse broke the last barrier. Raissa surrendered to it, to him.

She closed her mouth over him, bit down and let her teeth sink into him as a rush of pleasure so intense it was nearly blinding shot through them both. Their bodies quivered with the intensity as he drove deeper and she lifted her hips to take him. The bright taste of him filled her mouth and she shivered with the glory of it.

Ky felt her quiver, as she shared the ecstasy. It seemed to go through them both endlessly, gloriously, deliriously.

The muscles within her tightened around him and the feel of her teeth piercing his throat sent another burst of delicious pleasure shooting through him. Then in a rush, he was coming. His arms wrapped tight, locked around her as he jetted into her, pulsed inside her, as the triumph and ecstasy rushed through him and into her.

Ky’s pleasure roared through her and Raissa shivered deliriously as the taste of him and her own joy filled her, poured through her, through him…

They quivered, trembled, as ecstasy took them both.

Ky collapsed, drawing her into the curve of his arm, her head on his shoulder as he brushed a kiss over her forehead. It was all he was capable of at the moment.

Leaning her head back, Raissa smiled, licking the taste of him from her lips as her eyelids fluttered in pleasure.

He smiled.

That seemed to answer that question…






  







 

Chapter Twenty Seven
 

The sun had just risen over the horizon when they caught sight of Tareq, Ryan, and Komi driving steadily west southwest, still on the same heading, Tareq’s driving a good bit more sedate than Ky’s. Ky glanced at Raissa. With the wind in her hair, one hand braced against Ky’s seat and the other against the windshield. Raissa grinned with exhilaration at the speed.

For a moment, they were airborne and Ky smiled as she laughed giddily, her eyes glowing radiantly.

A voice from the radio said, “Where have you been, boss? Good to see you again, though.”

Ryan.

They both smiled.

“We had to make a pit stop,” Ky said, glancing at Raissa. “Someone needed a fill up.”

Raissa smacked his shoulder lightly.

“TMI, boss, TMI,” Ryan said, but they could both hear the grin in his voice.

Too much information.

Perhaps it was but Ky wanted more. More information, more of Raissa.

Her hair streaming in the wind, her eyes twinkling, Ky saw Raissa’s lips twitched in amusement as she looked back at him.

With a gesture back at their temporary campsite she’d conjured up a pretty linen dress, pleated and white, very ancient Egyptian in look, style and feel, the collar studded with rough-polished lapis lazuli of nearly the same color as her eyes.

Ky suspected he knew where the dress had come from…her Tomb.

Magic. He just shook his head at the thought. Someday he might not find it so amazing. Today wasn’t that day.                   

They’d been riding without headlights, to keep any followers from spotting them too easily. Anything to buy them time and distance. In the silvery moonlight, brightened with another whispered incantation from Raissa – Isis was a moon goddess, too – it hadn’t been too difficult to navigate through the dunes. However, they’d had to pay attention as the pale light of early dawn shifted or erased the shadows, risking a crash. 

The same would also be true for anyone who followed them.

Now that the sun was rising, though?

As they drew up alongside Tareq and the others they topped a rise. In the distance was a darker blotch against the sand, stone rising out of the desert, the bones of desert piercing the skin of it. In the deep desert those outcroppings of stone were rare, but they were growing closer to the Gilf Kebbir.

The stone was roughly triangular in shape, not unlike the shape of a sail on a boat – during their research several mentions had been made that noted a formation like it as a landmark.

It was their first confirmation that their frantic flight hadn’t thrown them off, and that their calculations might be right.

Ky looked at Tareq, who grinned back.

“Good to see you again, Ky, Raissa,” Tareq said.

Driving side by side now, they exchanged looks and by mutual consent marked the outcroppings’ location and turned their vehicles toward it.

The closer they drove toward it, the more familiar the stone seemed to Raissa, even though millennia had passed since she’d seen it last.

The stone seemed smaller than she remembered, more rounded. Not surprising considering the ceaseless scouring of the sand.

Raissa’s memories of that long ago journey were happy ones, despite the reason for it  -  Banafrit’s interment in her tomb. Knowing Banafrit would rejoin them soon in spirit, it hadn’t been a difficult trip.

As early as it was it was a good time and place to stop after the events of the night, especially at that time of day. The heat beat down as the rock cast a short shadow over the desert.

Ky and Raissa were relieved to get out and stretch their legs.

Running her fingers lightly over the stone, Raissa smiled as she ran her fingers over the faint impression of a scarab etched into the face of it.

“Look,” she said, pouring a little water from her canteen over the sand-scoured surface to reveal the traces of the ancient carving so the others could see it. “The head of the beetle shows which way we should travel next.”

It was so strange to see it this way, so faded, little more than an impression, when she could remember it so strongly and deeply carved into the surface. That faintness was a reminder to Raissa of how much time had passed. Everything she’d experienced had seemed so alien, so different…even the fort, with so little of it left, had seemed…unfamiliar. This though, here in the midst of the desert, was so much like what she’d known…and yet not.

She shook her head.

They spread one of the travel blankets over the eroded stone and sand to eat on while Ky, Tareqk and Raissa looked over the maps.

After the events of the night, after all the fear and tension, everyone was starved. Almost all of them had a can of something or a package of dried jerky in their hands from the supplies that had been packed in the trucks, eaten cold straight out of the can or package. No one cared or minded that it wasn’t cooked.

Ryan eyed Raissa, one eyebrow lifted curiously.

“You don’t look sick,” he commented.

She looked at him, clearly puzzled. “Hmm?”

“It’s the first time I’ve ever known you that you weren’t chowing down.”

Ky gave Raissa a look.

Raissa smothered a grin and kept her eyes on the desert as she said, “Well, we did stop for a, what did you call it, Ky?  A pit stop?”

She glanced back at Ky, all innocence.

For a moment their eyes met, both glinting.

Ky grinned and said, “Something like that…”

“On the other hand,” Ryan said, “Boss man, here…”

Ky was starving, for reasons not so obvious to the others.

Except for Tareq, who glanced from one to the other speculatively.

Blithely, Ky answered, his eyes carefully fixed on what he was eating, “I’m about a quart low...”

Raissa nearly choked trying not to laugh.

Tareq looked at them with interest but said nothing, merely allowing himself a slight smile.

Eyeing them Ryan shook his head and dropped his hat over his eyes. “I don’t want to know.”

Komi was already asleep.

The rough night had taken a lot of energy out of all of them.

“We can’t rest for long,” Ky said, settling with his head in Raissa’s lap, “an hour or so at best.”

She sat with her back against the rock, sifting her fingers through his hair.

With a smile she said, “Sleep. I’ll wake you.”

He looked up at her, her long wavy hair falling in a shimmering, sunny curtain around his face and lightly touched her cheek. Bending over, she brushed a kiss over his mouth, nibbling just a little at his bottom lip as he curled his hand up into her hair.

Tareq studied them both with a certain amount of satisfaction.

“It seems you’ve reconciled your…differences,” he said evenly.

Ky opened one eye, smiled, “You might say that.”

Sleep wasn’t something Raissa needed much, certainly not once she’d fed.

“I’ll keep watch, Tareq,” she said, “if you want to sleep.”

Lifting her hand, Tareq kissed the back of it. “I think I might. Who knows when we might get another chance.”

Settling into what little shade there was, he made himself as comfortable as he could.

With a hand on Ky’s hair and the other tucked inside the collar of his shirt to feel his warm skin and his heart beating beneath it, Raissa leaned her head back against the rock and looked out over the desert.

Ky laid a hand over the one of hers and closed his eyes again.

It was quiet as only the desert could be. The soft sound of the sand whispered as the wind blew it against the stone. Not even a falcon floated in the cloudless sky. There was nothing but the scorching sun in the faded blue that vaulted high above them.

Raissa let herself go still and just be, conscious only of the feel of Ky’s heartbeat beneath her hand. She watched the sand ebb and flow in endless, hypnotic patterns.

There was little visible life this deep in the desert at this time of day.

A different and odd low throbbing sound caught her attention and drew her out of her light reverie.

It was unusual enough that Raissa frowned. The sound seemed to fill the air, to blanket everything.

“Ky,” she said, quietly.

He came awake in an instant, the faint alarm in her voice bringing him completely alert.

Warrior instinct, she thought and smiled.

“What is that noise?” she asked.

Ky listened then swore softly. That distant thrumming had his attention, instantly, and he leaned over her to shake Tareq’s shoulder.

He knew that sound, very well. Too well.

Friend or foe? It was far too likely to be foe. They couldn’t take the chance.

“Ryan, Komi,” he said, urgently. “Up and at ‘em. Wake up, we have company. Helicopters.”

“What are helicopters?” Raissa asked.

All of them were now standing or kneeling, scanning the horizon.

“Those are helicopters,” Komi said softly, pointing. “There.”

Her gaze followed his gesture.

At that distance, to her they looked something like oversized dragonflies. Three very large black dragonflies.

“Get packed up, people,” Ky said. “Hurry, let’s go.”

Everyone was already moving, bundling up the travel blankets and scrambling into the trucks.

“Do you think they’ve seen us yet?” Tareq called.

“Probably, but I’m less concerned with whether they’ve seen us than with whether they’re going to start shooting. But with the equipment that’s available now?” Ky said, “It’s likely.”

No sooner had he finished speaking than the formation turned in their direction and visibly picked up speed.

Raissa was still buckling her seatbelt when Ky put the old Jeep in gear and they shot off along their next coordinate.

 “That,” Ryan shouted, “would be a definite yes.”

Ky steered them below and behind a dune, knowing it was impossible for them to lose the helicopters but wanting to stay out of the line of fire long enough to be certain whether they were friend or foe.

The sound of the blades intensified and then sand was blowing everywhere as the helicopters came in over the sand, drifting sideways to show the armed men in the bellies of the craft. A burst of gunfire sent a spray of sand across in front of them, the chatter of the automatic weapon distinctive.

Still, they would have to land to take them. Ky turned the jeep into a zigzag pattern.

With a glance at Raissa, Ky said, “Hand me one of those guns.”

Raissa though, was chanting slowly, her voice rising as she swept her arms forward.

A great rushing sound filled the air, gathered, grew. From out of a clear sky came a great burst of wind. That gale swept past them, gathering sand as it raced across the desert, growing darker as it went. Ky saw the helicopters bank swiftly. He could only imagine the panic going on inside them.

The helicopters disappeared behind the wall of wind-blown sand.

Ky looked at Raissa.

She gave shrug. “Isis is the goddess of the Wind.”

“Helicopters,” Ryan called but with a grin, “don’t like sand.”

“Ah,” she said. “I didn’t know that. I’ll keep it in mind.”

“We have to keep moving,” Ky said. “There’s still liable to be ground pursuit.”

And that would be more adapted to the desert environment, less vulnerable to wind and sand than the choppers.






  







 

Chapter Twenty Eight
 

The great escarpment that was the edge of the Gilf Kebir stretched across their horizon, still some distance away.

A plateau hundreds of miles across, the Gilf Kebir was a maze of cliffs, narrow defiles and caves at the very edge of the Sahara Desert that bordered Egypt, Libya and the Sudan. Much of it was bleak and barren. Once, millennia before even Raissa’s time, there had been a great sea here and the edge of the Gilf Kebir was studded with the caves scoured by that ancient evaporated sea, or by water that had filtered down through the stone, carving or washing it away.

This section, as close to the deep desert as it was and possessing no strategic value to anyone at all, was also virtually unexplored and untouched. As far as anyone had discovered there wasn’t even any unique flora and fauna to be found. The Cave of the Swimmers was distant miles away.

It was astonishingly hot, the sun beating down mercilessly, the air as dry as the dust and sand with which it was laden.

All of them sipped from their canteens now and then as they approached the cliff face. Dehydration was a real problem here, the hot air blew away every scrap of moisture.

They’d spent the night in the desert, unmolested. Pursuit had arrived by late morning after they’d found yet another landmark and was now behind them but closing, as they’d seen the darker shadows of vehicles behind them through the binoculars. It was likely their pursuers had driven through the night in order to gain on them, considering it worth the risk of driving through the deep desert at night.

At best, Ky knew they now had only a couple of hours of lead time. Their pursuers had much newer equipment than he’d been able to afford, and that gave them an edge.

They were state of the art desert buggies from what he could see through the binoculars, with blowers to keep the engines clear, thwarting even Raissa’s wind-blown sandstorms.

“There,” Tareq said, pointing.

A great oval rock, slightly tilted, rested against the rock face very much like a random rock fall. It was the only one like it for as far as they could see.

Raissa said, “Banafrit’s tomb.”

Ky brought the Jeep to a halt, if only for a few moments, and fought the urge to see it in a pristine state. A tomb, completely undiscovered, until now. He had to remind himself they had a greater objective. 

A glance at Tareq confirmed his old friend faced the same struggle.

“The question is,” Tareq asked, holding his own curiosity at bay, “will they know that it isn’t the Tomb of the Djinn?”

Ky took a breath and considered it.

“They’ll have to check it out, they won’t have a choice, especially if we leave one of the jeeps here as a diversion. With luck they’ll think some of us are inside exploring, while the rest go for help.”

It was a logical move.

“The chance of gold will almost certainly tempt some of them,” Raissa said. “Although, if thieves managed to find my tomb they will almost certainly have found Banafrit’s...”

“In any case, it’s a risk we’ll have to take,” Ky said. “If the few minutes it takes for them to check it out buys us more time, at least until nightfall, we’ll have a chance to prepare for them.”

He had no idea what they were up against, except for Zimmer and his remaining mercenaries. For all he knew, Zimmer had an unlimited supply of them.

In a matter of moments, everything and everyone had been moved to one Jeep.

Tareq eyed the entrance to the Tomb, clearly torn.

“There’s no time, Tareq. We’ll come back once this is over. We know where it is.”

He wanted it nearly as badly, but there was still the Tomb of the Djinn. Irisi’s tomb.

Tareq looked at him in anger and despair. “It won’t be the same. They’ll loot it. It won’t be in the same condition it is now. Now we’ll have at least some idea where some items were. The things thieves wouldn’t value.”

“I know,” Ky acknowledged, sharing Tareq’s frustration. “There’s nothing we can do.”

Slowly, Tareq took a breath, then resolutely turned and swung up into the passenger seat of the modified Jeep.

It was a little crowded with Tareq in the passenger seat, Raissa crouched between them, with Ryan and Komi wedged in among their gear and supplies.

Raissa whispered a short chant and gestured at the rock face. She would leave their pursuers a small surprise. If nothing else, it might make them more cautious. Banafrit, she knew, would have approved.

The abandoned Jeep looked forlorn as it fell behind them.

Ky skirted the base of the Gilf Kebir, trying to keep them out of sight of those who pursued them as much as possible while they followed the curve of the base of the great plateau.

With a chant and a gesture, Raissa called up the wind to stir up the sand to conceal their progress.

Another sandstorm barely slowed their pursuers, the great blowers over the engines keeping them clear of the sand, but every minute gained was useful.

The setting sun didn’t help, concealing their hunters in the brightness. The flatness of the light wasn’t much assistance either.

Raissa who called out.  She’d very nearly missed it herself.

“There,” she cried, pointing.

‘There’ looked like nothing so much as a great jagged crack angled across the cliff face from top to bottom, nothing more.

It didn’t look like much.

Ky glanced at her. “How sure are you?

She took a breath. “Sure enough.”

He turned them toward the crack in the face of the plateau.

The closer they got, the more it seemed the cliff face loomed above them and the less it looked like anything, until Ky saw the talus of sand and crumbled stone pouring out of the mouth of the split. There was an opening behind it.

Unfortunately, the crack was wide but it wasn’t wide enough to accommodate their Jeep. That meant they would have to abandon the vehicle, their last life line. 

He had no choice. All he could do was tuck the truck behind a tumble of rocks that had split and fallen from the cliff face above and hope their pursuers might not see it until they were past it.

He turned to Raissa.

Faced into the wind, with the stiff breeze streaming through her hair and the skirt of her white linen dress fluttering around her, against the desert and the rough stone of the escarpment she looked like some ancient goddess of old, perhaps a face of Isis herself.

Her face was still, except for a slight frown creasing between her eyebrows and an oddly wistful expression in her blue eyes.

Ky went to her, slid an arm around her waist, brushed her hair back.

“Home,” she said, with a small wry smile, “such as it is.”

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“It’s… complicated,” she said, softly.

Her gaze lifted to meet his.

“You said Khai is here,” Raissa said quietly, a pang of old grief moving through her as she remembered, looking up into Ky’s dark eyes, so like Khai’s, seeing the echo of one in the other.

He pressed a kiss to her forehead.

Closing her eyes, Raissa soaked up the gesture. It helped to ease the ache in her heart.

Sometime in the last few days Ky discovered he’d found he’d made his peace with his predecessor.

Certainly he had no doubt now that Raissa cared for him as himself, but they would be passing Khai’s tomb. Proof of how much she’d loved them both was in her face. Although the grave of the man she’d once loved lay within and she’d never been able to truly mourn for him, it was clear she was concerned about Ky, too.

This would be difficult for her, of that he had no doubt.

He couldn’t imagine what she would face inside.

 “Let’s go,” he said, turning to the others.

Everyone shouldered packs, sleeping bags, and all the weapons they could carry. Everything they might need in the day or days ahead.

Tareq was on his satellite phone, informing the Museum they’d found the likely location of the Tomb of the Djinn, giving latitude and longitude with the promise to contact them with confirmation, once they had it.

It was insurance.

If anything happened to them or if anyone else claimed to have discovered the Tomb of the Djinn they would have to explain what had happened to those who’d preceded them. And official recognition for the discovery would go to Ky and Tareq. Not that it might matter to either of them at that point.

“Stay close,” Raissa said. “I’m not sure if all the protections have been triggered.”

The others stepped into the cool dark shadows of the narrow defile, following Raissa’s bright hair, Ky at her side as he slipped his fingers between her now cold ones.

Rock rose above them, towering as high as skyscrapers, only the very tops lit by the light of the setting sun, the frangible rock a danger in and of itself. Pieces and shards littered the sandy floor of the cleft.

They turned a corner and Khai’s tomb was before them, carved into the curve of the dark inner face of the crack in the stone, polished in places until it was as smooth as glass, pillars sculpted out of the rock supporting a narrow roof over the ornately carved sarcophagus. Thieves had obviously chipped away at the gilt and whatever objects Khai had been expected to carry into the afterlife had either been taken or smashed.

Only the sarcophagus itself remained. Mummies had been a dime a dozen once upon a time.

Raissa winced at the damage, her heart aching. Khai had deserved more respect, more honor than the thieves had given him. No surprise, as they were honorless men who stole from those who had moved on into the afterlife.

The features carved into the sarcophagus were worn, smoothed by sand and time but it was still recognizable as the man Khai had aged to become. Strong, dignified, still powerful in body.

Her breath caught, seeing it.

“Khai,” she said softly, her fingers going to her lips.

Tears stung her eyes.

Briefly Raissa laid her hand over the crossed hands of the sarcophagus where those folded wooden hands lay over his heart, her heart aching for what she and Khai had had, for what they might have had and for what they’d lost.

A thousand memories fluttered through her mind…

That first day when she’d seen him standing in his chariot, the white horse in the traces, Khai staring down at her where she stood amidst the dead. He’d seemed so tall, strong and handsome… Those dark eyes had examined her in cool astonishment… 

The night they’d first made love. Offering herself to him, a gift for his kindness. Fighting beside him in the King’s Hall and at the Fort, during that first battle. His kindness and his strength, his great heart… 

She remembered, too, his face as they prepared her for this.

The memories made her heart ache.

She’d loved him so much. She still did. She always would.

As she loved Ky.

Love didn’t end.

Ky watched her mobile face, the others silent behind them.

It would have taken a blind man not to see the resemblance between himself and the figure carved in the sarcophagus. And a little odd, for Ky to see. Himself, older.

Raissa’s eyes went to him, the blue darkened, stormy.

“Perhaps it’s knowing what he and I couldn’t have together, by Kamenwati’s will,” she said, softly, “that made me know how precious you are. Perhaps only loss or the possibility of loss makes us realize how much we must treasure those we love, for only we know how very much we will lose.”

And how much she might lose, once again.

Ky saw the fear, the grief, in her eyes.

He pulled her into his arms, held her tightly as she slid an arm around his neck, her fingers spearing into his hair to cling to him, if only for a moment. His throat was wet where her face was buried against it. Her other hand rested on the sarcophagus, over Khai’s crossed hands.

Tareq cleared his throat. He hated to do it but time was growing short.

They separated… 

For a moment, Raissa clung to Khai’s carved hands, pressed there, and then she felt the hands of the sarcophagus shift beneath hers.

She sensed something, a glimmer of familiar magic.

The carved hands covered a hidden compartment above where Khai’s heart would have been.

Something within her shifted, a shaft of pain, of memory, as she guessed at what lay within.

A glint of gold shimmered in the sunlight reflected from the stone above them as the compartment slid open.

Reaching in, knowing in her heart what it was, Raissa withdrew a gold chain, a lavalier of mixed knotwork depending from it. She held the pendant cradled in her hand as tears gathered in her eyes, nearly blinding her, at the memory of the day she’d given it to him.

Khai had promised he’d never remove it, he’d wear it always above his heart and he had. Even in death. She could feel his life force there within it, his ba. Her breath caught as her heart wrenched.

“What is it?” Ky asked. Carefully, he reached out to cup the pendant in his palm. “It’s beautiful.”

It was.

In fact, he’d never seen anything like it in all his years of study. It was unique. The distinctive pattern of Isis’s knot marked the center of it but the intricate knotwork around the outer edges had a more Celtic feel.

The others crowded around to see the find.

“Thank you,” Raissa said softly. “It’s a charm against magic. I made it for Khai to protect him from Kamenwati.”

Her eyes went to Ky.

For a moment they just looked at each other.

Raissa said nothing. It was Ky’s choice.

Looking into her eyes Ky nodded and then bent his head.

He understood what it was she was giving him. It was far more than an amulet.

Raissa’s throat went tight. Nothing could have touched her more than that simple gesture.

She touched his hair, briefly, in benediction, as she had the day she’d given the charm to Khai.

Gently, as she’d done millennia before for Khai, she lowered the chain over Ky’s bent head and then slipped her hands beneath his dark hair to settle the warm gold against his throat. Her fingers traced the chain around his neck, to the pendant below, to where it settled over his heart.

The gold warmed even more as it settled, so light Ky barely felt it.

He closed a hand over hers.

Raissa smiled at him, and then turned back to lean over briefly, to kiss the cold lips of the sarcophagus.

“Thank you, love,” she whispered.

Khai would have approved.

Taking a breath, she straightened and said, “Stay close. We aren’t yet there.”

It was clear where one trap had been, as they had to climb over the fall of rock.

No one wanted to consider what, or who, might be underneath it. The bleached skeleton that lay partly beneath it was warning enough.

Ky lifted Raissa down the other side, so much as Khai had once done - his hands closing around her waist - that it caught at her.

A thin beam of gilded light beckoned at the end of the long narrow shaft, cold stone looming above them.

They stepped out of the long tunnel and into paradise.

In the millennia that had passed, the palms had seeded themselves, and the wind or birds had carried in the seeds of other plants, so that now the garden bloomed lushly.

Tall palms swayed in the light breeze from above, vines twined up the stone walls while thick tall grasses grew in great tufts with towering silken heads. Flowers bloomed riotously; their scent filled the little glen, the aroma fresh and light.

It was like a little cup of Eden, lush and brilliantly green, brightly flowered and hidden in the depths of the desert.

All but Raissa gazed up and around in wonder.

It was beautiful, tranquil, almost magical in its serenity. The air seemed to hum with contentment.

A path, marked with great stones, wound into the heart of it. Like Dorothy on the yellow brick road, they followed it to a great central meadow.

Four great statues of lions, each done in warm golden alabaster, each on a tall marble pedestal, glowed tawny in the light of the setting sun. They were spaced down a broad avenue, two on each side and nearly buried in greenery. Vines and flowers twined around them. They were unique, individual, each one of them in a different pose.

Sunlight sparkled on a thin thread of water falling through another narrow crack from the heights above. A rainbow arced around it. Light coruscated high on the walls.

The last light of sunset glowed against the far wall. It gilded everything with its warm radiance.

They looked up to see the crack in what had once been the ceiling of some ancient cavern, some catastrophic event in the far distant past opening it to the sky to let earth and sand, seeds and nuts blow inside to give birth to what lay within.

It was extraordinarily beautiful, bathed in that soft, gilded light, the tops of the trees swaying in time with an unfelt breeze high above them. Within the massive walls, the air was still, the silence broken only by birdsong.

The creatures that lived here had found a sanctuary in this place.

Against one nearby wall, a human skeleton sprawled, a harsh reminder of what lay within.

Raissa watched them all with quiet, careful eyes and took a slow, steady breath, fighting against the pull of the stele.

“There are others,” she warned, with a tip of her head toward the remains.

It was another reminder, this time of who she was, who she’d once been.

Ky tightened his fingers around hers, feeling hers grow colder.

Her shadowed blue eyes met his. Her fingers released his…

“There’s one more thing for you to see,” she said, warningly.

Both Ryan and Komi met her glance evenly.

Tareq’s wise eyes studied her. Something in his gaze told her he knew where she was taking them.

She walked through the tall grasses. Butterflies fluttered up around her as birds swooped through the air above them. This was indeed her place.

If none of them had believed in magic before, they might have believed it at that moment as they watched the slender woman with her long sunny hair walk through the grass while butterflies rose around her and birds swept by, unafraid of the humans in their midst. That warm hazy light filled the avenue of stone, turned it mystical, magical, warming her skin and bathing her white dress in pale gold.

Vines had twined around the stele, too, so it seemed the face of it peered out pensively from behind a veil of flowers, leaves and vines.

The face was the face of the woman who stood next to it…

Raissa’s face…

She fought the tug, the call of her resting place…

Or rather, Irisi’s face as she had been, blue eyes kohl-rimmed, the color shadowing the lids the same as her eyes, the features fine, the nose a little crooked as Raissa’s was.

It was more than a little disconcerting to see, as Khai’s sarcophagus had been.

Its age was obvious. The stone was weathered, the plants, thick and lush, had shielded the stele from the ravages of the centuries.

An intricate series of hieroglyphics covered what would have been her dress, the delicate figures looking like an intricate pattern at first. It was beautiful, the characters tiny and incredibly detailed.

“Look at this, Ky,” Tareq said in awe.

With a soft exhalation, he traced some of the characters etched there, his fingers drifting just above the stone.

“These are from the Book of the Dead. Here’s the Spell for Going out into the Day and Living after Death, another, and the spell for Creating another Form. Every spell she’d need for recreating herself is here. All the spells she might need to be able to do what she’s done.”

It took a second for Ky to understand, to truly comprehend the magnitude of what he was seeing.

She was in there. Raissa. Irisi. The body she’d been born with resided within the narrow confines of the stele.

The idea staggered him. It was unimaginable. The stone was barely wider and taller than Raissa herself. Within it the confines would be close against her linen-wrapped body.

Suddenly, Ky understood her horror, her loathing, as the same sense of claustrophobia enveloped him.

He slid his arm around her waist, pressed a kiss to her temple. He couldn’t imagine the courage it had taken to willingly allow herself to be interred within it. Alive.

Raissa looked into his eyes and saw the glimmer of gold deep within them. He pressed another kiss to her forehead. The simple comfort of that gesture meant more than she could say.

She rested her hand on the cold stone in which her body was interred.

“Whether you believe or not,” she said. “If anything goes wrong – deeply, drastically wrong – destroy this and the Guardian will be released. Some part of me remains here. Once it’s destroyed, run, drop your weapons and run… The part of me that’s Irisi may not know you. She’ll do you no harm as long as you mean none, and as long as you’re not armed. But it would be even better if you aren’t here.”

She eyed Ky, Tareq, Ryan and Komi.

“Are you ready?”

Behind the stele was the entrance to the Tomb itself, an arched opening in the rock, draped with vines. A stone sealed it. Ky and Tareq pushed it away.

Once again, Raissa led the way.

With a simple gesture, she called up a touch of magic and set the torches in the walls alight.  Flame leaped from one to the other like a frog, fire preceding them down the narrow mouth of the entry tunnel.

Suddenly the walls fell away, opening around them. The short tunnel was gone. The flame split to encircle the walls, it raced toward the rear of the chamber to ignite the last two torches so the space was ringed with brightness. They stepped out into an enormous echoing chamber filled with firelight and lamplight.

Tareq sighed and shook his head.

It was brilliant. 

Light gleamed, sparkled, glowed, and glittered everywhere, dazzling the eye as the torchlight was reflected from the quartz and mica in the stone of the walls, in the stalactites and stalagmites, the gold and silver veined marble…and from the gold and gems that spilled everywhere.

Towering figures stared down benignly at them.

It was beautiful.

They stared in wonder as light filled the chamber warmly.

Around the circumference of the echoing cavern were the individual figures representing the Gods, each on a pedestal, each carved of a different stone or precious wood, marble, alabaster, even granite. They were gilded in gold, silver or bronze, each in their traditional clothing and poses. Golden-skinned, serene and lovely Isis stood with an asp curled around her feet. Lion-headed Sekhmet was beside Ra. Osiris, hawk-headed Horus and the others gathered in a circle around them. Each was bejeweled in some way.

In the center of the chamber was a long white marble pedestal, a plinth, the stone veined with gold, clearly the intended location of Irisi’s sarcophagus, the center of it hollowed and smoothed to the shape of her graceful curves.

Gold was all around them, everywhere. Gold plates, bowls and combs. Gem-studded jewelry spilled out of coffers and there were figures of lions everywhere  -  which puzzled Ky, as lions were creatures of Sekhmet not Isis and Irisi had been a priestess of Isis.

Where there wasn’t gold there were jewels, little coffers filled with gemstones of all kinds, a rainbow of glittering stones.

Tall amphorae were filled with priceless oils, smaller ones with frankincense, myrrh, and millennia-old wine. Still smaller ones contained spices that scented the air when they removed the stoppers, before swiftly replacing them once again to preserve the contents.

In moments the air smelled sweet and fresh, perfumed by more than the flowers outside.

The walls had been smoothed as much as possible, plastered over and painted intricately in colorful hieroglyphs with passages from the Book of Death and the Book of Life, as guides to Irisi’s passage through to the underworld…except her journey to the underworld had never been completed.

It was beautiful, a divine and sacred space.

“Look at this,” Ryan said reverently, picking up a golden bowl.

It was pristine, untouched. There wasn’t a scratch or dent in it. Time hadn’t touched it nor had the hands of another since it had been set there.

Komi picked up a sapphire the size of a hen’s egg and shook his head.

Pearls dripped from bowls in strands draped across fine linen cloth, perfectly preserved by the bone-dry air within the cavern.

They could only stare around them in astonishment.

It was simply breathtaking.

To his amusement, Ky found himself mentally cataloguing where everything was and what it was, to compare it against their guesses, against the later tombs of Pharaohs, Viziers, and other priests and priestesses.

As he knew Tareq was doing.

He glanced at his friend. Tareq grinned. Ky could guess what he was thinking.

 “This was all yours?” Ky asked.

Raissa touched one of the necklaces in the coffers. They’d done her too much honor. This place had been intended to be the home of her spirit, a place for her to go out from to be among those she loved, and in a way, it had been.

Tareq reached out to touch the hand of the Goddess Hathor, her carved face serene, kind, perfect and untouched. He shook his head in wonder.

It was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen.

“Lovely,” he said, softly.

Time hadn’t touched her or the room around them.

It was a place of light, not darkness.

Puzzled, Tareq looked around, for the one thing they hadn’t yet seen.

“And the Tomb of the Djinn?” Tareq asked, almost eagerly, for this clearly was not it.

Involuntarily, Raissa shivered.

To them, to all of them, what lay below was only a myth, a legend out of time. It wasn’t real and she understood that.

Neither Ky nor Tareq truly believed and she understood that, too. None of them did.

They’d never known otherwise, had never experienced this. Because of what those long ago others, and she, had done.

All of that was about to change.

Each step of this journey, though, had been to bring them to this place, this time, to prepare them for what they were about to face and she understood that now as well.

There wasn’t much time.

She turned.

Concealed by the shadow created by the light of the torches was another fissure in the rock, a dark, jagged, uninviting crack in the wall of stone, another dark tunnel. 

A cold, damp breeze greeted them at the mouth of that channel as they followed her. The rush of air was so strong it lifted Raissa’s hair and blew it back to flutter, chilling all of them to the bone as the gust struck them.

It was the breath of the tomb and it was damp, thick, and foul. Something fetid hung in the air, so strongly you could almost taste it.

Suddenly Tareq wished he hadn’t asked.

Before them was a long throat of darkness that led down into the depths of the earth. It was utterly and pitch black.

No light shimmered here. In fact, oddly and eerily the darkness seemed to swallow up the light coming from behind them.

The weight of the limestone and granite above them seemed to press on them as they began to descend.

Raissa led the way. Another spell set alight the torches, leading their way down before them.

Unlike the chamber behind them, either there were fewer torches here or the damp dark stone of the walls drank up that light, too, rather than reflecting it. The stone muted and smothered the brightness as it seemed to smother sound as well. Their footsteps didn’t echo.

Ky found himself glancing down to reassure himself they were walking on stone.

Here there was no quartz to reflect the light, and the walls were rough-hewn, the marks of the chisels used to widen the passage were etched in the stone. The work seemed hurried, hasty, as if those who chiseled these walls to make the channel wider had rushed to get it done.

It was a long, dark, dank and dripping tunnel spinning down into the deep recesses of the earth. They wound down into the depths, the sound of their footsteps becoming more muffled with each step they took.

The atmosphere grew more and more oppressive. It seemed hard to breathe.

The walls were dark, slick, yet strangely dull, slimy like the skin of a worm. No one wanted to touch them. Shadows stretched weirdly, moved oddly in the wavering torchlight. It sometimes seemed as if something moved beneath or through the walls, or slid behind them or over them, something only seen from the corner of the eye. All around them it seemed as if there were whispers, hushed, barely heard voices speaking in a language no one understood and the sound of that fetid breeze blowing, whistling discordantly in the dark.

Instinctively they all walked softly here.

As many tombs as they’d entered in their lives, as eerie as some had seemed, nothing came close to touching the miasmic aura of this place. Despite everything they’d experienced there was a strong sense that something here was asleep and no one wanted to wake it.

Ky felt it, that sense of oppression, of something living, breathing here. He looked at Tareq and saw the same thing reflected in his face.

Only Raissa seemed untouched by it.

Whatever the cause – the odd breeze from the depths, the half-seen movements of the rock, the echoes – the atmosphere of the tunnel was decidedly eerie. It was becoming easier to believe in almost anything with each foot they descended.

Ky fought the impression, as he had at other sites, although it had never been this strong, this heavy or oppressive, before.

The only light beside the torches was a slowly growing, dim, pulsing, ruddy glow, the light beating at the same rhythm as their hearts. The lurid radiance painted the mottled, dripping walls with light the color of blood, so it looked as if the very walls bled.

He wondered if he touched them, would his fingers come away bloody?  He was half afraid to find out. Given the thick look of the fluid running down, he thought he’d reserve that experience for another time.

He’d never seen or heard of anything like this.

A distant booming rang counterpoint to the pulsing light. It was nearly metronomic, steady, and yet it didn’t have the sense of being mechanical… The walls, the floor, even their bones echoed with it. The dissonance between the pulsing light and the steady booming was disconcerting, unnerving.

“This is some serious, motherfucking baddass and fucked up,” Ryan said, his voice sounding weird even to his own ears as he looked around and shivered a little.

He’d been on a few digs but this had to be the worst place he’d ever been.

Komi glanced around and shuddered.

Around them the walls began to open outward, to spread, the ceiling seemed to rise, and yet there was no lessening of the sense of oppression. Instead it increased. The air was filled with the scent of offal, excrement, ancient, foul, and putrid. It was thick enough to turn the stomach.

In the middle of the broad landing a sarcophagus of plain black marble sat with nothing carved into its rough surface, the join where top and bottom came together nearly seamless.

No figure had been carved into it.

Raissa’s soft voice startled all of them, even Ky jumped, the sound of her voice was so unexpected.

“Kamenwati’s sarcophagus,” she said. “Don’t touch it.”

She certainly didn’t.

Ky reflected that they hadn’t even given Kamenwati a face, rendering him anonymous in death, nameless and faceless.

If Zimmer was truly Kamenwati reborn, reincarnated, possessed…whatever…this wouldn’t please him.

The pulsing sanguine light grew only more intense and yet somehow less bright, as if the space diffused it as they descended past the sarcophagus.

Komi murmured in dismay as his arm brushed the wall and he shuddered at the thick, cold moisture on his skin. He brushed the slimy stuff away in disgust.

As they descended, the walls opened out even farther and the ceiling rose higher. 

They stepped out into another great open chamber.

The last.

Except that unlike the one above, this one was dark, and despite the uncertain light of the torches, it was grim, shadowed.

In the center of the floor a great circular dial had been carved, each facet of which had been etched and painted with the hieroglyph of each of the major gods. It wouldn’t have surprised Ky to find that it mirrored the placement of the statues above. Towering pillars of the same dark stone as the walls, and possibly carved from stalactites or stalagmites already in place, supported a ceiling that rose so high above them it disappeared into the fetid, cloying darkness. A channel circled the base of each pillar, as it did the walls. Those channels snaked across the floor…a thick, clotted, and noisome fluid ran in them sluggishly…like old blood.

It was as if the very air was coated with something noxious, thick, and slimy.

At the far wall were set two immense, intricately carved, thick, heavy iron doors. Bands of Isis’s silver and Ra’s gold, imprinted with their cartouches along the length, were threaded across the iron and across the seam between them to seal them shut. That thick iron was bent in places, bowed from the inside out. Even the massive hinges showed signs of warping, but they hadn’t given.

Ky’s eyes lifted to take in the sheer size of the doors.

Creating them would have been a major undertaking.

The power, the strength it would have taken to dent iron that thick was unimaginable. Yet they were clearly bowed and from the inside. The implication was impossible to ignore.

Ky went cold, just staring at them.

In the middle of those doors, centered over the join between them, was a great, glowing red jewel, an enormous ruby the size of a man’s fist, the light within it seeming to throb as regularly as a heartbeat. It was held in place by parts of the iron mechanism that sealed the massive doors shut. Running across the doors on each side and at the top and bottom were the thin bands of the silver and gold that also encircled the gem.

“The Heart of the Gods,” Tareq breathed.

His voice sounded strangely muffled, smothered, where it should have echoed in a chamber this size.

“Yes,” Raissa said. “The Key and the Lock to the Tomb of the Djinn. The surest way to awaken the Guardian of the Tomb is to disturb it.”

“How can it be both the Key and the Lock?” Komi asked.

Every sound seemed to be sucked away, drained of life in this place so that Komi’s voice, all their voices, seemed stifled, indistinct.

Frowning, Tareq said, “I thought the Guardian was…”

“Both,” Raissa said, cryptically, with a thin, wry smile, “and neither.”

There was a miasma to the chamber that was palpable, a darkness only the light of the Heart of the Gods held at bay. It gave them all the shivers, even Ky and Tareq, who had been on any number of eerie dig sites, who had roamed alone among the tombs of the dead and never flinched. It was difficult to imagine living so close to this for so long.

Only Raissa remained undisturbed.

“That is the puzzle,” she said softly, “that anyone who wants to open the Doors must answer, if they don’t wish to release the Guardian or the Djinn, or the mechanisms set in place to protect what lies within.”

A huge boom thundered through the room, startling everyone badly. They could see the huge iron doors shake as a wail arose from within the chamber behind those iron doors like fingernails on a chalkboard to ring and echo from the walls. Hungry, esurient and utterly, completely mad, the sound swept over the skin like a snake’s tongue, flickering, raspy and hot, and made the skin crawl. Another cry, a weird ululating howl, the sound predatory and avid, made everyone cringe. Then a horrific shriek rang out, scraping over the nerves.

A carrion stench suddenly filled the room, chokingly.

“What the fuck is that?” Ryan asked, his voice sinking.

That sound made his balls want to crawl up inside him and sent shivers down his spine.

Her eyes sick, Raissa answered, “The Djinn. They’re awakening…”

Even she shuddered.

Suddenly a cacophony of wails, shrieks, screams, and howls broke out within the chamber, echoing, bouncing off the walls, the sound chilling, wild, voracious, avid and demented, making the hair on the back of the neck rise. There was a sense of teeth gnashing as the unmistakable sound of claws raked down the iron and stone, multiple claws, the sound a scream of bone on metal. Something pounded against the doors like a great drum and the hinges of the great iron doors moaned.

If there had been any non-believers in the room moments before, there weren’t any after.

Whatever was behind those doors should never be loosed, set free on the world. And they hadn’t even seen them.

No one needed to. The sound was more than enough.

That was real. The pounding on the doors, the way they shook, that was real.

“And the Horn?” Tareq asked, his stomach clenched, tightly.

Raissa smiled without humor. “In the safest place possible...” 

Turning her head, she waved a hand at the great iron doors.

“It lies within, with them. After all, they can’t use it.”

“So,” Ryan said, slowly, “let me get this straight. First you have to let the Djinn out, to get at the Horn that calls them.”

“That was the intention. Any attempt to open the doors improperly also summons the Guardian and releases the protections meant to keep the Djinn within.”

“How did you get it in there, then?”

She sobered, remembering. “It was carried in, by one among us. He stayed with it. His name was Saini. It was a very brave thing he did.”

That one act had cleansed his heart of all he’d done, of that she was certain. She wouldn’t stain his memory with the details. He deserved his place in the afterlife. If she survived she would see he got it.

“But,” Komi said uncertainly, “you are the Guardian, aren’t you?”

Taking a breath, Raissa said, “Yes and no. Not completely. Some part of me, some part of my will, or ba, remains always within the stele…”

“Can we get out of here, please?” Ryan said.

He hated this place, fucking hated it.

Ky looked upwards toward the distant landing and the sarcophagus in the center.

Seeing where Ky’s eyes turned, Raissa said, “Kamenwati. His heart lies inside the Tomb, too, so it and his body can never be reunited.”

Turning Ky looked at Raissa. 

And hers? 

But he thought he knew the answer to that already.






  







 

Chapter Twenty Nine
 

The walk upwards was so long it seemed to take forever, until the muscles in Ryan’s thighs ached. It was such a relief to put that horrible place behind them Ryan nearly wept. Stepping into the warm and brightly lit main chamber was such a comfort he walked over to sit on the edge of Irisi’s pedestal and put his head between his knees to clear the lightheadedness.

“I need a shower,” he said plaintively.

Far below them the cacophony continued, echoed dully.

Raissa looked at him, then the others and Ky.

Only Ky didn’t look pale and sickened but she could see the effort hiding his reaction cost him.

Touching his hand, she said, “I’ve seen them, fought them. If there had been time…”

She caught each eye, made sure they met hers, that they were listening. Particularly Ky.

“If the doors below open,” she said, “go to Isis. There’s sanctuary there behind her from that which lies below. Don’t leave it. Put your head down, close your eyes and pray. What protection there is, Isis will give you, in my name. Whatever you do, don’t leave that sanctuary. However, it’s no protection against bullets, if it comes to that. The Djinn will take care of the rest.”

She remembered too well Zimmer’s threat…and closed her eyes against it. It hadn’t happened.

Not yet.

“How bad will it get?” Ryan asked.

She eyed him evenly. They needed to know.

“Very bad,” she answered grimly. “Worse than you can imagine. It will be a bloodbath. After millennia the Djinn will be very hungry. Those they don’t possess to do their will they’ll tear to pieces. Anything outside that circle of protection they’ll devour. Some don’t eat flesh or drink blood, they feed on the life force, the soul. It would be best if you simply closed your eyes and plugged up your ears. Anyone outside that small circle will die.”

He blew out a breath, looking a bit queasy. “Okay,” he said, “forget I asked.”

A small laugh escaped her.

Ky glanced down the tunnel to the outside. Only a dim light showed at the end.

There were still supplies to be brought in, their weapons and gear.

He looked at them, all of them.

Even Tareq seemed unsettled by what they’d seen, felt, and heard, below.

Ky’s gaze went to Raissa’s and he saw the concern and sympathy there.

“How did you live with that?” he asked.

On half a laugh, she said, “You become used to it. What choice was there?”

Ky thought of whatever was capable of making those sounds, whatever was strong enough to warp the hinges of those massive iron doors, to dent them… The thought of that unleashed on the world… 

His gut twisted.

He glanced at Tareq and thought he saw the same thought mirrored there…and in Ryan’s and Komi’s eyes.

Taking a breath, Ky looked at Raissa. “I’m convinced.”

She smiled a little. “And I wasn’t alone. There was Khai, always…”

The memory of him made tears burn behind her eyes, even with Ky standing before her.

“And Banafrit, before she died. Djeserit, who was Sekhmet’s Priestess and my friend. Kahotep, Horus’s High Priest, who was the one who made that prophecy on Narmer’s crowning day. Awan who was Osiris’s priest, others. Even Narmer, the King. Now I have you and Tareq, Ryan and Komi…”

So few.

Her eyes met Ky’s and she took a breath.

It was as if the others sensed it, that responsibility shifting to and settling on their shoulders. All of them straightened a little.

Tareq’s dark eyes met Ky’s and Tareq blew out a breath as he lifted his head, straightened his shoulders as well. Until now this had all been an abstract exercise.

It was an abstract exercise no longer.

Suddenly it was all too real.

“Let’s get the rest of the supplies,” Ky said.

 

 

 

The sky above the crack in the ceiling was brilliant, glowing, color washed across it as if the Gods had decided to give them a final show. In the west, it was radiantly gold still, shading to a deep amber and then a deep cerulean blue, luminous and glorious, so intense, so vivid, it made the eyes ache.

It had taken only a little time, with everyone carrying as much as they could to empty the jeep of everything in it. Ky wouldn’t take the chance that Zimmer wouldn’t sabotage them to keep them from escaping.

He intended to survive this.

They left the tents with the jeep, as warm as it was within, even with the chill of the desert at night, there was little need for them except to keep scorpions out and they were only minimally effective at that. They lent the illusion of privacy more than anything else.

Privacy was the least of their problems.

Raissa stood in the center of the avenue, looking at the statues of the lions, chewing pensively on her lip.

Behind her, they had a fire going, food cooking, the sleeping bags laid out, and a watch set.

The aroma of food filled the air, the scent making her stomach growl for ordinary food.

Ky slipped an arm around her from behind and she turned her face toward his shoulder, brushed her cheek against it.

“What is it?” he asked.

Lifting her face to glance up at him over her shoulder, she reached up to thread her fingers into his hair, slipped them behind his ear to curl around his head.

Softly, she called, “Nebi…”

Before them, the statue of the great lion stirred, shifted, moved with a sound like the grating of stone. Its head tossed, the eyes turned green and gold as the alabaster crumbled…

“Holy shit,” Ryan said, scrambling back.

After all he’d seen, why this little bit of magic should shake him he didn’t know.

“It’s all right,” Raissa called. “Nebi won’t hurt you.”

The lion shook himself thoroughly, divesting himself of years of dust, of the vines and flowers that had entwined him and then leaped gracefully down.

Ky didn’t move as the great tawny cat padded toward them. His capacity for being surprised had long ago been reached…and surpassed.

Smiling, Raissa ruffled the shaggy mane as the lion bumped his head against her, chuffed at her, and then sniffed at Ky before rubbing his great head against Ky’s hip. Raissa’s fingers entwined in the lion’s mane, Ky was suddenly reminded of the figurine he’d found of her with the lions. Her blue eyes were luminous in the fading twilight.

“Hello, old friend,” she said. “Ky, this is Nebi. Forgive him, but he used to guard Khai for me and he thinks you’re him.”

With a wry chuckle, Ky said, “I’ve been getting a lot of that lately.”

It was getting easier.

Raissa grinned.

Experimentally, he ruffled the great cat’s mane and received a sound not unlike a purr, a great rumbling in the lion’s chest.

Ky shook his head in amazement.

Relieved, Raissa called down the others, as everyone’s eyes grew rounder.

“Emu, Kiwu and Alu,” she said, as Kiwu stretched and Alu rolled over on her back, all four legs splayed, asking for a belly rub.

Laughing, Raissa crouched down to oblige.

“All right,” she said, “enough play. Go hunt and guard.”

Emu, Kiwu and Alu, padded off but Nebi looked back at them doubtfully, his great golden eyes going from her to Ky.

Oddly, Ky found himself touched by the lion’s apparent devotion to his namesake and, by extension, to himself.

“Go eat,” Raissa said

With what seemed a reluctant sigh, the lion padded off into the darkness.

“They were Sekhmet’s gift,” Raissa said, fondly. “When first I went to the temples to escape Kamenwati.”

Ky looked across the clearing where the lions had disappeared into the night then gazed up at the spangled night far above. Time was passing, and they had no idea when they might have company.

Settling in front of the fire with Raissa at his side, Ky said, holding up one of the automatic weapons he’d confiscated from Zimmer’s men, he said, “Do any of you know how to use this?”

To his surprise, Ryan said, “I do, boss.”

At the look on Ky’s face, Ryan said, “Don’t look so surprised, Boss. I came from heartland, the good old U.S. of A., the great Midwest, where our guns are only half as important as the Bible, and where if you don’t know how to shoot one, you’re a sissy.”

“I do as well,” Komi said. “It was necessary I join the army in my home country for a time.”

Something in his voice said it hadn’t been his choice, nor had it been a pleasant experience.

Ky looked at Tareq, who nodded, then gave a glance to Raissa.

Both of them just looked back at him. Ryan and Komi were his people, it was his decision.

“Ammunition is limited,” Ky said, “so make your shots count. If possible, we have to keep them from entering the Tomb.”

“We got it, bossman,” Ryan said, almost impatiently, acknowledging in his own way the change in situation.

Raissa took a breath, looked up at the stars visible through the crack above them.

She lifted her chin to the gap in the roof. “If you hear a deep rumbling, the sound of scraping stone and that begins to close, run, for the Djinn have been released. If there is a way up and out, find it and get out quickly, if you can.”

“And if we can’t?” Ryan asked, something in his voice saying he already knew he would hate the answer.

Komi just watched and waited.

Her blue eyes met his, apologetically. “Bullets, will be of little use against Djinn. If you can, aim for their heads. Then there is only Isis. If you can reach her.”

“Fuck,” he said, dryly. “Wouldn’t you just know it?”

Raissa couldn’t help but agree.






  







 

Chapter Thirty
 

The screams from within the Tomb were both promising and unpromising as Zimmer didn’t know what caused them, the Djinn, a trap, or something else? If one of those fools who entered had somehow unwisely released the Djinn after he’d cautioned them and instructed them in what they should and should not do, then it was a matter of a short wait to see what escaped. He, after all, had his Marid self as protection. And, as additional insurance, those around and between him as well. If worst came to worst, though, he had his sword and his magic.

As Kamenwati, when they’d captured him they’d taken no chances on him summoning aid from his numerous sycophants, servants and slaves, so he’d been blindfolded, bound, and gagged on his journey to the Tomb. He had no more idea where it was than these fools around him.

He doubted he would need them but it was always best to be prepared.

The fanatics who’d hired Zimmer had been more than happy to send him more men when he’d told them how close he was to finding the Tomb.

What they would have thought if they knew who they were truly dealing with  -  High Priest to the Great God Set, certainly a ‘demon’ in their eyes and he a pagan  -  was humorous to contemplate.

One of the men staggered out.

“Snakes,” he shouted in horror. “It’s filled with snakes.”

Furious, Zimmer shouted, “But is it the Tomb of the Djinn?”

The man shuddered as gunfire crackled from within.

“Fools,” he snapped.

They were likely to set off any traps in there, firing that wildly.

Christian fanatics, they all had a fear of snakes.

Disgusted, he swung out of the desert buggy and stalked to the entrance to the tomb, unleashing his Marid-self, conjuring up fire with a simple gesture.

Stunned eyes followed him.

The floor of the tunnel was littered with the slithering things.

This was no accident.

Slowly and softly, he cursed his former slave and Priestess of Isis. These were her creatures.

When he got his hands on her once again, the Djinn would be the least of her worries.

That she’d escaped from him once again infuriated him.

Worse, he couldn’t punish those who enabled it as he once would have. In the past, he would have had them thrashed, then torn limb from limb. These times wouldn’t allow for it.

If the Djinn were free? He’d have had each and every man possessed by a marid Djinn bound to him by magic. Then he could do with them as he would.

But they were not.

There was no safe place for him to vent his frustration, his fury…until he got his hands on his old slave.

That one had Sekhmet’s gift…not just the drinking of blood but healing. He’d chain her up and then he would take her to the brink of death again and again… to the very brink, when death would seem a blessing, afterlife or no, until she cried out for relief…and then he would let her heal again…even feed her so her torture could begin once more.

Her cries would make the very Gods weep but he would show no mercy.

His God was Set and Set was not a merciful God.

Striding down the long tunnel, he came to the first chamber.

It took only the sight of the sarcophagus there to know he’d been deceived and delayed.

His fury was vented on the coils of Isis’s asps scattered across the floor. Wisely, they vanished.

He roared his frustration, the sound echoing.

They’d lost most of a day.






  







 

Chapter Thirty One
 

The desert got very cold at night, but the little cup of garden within the ancient cave captured the heat reasonably well. Most of their sleeping bags had been designed for the desert and the temperature shifts of it. Given the circumstances, they’d all taken their sleeping bags into the shadows, away from the coals of the fire, in case of surprises in the night. Yet they stayed remarkably warm.

Tareq had first watch, by dint of being the oldest of them, he said.

He stood near the entryway to the tunnel from the outside.

To his surprise, he soon had companionship, the great lioness settling at his feet to watch with him. Reaching down tentatively, he scratched behind her ears and she sighed, laying her great head on his foot almost possessively.

‘Well,’ he thought, and smiled.

It seemed he’d been adopted.

Raissa didn’t have her own sleeping bag but Ky had appropriated John’s for her, since he didn’t need it…and wasn’t there to use it. He wondered what had happened to him.

She saw the question in his bowed head as he handled John’s sleeping bag.

“Don’t blame John too much,” Raissa said, softly. “It’s truly not his fault. It’s what would have been called a ‘glamour’, a spell designed to conceal, to make you more appealing, more attractive to another, to hide yourself and bend another to your will. Although not unattractive, Kamenwati always used one, to blind people to what he was. He was a master manipulator, finding the wedges to separate people, encouraging resentment and anger.”

“How did you escape it?” Ky asked, zipping the two sleeping bags together.

With a smile, she said, “I’d been raised by Druids so I understood magic, but I was always cautious around handsome men as they’re known to break your heart.”

Ky saw her teasing smile and the twinkle in her eyes.

“Can they?” he said, holding out a hand to her.

“Hmmm,” she answered, as she took the offered hand and let him draw her down to her knees beside him. “They can and do.”

“Could I break your heart?” he said.

Her smile broadened and she laughed. “Oh, now you’re just fishing for a compliment…”

With a smile, he said, tugging sharply on her hand to tumble her beneath him, to look down at her with her hair sprayed in a golden fan across the fabric, “So?”

Laughing up at him, Raissa replied, “Yes, you not only can break my heart but have, several times, many times, and every time I look at your face.”

She reached up to touch it, to trace the line of his jaw with her fingers, the beard that framed it and his mouth so neatly, just a little coarse beneath her fingers.

Her eyes glimmered in the shadows, the thin light of the fire enough to see her features, barely, but all Ky needed to see was the flash of her smile.

 “I know what that’s like,” he said, leaning down to kiss her as he stretched out close beside her, his fingers combing through her hair.

She stretched out on her side to touch him.

“Do you?” 

The question was soft.

Ky nodded as he drew the white dress over her head to expose her lovely body. He sighed, feeling her soft warm skin against him. Already he was hardening at the thought of touching her.

Idly he ran a hand over her, stroked the long muscles of her back and then over the curve of her hip.

Raissa shifted against him, slowly and deliberately unbuttoning his shirt, one button at a time so the firm muscles of his chest were revealed to her a little at a time, her mouth following, pressing against his satiny skin until she could pull the tails of his shirt free. Tugging, her fingers slipped tantalizingly beneath the waistband of his slacks until she freed them.

Ky started to reach behind him to unbutton the cuffs of his shirt but she quickly gathered the material in one hand, twisted it to trap his hands behind his back.

Tilting his head, he looked at her in question and a shot of heat went through him as she gazed back at him with a slow, impish grin, her eyes sparkling, biting her bottom lip slightly.

She scrambled to her knees, keeping him prisoner.

He felt the fingers of her free hand at his waistband, unfastening his jeans. His breath caught as she slid her hand, her fingers, inside to curl around him.

Her blue eyes glowed, lambent in the darkness, her smile full of mischief as she freed him from the confines of pants.

Keeping his hands trapped in his shirt, she pulled the folded half of the sleeping back over them and slid down until there was only the trail of her glimmering hair to show where she’d been.

Anticipation had him tightening further.

Warmth touched him, a soft ephemeral touch, just the flick of her tongue as she moved down his body and he groaned.

That agile tongue darted out to tease, to dance over his groin, and lower. It slipped and circled him until he was hard and rigid, groaning between his clenched teeth. Another slow swipe of her tongue at the head sent a jolt of need through him.

“Raissa,” he whispered, his voice harsh.

Her warm mouth closed over him again, took him in completely and his body jolted as she sucked on him. It was maddening and marvelous. He swelled within the hot moist cavern of her mouth.

Ky desperately wanted to clasp her head, to drive himself deeper into her. It was as if she’d read his mind. She released his shirt, slid her hands beneath his hips and gave him what he wanted.

It was all he could do not to explode in her and he wanted to…

Freeing his hands, he grabbed a handful of her hair and drew her up, away from dangerous territory. When she reached for him, he caught her hands and dragged them above her head, as he twisted, pinned them and her to the ground beneath them.

It was his turn.

“No you don’t,” he warned, “not so fast…”

Her smile was feline and delighted, her beautiful blue eyes gleamed with satisfaction, knowing what she’d done to him.

Deliberately, she arched her back so her breasts rose while her legs twined around his and he felt the heated core of her brush against him.

Control snapped and he drove up into her, a hand over her mouth to smother her cry of surprise and delight. He felt her clench around him as he buried himself in her as deeply as he could, all the way to the hilt. Raissa shifted, her eyelids fluttering as she writhed beneath him to feel him so completely within her. He smiled in satisfaction. Buried in her, he wallowed inside her to feel every inch, savoring the feel of her pulsing heat around him as she shifted her hips to take him as deeply as he could go.

He looked down into her beautiful face to find it glowing with the pleasure of him inside her, her delight clear in her smile, in the radiance of it.

In that moment he was lost, burying himself in her, pounding deep as her hips rose to take him, her hands clutching at his arms, his shoulders, trying to take more.

Raissa felt him pulse within her, throbbing, so deep, so hard, stretching her, filling her, the delicious friction of him inside her maddening.

Her eyes shot open as she felt him go rigid, his liquid heat pour into her.

His body locked, the muscles of his chest tight, his hips were against her, driving deep inside her. He was beautiful, primal and magnificent. Eyes closed, his face was a mask of pleasure as he emptied into her.

That was all she saw as her own ecstasy took her. She closed around him as pleasure rushed through her.

His own delight slowly abating, Ky looked down into the serene glory of her face, her smile radiant as her body tightened around him, quivering.

He felt her pleasure run its course as he drew her close again and his mouth found hers, the kiss slow and sweet as he stroked her hair. His legs tangled around hers, pulled her closer so they remained locked together for a few moments more. She snuggled into him.

“God, I love you, Raissa,” he said and felt her lips curve against his throat.

“I love you, too,” she said, pressing a kiss and only a kiss against the steady throbbing of his heartbeat beneath her mouth.

The scent of him filled her, the life of him.

For a moment her arms tightened around him, remembering where they were and what the day to come might bring.

Sharing the thought, Ky’s breath caught and he drove his fingers into her hair, held her tightly against him.

Raissa’s heart ached.

Tomorrow was tomorrow, she reminded herself. It would come soon enough.

 

 

 

A soft voice woke them in the dark of the night, familiar, surprisingly deep. Ryan. It had been his watch after Tareq’s. The sound gave Ky a bad moment after John’s betrayal.

“Bossman, hey, boss, Professor,” Ryan said, “Sorry to wake you but we’ve got company.”

Both Ky and Raissa were instantly awake but Ryan didn’t move, grinning, flashlight in hand, waiting.

Ky looked at him in amusement. “What are you waiting for?”

“Um, nothing, boss,” he said and disappeared, chortling like a slightly mad and randy elf. “No hurry, the lions have him sort of boxed in at the tunnel, and I got Komi to watch them.”

Raissa shook her head, rolling her eyes and grinning. He was incorrigible.

It was clearly, though, not an emergency if the lions had someone boxed in at the tunnel.

“Company?” Ky said, curiously.

With a shrug, Raissa squirmed out of the sleeping bag.

Naked in the moonlight, she was incredible to look at, the silvery light drenching her ivory skin, her full breasts, limning every muscle of her slender belly, the deep dip of her waist, the curve of her hip, and the lovely muscles of her shapely legs. Her hair spilled gloriously over her shoulders, argent in the moonlight, so she seemed a lovely silver statue draped in her rippling hair.

“So beautiful,” he said, gathering up his clothes but taking a moment to pull her close, to feel all that glorious silken skin against him.

Beneath his hands, her skin was soft, smooth and warm. If he’d had the time, he’d have taken her again right there, simply bent her over and thrust up into her to feel her heat and life close tightly and deliciously around him.

She smiled up at him and he did take the time to lower his mouth to hers for a quick kiss.

Raissa spread her hands over the strong broad muscles of his chest, sliding them up along his ribs to the long, firm muscles of his back, echoing his thought unknowingly as she gazed up into the strong lines of his handsome face, his dark eyes gleaming in the moonlight.

Dressed, she called up her swords as Ky bent to snatch up one of the automatic weapons as they passed them, checking it out as they walked toward the entrance to the glen.

Unruffled as always. Komi waited for them at the entrance to the tunnel.

A man wearing traditional desert clothing waited in the shadows. He folded back the mouth cover and stepped out as they approached.

The face was familiar. The strong arched nose, narrow face and pockmarked skin were well known to both of them.

Inspector Hassan nodded to them, eyeing the lions cautiously but without surprise. If he was who Raissa suspected he was, he would have known of them.

Ryan leaned a shoulder against a rock wall, his weapon secured in his crossed arms as if he’d been carrying one for years.

“Go wake, Tareq, would you, Ryan? He’ll want to be here for this,” Ky asked.

Ryan said, “Be right back, boss.”

The man in the tunnel entrance looked the worse for wear, tired, battered, with a bruise that darkened one side of his face, but he’d quite apparently survived Zimmer’s violent dismissal.

“Inspector,” Ky said, evenly.

The other man studied him and then Raissa standing beside him before turning his eyes to the lions as Nebi slipped around her to settle at Ky’s side. Almost out of habit, Ky let his hand drop to the lion’s thick mane. Alu bumped her head against Raissa’s hand and she scratched idly behind the lioness’s ears.

Slowly, the Inspector shook his head at himself and then bowed, doing a deep obeisance, his hand going from his head, to his lips, to his heart and then spreading out toward them.

“My apologies,” he said, “to the Guardian of the Tomb.”

Raissa lifted an eyebrow before she frowned lightly and sighed.

“You couldn’t have known,” she said. “What is it you want?”

Standing more straightly, he said. “I’m the leader of those who hunt the dark Djinn…”

Her guess was confirmed. That explained much. She’d wondered if any had survived to modern times.

“You missed one,” Ky interrupted, evenly, thinking of Zimmer and Kamenwati.

Having heard those trapped below it had become a lot easier to believe.

With a bow of assent, Hassan said, “As you say. My zealousness blinded me. When I first met the man, he was much different. The changes should have alerted me, but I was more concerned that you were growing close to the Tomb. Few these days know what a Djinn is, much less an evil one. We don’t battle so many these days but when we do…they’ve grown wiser, warier and smarter. And this one was old, very old.”

Men had been lost… good men…men he’d trained, or trained with…had died, back at the camp. 

“When you arrived in the village…” Hassan began, turning to Raissa.

She sighed and waved his explanation away. “It’s done.”

“As you say,” he said again, with a bow.

Tareq came trotting up, his movements stiff, Ryan at his heels.

“Sorry, my friends,” Tareq said, “It’s been some time since I last slept out on the ground. Who is this?”

He seemed somewhat familiar…

Ky said, “Tareq, Inspector Hassan. He’s with the local police. You saw him at the camp.”

“Ah,” Tareq said, recognizing the name as well. “We spoke on the phone.”

The man Zimmer had sent flying.

“He’s also a member of those who protect the Tomb,” Ky said.

Tareq’s gaze sharpened.

“They’re coming,” Hassan said. “Zimmer, the man who is Djinn, and his men. And others. Men who seek the Horn for their own purposes. We’ve been following them, watching all of them. This, however, is our duty and our home, so we have come to offer our assistance to the Guardian.”

Tareq gave Ky and Raissa a look.

It looked to Raissa as if her original idea to lure everyone to the site was coming to fruition whether she wished it to or not.

The Inspector waited.

Raissa said, “You know if you enter here, there’s a very good chance you and your men will die here.”

As there was for all of them, Ky, Tareq, Ryan, Komi, and even herself.

Thanks to Zimmer/Kamenwati they hadn’t been given a choice.

“We all must die sometime,” the other man answered, calmly, evenly. “Few men are given to know their purpose in life but we have. It is for this and this alone.”

As it had been for her.

Now? She sighed. Only time would tell.

Ky went still as he felt Hassan’s words reverberate through him.

He, too, had always had a purpose. He had it still.

All his life he’d searched for the Tomb and the one who guarded it. He’d dreamed of her and it. As a boy he’d fantasized about riding to the rescue, defeating the Djinn and freeing her. As a man he’d sought to prove she was real, the mythical Irisi, Nubiti, to know the truth of her. That she’d loved and been loved so much her loss had been immortalized in stone by the man who had loved her in return, and no ordinary man at that, but a great Egyptian general.

Now he’d found it and her with it. Raissa and the love he’d doubted existed.

Both were his now.

She stood beside him and Ky knew she would stand with him, fight beside him, die for him if necessary. It was there in her eyes, in the steadiness of her presence, in her sureness.

Her slender fingers slid between his.

Ky looked at her as she looked back at him, understanding and empathy in her eyes.

As he would stand and fight for her.

Having found the Tomb, he would help her close it. Forever. And set her free, at last. Whatever happened afterwards.

Ky studied Hassan.

He’d been all too aware they were too few against too many. Only he, Tareq, and Raissa had any real training, any real combat experience, that he was sure of.

“We need all the help we can get,” he said.

It was clear Raissa had considered that, too.

There was no need for either of them to say the obvious. It was her decision though.

He looked at her.

She nodded.

“Bring your people,” she said, snapping her fingers at the lions, who grumbled, shambled to their feet and ambled away, to all appearances unconcerned.

With a gesture toward the fire, Ky said, “We need to know more about these people you’ve been following.”

Hassan turned and whistled down the tunnel. About a dozen well-armed men came at a fast trot, almost all of them bearing some kind of an automatic weapon as well as a sword in a scabbard at their waist.

They were prepared for both man and Djinn.

Giving them quick instructions, Hassan sent them off to make camp and gain what rest they could.

“There are two groups following you other than us,” Hassan said, as they walked to the fire and settled beside it.

Raissa bent to stir it up to give them a little more illumination.

A smile crossed Hassan’s normally grim features in appreciation of the gesture. “The first were those whose purpose we couldn’t ascertain.”

The smile faded for a moment.

“Only eleven in number. They are devout men,” Hassan said, “but they don’t speak to anyone. I sent a man to contact them. He didn’t return.”

Mohammed had been a good man, a civil and reasonable man. A devout man as well. Only a madman or a fanatic would have killed him. And so they were likely madmen and fanatics.

Like many, he had some sympathy for such people. The American hegemony was disturbingly predominant and their new tendency to spread their doctrine by force, foregoing their own stated respect for the rule of law made them disturbingly unpredictable and untrustworthy.

Still, he couldn’t support violence for those purposes and if they’d killed Mohammed…

He took a breath. “We suspect they’re of one of the militant groups, Al-Qaeda or one of its off-shoots…These were the ones who attacked you at the Museum.”

No true Egyptian would have done such a thing. They had too much pride in their heritage, in their ancient culture, in what their people had begun… Egypt had been the true birthplace of civilization.

“Born to the desert, to its conditions, they followed you from the dig site when you fled,” he said. “Knowing the desert, it wasn’t difficult…”

Ky and Raissa glanced at each other… 

How much had they seen? Ky wondered.

It didn’t matter. There was nothing anyone could do to change it.

“Zimmer’s people entered the tomb of Isis’s priestess.”

His black eyes went to Raissa. There was a glint in them.

“Surprisingly, they found it full of snakes,” he said, and didn’t bother to hide his amusement. “There was some outcry and a number of bullets fired before they fled, but they were fewer in number when they emerged. Still, almost fifty or more remain.”

Ky glanced at Raissa.

She looked back at him, an innocent expression on her face but her eyes twinkled.

“Imagine that,” she said.

His dark eyes gazed at her skeptically.

She grinned.

The numbers, though, were still daunting.

“It took them some little time to reorganize,” he said. “The others waited, watching through binoculars. Having been warned then of traps, we bypassed both and searched for you. We were cautious of traps, too, as they will be. It will take them time.”

“We didn’t know where the Tomb was until now. It was best not to know or risk being forced to reveal its location, and it wasn’t part of our mission. Our mission was to discourage interest and to seek out dark Djinn so they couldn’t mass or prey on humanity again. To that end we’ve been successful.”

“So,” Tareq said, remembering what he’d heard and felt below with a slight shudder, “you’ve seen Djinn, too? Real Djinn, in this time…”

With bow, Hassan said, “Yes, Director. I have seen several in my lifetime. The Marid are the most common and the most dangerous since they can take the form of men more readily and they do. Most quite successfully. Give me a handsome, wealthy man with no obvious means of support, a skill at gambling, a reputation with women and you will likely find a Marid Djinn. Fortunately, they like their comforts and will do little to jeopardize them. The ghul like to feed upon the newly dead and stories of grave disturbances usually signal their presence. Ifrit and sila are creatures of the desert  -  although reports of possession are usually the sila.”

His black eyes steady, Hassan said, “Hundreds of thousands of people disappear every year, for a variety of reasons, but no few wind up in the hands of Djinn. The trade in women and children favors them, giving them a means to feed their various appetites and to procreate.”

Tareq sat back, his expression shocked.

Continuing, Hassan said, “In any case, those who follow are only hours behind. It’s likely the second group will allow Zimmer’s people to do the groundbreaking. Both will likely be more cautious upon entering, but they will come.”

It was inevitable now, Raissa realized.

There were moments in time when one could feel the wheels of fate grind. 

This was one of them.

Raissa turned to Ky.

His dark eyes, gilded now by the firelight, met hers steadily.

She looked to Tareq, who shrugged eloquently. Somewhere Komi slept, hopefully peacefully, as Ryan stood watch again by the tunnel.

Almost absently, she conjured up another spell, with apologies to the snakes.

It was coming.

Ky said to Hassan. “My rules, I lead…”

Looking at him skeptically, Hassan said, “And how many missions have you led…?”

With a laugh that was only slightly bitter, Ky said, “More than you would believe.”

From beside him, Raissa said, sharply, “And I am the Guardian of the Tomb and he is my chosen Champion.”

Hassan went still and then he bowed, his hand over his heart.

There was no gainsaying that.

“Let’s get some sleep,” Ky said. “We don’t know when we’ll get the chance again. Rest while you can.”






  







 

Chapter Thirty Two
 

Waking up in the darkness wasn’t a slow process, but it was a pleasant one as Ky realized his arms were filled with a warm, willing woman, her body curled against his, her legs tangled around his. He cradled Raissa’s head against his shoulder and inhaled the scent of her hair, brushed his cheek against the silken softness of it, felt every inch of her supple, lush body against his - firm breasts, the curls between her thighs, the heated core of her against his leg, his own growing hardness pressing against the softness of her belly.

He’d never been a cuddler with other women. With Raissa he wanted to wrap around her, keep her safe, wake up with her nestled against his body forever, to feel her breast fill his hand.

She stirred, her mouth against his throat. Drowsily, Raissa lapped at him lightly, just the tip of her tongue grazing his skin. A shot of heat, of anticipation, went through him and his body responded. He sighed, tightening his arms.

Raissa nuzzled his throat and growled softly, almost a purr, but hungry. The sound sent another jolt of heat straight to his groin.

Her hot mouth moved on him as he pulled her closer and her body shifted against his. Need rushed through him. Her teeth scraped across his skin…desire pooled deep inside him.

Desperately, he grabbed a handful of her hair, pulled her head back to look into her eyes.

Her eyes sleepily aglow, twinkling mischievously, Raissa grinned and licked her lips slowly before her sharp white teeth bit the lower one lightly, provocatively…

The gesture had its intended effect. He tightened.

He had to laugh but he kept a firm grip on her hair, holding her mouth only a breath away from his throat, the sense of it so close was as tantalizing to him as it was to her. A flick of her tongue sent a delicious shiver through him. Waking up in the morning promised to be a heady experience…if they survived this one.

For the moment, he wouldn’t think of that, he would only think of her hot mouth on him, her sharp teeth so close, and the welcoming warmth between her thighs.

He kissed that ardent mouth and her eyes softened, warmed.

“Ky,” she sighed, smiling.

That smile was glorious, deep, full of warmth…brilliant. So beautiful, teeth and all.

With one hand deep in her hair, his other hand was free to touch, and he drew her limber body against his, feeling every inch of her satiny skin move against him.

In the pre-dawn darkness, with her need for him rampant her body literally glowed but he knew she was aware, knew it was him who touched her.

Raissa could taste him on the air, could scent him, his arousal growing and pressed hard against her belly. She reveled in it…and then he touched her.

His hand closed around her breast, squeezed and teased, tormented.

It seemed her blood caught on fire.

With a sigh… his scent, his taste filled her.

Raissa’s body arched as he touched her, wanting more, not just the taste of him but the feel of him. She craved him, and not just his blood, but Ky, his strong body over her, inside her, possessing her.

His hand drifted down, a finger dipped into her navel, trailed down the inside of her hipbones where the skin was sensitive so she quivered. His fingers skimmed down to the tight curls between her thighs to cup her. One finger slipped into the damp, heated folds between her thighs as she opened to him, her hips rising in entreaty.

He was hard against her thigh, pressed against it…and then her hand found him, closed around him…

Ky struggled desperately for control.

Desperately he fought to distract her and found a way as he dampened his fingers with her moisture and then slid them up to the small pearl between her thighs, the exquisitely sensitive nub there. A soft moan escaped her.

Her teeth scraped against his throat as his control wavered.

Ky drew her head back, his precarious control nearly snapping as he felt her tongue flutter over his skin…his gut tightened with need and he went hard as a rock.

Looking down, he saw her eyes…

Deliberately, he stroked that delicate nub and watched her eyes widen as he played with her, watched her control shatter as her muscles jumped and twitched while he teased and tormented that tender pearl. His fingers slipped over her, dipped into her, slid around the entrance to her core until she gasped, need pouring through her as her hips pumped with growing desperation.

His own need was intense, nearly blinding, the lure of her heated, wet tightness was maddening.

As much as he needed to feel her around him, he needed to feel her feed…wanted to feel her in so many ways… She was his, he wanted to know all of her.

Rolling her beneath him, he drove up into her. Her arms wrapped around him, clung tightly, her soft cries of pleasure buried against his throat, tormenting him further. He thrust harder, deeper, his arms tight around her, one around her hips, the other clenched in her hair.

Beneath him, Raissa’s hips rose, bucked as Ky filled her, body and soul, pulsed within her, hard, filling her, stretching her, his pleasure building as he swelled inside her.

It was too much. She hungered for him, all of him.

Her teeth sank into his throat. 

Ecstasy blinded her as the taste of him filled her, as his delight rushed into her. She trembled wildly as her own pleasure overwhelmed her. Her mouth was locked on him, drawing on him, feasting. Her body jolted as glory blinded her, as she took him into her, the taste and feel of him astonishing.

She shuddered in sheer bliss.

That was all it took to push Ky over the edge. He groaned as his pleasure took him and he poured into her body, into her mouth. His hips hard against hers, he emptied into her deliriously, deliciously

 “Ky,” she whispered as he collapsed over her and she enfolded him in her arms.

Drawing her against him, Ky said, “I love you, Raissa.”

“And I you,” she said.

In the sky above them, the first light of dawn was breaking.

For a moment Raissa simply clung to him, feeling him still inside her. Holding onto him and feeling the same longing in the arms wrapped tightly around her.






  







 

Chapter Thirty Three
 

The best plans were the simplest ones as all battle plans turned to smoke at the first sign of the enemy. Both sides could only estimate and guess what the other side would most likely do.

Ky scanned the area above and around the tunnel to the glade in the gray predawn light.

They could try to hold the tunnel, to bottle Zimmer’s men up in the entrance. With limited supplies, they couldn’t take the chance Zimmer wouldn’t decide to settle in and wait them out. Or discover the opening in the roof. With helicopters and military rifles it would be like shooting ducks in a barrel. It was easier to let them get inside and take them here in the glen.

Keep it simple, he reminded himself. Change of plans.

“Ryan, I want you and Komi inside the entrance to the tomb. Keep anyone out that isn’t us…” Which was about as simple as it got. “If the shooting gets too hot, get inside and take cover behind the statue of Isis and stay there.”

For a moment, Ryan just looked at him.

Ky looked back, having a pretty good guess what he was thinking.

“Yes, I’m keeping you safe if I can. Neither you nor Komi signed up for this. You’ve been the best grad student I ever had, and you’ve got a job once you graduate – if we live to talk about it. So, live to talk about it. Keep them off us if you can, keep them out of the Tomb if you can but survive to tell the tale. Both of you. If things get tight, remember what Raissa said, and take cover behind the statue of Isis.”

He glanced at Tareq, knowing the other man’s skills, his background. Even so, he’d never gambled on this, on putting his friend’s life at risk.

Tareq gave him a glance back, grinned, and lifted an eyebrow. “Who knew the life of an archaeologist could be so exciting.”

Grinning back, Ky said, “You know what to do, Tareq, find a vantage point near the entryway to the Tomb. Keep an eye out for snipers and keep them off us if you can. Good luck, my friend.”

Clapping him on the shoulder, Tareq said, in answer to Ky’s unspoken concern. “You too, Ky, my friend.” His dark eyes went to Raissa. With a smile, he made her a deep obeisance. “And to my new friend Raissa, the Guardian of the Tomb.”

“Stay alive, Tareq,” she said, her voice worried. “If you’re cornered, shoot the stele to unleash Irisi, throw your gun away and take cover.”

For a moment, he only looked at her, then he stepped close and kissed her lightly on the cheek.

“I pray it isn’t necessary. Good luck to you, my dear.”

Then he turned and trotted away, scanning the inner wall of the glade for a good vantage with a clear line of retreat.

Heart aching, acutely aware of where his lips had touched her skin, Raissa watched him go.

So, for a moment did Ky. 

Then he took a breath and turned to Hassan.

“Hassan,” Ky said. “I need your best marksmen watching for snipers above us and on the rock face. The rest of your people are best against the Djinn inside, under cover, supporting Ryan and Komi. If the Djinn are released, we’ll need people who know how to fight them. The rest out here will try to keep Zimmer’s people from getting in. Have those people within take cover where they can. Retreat if the firing gets too close, we need you and them inside. Make your shots count.”

With the numbers against them…

They needed to reduce them.

He and Raissa would play commando and watch each other’s back. Not simply to keep close, but because it was what they were best at. They and the lions.

“Just try not shoot us. If they reach the Tomb…”

Hassan nodded in acknowledgement, his eyes knowing. Touching his forehead in salute to Ky, his eyes went to Raissa in question.

For her, there was no question.

“If there’s a chance the Tomb might be opened,” she said in response, “and I can seal it off to the outside world, I will. As much as I love and care for many of you and I will do all I can to keep you alive, I will seal it to keep the Djinn in. I must. Not a single one can escape into the outer world.”

Every eye turned to her.

Ky could see what it cost her to say it. The pain and the truth of it was in her eyes.

How many times in the past had he made similar decisions, in similar circumstances, knowing the lives of people he cared about were at risk? It was why he’d returned to the study of archaeology as soon as he was able. He’d watched too many good people die over land that had been fought over since Irisi’s time.

Ky caught a lock of Raissa’s hair in his fingers, tugged lightly.

Raissa’s gaze met his. 

She saw the look in them. She should have known he would understand. 

Closing her eyes in relief, she let out a sigh, and then straightened.

“All right,” Ky said. “If we can, we stop them here. If not we’ll stop them inside. Now though? Now comes the worst part. We get into position and wait.”

There were a few strained chuckles.

Ryan and Komi faded back toward the tunnel to the Tomb itself, some of Hassan’s people with them.

Ky hated putting good people on the sidelines, but he’d never fought Djinn and he suspected the learning curve was steep. It was clear Ryan, Komi, and Hassan’s men weren’t much fond of it either but they understood the necessity.

The others fanned out and took positions.

With a gesture, Raissa sent the lions to hunt, too, to take cover in the high grass somewhat near the entrance. All except Nebi who stayed at their heels.

The lions would give them their first warning of trouble arriving, if Zimmer and his men chose to come in quietly.

Raissa and Ky found cover, her swords sheathed at her back. Ky was armed with both the rifle and the knife he’d taken. It was the knife Ky intended to use most.

Nebi settled at their feet.

The light increased. It also made deep, concealing shadows.

Zimmer, or more likely the canny Kamenwati, wisely wasn’t risking his people in poor light where their enemy knew the ground. He’d wait until there was plenty of light available.

For the longest time it seemed nothing happened.

An explosion rocked the garden, an unseen grenade tossed through from the outer tunnel. Two smoke grenades followed. Men poured into the glade. The defenders opened fire even as the invaders fanned out through the concealing smoke and disappeared into the trees, grass, and shadows.

It was sobering and humbling for Raissa to realize the old thief had been right. She couldn’t have stood alone against this onslaught.

A coughing roar and a scream told them the fate of one of the enemy. Even the best armor still left vulnerable targets for teeth and claws. Lions liked to cripple their quarry first with a swipe at the hamstrings before going for the throat.

Automatic weapons opened up, a quick pop, pop, pop as Hassan’s men found targets.

Raissa and Ky moved out, keeping to the shadows, Nebi moving low at their heels.

They both were alert to enemy snipers on the ridge above them or the rock face around the entrance.

With a glance at Ky, Raissa unleashed Sekhmet’s gift and used that hunger, that scent and sense of body heat to aid her.

It was a little startling for Ky to watch as Raissa shifted to become predator. His hackles rose instinctively. Most of the changes were subtle. Her canine teeth lengthened. Her face seemed to thin. 

And her eyes went from brilliant blue to a deep blood red.

She eyed him, almost warily.

With her golden hair and the light loose dress she wore, she blended nearly invisibly into the grass. Except for those livid eyes.

Reaching out, Ky touched her cheek lightly. Her eyes closed and her breath shuddered in her chest. She brushed her face against his hand, grateful for the reminder that she was still human.

“Be careful,” he said.

She gave him a wry glance.

“I think that’s my line,” she said.

Then she was gone, moving fast and low through the tall grasses as she scented prey.

She popped up, briefly, spun. Her sword flashed in the sunlight to slice through armor and flesh as if they were butter. The man went down, spurting blood as Ky took the wing man with a quick snap of his hands as the man focused on Raissa. She was the stalking horse, the judas goat, lure to the unwary.

Both of them faded back into the shadows, moving quickly, quietly, listening, watching.

They followed the sound of the gunfire but also watched the grass around them and the shadows.

Movement caught Ky’s eye as they stalked around the edge of the glade. With a gesture, he signaled Raissa to circle.

Two more went down, a third to Nebi as the lion rushed nearly silently past them to take the man.

Five out of fifty and some to Hassan’s men…

Raissa’s senses screamed. Something warned her, alerted her. There was no scent. She searched for warmth.

She couldn’t see Ky.

It had been a trap, somehow, she knew it. The last three had been a trap to separate her and Ky. 

Where was he…?

She saw the sniper stand, his ghillie suit concealing him among the tall grasses. She leaped for him even as he opened fire. She followed the line of his sight and found Ky in them. Bullets flew, struck. She could almost feel Ky’s body jolt with the impact even as she took the shooter down. His partner spun toward her, startled, but Nebi came out of the tall grass, snarling with fury…and the guard found he had a far closer problem.

Her swords took the shooter’s head and then she spun, sheathing her swords to run to Ky.

Something, instinct… whatever… It hadn’t mattered. Ky saw the man in the ghillie suit rise out of the grass too late. He felt the impact of the bullets…as Raissa had that night in the Museum, in the Hall of Statues. Three quick hard blows to his chest, the big sure target of his torso when there was no vest. They drove him backward. He felt his knees buckle.

Zimmer had sent out hunter teams for them. For him and Raissa. Not that it mattered now.

An inarticulate cry sent the birds in the trees into flight.

Raissa…

Suddenly she was there, bent over him, her blue eyes wild, frantic, no longer red… She as purely human.

“Ky,” she whispered, horrified. “Nebi, guard!”

There was blood on Ky. Raissa was appalled. An astonishing amount of blood.

Curling her arms around him, she held him carefully, poured healing magic into him as she scrambled to get him under cover, but there was so much blood and healing wasn’t working fast enough.

Ky cupped her cheek, startled at how weak he was suddenly. He felt the cold creep into him. The knowledge that he was dying and the pain hit him at the same time and he clenched his teeth against both.

He didn’t want to die, not yet, not now. He fought it.

Already his vision was darkening, though…

Raissa poured healing into him, cupped his face in her hand. His life was slipping away from her.

There was a hole in his chest, another below his ribs… She was losing him.

“Ky,” she said, desperately, “remember when you asked if biting you would change you? There’s a way to save you but it will change you…if you die. If you truly die. There are ways to keep the change from happening if that’s what you want.”

The sounds of battle continued around them. She could hear Hassan’s people fighting and falling, the battle drawing close to the entrance to the tomb. It had been a suicide mission from the start, and they’d known that, but still… It pained her to sacrifice a life, any life.

And Tareq, Ryan, Komi, Hassan and his people?

She was frantic, desperate, torn between her duty and the man she loved.

“I can do that, I can do that for you when the time comes,” she stammered, “but if you do this, you’ll be stronger, faster, you’ll be like me…and you’ll live, virtually forever.”

She wanted to beg him to accept what she offered but she couldn’t. It had to be his choice. His decision.

It had to be of his free will.

“You won’t age,” she said. “Ky…”

Don’t leave me alone, not again… But she couldn’t say it… She couldn’t, shouldn’t try to influence his decision.

Ky saw it anyway.

It was there in her eyes anyway, the grief, the fear of loss, the loss of him. A single bright tear spilled down her cheek. It fell warmly on his mouth, tasted of salt. He saw her brilliant eyes, and the tears.

He loved her and he didn’t want to die, not yet. He had too much yet to do.

To live when he felt himself surely dying?

He nodded.

Reaching into his pocket, quickly, Raissa fished out his pocketknife, pulled out the blade.

She shifted, became Sekhmet’s priestess again. 

In shock, Ky watched her brace herself and then she cut her own slender throat, right above the vein. Blood spurted. Her eyes were like fire, flickering from blue to red, burning hot.

“Drink,” she said, “or we both die…”

She hadn’t told him that part.

Stunned, weakness slipping through him, for a second Ky could only stare at her.

It was hardly the worst thing he’d drunk.

Drink, she’d said, or we both die.

Somehow, he found the strength. His hand locked around the back of her neck as he clamped his mouth over the wound in her throat. The rich coppery taste of her blood, her life, filled him. It was rich, salty. To his surprise, there was an effervescence to it, as if it bubbled with energy.

She tasted incredible.

The pleasure of it struck him like a blow.

Ky groaned as Raissa’s life force gushed into him. Involuntarily he swallowed and the taste, the life, the energykl and the power of her, poured into him, coursed through him, burst into his veins. She was delicious, intoxicating… 

Suddenly he was starving. He needed more, much more.

Instinctively, his arms banded around her so she couldn’t escape, one arm around her waist, the other locked in her hair. His mouth pressed hard against her throat, drinking her in great greedy gulps. He drowned himself in her. Pain faded as he felt her body jolt against his with each deep swallow, each pull on the wound in her throat. 

She moaned, softly.

Pleasure hammered through her as he drank. He could taste it.

Her ecstasy poured into him, deliriously. His pain was gone. His wounds healed, the weakness vanished – energy and strength burst through him…rushed into him…filled him. His blood sparkled in his veins.

It was more pleasure than Raissa had ever known. Now she understood why those others hadn’t fought her. She was blind to everything except Ky’s firm mouth drawing on her, sucking, suckling. She moaned with the pleasure of each hard draw. The feel of his mouth feeding on her filled her. She shuddered as his pleasure exploded through her. A delicious languor stole over her. Her body twitched. Each swallow was a pleasure so intense it was nearly sexual.

She surrendered to it, to him.

Feeling her go limp in his arms, still Ky drank from her until he was sated.

Stunned, Ky drew his mouth away, looking down at her in shock and horror as he realized what he’d done and how thoroughly.

Her eyelids fluttered weakly…and then color came back to her face in a rush, flooding through her.

She gasped.

“Raissa,” he said.

Her eyes a little hazed, Raissa blinked… Her tongue ran lightly over her lips, her eyelids fluttering again a little dazedly.

“Let’s do that again,” she said, in a slightly hoarse whisper, “some other time. That was incredible. Just keep in mind I’m not quite as big as you.”

He laughed, his relief evident.  “You’re on.”

She smiled and then she made a face.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to break my promise though,” she said, looking at him apologetically. “I can’t just take what I gave you back.”

“Given the circumstances,” he said, eyeing her narrowly, “I’ll allow it this time. So long as he doesn’t enjoy it too much. And it’s the enemy.”

His mouth twitched, teasingly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

She was weaker but that still left her with an edge over Zimmer’s men.

Ky kept his head turned away as she disappeared into the grasses and Nebi growled, following.

After a moment, so did Ky.

There was a brief rustle in the grass ahead of him.

Only a glimpse and then Raissa was pulling a man back into the shadows before reappearing moments later.

Ky looked at her. It felt a little strange to want to be sure she’d fed enough.

A little abashed, Raissa looked at him.

“I took enough,” she said, insistently. “I did.” Then she gave him an impish look. “But I’ll probably be hungry later.”

“Good,” he said, and smiled.

All around them, he could hear the sound of gunfire. It surprised him to realize they’d likely been out of action for only a few frantic minutes.

So much could change in that time.

“Ready?” he asked.

From the tunnel to the outer world came another explosion as a new set of weapons opened fire in their private little war. More men burst out of the entry, moving fast and low, keeping one of their number secure in the center, picking their targets skillfully as they went.

It rapidly became obvious that they’d been watching as target after target fell.

Ky looked at Raissa.

The last team had finally entered the game.

Firing steadily at anyone and everyone around them, the new group charged down the avenue between the statues in a race to reach the entrance to the Tombs before they could be stopped.

Both Ky and Raissa did the same, trying to cut them off even as they saw Zimmer stand and shout, calling to his people, gathering them around him. As one, they, too, raced for the entrance to the Tomb, firing wildly ahead to clear the way.

Hassan’s people were caught in the crossfire. Tareq, Ryan and Komi were now in the center of the action.

“Tareq, Hassan,” Ky shouted, “fall back, fall back…”

All he could do was pray that they heard him, that Ryan and Komi would be smart enough to do follow orders.

Even as he shouted, he dove, catching Raissa beside him and dragging her down to the ground with him, to avoid the spray of bullets Zimmer’s mercenaries sent their way.

It was chaos, madness.

Now at last Raissa truly understood what the old thief had meant.

It was a madness born of this time, of the insistence on being the one, the only.

In her time they’d understood that all Gods were the same, they were simply other faces of the One – as many as there were people. The gods of her childhood had had different names than the ones of Egypt, but the same spirit existed in them all. When Egypt had taken a new land, they had absorbed those Gods – taken them in…but not denied them.

She couldn’t have stood against this alone, sheer numbers would have undone her. They would have cut her to pieces. And she would have resurrected herself each time to try to defend the Tomb.

Two separate groups vied for the entrance to the Tomb, as intent on shooting each other as they were on shooting the defenders, both trying to be the first to gain the entrance to the lower levels.

Raissa saw Zimmer, surrounded by his mercenaries, keeping his head down but with a gun strap over his shoulder, race for the entrance to the Tomb.

One of the newcomers fell, but his fellows closed around the one in their center, sacrificing themselves, determined that at least one of their number would reach the Tomb itself.

Ky shouted, “Hassan!”

A grim voice answered from among the men falling back with them, his grief thick in his voice, “I’m afraid Inspector Hassan didn’t make it. My name is Abasi…I’m next in line for command.”

“We can’t let them reach the Tomb ahead of us,” Ky cried.

Tall, thin, his expression bleak, Abasi nodded. “I know.”

It was clear he was prepared to die.

Seeing the numbers they faced, Ky’s heart sank.

He remembered the nightmarish journey down into the lower depths of the tomb. The thought of being trapped in this place with anything that could make those sounds made his skin crawl.

There was no choice.

He looked at Raissa, remembering what she’d said.

The Guardian is both the Key and the Lock.

Raissa met his gaze, her own heart sinking, but she’d fought the Djinn so many thousands of years before, had stood Guardian here for so long, and she knew her duty as no other.

She knew what it was he asked as she looked deep into his eyes. “Are you sure?”

A burst of gunfire chipped rock from the cavern wall above them.

Closing his eyes, Ky thought of Ryan, Komi, and Tareq, listening to the chatter and hammer of automatic weapons.

His people. His friends.

It was supposed to have been a simple archeological dig. A search for a lost tomb, not life and death. And not just for them if the Djinn were loosed.

It was very likely a death sentence for all of them.

Ky braced himself, set himself to move.

“Close it.”

He took a breath.

“Now.”

She nodded.

It might give them the distraction they needed, Ky thought.

“Get ready, Abasi,” he called.

Raissa whispered the incantation.

It resonated through the glen…an eerie echo that could be heard above the gunfire.

That wasn’t as alarming as what came next.

All around vale came the unmistakable sound of stone rasping and grating. The sound was monstrous, huge.

Almost everyone looked up involuntarily. Some cursed as sand and grit rained down. Others cried out in denial, not yet knowing what it was they’d face.

It was both incredible and terrible to see the great split above them close, something sliding across the opening, blocking the light, trapping them within.

Some of Zimmer’s men ran toward the walls of the vale, others sprinted toward the entrance to the tunnel to the outside, all seeking escape.

Darkness fell in the middle of the day as a distant thud echoed in their feet, announcing that the tunnel to the outer world was closed, too.

Within the tomb, having taken cover behind the statues of the Gods, Ryan looked up at the stone ceiling as the sound of it sliding into place vibrated. From his shelter behind the statue of Isis, he looked toward the entrance to the Tomb and saw the light disappear.

“Oh, we are so fucked,” he whispered.

In the glen, all eyes were on the solid stone ceiling that now covered the break in the roof.

“Go,” Ky called.

Abasi’s men gave them what cover they could as he and Raissa raced for the entrance to the Tomb, and then those men fell in behind them.

Bullets spattered against the stone around them.

Men shouted and fell. Others took their place, but their numbers dwindled badly.

Tareq had taken cover behind a statue of the god Horus and now had his weapon shouldered, peering out from behind the pedestal. His location seemed oddly appropriate.

Ky called, “Ryan? Komi.”

A voice called back, “Here, boss.”

Ryan peered out from behind the statue of Isis, Komi behind him.

“How badly are we fucked?” Ryan asked.

“Pretty badly. Get down, everyone get down under cover,” Ky shouted. “Abasi, pull your men back.”

The real shit was about to hit the fan.

Ky looked at Raissa as they found cover behind a statue of Sekhmet and turned to face the entrance to the tomb.

Her eyes were haunted, shadowed.

It was likely his were the same.

Reaching out, he cupped her cheek, gave her a quick kiss as Hassan’s – now Abasi’s – men, scrambled for cover.

There was a pause. Everyone went still.

Outside they could still hear automatic weapons firing.

Tareq and Abasi both looked back at Ky, puzzled.

With a clatter, a grenade clattered through the entrance.

“Down,” Ky shouted.

Even as it exploded, sending stone shards flying against the walls, figures raced in behind it.

The enemy took positions. Another group came in fast and hard behind them. The one in the center looked around swiftly, saw the narrow slit for the true entrance to the Tomb, shouted and gestured.

Even as Abasi’s men opened fire, those others raced for the mouth of the tunnel leading down to the noisome, thundering chamber below.

Zimmer’s men came in hot, fast, and hard behind them.

The first group laid down covering fire for those who followed, scanning for targets while Zimmer and another contingent strode confidently behind them.

“Kill them,” Zimmer instructed. “All of them.”

He and the rest of his men moved fast and without hesitation into mouth of the tunnel.

With a glance at Ky, Raissa once more unleashed Sekhmet’s gift.

“Fuck me,” Ryan whispered, eyeing her.

She glowed, and the lambent blue he’d seen before in her eyes was sparked with red. 

Raissa whispered a chant.

With a cry of revulsion, the men in the center of the chamber suddenly found themselves surrounded by snakes.

It was enough of distraction.

“Cover us, Ryan, Komi,” Ky said, as power surged through him. “Tareq, take ‘em out.”

His face grim, the museum director smiled wolfishly. 

Shouldering his rifle, he swung around from behind Horus’s pedestal and fired a couple rounds, ducking back as Raissa and Ky came out from behind Sekhmet.

Raissa dove and rolled, going low, her swords in her hands.

Gunfire trailed her as she rolled on her shoulders, her swords extended. She was spinning as she came to her feet, putting her arms and shoulders into it. Steel sliced through body armor. Men fell.

Others aimed at Ky as he stepped out, his weapon shouldered, firing steadily, hammering one of the enemy backward with each shot…until one of his bullets got past the armor and the man fell. He turned to the next as Tareq guarded his back.

Shaking his head, picking his shots, Ryan thought he’d never seen anything so fucking incredible in his life.

It was also strangely beautiful, exciting and terrifying all at once.

Watching Raissa as she rose to her feet, spun like a ballerina, all that hair swirling around her, her expression still and implacable, was oddly erotic and horrifying.

Tareq, the museum director, was like a machine, picking off the enemy one after another.

Not a bad idea. 

Komi was doing the same.

Steadying his weapon, Ryan mirrored Komi as Raissa and Ky kept the attackers busy.

In moments, the chamber was clear.

 

Outside in the sunlight, Zimmer’s men stared in shock and horror as sand spilled over the edge of the Gilf Kebir and the huge rock that had been poised above the crack in the cavern ceiling slid to cover the split in the dome of the ceiling. An enormous burst of dust rushed from the entryway as it, too, closed, stone raining down from inside There was a harsh grating sound of stone on stone and a huge slab, poised for centuries, slid forward, down over the crack in the rock, sealing it shut.

Within, the glade was empty of all save the bodies of the dead. The pedestals where the lions had stood were chipped and ravaged. Vines hung loosely as the birds scattered in terror. The walls of the vale rang with their frightened cries.

They had nowhere to go.

Neither did anyone else.

Within the Tomb, gunfire rang.

Only the stele remained untouched.






  







 

Chapter Thirty Four
 

The main chamber had sustained considerable damage. The statues of the Gods were chipped and battered. Priceless gold and jewels were scattered underfoot. Bullet holes pockmarked the plaster walls, erased ancient, delicate hieroglyphics. Pristine linens were torn. Amphorae had been shattered, their invaluable and irreplaceable contents spilled to soak into the floor. The air was ripe with the scent. Otherwise, it was empty of anyone except their own people… Tareq, Ryan, and Komi and Hassan’s.

Below they heard the chatter of automatic weapons.

Ky winced, closed his eyes. He turned to Raissa, who looked equally as sick at heart.

Hassan’s men, the reserves in case the Djinn were released. Now, trapped and vastly outnumbered, they fought a hopeless battle beneath them, alone, to keep the Tomb from being opened.

And to survive.

“He can’t be allowed to open the Tomb,” Raissa said, her face pale and set.

Ky took a breath. “No, he can’t.”

He glanced at the others, at Tareq, who gave him a brief smile, and Abasi, who looked at his surviving men.

They all knew their odds of survival. No one flinched.

“Let’s go.”

Abasi gestured two of his men in front for covering fire as Ky, Raissa, Tareq, Ryan, and Komi closed in behind them. Clearly, Abasi hadn’t forgotten his people below. Nor had those with him. Both men preceded them warily but quickly, down into the darker depths below.

For Abasi’s men this was their first trip down into the bowels of the earth, down into the true Tomb of the Djinn.

If anything, the lurid light only seemed that much more intense. It beat more rapidly, and the dull light of the flickering torches only added to the dissonance. The thick hammering of flesh on iron was now frantic, uneven – shattering booms that echoed through their bones, their teeth. 

Eerie shadows moved in or on the walls, seen only from the corners of all their eyes, out of sync with the torchlight. A dank chill sank into their flesh. It made Ky’s skin crawl.

The walls seemed wetter, the moisture thicker than it had before. A rich coppery scent like blood filled the air but it was noisome, corrupted.

They reached the level of Kamenwati’s sarcophagus.

It was gone.

Stunned, Raissa shook her head.

Even she at the height of her power couldn’t have lifted that huge piece of dark marble easily or tossed it aside so carelessly.

The body inside it was gone, too.

She shivered.

Kamenwati had his body back but not his heart. That still resided within the Tomb with the Djinn. 

And the Horn.

She wasn’t certain what it meant, if anything.

There was no choice but to keep going, down into that pulsing, febrile, carmine light.

An incredible burst of pain shot through her, staggering in its intensity.

Raissa bit back a cry, bent over against the sharpness of the agony that pierced her.

Ky wrapped an arm around her.

Shaking her hear Raissa forced herself to straighten and swallowed hard.

The scouts flattened themselves to either side of the tunnel, looking down into the lower chamber in disbelief.

Ky and Raissa quickly joined one of the scouts to look below.

Guns were still firing, one side trying to hold the other off with only the bodies of their comrades for cover.

The Djinn, somehow sensing the battle going on, hammered relentlessly and mindlessly at the iron of the doors, dozens of them beating at it in great thundering cacophonic booms.

Kamenwati’s sarcophagus, the base cracked in half, lay in pieces on the floor, the lid shattered and the pieces strewn across the floor. Some of Zimmer’s men crouched behind it. 

It was the only cover they had.

A dozen dead littered the floor… it was carnage. Blood was spattered everywhere, shockingly red and bright against the dark, dripping walls.

Kamenwati stood in the lee of a crevice, watching, arms folded as the groups fought each other.

Tall and dark, he was powerfully muscled, a commanding figure. His thick hair cascaded over his broad shoulders.

To one side Zimmer himself was now crouched, his hands over his head, no longer the proud Aryan warrior, the possessor of Kamenwati’s spirit, but only another sacrifice to the Djinn. 

Kamenwati had discarded the man like an old shirt, now that he had his own body back. 

No doubt the archeologist would have been much aggrieved, if he’d had time for it.

Kamenwati viewed the fighters impassively. It was nothing to him if they killed each other, they would only provide more sustenance in one way or another to those waited within the Tomb.

He shook his head.

These called his folk barbarian and pagan… 

It was good to know, however, that such rivalries and hate still existed for him to absorb and use. Without divisions like these those like him couldn’t succeed. Power flooded into him as they fought each other. Kamenwati had no desire to rule this world; it would take far too much effort. After all there was no need. To gain what he needed, all he wanted, all he had to do was stir the great pot, then sit back and wait. Chaos would reign, and the people of this world would come to him as they had to others.

Below them, one of the men reached for the Heart of the Gods, had actually closed his hand around the great ruby with its bands of gold and silver.

“No, you fool,” Kamenwati shouted. “Don’t touch that, you’ll release the Guardian. Stop him!”

She was already partly free, but her spirit was still bound to the Tomb.

The few of Abasi’s and Zimmer’s men who survived tried to obey, but the other men cut down those who tried.

In triumph, the man wrenched the Heart free of its bonds and confines, breaking the Seal. 

He held it up as proof of his success.

The shock of seeing the man with the Heart in his hands went through Raissa like a knife.

Fear whispered coldly through her.

Turning her head, she looked first at Ryan, then Komi, before she gazed into Tareq’s dark eyes.

“Keep them safe, Tareq. Run…Go, now, don’t leave Isis’s shadow.”

A deep thundering boom, a sound like a great gong being struck, rang through the chamber.

Tareq heard a sudden deep rumbling.

It seemed to come from everywhere and from nowhere. It echoed in his bones as all else had.

His eyes met Raissa’s, Ky’s…and he saw the look in them. In hers.

Tareq understood.

The last seal had been broken… The inner doors of the Tomb were now closed as well. Exit to the glen was impossible. There was no escape.

Only one last safe place remained.

The Djinn would soon be free.

“Go, I need you to go,” Raissa cried. “Go to Isis…now!”

In the next moment they were gone, all three racing toward the dubious safety of the upper chamber as the rumbling around them grew stronger.

A deep bass note resounded through the Tomb. It vibrated in the bones and with it came the hiss of sand flowing, shifting, filtering. It was incredibly loud. Dust burst into the chamber, turned the crimson light bloody, virulent. From within the Tomb the shrieks and wails increased, the sound like fingernails on chalkboards, atavistic and terrible, hungry, avid…

Down in the dim light of the chamber, the light of the Heart shuddered as the man held it up like a talisman in triumph, two of his men hauling on the doors…

The doors, however, were so heavy a single normal man could barely budge them.

Kamenwati shouted, “You fool. That won’t save you. Give it to me…” even as his men opened fire on the man who held it.

“NO!” he shouted.

The Heart was his only hope now of controlling the Guardian…if at all…

The man shuddered with the impact of the rounds.

“Don’t hit the Heart,” Kamenwati cried. “You must not hit the Heart.”

Even the thought of Kamenwati getting his hands on the Heart chilled Raissa. If he knew what it was…if he’d guessed…

As he spoke, the first clawed hand reached around the iron barrier that had held the dark Djinn these four thousand years.

Horror shot through her.

Kamenwati could not get the Heart. Nor could the Djinn.

If he did…if they did…

Raissa closed her eyes. Pain pierced her. And grief. It couldn’t end this way.

She turned to Ky, traced his strong handsome features with her gaze. There was a good chance she might not see him again, might not know him again.

There was really no choice.

She thought of Ryan, of Komi, Tareq above. Of Abasi’s men around them.

Turning to Ky, she said, evenly, steadily, “Shoot the Heart, Ky… Whatever else, Kamenwati must not get it. Or the Djinn.”

It was part of the Key to opening the Tomb once again. Kamenwati would figure it out if he thought about it. She knew that. So would Ky.

Ky looked at her…at Raissa.

The Heart, its rapid beat casting a lurid glare over the walls, throbbed, a match to his own.

Her eyes were so clear, level on his…so sure. There was a deep and abiding grief in them, though, a sorrow too deep for words, for speech.

Suddenly he knew, he knew for certain what the Heart was. He could see it in his Raissa’s eyes.

And if he did? If he shot it? Would she die if he did as she asked?

Her gaze met his evenly, steadily.

Even she didn’t know…but she was afraid.

Ky did know one thing. All hope of an afterlife for her would be gone… If you believed in such things as her people had, then there would be no journey for her…no life after this one. She would never see Khai again…or be reunited with any of those she’d loved then… Banafrit... Kahotep… Her friends in that past life. The life she’d known. He’d heard the fondness in her voice when she spoke of them.

This time she might die, be gone forever.

Raissa saw it, the knowledge of it in Ky’s eyes and her heart broke even as it swelled with love for him.

Below the light that coursed from the Heart grew more brilliant, pulsed faster, more strongly…

Raissa met Khai’s dark eyes. She gazed into the face she loved so well.

She tilted her head and smiled.

Her eyes. too bright, were fixed on his.

“I don’t want to go there without you,” Raissa said. “In the end, though, it doesn’t matter. You have to do it or I’ll never truly be free…”

Ky’s dream come true, to set the priestess free…just not this way…never this way. It was too cruel.

“And if you die?”

“And if I die?” she asked softly. “You will, surely. What is an afterlife for me without you in it?”

Ky’s heart went still as he saw the truth of her words in her gaze. 

Reaching out, he touched her smooth cheek.

She closed her eyes for a moment, turning her face into his palm.

“It doesn’t matter. It can’t matter. We can’t set them free, loose them on an unprepared world.”

From behind the iron doors below, a thin, attenuated clawed hand reached out, tangled with the clothing of one of the men trying to open the doors, dragged him within.

That the man didn’t fit the narrow slit that had been opened didn’t matter. Screaming, he went anyway. Bones shattered like gunshots, limbs bent as limbs were not meant to as he was dragged inside the Tomb.

More reached, claws raked…Glimmers of faces peered out…Man-like and not, the skin little more than tanned flesh, the eyes rolling in hollowed sockets…

In horror, the man who held the Heart turned…stunned.

So did Ky.

It was just the beginning. It was enough.

As she said, it couldn’t matter.

Looking into Raissa’s eyes, Ky bowed his head for just a moment before he set the rifle to his shoulder, shifted a little to let it settle. 

He took a breath and let it out slowly, slowly… Sighted down the rifle. Remembered his training.

The Heart was there, in the center of the scope, the light of it pulsing, beating too fast. The rhythm of the Heart settled, evened, as Raissa let out a sigh. Ky could see it.

As big as a man’s fist, the gem that was the Heart pulsed. It wasn’t even a challenging shot.

Raissa…

Closing his eyes for only a moment, knowing what it was he did, Ky gathered his strength. 

He bowed his head for a moment. He took a long, slow breath.

He let out the last of that breath and pulled the trigger…

The bullet struck the Heart cleanly. The great ruby shattered into a million glittering shards of scarlet light with a sound like a shriek of agony. That sound echoed through the chamber as that light brilliant red light splintered. Rays of it sprayed across the chamber like arterial blood as Raissa echoed its pain, her scream piercing as her knees buckled.

Ky caught her as she fell.

“Raissa,” Ky said, his heart wrenching.

Involuntarily, he glanced down at the Chamber below.

Kamenwati spun at the sound of Raissa’s cry as it echoed through the Chamber. He looked up to see them there, his face became a mask of fury and hate.

He threw out a hand, chanting.

Instinctively, Ky curled around Raissa protectively, sheltered her in his arms.

Something grotesque and horrible splashed impotently against a force around Ky that he couldn’t see. The amulet on his chest went hot as Raissa jerked in his arms, crying out…

Her eyelids fluttered.

Below, to his horror, unnaturally shaped limbs reached through the gap between the iron doors, pressed them backwards…forced them open…a little more open. Just enough.

The first nightmare vision squeezed past.

Something like smoke filtered out to drift over the bodies of the dead and dying…and rejoiced to find a host. Others squeezed out behind it and fell on the dead to feed. The ghul feasted on dying and dead flesh. Screams tore through the air.

It was a nightmare, and real, far too real.

One of the men below cried out in revulsion, in horror. A dozen lambent eyes fixed on him as Ky watched.

Helplessly, the man wept, backing away as they turned to him. On him…

The man turned his gun toward his own head.

The dying rose…

Seeing it, the man wailed in disbelief.

They closed on him, battened on him before he had the chance to pull the trigger, drained him dry in seconds as he shrieked, then tossed his empty husk aside.

Around Ky, even Hassan’s men shuddered at what emerged from behind the iron doors.

Ky shook his head in revulsion. His mind tried to find a way to describe what he saw…and couldn’t, truly… It was horror, the stuff of nightmares…

Where once the Djinn had worn something close to the form of man, these now seemed grotesquely attenuated, refined to their most basic nature, nearly skeletal. The ghul shifted from man-shape to hyena randomly, uncontrollably. Ky’s eyes, his mind, revolted at what he saw – he couldn’t process it. The sila were smoke, save where they found the dying and then those bodies jerked, shuddering helplessly with the invasion as the sila fed on their dying spirits, and then the bodies rose to walk again. The marid were blackened, shriveled down to walking towers of coals, ashen, yet still compelling, their eyes avid…

It was hideous, terrible.

Ky swept Raissa up in his arms, signaled the men back. He didn’t need to tell them to go quietly. They couldn’t fight what lay below in the narrow confines of the tunnel. Not as they were, not with Raissa down. Nor could they save those below.

They retreated rapidly up the ramp, turned as they reached the landing where Kamenwati’s sarcophagus had waited when an oddly warm silver glow ahead of them brought them all around from watching their retreat.

Now what…? was Ky’s only despairing thought.

A figure, luminous with argent light, stepped out of the tunnel to the outside, her shimmering hair was like a rippling river of moonlight over her back and shoulders. Her sweet smile was lovely, warm, and kind. Her kohl-rimmed eyes were as brilliant and blue as a summer sky. Her face was intimately familiar… Two swords were visible behind her shoulders. The leather harness for them crossed her chest, outlined her breasts beneath the thin fabric.

Her smile brightened as she neared.

Ky knew her.

Irisi.

She was dressed in a simple linen gown, the white fabric falling nearly to her feet…so beautiful, so like Raissa…

Who turned to look up…at herself…

To Raissa’s shock, though, there was more.

A warm, gilded radiance filled the tunnel.

Argent Irisi turned, her lips parted in wonder…breathlessly…hope in her eyes as another figure approached.

Khai stepped out of the tunnel, tall, his body powerful. Thick, dark hair fell in gleaming waves over his strong shoulders. He wore a nothing but a simple pleated Egyptian kilt. His neatly trimmed beard framed his square jaw and his full mouth. His eyes were dark with gold glimmering in their depths.

It was impossible for Ky to deny the resemblance when faced with it, it was like looking into a mirror. As gazing into Irisi’s face was like looking at Raissa’s…like and yet unlike… The same, yet not. Halves of the same whole. Each complete, mirrors of the other.

Khai’s searching eyes found Irisi.

She was so beautiful.

Ky’s breath caught to look at them.

Silvery tears sparkled on Irisi’s cheeks as she looked longingly at the man she’d loved for so long.

Millennia.

Khai.

Her deep love was evident in her eyes, in her face, as she ran across the chamber to fling herself into his arms with a silent cry. Her ephemeral arms twined around Khai’s neck, fingers sinking into his hair as she buried her face against his throat. He who’d once been Khai pulled her close… held her tightly, his cheek against her hair.

They all felt the emotion surge through them.

For four thousand years there had been only honor and duty and the memory of him to sustain her. 

And his to sustain him.

Joy and sorrow were palpable, shared out among those who watched.

After so long…

His Irisi, his life, his love, his heart, but his. Khai’s arms enclosed her… He remembered.

She’d been alone so long while they’d slept.

He brushed the hair back from her face with both hands in wonder and joy, and in sorrow for her long time alone.

All of them could feel it.

Looking up into his beloved face, Irisi could only cup his cheek, brush back his thick dark hair to gaze into his dark eyes, and then his mouth settled on hers for the first time in millennia.

The kiss was brief, so brief, as it had to be… 

As it always was, for them there was no time, never enough time…and the Djinn were free once again.

Duty and honor called.

Even as Irisi was drawn toward Raissa, to her other self, one hand reached back toward Khai for one last time…their fingers touched…slipped apart…

It was as it must be…and then they would be together again, different and yet the same.

All Ky and Hassan’s men could do was watch in astonishment, in awe.

The shock of the coming together shook them as Raissa and Irisi became one, whole once more.

Raissa/Irisi looked at Ky, her own beloved Ky, knowing the decision he faced.

Her heart ached for him.

Ky

Who looked at Khai.

The General. The man who shared his name. The man he’d wanted to grow up to be. A part of Ky had always wondered if he could do the General proper honor, if he was good enough to stand before him, beside her.

The reflection of himself.

Every man wants to be the hero in his own life. Few had to look that hero in the eye. What happened when you met yours?

Ky studied the ghost of the man he’d admired for so long. Who was a part of himself in some strange way. It was more than a little odd to see himself in the flesh…and yet not…

It wasn’t him. They were different. And yet at the core they were the same. They shared the same soul.

The spirit of his long ago ancestor looked back and smiled with pride and satisfaction.

You have nothing to aspire to, I couldn’t be more proud.

In that moment, Ky understood. Khai was so much like himself… He was himself, in another time… What he would have been, had been, then, in that time.

Softly, Raissa said, “Ky, you don’t have to accept him. We’ll manage. You have that right. It’s for this that the Gods give us free will. But Khai can give you skills you’ll need if you would fight those below.”

For all his training and skill, even with the strength of her blood in him, swords were far better at killing Djinn than guns. Khai had fought Djinn, killed them.

Ky didn’t have those skills.

Khai did. His bone and muscle memory held that, too.

If Ky turned him away it was very likely he would die. Forever.

Raissa nearly couldn’t bear it, but she dared not influence his decision, his answer… It had to be Ky’s choice…his and his alone.

Ky looked to the other half of himself.

Not to anything that had been missing, but simply at who he would have been in another time, another place… He understood that now.

There was nothing to be jealous of, except himself. Because Khai was himself…a reflection, a part of the same soul, they were complete in and of themselves… Ba and Ka, heart and soul, they were the same, just in different times.

The one who had been Khai waited, understanding… Khai would have fought this battle himself if it were him, unknowing if he were giving up self, his identity.

In that moment, Ky knew they were nothing more than facets of the same man, their souls the same, shared but complete. He was himself, and he was Khai as well, and he accepted that.

Raissa held out a hand to him, to Ky…

Their hands met and he knew he would be his true self to her, always. She loved him for all his sides. She anchored him there, his flesh and bone.

She touched the amulet that rested warmly beneath his shirt against his chest. Over his heart. “He left this for you.”

Ky understood.

It was enough.

Ky turned to his doppelganger. He couldn’t survive, nor would she, unless he and Khai became one… He understood that, too.

There was a moment when it was Irisi who rose, not Raissa, and it was Khai who met her. It was their arms that closed around each other, their mouths that met in a kiss. If only for a moment. The last kiss they would ever share as they had been… became the first kiss Ky and Raissa shared, complete…

Ky looked down at Raissa, brushed her hair back from her face as she looked up at him.

Everything he needed was in her eyes.

They could both still die and he knew it, but this, for the moment, was enough.






  







 

Chapter Thirty Five
 

With a smile Raissa gestured, conjured up Khai’s sword, scabbard and all, and offered it to him on her outstretched palms, her eyes steady on his. Ky looked at her, sighed and chuckled wryly. Then he drew the sword from its scabbard, spun the blade around his hand.

It felt good, natural.

Raissa looked at him and smiled. “Now you’re just showing off.”

He smiled, caught her around the waist with his free hand to pull her close.

They heard Kamenwati shout below, “The one who imprisoned you awaits you above.”

Raissa sighed. “Oh, thank you, Kamenwati, for that.”

They’d run out of time. Glancing down toward the Tomb, Ky shook his head and smiled.

She looked back at him steadily, almost wryly.

“It’s time,” Ky said, “to finish this.”

“Agreed.”

None of her spells would help them here. Fire was useless against fire elementals and the same with wind in such a confined space.

All that remained to her were her swords as the ancient prophecy had foretold.

That and the gifts of the Gods. Raissa prayed to them.

Suddenly a thought occurred. Perhaps there was a way to end this once and for all after all. She took a breath.

“Ky… I think I know a way to defeat them. It won’t be easy…”

There was something in the look in her eyes, the tone of her voice, that held a breath of hope. It was all Ky needed.

He looked at her, smiled. “There’s a surprise. You lead, I’ll follow.”

A glance at the remainder of Abasi’s men was all it took. Abasi and his people set themselves around them.

“One of us has to reach the Horn,” she said. “Don’t worry about killing them – we just have to get to the Horn.”

With a howl, the Djinn raced up the ramp from the lower tunnel.

Together Ky and Raissa turned, side by side, Raissa reaching for her swords, drawing them.

Not all the Djinn seemed to be concerned with revenge, some simply sought freedom, food, ravaging through the chamber. Some simply tried to push past, to escape, to find sustenance, sometimes to the detriment of those who fought.

One of the Marid went through like a linebacker, bulling his way past the others, practically shoving one of his fellows onto Ky’s sword.

Some of them had quite obviously forgotten what it was to fight.

Those who’d fed, who had regained some sense of themselves, though, didn’t.

Ky, Raissa, and Abasi’s men met them with a crash of steel as the Djinn howled their fury.

Although their party didn’t have an army around them, this time the Djinn didn’t face just Ky and Raissa but Khai and the Guardian, enhanced by Sekhmet’s gift.

Hassan’s men fought hard and well, too, their instincts and skills honed by generations of training and years of experience. These were not simple soldiers untrained in fighting Djinn as had been true with the army of Egypt, as had been true millennia ago.

Nor did Ky’s other training go entirely to waste as he drove one of the marid off with a solid straight side kick to the chest that sent the rabid thing staggering back.

It was ugly, though, and horrifying. It offended some deep, ancient part of him. His soul shuddered at the thought of the things.

Watching a ghul shift into something that was neither hyena nor man but some hideous amalgamation of both with crushing jaws and tearing teeth made some part of him recoil in revulsion. To see one of Zimmer’s mercenaries, clearly dead, reanimated by the sila that possessed him, was hideous. Even as attenuated as they were, though, they were shockingly strong.

Still Ky caught one by the throat, avoided the slashing claws, and shoved it away.

As horrific as the battle itself was, Ky was surprised to find he liked the pure physicality of swordplay. There was an immediacy to it that was undeniable…even as he punched one of the Djinn with the hilt of his sword and then hacked at another, driving it off.

From the corner of his eyes, Raissa was astonishing to watch, graceful and deadly. The sword along her left arm was like a part of it as one of the Djinn raked at her. She caught the claws on the blade, threw it off as it shrieked in agony, then spun to follow through with her other sword, whirling like a dervish. The Djinn fell as her left sword thrust backward to take another that had broken through Abasi’s men to come at her back.

They battled their way down the causeway with Abasi and his men keeping them from being flanked.

It was some little consolation to see that Kamenwati had it no easier.

Even with the power and control of his Marid self, some among the Djinn seemed to remember Kamenwati all too well. To his evident shock and fury, he wasn’t finding it easy to reach the Horn, either. Some among the Djinn didn’t want him to reach it and regain control of them again. Yet he had to reach it, or lose control of them altogether. He was forced to take up a sword himself against some of them even as the Marid Djinn within him reached out to call his brothers to them.

It worsened into a rout as Djinn stumbled backward out of the entrance to the Chamber, crowding into those ravaging below, awakening and alerting them to the fighting going on around them.

Djinn eyes cleared. Some leaped for new prey even among their fellows, others sought new ones.

Ky saw Kamenwati spot Raissa, become aware of them as their fight reached the floor of the lower chamber once more, the Djinn forced backward toward the Tomb.

He felt magic gather…a prickling of the skin he’d felt once before.

Reaching out, he grabbed Raissa  -  too busy fending off an ifrit to defend herself  -  around the waist and spun her out of harm’s way.

The bolt of heat struck him and shattered uselessly on something Ky couldn’t see as Irisi’s amulet flashed hot against his chest.

It jolted her. He could feel it.

Shielded by his body, Raissa glanced up over her shoulder at him as she lashed out at the Djinn with her sword.

Both of them were spattered with ichor and gore…

She flung a hand out at Kamenwati, and a burst of wind picked the sorcerer up and flung him hard against the far wall, into a clot of Djinn.

“Go,” Ky shouted, “I’ve got Kamenwati…”

Khai had a long memory and Ky had his own memories – among them forcing John to betray them, then watching Zimmer/Kamenwati whip Raissa. Within him, he felt Khai’s sudden fury.

As their memories merged, a fierce cold rage filled him.

He advanced on Kamenwati, but the wizard’s attention was elsewhere.

Scrambling to recover his footing, fury darkened Kamenwati’s vision.

The slave dared fight him with magic. He would kill her. He would kill them both, slowly, make them watch as the other died. Set the Djinn on them…

First, though, they mustn’t reach the Horn. The Horn was his. She had dared touch it once, she would not touch it again.

Raissa saw Kamenwati coming. He hacked and slashed his way through the Djinn, through the massed fighters and Abasi’s men, trying to reach them.

Trying to reach her.

She took a breath, put aside her fear and trusted in Ky, as he’d asked.

With a glance to Abasi, she turned toward the entrance to the tomb.

Gesturing some of his men to guard Ky, Abasi gathered the rest and followed the Guardian.

Still fighting, Ky watched her go, then turned to face Kamenwati among the milling fighters, Djinn and human alike.

A part of Ky knew Khai felt more than a little satisfaction at being able to face Kamenwati finally and at long last. Not least for unleashing the Djinn on their helpless people or for the thousands who’d died, but also for what Kamenwati had done to Irisi  -  putting her in the ring, keeping them apart. Ky himself remembered too well how Kamenwati/Zimmer had forced Ky to call her out of her tent, had used her trust of him, and then watched Kamenwati horsewhip her. He had his own reasons for revenge.

As both Ky and Khai he went to meet Kamenwati gladly, hacking at and kicking away any of the Djinn that got in his way.

Kamenwati smirked to see Ky approach. It would be a pleasure to kill this man who had helped capture him, who had helped imprison him.

Against the strength given to him by his Marid self and his own well-honed skill with a blade, the other stood little chance. The man was an academic, weak like Zimmer, who was now food for the Djinn. It would give Kamenwati even more pleasure to kill the man in front of the one Kamenwati had once called slave.

Ky wasn’t certain what put that smile on Kamenwati’s face, but he had every intention of making it disappear.

 That smile faded the instant their swords met as Kamenwati hammered a blow at him. His eyes widened as Ky, with Khai’s memory and assistance, met it easily and turned it.

Clearly, it wasn’t going to be as easy as Kamenwati had thought.

The part of Ky that was Khai smiled, remembering the force of Kamenwati’s blows. Now, by the mercy of Raissa and Sekhmet, they had the power to fight him evenly.

It was Ky’s turn to smile.

“Surprised?” he asked, mildly, amused, his eyes narrowing.

There were a few new tricks he might show the ancient sorcerer.

Glancing over her shoulder as she fought her way to the Tomb, Raissa nearly smiled, her breath catching despite the danger.

Ky was amazing to watch, incredibly fast, fluid, even without Sekhmet’s aid. He just hadn’t known it.

With it… 

She saw him parry one of Kamenwati’s thrusts, then kick one of the Djinn away. A sila came up behind him, tried to take him while he was distracted. She sent a burst of wind to bat it away.

It would have been a pleasure to watch him fight like that all day but she had her own battle to fight.

She drove her left blade backward into the ghul coming up behind her, slashed with her other sword to clear the way before her as Abasi’s men held off the rest.

Spinning, Raissa’s sword took an ifrit through the throat while the other shielded her from the claws of the next.

She and Abasi’s people were gaining on the doors. They had to reach the Horn.

A cry behind her told her she’d lost one of Abasi’s men, and her mouth tightened.

It would be all the worse inside the Tomb.

Taking a breath, she glanced back at Ky quickly, one last sight of him before she and Abasi’s people entered that awful place. One last sight of his face, his eyes, all of him…and then she straightened.

Catching the next blow, Ky turned it and drove a punch into Kamenwati’s too pretty face.

Fury lit in the other man’s glittering black eyes.

Ky saw Raissa look back at him, quickly, just once, and then she, Abasi and the rest of Abasi’s men passed beyond the great iron doors into the darkness.

 

Within the Tomb itself it was nightmarish – a huge echoing noisome chamber where some of the Djinn still prowled or roamed madly, their screams, shrieks, and cries ringing off the walls wildly as they darted into, around, or shied away from the thin light coming through the doors. They were like wraiths, some dark, some light.

Beneath Raissa’s feet clinker, coal, and charcoal crunched, the bones of dead Djinn.

A burst of fire magic found nothing within the huge fetid chamber to ignite, nothing to light and guide their way save the light behind them.

It only made the Djinn within screech in fury and a rabid, slavering madness.

Part of her wanted to weep and gibber with terror.

There was no moonlight here in the depths of the earth to enhance or give them any illumination.

Gesturing, muttering a chant, she sent a burst of wind behind them to push the doors open farther to allow more light.

With a flick of her wrist, she sent a burst of fire magic to splatter against a wall in a shower of sparks, searching for the Horn even as she spun away from the leap of a ghul, drove away one of the marid off with a spinning kick to its head that sent it flying back into the darkness.

Another of Abasi’s men fell as some of the Djinn massed, leaped on him, and dragged him back into the darkness. He wailed in helpless terror.

Knowing he was dead, she called up another blast of wind. It took them all and smashed them into a distant wall. It wouldn’t kill the Djinn, but she hoped it would stagger them and make them think twice about trying such a thing again.

It was all she could do.

 

Catching Kamenwati’s blade on his own, Ky turned it and drove a kick into the man’s chest that sent him staggering backward. Ky drove in but the wizard threw some kind of spell at Ky’s face.

Irisi’s charm held it at bay but the splash of energy dissipating in front of his eyes was enough to startle him, setting Ky aback long enough for Kamenwati to evade him and bring up his own sword to guard.

The moment Kamenwati’s slave’s hands touched the Horn and the jars that stood with it, Kamenwati knew, and he battled back furiously.

He could sense exactly where she was.

Seeing the doors creak open and the depths of the darkness within gave Kamenwati an idea.

“The Guardian! Close the doors,” Kamenwati shouted to the Djinn, “close them.”

Ky went cold…

Raissa…

She’d be trapped in there.

 

Within the chamber, Raissa was almost in berserker mode there were so many Djinn still inside, all fighting and clawing at anything near them. Turning, spinning, ducking, dodging, slashing with one sword, smashing her other into the face of something she could barely see even with Sekhmet’s gift, she kept fighting.

Another of Abasi’s men fell with a cry as she sent a burst of fire against a distant wall, searching still for the Horn.

There was a flash of white in the darkness… 

She turned toward it, Abasi and his men guarding her flanks, trying to keep the Djinn off her.

It was a tumbled mass of bone, a single skeleton.

Not Djinn, they were creatures of fire, their remains were scattered over the floor.

Her heart wrenched as she remembered.

Saini. Who’d sought redemption so desperately that he’d volunteered to blow the Horn.

It must be nearby…

Another splatter of fire against the wall reflected from something only a little distance away.

Raissa drove off another of the Djinn as Abasi grunted with effort behind her.

Quickly she gathered up what was there…conjured a sling to hold it…

The light grew dimmer…

“Guardian!” Abasi called in alarm.

Turning, Raissa looked back in horror.

The great iron doors were closing.

“NO!” 

If the doors closed, Raissa and Abasi’s people would be trapped in here in the dark with the Djinn, and she not even able to see well enough to fight them even with her vision. That wouldn’t save Abasi and his few remaining men.

Or herself, trapped with the Djinn.

She had the Horn…and couldn’t use it.

 

 

 

Kamenwati took swift advantage of Ky’s distraction as Ky saw some of the Djinn leave off feasting on the dead to leap to the doors, throwing their strength against the massive things. He barely twisted aside in time to evade Kamenwati’s thrust but he did, bringing his sword around to slash at the Djinn and drive them back.

Desperate now and determined, Ky drove the ancient Egyptian back, hammered blow after blow against him, looking for an advantage, an opening.

He had to find one or Raissa might be trapped in there with only Abasi and his men.

And the Djinn.

In the dark.

The Djinn would tear her to pieces unless he could reach her in time. He fought to get closer to the doors.

 

Raissa remembered too well what had happened when she as Irisi had blown the Horn at the end of the battle. It had dispersed the Djinn across Egypt, across the world where they’d regrouped, continuing their predations but so scattered that Khai had struggled to find a way to combat them.

That wouldn’t help.

There was a chance. She had an idea but she wasn’t the one to do it. She couldn’t do it. Only one person in the Tomb might be able to, if she could reach him in time…

Gathering every scrap of magic she could, she called up the wind, a great burst of it.

“Run,” she shouted…and sent another burst of wind slamming ahead of them, clearing the space between them and the Doors, scattering the Djinn, smashing some of them against the iron, halting their progress for only a moment. And draining nearly the last fragments of magic available to her…

The three of them ran for it – she, Abasi and one of his men – racing across the slick and slimy floor toward the narrowing wedge of light.

Inexorably, the doors closed, picking up speed.

It would be close… Raissa dove for the opening, rolled over onto her back to keep the Horn safe and take the fall across her shoulders…

She slid…

 

In despair, Ky saw more of the Djinn pile against the doors, their renewed strength speeding their progress.

There was a burst of dust from within and the doors halted for a moment.

Others of the Djinn had joined Kamenwati.

One of them leaped at Ky and he dodged it, gave it a kick and a shove in Kamenwati’s direction.

They were coming…

Seeing the distraction in Kamenwati’s eyes, Ky knew he planned something, that something was about to happen…and it wouldn’t be good.

There was a flash of bright hair as Raissa dove between the closing doors, rolled onto her back with the Horn clasped to her chest.

Kamenwati spun, leaped, lashed down with his sword at her vulnerable throat. 

Raissa’s eyes widened and she threw her left arm up to shield herself.

His blade skittered over her shielding sword.

Then Ky was there, his sword thrust between Raissa and Kamenwati’s blade, only inches above her throat.

Both hands on the hilt, Ky twisted his blade viciously upwards, driving Kamenwati’s up and away, and pushed, throwing Kamenwati backward and off-balance, staggering away from Raissa.

“Go,” Ky shouted, “whatever it is you have planned, do it…”

With a desperate and grateful glance at him, Raissa scrambled to her feet, Abasi and his other man at her side while Ky spun his blade and sliced it backhanded, cutting Kamenwati’s throat in one swift movement.

The other man’s hands went to the blood that gushed there as Kamenwati began to topple… His eyes were stunned, shocked…

Raissa turned and ran for the tunnel above, cutting through and trying to drive back the mass of Djinn.

“Hurry,” she called, “we don’t have much time....”

Ky ran at her side. “Why?”

“With Kamenwati dying, whatever ties binding the Djinn to the Horn will fade. That some of them answered to him at all is proof he still had some control over some, if not all of them. Once he dies, that control will fade and the Djinn will go mad. We’ll be trapped in here with them. I can’t blow the Horn and risk either dispersing them all over the world or summoning those that didn’t answer the last time, the ones Abasi and his people have been fighting all these years.”

She slapped back one of the emaciated Djinn, cut the head off another.

“How well can you throw?” she asked, glancing at him as they rounded the corner to the upper tomb.

It was as if the Djinn sensed what was coming or what they were planning, doing, or the control over them was indeed shattering but they were massing, coordinating… It was becoming harder and harder to fight through them, past them. Along with Abasi and his man, they were simply hacking and chopping, trying to drive the milling Djinn back, to get past them.

Startled and slightly amused by the change in subject, Ky said, “Well enough. I played soccer, rugby, and American football.”

Raissa unwrapped the Horn from the sling around her neck…

It was an oddly ugly and oddly beautiful thing, strangely repellent, in the shape of a ram’s horn. The dark jewels on it glittered muddily with reddish depths not just in the blood rubies but in the jet and darker gems. The copper chasing had tarnished and turned an ugly mottled and pitted green over the years.

“You need to throw it to Tareq,” she said.

Slashing at Djinn, he stared at her.

“Why Tareq?” 

Raissa looked at him…. “Trust me and hope I’m right…”

They burst into the main chamber, not so brilliant now with more than half the torches gone and the gold scattered beneath the feet of the Djinn who had no use for it. A number of those Djinn were trying to find a way to reach Tareq, Ryan and Komi in their corner behind Isis. 

The Djinn did have a use for them.

As food.

All of them looked somewhat shell-shocked.

The statue of the Goddess looked down on them, her face still.

“Boss,” Ryan called, desperately, his voice sickly relieved to see them.

He and Komi resolutely fired into the faces of the Djinn to drive the crowding creatures back as Tareq, with a borrowed sword, hacked at the clawing hands and reaching talons.

Watching the Djinn try to reach them was horribly like watching a cat trying to snag something just out of reach.

They were focused, undaunted.

His horror evident, Tareq pressed back into the corner, a sword in hand, facing the Djinn resolutely.

“Tareq!” Ky shouted.

The fear had been there in all of them that Ky and Raissa might not return, that Tareq, Ryan and Komi might be trapped here with the Djinn. Until the lights went out, until there was no hope. Until one of them grew tired. Fear had nearly overwhelmed them, it was clear in Ryan’s voice, in Tareq’s eyes. They’d been holding panic at bay by sheer force of will.

And hope.

Tareq hadn’t known how to keep them holding on to it.

It was with immense relief that Tareq heard Ky’s voice and turned to see him, Raissa, Abasi and one of Abasi’s men emerge from below, all of them the worse for wear, all still battling the Djinn.

With amazement, though, he saw Ky toss his sword aside to heft something in his hands, turning it just a little to fit, to hold properly and then throw it…

“Catch,” Ky shouted, over the hisses, wails and growls of the avid Djinn.

The thing sailed in a nearly perfect spiral over the heads of the Djinn, glittering dully in the thin lamplight.

Automatically Tareq reached for the thing, nearly fumbling as it struck his hands, bobbling it a little…only to stare in shock and surprise at the Horn of the Djinn.

Priceless…unique…and horrifying.

Above the babble, above the shrieks and cries of the Djinn, Raissa shouted, “Tareq, think of good Djinn, think hard, ask for help and blow!!!”

In her voice were tears, hope, and a prayer.

Tareq stared at her in utter astonishment and then a glimmer of amusement. An odd anticipation and sense of joy filled him… 

Tears burned in his eyes.

Just the thought… 

With a nod, Tareq lifted the Horn to his lips…

He saw Ky stare at her, too, in shock…and a sense of hope rising even as he smashed a kick into the face of an oncoming Djinn, then backhanded another away.

Raissa drove the Djinn back, slashing and hacking with her swords.

Something inside Tareq lightened. Hope blossomed.

Raising the Horn to his lips, Tareq blew…






  







 

Chapter Thirty Six
 

The sound that pealed from the Horn was glorious. It was sweet, brilliant, as promising as the song of the first bird of spring, as stirring as the call of a trumpet, a paean to glory… It rang and echoed from the walls, reverberated, beautiful and vibrant, glorious… The sound shimmered in the air… Sound became light… It filled the chamber to echo in their bones…to shiver over the skin softly like a lover’s caress.

Around them the dark Djinn cringed, quailed…

There was an odd bright atonal wailing, the sound of a thousand voices raised, sweet and pure.

Light exploded everywhere as the room was filled with warmth and brilliance.

Bright Djinn… Some in the shape of tall men, others clouds of brilliance, warriors all in the defense of the light, of all of the Prophets, of all people. They came bearing swords of light against those of the Dark.

A circle of bright Djinn, their light brilliant, surrounded Ky, Raissa, Abasi and his man, facing outward as guardians to and for them, holding off those of the Dark.

Some of the bright Djinn surrounded Tareq with the Horn, Ryan, and Komi, standing guard, tall and dazzlingly bright.

Others still swept through the chamber in a glittering torrent that poured down into the darkness below and out to the garden, figures of light so blindingly brilliant they could barely be seen.

Where they passed, no dark Djinn remained, they’d been banished back to their own realm.

In a matter of moments, they were gone, all save the four who encircled them and those by Ryan, Komi and Tareq, who stood dumbfounded, the Horn of the Djinn in his hand and only inches from his lips.

Slowly Tareq lowered the Horn.

“I wasn’t certain I believed,” Tareq whispered, staring up at the figures around him.

Letting out a sigh, Ky could sympathize, as he looked up in dazed astonishment.

With a radiant smile, Raissa said, “It doesn’t matter. They believed in you.”

The bright Djinn turned to face them, their faces glowing so brilliantly that all that could be seen of them was an impression of kind, if vaguely impersonal and curious, eyes.

These Djinn examined them, each of them, and then nodded.

Warm light filled the room, coming from everywhere and nowhere, filling each of them with a sense of joy and wonder.

One by one, each in their own way, the bright Djinn did reverence to those who’d fought here in this place, servants of the light, too, as a greater radiance filled the chamber, growing brighter, blinding…

The bright Djinn stepped back.

A sound filled the room, huge, like great bells ringing, or horns calling, the songs of a thousand birds, the cry of a hawk flying wild and free, the rushing of the wind…of laughter… 

There was scent too, of fresh air laden with moisture, of green growing things and flowers, the soft scent of a child, of a lover’s skin, of all the things that mattered.

Forms took shape in brightness, light and darkness coalesced into the form of a man who held out his arm as a swirl of wind became a beautiful woman, who took the offered arm. A leaping lion become a lion-headed woman whose features transformed into those of a stern-faced woman. A hawk on the wing became a hawk-headed man, whose features shifted as well, softening, becoming a handsome man with kind, gentle, and knowing eyes.

Beloved eyes, familiar beloved faces. The Gods reflected faces Raissa knew well.

As did the part of Ky that was Khai as he looked back on memories almost forgotten.

As before, Isis and Sekhmet appeared in the forms of the priestesses he’d known and Irisi had loved so well.

The great God Osiris resembled Awan, his priest, who had loved Banafrit so well and grieved for her so deeply. Now they were reunited in the afterlife, arriving side by side.

With them was Horus, his calm face and sharp eyes those of the priest Kahotep, Irisi’s trusted friend and advisor.

Raissa smiled to see him.

His eyes warmed as they always did at the sight of her.

Isis released Osiris’s arm so they could each reach for Raissa, drawing her close, touching for only a moment before they were replaced by those of another. Laughter and tears were shared among all of those there. No one was left out.

For Raissa it was like coming home as she gazed at the familiar, beloved faces of the Gods.

“You did well, little one – you, Ky and these others,” Isis said, her voice Banafrit’s, soft as she looked at all of them.

Her eyes returned to Raissa’s and shadowed with sorrow.

“To sacrifice your only chance at passage to the Afterlife…,” Isis said, shaking her head. “It seems poor thanks for your service to us.”

She gestured and the air sparkled with glimmers of fire. They gathered and then shot off into the darkness below. She leaned forward and brushed a kiss over Raissa’s forehead in benediction to convey one last gift. Her eyes on Raissa’s, she pressed that gift into Raissa’s hands.

“With our thanks to our last best Servant of the Gods.”

Straightening Isis turned to look at Ky and reached out a hand to him in thanks.

How could he not take it, gazing up into the dark eyes of the Goddess, her gaze full of warmth and love?

So he did and a sense of that warmth rushed through him.

Isis smiled, and her warmth enveloped Ky and all of them.

Her eyes went to each of the others in warmth and approval.

“You chose well, Ky,” she said.

The air filled with shimmering rainbow light, a light that grew steadily brighter.

In the midst of that brilliance Ky thought he heard another voice, this one harsher but no less benevolent. A gentle growl carried on the wind.

Sekhmet, conveying her last Gift to them as well.

The Djinn, too, the Bright Ones, did reverence, obeisance, one of their own presenting their own precious gift before it as they set their own folk to Guard. With no second thoughts, Raissa passed Isis’s precious gift to them.

Isis bowed her head in approval.

Below the great iron doors swung closed with a resounding clang.

Sunlight and moonlight gathered, taking the Gods with them in a rush of wind that raced from below.

The world came back slowly, first in glimmers of touch, in the feel of the floor beneath their feet, a brush of air across their skin.

Vision returned.

The stone faces of the Gods gazed down at them…light sparkled from every surface.

Shakily, everyone took a seat on the pedestal, everyone except Abasi, who – with his sole remaining man – wandered unsteadily toward the garden in search of any more survivors of his team.

“Are they gone?” Tareq asked, his voice sounding strange even to his own ears.

Ky said, “I think so…”

“All gone?”

Raissa shook her head. “The Gods? Yes and no. Their power here in this world has waned, although some have returned to their service. The Djinn? Let me show you.”

She stood up, brushed off her clothes, and lifted an eyebrow at the others in question.

With a groan, grumbling, Ryan got to his feet. “All right, but let me know when this is really over, because when it is I’m falling down. Then I’m going to stay there for a week.”

Ky glanced at Raissa with a smile. Some things didn’t change.

Eyes twinkling, she smiled back.

Somehow, he wasn’t surprised when she led them down into the lower chamber. This time the journey wasn’t fraught with dread and the air smelled sweet, clean. The walls didn’t glimmer, and sound didn’t echo.

He stopped dead when he reached the bottom.

As did the others.

The great iron doors were closed, once again.

At each side stood towering, massive figures that seemed poured from the glittering golden sandstone above. They were amorphous, vaguely man-shaped, each with the head of a jackal. Djinn, but bright ones, those who served Anubis.

In the center of the floor stood pedestals. On each was the figure of a lion, their names inscribed on each pillar. Emu and Kiwu.

Raissa grieved for her roly-poly lion, always begging for a belly rub. The Gods had given her back, too. And Kiwu.

Tears glimmered in her eyes. One slipped down her cheek.

Raissa smiled, laying a hand over her heart in thanks.

In wonder, Tareq stepped onto the now-polished black marble floor, his eyes going down to it, to the odd, vaguely man-like patterns within it. Each life had been given honor there, etched into the stone.

Tareq approached the doors almost reverently, looked at the massive iron of them, at the unbroken bands of gold and silver that crossed them.

And the seal, the great ruby once again seated in its niche, light pulsing from it.

The Heart of the Gods.

“It’s still here,” he said, in bewilderment, not daring to touch it as he glanced back at Raissa and Ky, before turning his gaze back to study it. His fingers drifted just above it. “There’s barely a chip out of it.”

He eyed the massive doors then turned back to Raissa in question.

“The Djinn are created of the Gods, or God, however you want to put it,” she said, softly. “They were given free will even as we were and that remains. The Gods don’t unmake what they created and aren’t you glad of that? Some of the Djinn chose a darker path, and they must pay for that. Those that did battle with their brothers and ‘died’ have been sent to be judged, as are we all. The others made their choices and have been rewarded or punished accordingly.”

She tipped her head toward the doors then bowed her head at the figures that guarded it.

“As were those that fought them. The good Djinn remain.”

Curiously, Ky looked at her and asked, “The Horn. Why Tareq?”

“Ah,” she said with a smile and looked at Tareq fondly. “First, because it had to be wielded by a true Egyptian. Both Irisi and Khai were foreigners. Kamenwati was a xenophobe. He hated us for that, hated that we’d risen so high. So he made it a condition of the use of the Horn, consciously or unconsciously. And while he’s not the only true Egyptian here – unlike our friend Abasi…” She gave the man a wry smile as he returned. “He hasn’t become cynical. Tareq wanted to believe they were real, the Djinn, because if the bad were real…then the bright ones would be, as well… Am I correct?”

She looked toward Tareq with a brilliant smile.

Tareq bowed his head, smiling in return. “You are, indeed. Thank you, then, for that. Now I more than simply believe…”

“There are more things on heaven and earth, Horatio,” Ky quoted, “than exist in your philosophy…”

Contentedly, Tareq said, “Exactly so…the Bard understood quite well.”

Ky’s own beliefs had expanded considerably also.

“So, how then do we get out?” Abasi said. “We’re still sealed in…”

There would always be pragmatists, Raissa considered, and they were needed, too.

Tareq said, “And the Guardian is the Lock and the Key…”

Raissa grinned.

“That’s the easy part,” she said. “Let’s go back up to the main chamber.”

Stretching out on the stone slab, Ryan pulled his hat down over his eyes and said, with a grin, “Let me know when the tour’s over.”

“It’s over now,” she said, and nudged him. “Move, that’s my spot.”

“Hey!” he protested. “I was just getting comfortable.”

She rolled her eyes. “Do you want out of here or not? And how soon?”

“Oh, all right,” he grumbled, but got up.

Raissa stretched out on the stone slab, shifted to fit herself into the hollow there.

“Oh, she just wanted it for herself,” Ryan complained, crossing his arms and looking down at her.

She gave him a look, shifted a little more and crossed her arms on her chest in the typical pose of the Egyptian dead.

It was eerie to see her in that position and more than a little unsettling. It gave Ky a very bad moment. It was far too easy to see it as true. Several times in the past few days, hell, hours, they’d come far too close to the reality of it. The moment when the doors had begun to close, and he couldn’t reach her… When the Heart had shattered…and for a single second he’d thought she’d gone with it…

“Raissa,” he said, his breath catching.

Beneath her the altar shifted…

There was a great deal of grinding, the sound of stone on stone…a great rumbling that echoed through their bones and then things began to move.

Relief washed through him when she opened her eyes, winked at him.

“Sorry, love,” she said, seeing the discomfort in his eyes as she took his offered hand. “It was set to my weight. The good thing about being undead, your weight doesn’t fluctuate much.”

Ky pulled her into his arms and held her briefly and tightly, his cheek against her hair, her body warm against his.

Then, tired or not, he tossed her over his shoulder to her squeak of surprise.

“Ky,” she protested.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said to the others, carrying her down the tunnel and out into the spreading sunshine as the slab above slid slowly away with a growl and a grinding of stone. It slipped out over the precipice, teetered for a moment, and then fell, to shatter at the base of the Gilf Kebbir, leaving nothing behind but the blue sky above.

Dust and grit fell, nearly blindingly, dancing on the breeze, sparkling in the sunlight like fairy dust.

Somewhere nearby they heard the coughing roar of a lion.

For a moment, Ky simply stood there with his face raised to feel the warmth of the sun on his face until Raissa wiggled.

“Boss,” Ryan’s voice said, softly.

Ky opened his eyes and stared.

The stele that had stood outside the entrance was shattered…the hollow interior was now empty.

Liquid, sparkling in the sunlight, slowly seeped into the earth.

Once he’d dreamed of setting the lovely priestess free…and now she was.

Carefully Ky let Raissa slide off his shoulder and lowered her gently to her feet. He looked down into her lovely face, into her beautiful blue eyes and searched inside himself for Khai.

“They are us now,” Raissa said, softly. “A part of us as we’re a part of them, save that now they are together again and at peace.”

“And the rest?” he asked, curiously. There were parts of the… rest…he thought he might miss.

Raissa looked up into his dark eyes, seeing the hints of gold in them when the light hit his eyes just right and she laughed.

Sliding her arms up around his neck she breathed in the musky scent of him as she came up on her toes to nuzzle his throat lightly. She tasted his skin with a quick flick of her tongue, a purr rolling in the back of her throat.

Ky shivered. Her lips brushed his ear.

“Get a room,” Ryan said, in feigned disgust.

“Shut up, Ryan,” they said, in virtual unison, grinning as they glanced at him.

Ryan grinned impudently back and flopped to the ground, pulling his hat down over his eyes.

“Whether the tour’s over or not, I am,” he said.

Raissa grinned at him, turned back to Ky.

“The Gods don’t take their gifts back,” she said softly, “and I get the impression I might be needed again.”

“Why?” he asked.

She laid a hand against his face, traced the line of his jaw.

“There’s always something. I’m still here,” she said with a sigh, her eyes on his. “I could still have left. The choice was given to me but I’d already made it.”

The truth of that punched into his heart.

It was the question he never dared ask himself  -  what would happen at the end, when it was all over? When the Guardian had done her duty and her task was done? What would happen to her then? To him. Would she be called to the afterlife?

All the breath rushed out of him.

She’d made her choice. Him. She’d chosen to stay.

He looked down into her blue eyes, kissed her gently.

“There is one change, though,” she said and took his hand, pressed it against her throat.

Her skin was warm, as soft as he remembered. Beneath his hand, there was movement. A very steady throbbing. Her pulse. The feel of her heart beating strong and steady against his palm.

Something inside of him let go. Raissa was whole again. She was a real girl now. He laughed at the thought  -  stolen from Pinocchio  -  wrapped his arms around her hips and lifted her up into his arms. 

Bracing her hands on his shoulders, she smiled down at him.

He frowned. “But…I thought…the Heart of the Gods…”

She shrugged lightly.

“Oh, it’s still there…and it’s mine…but it’s just a detail, a little one.”

“Are you sure nothing else has changed?”

Raissa wriggled, wrapped her legs around his waist and leaned forward to whisper in his ear.

“I’m very, very hungry and I want to eat you alive, make love to you until you’re half mad with desire and suck on you until your toes curl…”

A burst of heat shot through him as his body tightened.

“Get some rest, folks,” Ky said, laughing, “an hour or two, or three… whenever… whatever…”

“Boss,” Ryan said in acknowledgement.

The hat never moved.

“We’ll be back in a bit,” Ky said, smiling.

Nodding, Ryan said, and waved at them. “Sure you will.”

“We’ll just set up camp,” Komi said, amused.

Tareq just shook his head and chuckled.

With a careless wave to them, Ky hefted Raissa a little more so she could wrap her legs around his waist more tightly. Her mouth brushed hotly over his throat as he carried her out beyond the palm trees.

“God, Raissa,” he said, “don’t do that now or I’ll drop you.”

With a little growl of pleasure, Raissa scraped her teeth over his throat teasingly, and he felt her hips rub against him as she wriggled in his grasp.

“Two can play at that,” he said.

Gathering her hair in his hand, he set her down, holding her mouth just away from his throat as he stripped the remains of her dress from her. That dress had taken a beating in the last few hours. 

He went hot and hard in an instant at the sight of her naked.

“Raissa,” he breathed…

He’d never get used to that.

She was beautiful, from her high full breasts to her slender waist and lovely legs. The tight bottom he remembered so fondly. His mouth practically watered to taste those breasts. Then he paused, his fingers brushing lightly at the skin just above her breast where her heart would have been. There was something new there, a small stylized golden tattoo of a lion.

Raissa laid her hand over his.

“Alu,” she said, softly. “So he’s always with me.”

She ran her fingers over a similar tattoo just above Ky’s heart. “Nebi.”

Ky glanced at it, then brushed his mouth over the figure on her breast, in thanks. He felt Raissa jolt and looked into her face to see her eyelids flutter with pleasure. Her eyes heated, turned hungry as her breath caught. She licked her lips slowly, the tip of her tongue skimming her lengthening fangs.

He smiled.

It was so sexy to look at her like this, when she was so hungry for him in so many ways, when her teeth were long enough to brush her bottom lip. With all they’d been through, she had to be hungry. Very hungry. 

His body grew hard and tight.

It seemed she was. She bit that full lower lip lightly.

He kissed her, ran his tongue over those sharp, sharp teeth and she sighed, purring in the back of her throat and kissed him back. Heat burned through him. Need.

And a hunger of his own.

With a smile, he brushed his lips lightly over the steady beat in her throat, felt her quiver. His smile broadened.

Not yet. He sighed. Soon though. His mouth watered and heat rushed through him like a tide as he traced a path over her breast with his tongue, tasted her.

Raissa was already at work on the buttons to his tattered shirt. She pushed it back to reveal the tight muscles of his chest. She ran her hands over him, over them, down, her thumbs brushing over his tight abs.

His free hand skimmed over her body. His other hand he kept in her hair, teasing her, teasing them both, letting her mouth come close enough to his throat to torment them both, her teeth scraping over his skin. It was driving her just about mad.

As it did him.

Watching her body writhe liquidly while he tormented her, Ky slid his hand over her bottom, cupped her, his fingers just brushing her moist heat as she jolted at the touch.

Her fingers dropped to his jeans, worked the button free, but Ky could tell she was distracted.

He felt the brush of her teeth on his throat, pulled her head back to shake it a little. He gave her a gentle warning look, saw the fire dance in her blue eyes and realized it had been a feint as her hand closed around him. He groaned. Fair was fair. He slid a finger deep into her. She clenched around him, so tight, with a soft moan of her own. His vision hazed as her mouth moved lightly just above his throat and she flicked her tongue over his skin to taste him, then lapped at him as she stroked him with little grunts and growls of need and pleasure.

It was more than Ky could take.

In the next instant he had her down on the nearest patch of grass and thrust up inside her, burying himself in her tight heat. He drove hard and deep to feel himself all the way inside her. She mewed, a sound of need, of pleasure, a small whine of desperation. Her hips bucked against him to pleasure them both.

More, again and deeper, the movement of Raissa’s hips demanded.

With an effort Ky held her mouth just away from his throat as her hips pumped, let the pleasure build inside her, the hunger and the need.

Hot, her mouth was so hot, her teeth just scraped his skin, her tongue licked and lapped at him, tasting him.

Thrusting deep, the pleasure building, he wallowed in her, relished the feel of her firm breasts against him, her tightness around him.

Ky released her hair and her mouth brushed over his skin, closed on him warmly. Her teeth pricked his throat.

Raissa breathed the taste of him in through her mouth as Ky thrust inside her, pulsed within her, throbbing. She tasted his growing pleasure on his skin and then her teeth penetrated, sank in, and the first hot gush of his blood hit her mouth. 

She groaned with pleasure as she came.

The feel of her teeth piercing him as that soft groan vibrated against his skin and her body clenched around him shattered Ky’s control. His body went tight. His pleasure seemed to go on forever as she drank from him, as he spilled into her while her mouth drew on him. He exploded inside her, filled her, gushed into her. He shuddered, the glory of it racing through him seemingly endlessly as she fed, her body quivering against his.

Raissa drowned in him. After all they’d been through Ky tasted incredible, especially when he came, his pleasure effervescent, glorious. So wonderful.

With a sigh, she lapped lightly at his throat to close the wound there before she settled her head on his shoulder, her body sprawled across him as he rolled over.

“Does that answer your question?” she asked.

Ky sighed, tightened his arms around her, and smiled. “I think so, pretty thoroughly, yes.”






  







 

Chapter Thirty Seven
 

Looking out over the garden Raissa could only shake her head at the bustle and busyness. An archaeological team here from the Egyptian museum were photographing, measuring and examining as they were at Banafrit’s tomb. Raissa’s hand rested on Nebi’s pillar. She resisted the urge to call him. The tattoo stirred. Alu. He was still with her. As were the others in their own way. They were hers as she was theirs and they wouldn’t pass until she did.

There was also the chance she might need them someday.

The archeologists pored over every inch of the tombs. Every inch but one.

The Tomb of the Djinn itself. 

On that Tareq had been adamant, the Tomb was not to be opened. Ever. Whatever might be found in there was nothing compared to the damage that would occur to the doors and the precious gem that sealed them if the archeologists attempted to open them.

No one had noticed that the Horn had disappeared.

What Tareq noticed was the strange mark in the palm of his hand, shaped like the Horn. He didn’t speak of it or what it might mean. He accepted that in time he would come to know, or he wouldn’t. Although in his heart of hearts he doubted it, there was still the chance the Horn was sealed within the Tomb. He wouldn’t risk it falling into the wrong hands.

So the Tomb would remain closed.

Raissa sighed as Ky stepped up behind her, slid his hands around her waist, brushing her hair aside with his cheek to press a kiss to her throat and the pulse beating steadily there.

Just checking. It was something he did often.

It made her smile as he intended.

“There are too many people here,” he said, against her skin.

A shiver went through her.

“I agree,” she said.

Ky looked with satisfaction over what was now a dig site, under the jurisdiction of the Egyptian people and the Egyptian Museum. It now looked appropriately aged rather than suspended in time but it was still lush and green and it would be kept that way if Tareq had any say in it  -  and Tareq had considerable say.

For the time being no tourists would be allowed into the site, just archeologists and scientists as they catalogued and researched.

In time tourists would be, within limits.

The Egyptian government, in gratitude for finding the tombs, had given Ky a substantial award for the find and a certain degree of latitude where the antiquities were concerned. Certain items, though, had disappeared, but he suspected they wouldn’t show up on the black market anywhere.

It was hard to view any of it as stealing, as after all, they were hers.

No one noticed the ring on Ky’s finger. That, too, was new. Khai’s ring, now his, set with a new jewel, a thin sliver of ruby that pulsed with an inner light.

“Will you miss it?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No. Every morning I wake up somewhere other than the stele, I will be happy.” Turning in his arms, she looked up at him. “And every morning I wake up with you.”

Tightening his arms around her, Ky smiled and said, “I will, too.”

She grinned.

“Christ, would you two get a room?” a voice interjected. “Is this what I have to look forward to?”

Both of them turned to look at Ryan.

“Everything’s packed up, boss,” Ryan said, amiably, with a grin. “Everyone’s waiting.”

The police had found John wandering the dig site, completely baffled about what had happened. Apparently Kamenwati, having no further use for him once his job had been done, had simply abandoned John as he had with Zimmer. With Kamenwati dead, the spell no longer held him. By common but unspoken consent, no one seemed inclined to enlighten John as to his part in what had happened. It seemed easiest to let him believe he’d been knocked unconscious while he worked on the trucks.

In the distance, they heard the throbbing sound of helicopters.

Raissa took a breath. “Ah, and this will be my first helicopter ride.”

She looked apprehensive as she watched the machine land, though.

“I promise I’ll hold your hand,” Ky said, seeing the look, amused.

It was funny that after all they’d been through, it was the helicopter ride that disturbed her.

But he held her hand all the way back to Cairo.






  







 

Chapter Thirty Eight
 

Every eye in the lobby was on the lovely woman who entered through the revolving doors. Sunlight poured through the skylights to light her hair and it was hard to tell which was brighter, her hair or the sunbeams. Her eyes were brilliantly blue against her lightly tanned skin. A soft yellow silk dress draped her curves and fluttered around her shapely legs. Despite her height, she had the long loose, hip-swaying stride any model would envy.

Ky rose to his feet.

“You know her?” the man with him asked as he stood also.

 “Hmmm. You might say that,” Ky said.

She was so beautiful. It still caught at him.

“If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Carter,” he said, shaking the man’s hand hurriedly. “We’ll talk again soon.”

Ky followed her into the elevator, slipped through the closing doors just as she pushed the button, and pressed her against the side of the elevator. His hands skimmed from the curve of her hips up over the arch of her ribs, before catching her hands to draw them up over her head as he devoured her throat.

“Security is going to love this,” Raissa whispered as he captured her wrists in one hand, reached around her to draw the zipper on her dress down to expose her back. Cool air washed over her skin. “Now I know why they always smile when they see me.”

A shiver went over her as his hand slipped inside to caress her as his mouth moved up her throat to nibble at her ear.

“Let them watch,” Kyt said as she turned her head to meet his kiss, her mouth hot, hungry and avid beneath his.

Their tongues tangled as Ky unhooked her bra in one quick flick of his fingers. He felt her lips curve beneath his as he did it. He let his other hand slide down over her hip, slip beneath the hem of silk dress to glide over her stocking-clad thigh, and then up.

He groaned as he felt the clip of a garter belt beneath his hand.

“You were shopping,” he said, his breathing tight.

“I found a few new things,” she whispered.

“God, you make me crazy.”

The elevator came to a halt at the floor of their suite and Ky let her hands free, the dress whispering to the floor.

He went hard and hot in a hurry at the sight of his beautiful wife, her long sunny hair barely concealing a scrap of champagne-colored lace bra. There were matching lace panties and a garter belt to keep the lace-trimmed silk stockings in place on her legs.

“You make me crazy.”

Snagging the dress as he bent, he swept her up in his arms as the doors slid open.

Raissa nuzzled his throat as he carried her, knowing the effect it would have on him.

He dropped the dress on the floor on the way to the bedroom.

No sooner had he’d laid her down on the bed than he captured her wrists in one hand again, pinned them against the pillows so he could simply look…and then caress, touch, sweep his hand over her.

“So, you like them,” she asked, quivering as his hand drifted over her skin, over lace.

Her eyes were soft, her mouth loose and swollen but her body…

Lush, lovely, incredible… 

Ky touched a taut nipple beneath lace, drifted light fingers over her arched ribs, down her hip, to the small patch of exposed skin between the silk of the stockings, the garter belt and the delicate lace of her panties.

She shivered.

Ky smiled. “I like it very much.”

Carefully, he kept her pinned while he removed his own clothes.

Raissa smiled, watching him, struggling enough to make the muscles in his chest and arms flex beneath his gorgeous tawny skin as his shirt dropped to the floor. His dark eyes were darker now, fixed on her breasts, her hips, as she shifted and arched.

A moment later, his slacks fell away.

Smiling, she noted he did, indeed, seem very pleased at her surprise.

Their eyes met as he rose over her, poised at the entrance to her core.

The sight of him braced above her, his dark eyes brilliant, all of his lovely muscles taut, feeling him pressed against her and about to fill her, the muscles in his chest and arms tight, was amazing, incredible.

A quick snap and she gasped as she saw the glint of his pocketknife in the hand beside her head.

She smiled.

In the same motion as he thrust up inside her, she felt the sharp sting of the blade and then his mouth closed on her throat.

Ecstasy shot through her – her body arched as he filled her at the same time as his mouth drew on her.

She moaned, delirium taking her.

Glory filled him as Raissa exploded into Ky’s mouth, the taste of her headier, more intoxicating than the most expensive scotch, more enticing than the first time he’d made love, astonishing in its intensity. More so as she tightened around him, her body vibrating, shivering and shuddering as ecstasy shot through her.

Ky’s arms locked around her tightly, held her in place, one arm around her hips so he could drive into her, pound into her. His other hand was locked on the back of her neck as he drew hard, savoring her completely with each hard pull. Her body bucked beneath his with each deep swallow. Pleasure burst through him as he drank her in, devoured her in great thirsty gulps. 

He loved feasting on her.

Raissa was lost to anything except the feel of Ky as he hammered into her, stretched and filled her as he fed on her. Her body quivered uncontrollably as his pleasure raced through him to swell within her. The sweet delicious feel of Ky, shared thanks to the Gods.

Ecstasy erupted through her. Her body locked, rigid, as pleasure drowned her.

As she came she gushed into Ky’s mouth, the glorious taste of her increasing exponentially with her pleasure, incredibly potent, scintillating. He was rapt in the taste and feel of her.

Power, strength and exhilaration rushed through him in a torrent. It felt as if his body had been vaporized, transformed into pure energy.

His own pleasure erupted as she locked around him, quivering, and he poured into her as her hands clutched at him, clung to him as he fed. Her pleasure turned her limp, until her hands fluttered and fell away.

Raising his head, Ky looked down at her cautiously.

That had been incredible.

Her eyelids fluttered over dazzled eyes.

Raissa was utterly, gloriously and completely limp, unable to move even a finger.

With an effort, she cleared her throat.

“Oh, my,” she whispered. “I guess you’re glad to see me.”

Ky smiled, kissed her lightly.

 “Yes. I guess you liked that,” he said, running the palm of his hand over one taut pink, lace-clad nipple.

“Ummmm,” she said, licking her lips lightly and sighing. “Yes.”

It was little more than a whisper. Her eyelids fluttered.

Still smiling, he brushed his mouth over that tight nipple, his hands exploring her body now while she couldn’t prevent him.

Another shiver of pleasure went through her, a soft moan escaping her as he played with her.

It felt as if his blood still bubbled, his skin heated and warm. Energy rushed through him. He felt wonderful. If he understood Raissa correctly, as long as they did this every now and then he would stay virtually the same age as he was, as well as be stronger and faster. He’d never get sick again. But he would have done it just for this, for the pleasure it gave them both.

There was a downside of course, primarily that if he died, he’d become like she was. Then she wouldn’t be able to feed from him and he wouldn’t be able to drink from her. Something neither of them wanted. And, if he stopped drinking from her for any length of time, the effects would reverse themselves slowly, until he could reach her again.

It didn’t matter. All that mattered to him was Raissa.

He loved looking at her like this, in these moments when she surrendered completely to him, let him render her helpless. It wouldn’t take long for her to recover but for this brief moment in time she was utterly strengthless and absolutely at his mercy. He didn’t intend to give her much time to recover…he wanted to have her trembling again…quivering with pleasure.

For now though she was draped limply across their bed, her gorgeous hair sprayed around her in a rippling golden halo, too weak to move. Color blossomed beneath her skin, flushed through her body as he played with her. Her eyelids fluttered over the blue eyes he loved so much, her pretty mouth curved in a smile as he brushed his mouth over her skin.

Sweetly drained, Raissa’s body still hummed. It tightened and heated again as Ky’s mouth tormented her deliciously. He sipped lightly at her nipple. Slid down her body. Dipped his tongue into her navel, brushed kisses down the length of her. His hands gently parted her thighs. He brushed his mouth over the most sensitive parts of her. His lips teased her, the prickle of his beard scraped over sensitive skin.

She brushed a hand over his thick, dark, wavy hair, ran her fingers through it before she slid her hands across the tawny skin of his strong shoulders, the muscles of his arms.

His mouth touched delicate tissue and she tightened, moaned softly.

“I’ve been talking to some people about a new dig,” Ky said, brushing his lips over her.

“Hmmm,” she said, jolting as he tasted her. “I was going to ask you how your meeting went.”

“How do you feel about Peru?” 

“Peru…”

“South America,” he said as he licked at her lightly, “jungles and mountains, you ignorant wench.”

Moaning softly, her head tossing as pleasure moved through her, she turned the globe mentally.

“Too many new countries,” she grumbled with amusement, trembling as he tormented her. “Wench, am I?”

“Hmmm,” he said, sucking lightly.

Raissa’s back arched as sensation poured through her. “The man in the lobby...?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Inca’s?”

“Very good,” he said, and suckled harder.

She could very much like getting the right answers to his questions.

A cry built in her throat.

“So,” he said, “can we go? There are tales of a secret temple hidden in the jungle valleys. Two expeditions got lost, a third never returned. There are no villages in the area, people are afraid…”

Laughing as he teased her, she said, “Oh, I don’t know…”

“It might be dangerous,” he said.

“Hmmm,” she said. “More dangerous than Djinn.?”

“According to some, the Mayan calendar says the apocalypse is coming,” Ky said. “Some say the end times will come soon after.”

“Can’t have that. I waited four thousand years for you. A few years isn’t enough.” Her voice was unsteady. “Wait, I thought we were talking about the Inca?”

He smiled. “We were. Same part of the world, sort of.”

Closing his mouth over her, he savored her as the cry built in her throat.

 “Okay,” she gasped, “I guess we can go.”

Her back arched as pleasure shot through her.

Ky listened to her cries of ecstasy with satisfaction as she quivered.

“You know, you could have just asked,” she said, contentedly, as Ky curled an arm around her.

“Where would be the fun in that?” he asked, wrapping both arms around her as he rolled onto his back so she was stretched out over him.

He tugged the sheet up over them both.

Sleepily, contented, she opened her eyes and looked toward the door.

Raissa frowned.

Three muscular men stood there, all in what Raissa took to be native dress not too unlike the clothing some men had worn in ancient Egypt – a simple loincloth, except that the patterns of the weave and material were different. All had skin as dark if not darker than Ky’s own tawny coloring  -  if perhaps there seemed a little more red in theirs than in his  -  and their hair was straight where his was thick and wavy.

All were armed with long iron knives and blowguns. Which they raised to their lips.

“Ky?” she said, frowning. “We have company.”

He glanced toward the door to see the three men there.

All three had lifted the blowguns to their mouths and were prepared to blow.

Raissa gestured, calling up a burst of wind to catch the darts and sent them flying elsewhere even as Ky wrapped an arm around her and rolled, tumbling them both to the floor on the opposite side of the bed.

Both scrambled to stay low and disentangle themselves from the sheets and blankets. Another gesture from Raissa and they were both clothed, somewhat, Ky in his favorite pair of sweat shorts  -  Raissa liked them on him  -  and Raissa in one of the short dresses she’d worn in Egypt.

She conjured her swords even as Ky pulled his gun hastily from the bedside table  -  after the attack in his room that night months before, he’d taken additional precautions.

Their visitors hadn’t waited for the formalities, one leaped over the bed in a somersault.

Ky rolled and shot that one in mid-air, three quick shots perfectly placed as Raissa rose to intercept the second as he came at them around the end of the bed, a sharp ringing sounding as she intercepted his iron sword.

The iron in that could very well do her harm. She wasn’t completely immortal and certainly not impervious to pain.

Astonishingly, or perhaps not so much, the one Ky shot didn’t even blink, though the shots did knock him off course. His adversary bounced off the ceiling but fell to his feet when he did fall. His sword flashed and Ky sucked in his stomach to evade it. Ky’s training took hold. He gave a push to the flat of the blade as it passed with his hand…

“Raissa,” Ky called in warning, spinning into a kick that snapped against his opponents head.

She glanced toward him as she parried the second, turned away the blade of third.

Perfectly timed and powered by Raissa’s gift from Sekhmet, the first visitor staggered as she turned his blade into path of the third as Raissa spun out of the way.

It was obvious from the pattern of bullets on his chest  -  eerily familiar  -  that Ky had gotten him.

Raissa backed toward Ky as one of the three gestured.

She felt magic rise.

Bullets had no effect, obviously. The first had been staggered by Ky’s kick, but it was evident he wasn’t down as he turned to face them again.

Throwing out her hands, Raissa conjured fire.

It flashed toward the invaders.

The magician’s eyes widened and all three suddenly disappeared.

“Where the hell did they come from?” Ky demanded, heading for the door. “More importantly, where did they go to?”

Raissa shook her head. “I don’t know. They were just there.”

There was no sign the doors had been forced. Ky glanced back at Raissa.

“Those were Incans,” Ky said.

Alarmed, Raissa tilted her head and said, wide-eyed, “Ancient Incans?”

A sudden chill went over Ky. “Carter. Andrew Carter…the man who asked me to join the expedition.”

He ran for the door.

Raissa was only a step behind him. “Is he here in the hotel…?”

“A floor down.” 

He could only hope they weren’t too late, or that Andrew Carter hadn’t had any unexpected visitors first.

“Raissa?’ he asked.

“This will definitely get the attention of security,” she said, grinning.

He grinned back, despite his concern. “True.”

A clap of her hands and they were both dressed more appropriately for visiting a possible new colleague  -  Ky in slacks and a shirt, Raissa in a sundress  -  as the elevator doors opened.

Andrew Carter wasn’t in a suite, just a room. Down the hall.

Knocking sharply, Ky called, “Andrew, are you there? It’s Ky Farrar…”

Both of them heard the sharp sound of wood, of furniture breaking, 

Ky considered kicking the door down, but this was an old and very respectable hotel by Egyptian standards. Those were solid doors…not, however, state of the art. He patted his pockets. Pulling a credit card from his wallet, he slid it swiftly in the door to jimmy it.

The door popped open.

Andrew definitely had visitors but he was doing surprisingly well with the silver room tray and an umbrella as a sword but that wouldn’t last much longer. He was outnumbered and visibly tiring.

“Get back,” he shouted, seeing them in the doorway.

With a quick glance at Raissa, Ky went high while she went low. He tackled one of the Incans as Raissa dove, coming up in a crouch to sweep the feet out from another.

Ky grappled with the invader. The stranger was astonishingly strong despite the added punch of Raissa’s enriched blood.

They collided with the wall, giving Andrew a chance to defend himself against a single opponent, however overpowered.

The leg sweep had caught Raissa’s man by surprise but he was also agile and quick. He rolled to his feet. So was she, which was definitely a shock to her opponent as they faced each other again. He swung at her and she ducked, coming up quickly enough to give him a hard shove, the force of it hard enough to send him reeling across the room.

While Andrew was occupied with the other, Raissa focused and sent a bolt of fire flashing across the room.

It splashed against the man’s chest.

Abruptly, he disappeared.

A rush of weakness went through her.

She was a little underpowered at the moment, remembering Ky’s mouth on her.

The warm rush of love and the jolt of lust at the memory momentarily offset the weakness.

Turning, Raissa watched in satisfaction and pleasure as Ky clipped the one with a solid punch and then spun to deliver a kick to Andrew Carter’s adversary that sent the man flying.

Watching Ky fight was such a pleasure. He was good at it, quick, smooth and effective.

Raissa drew fire, then sent it against the invaders.

Abruptly, both men disappeared.

“Bloody hell,” Andrew said, staggering back against the wall. “What the hell was that?”

Ky shook his head, as confused as Andrew.

“The hell if I know. I wonder,” he said, softly, “Who doesn’t want us going to Peru?”

Andrew stared around him in bewilderment. What he’d just seen was impossible.

“We can call it off,” Ky said, softly.

Looking at the tall, spare, blonde man, Raissa shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

Already, they could see him stiffening his spine, or his upper lip, depending on which applied. He eyed them both worriedly, though.

It had been a chancy thing for Andrew to get an archaeologist of the reputation of Dr. Ky Farrar to agree to this expedition. He had a reputation as being more of an Egyptologist, but after the discovery of the Fort and the Tomb of the Djinn, he was the name in archaeology today.

Just the person Andrew needed to get the funding for this project.

Now though?

“I can understand why you might hesitate, Mrs. Farrar,” he said, still trying to comprehend what had just happened. “But it really is an important expedition. We could discover things about that part of the world we’ve never known before. It would probably require Ky to be gone for quite some time…”

In his experience, wives didn’t appreciate that sort of thing very much at all.

Shaking his head, Ky said, “I told you, Andrew, Raissa and I are a team.”

“But she may not want to be away from home for so long,” Andrew said.

Again, in his experience  -  his own wife home in London  -  most women didn’t.

With a smile, Raissa said, “After so long in one place, I long to see the world, Mr. Carter.”

Carter couldn’t know how long that had been.

“And I might be of help. I’m working on my Master’s degree in Anthropology, and I helped Ky on his last expedition…”

Her azure blue eyes went to the man Andrew knew as Professor Ky Farrar.

The man had been damn lucky in his choice of wife.

Raising a hand, Ky cupped Raissa’s cheek. “We go nowhere without each other, I searched for her for too long.”

He smiled.

His dark eyes looked into Raissa’s, and she looked back with light and love.

“So,” Ky asked. “I take it we’re going?”

Smiling, Raissa said, “I think so.”

“Excellent. Well then,” Andrew said, pleased, shaking off the strangeness and fear, refusing even to think about it. “How about I buy you both dinner and we’ll celebrate…”

“We’ll meet you downstairs in what? Fifteen, Raissa?” Ky said.

Nodding, Raissa said, “Hmmm, fifteen minutes sounds good. That should be enough time. I’m very hungry.”

The look she gave Ky sent heat shooting through him.

He cleared his throat. “We’ll meet you down there…”

“Brilliant,” Andrew said, looking around.

He had some straightening up to do. Clothes to change, and so on.

Ky and Raissa walked out to the elevator hand in hand.

“Just how hungry are you?” he asked, his body tightening in anticipation.

Her smile was absolutely wicked as the elevator doors opened.

“Two can play in elevators,” she said, taking him by the front of his shirt and driving him inside. Her eyes glinted. “And you’re a bit fired up.”

Lust pooled, low and deep.

“It’s only one floor,” he groaned.

Red sparks danced in her eyes as the elevator doors closed. A jolt of heat went through him as she tasted him on the air.

Her hand reached out, slapped the button for the basement and then for their floor as her warm lips moved over him, her body pressed up hard against his, her hands sliding over him. One slipped into his hair, the other, touched…teased… Her tongue flicked out to savor his skin.

“Not anymore,” she whispered, her breath hot against him.

Ky’s throat went tight with need, desire, anticipation.

Lightly, Raissa lapped at him, honing the suspense. She drew in the air between her sharpening, lengthening teeth so it ran cool over his skin between her mouth and his pulse, bringing the taste of him with it.

“Raissa,” he breathed.

Her teeth sank into his throat slowly and he groaned in pleasure as he dragged her against him.

Ky felt her eyelashes flutter against his skin as her hot mouth settled against him and she let him fill it, it added a strange tenderness to the lust and need. He curled a hand into her hair to hold her mouth closer, his body hardening, tightening as he wrapped the other around her waist to pull her against him.

The taste of him burst into her mouth, brilliant, glorious, and she hummed with pleasure. 

Ky shuddered against her.

It was maddening, the feel of him, of his growing arousal. Raissa struggled for control.

Softly, she growled against his skin.

Her mouth was filled with him, so rich, so full, so incredible. He tasted like a fine, enriched port, thick and glorious. She took a mouthful, another.

Ky’s hand locked in her hair tightly as she stroked him, drank him and then he could only brace himself against the elevator walls as her arms twined around him. Pleasure poured through him as she fed on him until he shuddered with it, pouring into her hand.

Her body jolted as his pleasure hit her mouth, exploded through her. She sucked in great mouthfuls. Control snapped…and she suckled on him, filled herself with him, taking in mouthfuls. His taste was so rich, so vibrant… More. She battened on him…filled herself with the marvelous taste of him, the glory that was Ky.

There was a ding as they reached the basement.

Doors opened, closed. Raissa and Ky were oblivious.

The elevator rose.

Raissa leaned back, her tongue flicking over her lips to catch the last drop of him on her lips, an incredibly erotic gesture.

“Feel better?” he asked, brushing the hair back from her face.

Her smile was wry, amused, a little abashed. “Much.”

In wonder, Raissa traced the line of his beard where it framed his mouth, her fingers light on his lips. He was so beautiful, with his high cheekbones and full mouth. She shook her head in amazement.

Ky smiled just to look at her but more, at the look in her eyes, cupping her cheek and lowering his forehead to hers.

“Love you, too, wife,” he said, stealing a line from one of his favorite old movies.

Her smile was brilliant, glorious as her eyes met his. “Love you, too, husband.”

“So, Peru?”
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