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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. That light 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 pedestal that served as an altar. The air was pungent with the scent of burning incense. Chanting echoed throughout the chambers, 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 those gathered there could gainsay what was about to happen. Not General Khai, nor any of the priests and priestesses of the Gods, nor even the 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. Kahotep’s prophecy, he who was High 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 that Darkness for all time? What was prisoned in the chamber below would live forever. And so, therefore, must she. There was no other way, and there was no other to do it. Only she, both warrior and priestess, could, however terrible it was. 

And so, this.

To have any chance at success, Irisi knew only that she must accept her fate without protest, willingly, she must give it both her Ba and Ka, her heart and soul, to the Gods and so she steeled herself to face it. Even as that other below, Kamenwati, did not. He fought them, writhed and screamed in protest, in outrage. He chanted spells against them even as Awan, High Priest of Osiris, Kahotep, High Priest of Horus 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 called, wrongly, 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 their task. Rensi made certain the rites done 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 then there was Khai, her beloved Khai.

She looked up at him from where she lay on the cold stone of the plinth.

Her breath caught as it always did when she looked at him. He was so beautiful and she loved him so much. Her heart ached at the thought of leaving him.

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 she knew so well. There was grief in them, the sure knowledge of what they were about to do to her. 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, treasured 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 for so long. Surely the Gods wouldn’t deny her this much? In her heart of hearts 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 pain 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 sure knowledge that Kamenwati would kill Khai had he but known of their love.

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

Reaching up, Irisi touched Khai’s 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, not looking up into that beloved face. It wasn’t in her to make him suffer any more than necessary. She loved the Gods, she loved Egypt her adopted home, but above all else she loved Khai. 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.

The Gods understood.

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.

She’d loved him from almost the first moment she’d seen him that long-ago day in the desert, standing surrounded by her dead and his. He’d offered her honor, then, as one warrior to another. She loved him for that, for his honor, courage and for his great heart.

He was beautiful to her in all ways.

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

 

Khai looked down at his beloved Irisi laid out upon the altar and 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…

Breath of life and strength as she was to him as well.

Blood flowed through the reeds, her blood, drained 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 it was 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 warmth 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 else break the chant that echoed endlessly in the back of her mind.

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

Around her Irisi could hear the chanting, 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 far below.

It had taken some little time for Irisi to achieve the semi-trance state necessary to endure what was done, yet 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 dared not falter.

She felt her lifeblood drain swiftly away even as she felt the embalming fluids flow in; the natron and herbs bit sharply into her veins. The fluid burned as it went but she turned her thoughts away from it as she turned them away from the other things the priests and priestesses did.

Her arms were folded across her breast with a hand on each shoulder and bound so tightly with lengths of linen that she could barely breathe. Her hair was coiled up as the cloth was wrapped around her throat, and then around her head to cover her mouth and forehead. All but her eyes.

Cold fluid brushed across her belly, followed by numbness. Something pressed just below her breastbone. There was a sense of invasion as they finished wrapping her body in the last long lengths of linen.

Warm liquid 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 deaf ears.

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

Khai…

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

Her heart hammered in her chest, drawing in the sacred herbs, natron and fluids through her veins even as it pumped her lifeblood 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 light disappeared behind the linen to take her down into darkness.

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

It would go quickly now, and she was grateful for that.

And it did.

She felt them raise her to carry her swiftly out.

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

The lions, her lions…gifts of the lion-headed Goddess Sekhmet when that Goddess had turned her away and sent her to Isis’s service instead. They would come with her during her exile, to keep her company through her long duty so she wouldn’t be utterly alone.

 

Watching, Khai bowed his head and 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 prepared for her.

He could wish this had been done in sunlight as Irisi was and always had been a creature of light and not darkness.

His light…

Irisi.

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

He could not, he was no priest, 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, pounded the sealing stone into place with steady rhythmic blows so much like the sound of a heartbeat. Sealing the stele with Irisi inside it. What was it like for her in there, in the darkness filled with the Water of Life?

Like drowning.

He willed her the strength and courage to endure. Like the beat of her valiant heart, each blow of mallet on stone reverberated, echoed from the distant walls, to whisper back over the grassy hollow within them.

Above, through the narrow break in the cavern roof Khai could see the stars glitter coldly.

 

Desperately, instinctively, Irisi’s lungs sought air. Her body fought…even as she clung to trance, to will, to the spells in her mind, to the endless mental chanting of the words from the Book of Emerging into Daytime – the Book of the Dead.

She had to hold against the grief and the fear, the close space that enveloped her. What lay below, him and them, battered against her will.

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

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

Faintly, she could hear the Horn call as he blew endlessly, drawing air in through his nose, blowing out through his mouth. That sound must not falter until the doors were shut and sealed. Forever.

Beyond, outward, there was all of Egypt, all of the world. They couldn’t let what resided so restlessly within that chamber escape to lay waste over it. Not again. She couldn’t set what lay within the tomb loose upon the peoples of this world, not with what the priests and priestesses now knew of what was imprisoned behind the stone beneath them. Those below would devour every living thing, turn the people of the Nile, the distant peoples from which she’d come, and those of all the lands where she’d served and fought as a mercenary into cattle, chattel, something to feed upon…and their feeding…the torment of it… 

Horror shook her.

If those of the world outside were to be free, safe, she must hold, even as her body bucked, fought for air…and so she held. It seemed an eternity and yet it was only minutes.

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

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

 

His hand upon the stone, Khai remembered, too, remembered his beloved Irisi with her swords flashing, her hair swirling around her as she did battle that first day he’d seen her and all the days thereafter. 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 face carved into the stone of the stele…laid his forehead against the cold stone forehead as he would do with her in life.

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

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 yet free of her body?

He looked to Awan, to Djeserit, and saw the same thoughts mirrored in their faces.

 

In the darkness of the cavern far below, the great iron doors slid closed as bands of gold and silver were hammered across it to secure it with the powers of the Gods Ra and Isis. The seal, carefully balanced, was placed in its niche to enclose what lay within, hopefully forever.

The chanting didn’t end…their task was not complete, not yet.

As one, the priests and priestesses closed around the stele. Each lay a hand on the stone and willed strength to the one within. The Gods came to the one within then, all but Set, each to render her a gift.

Sekhmet was the last.

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

Alone through the ages to come.

 

Tales were told of one’s life flashing before the eyes as one died, but Irisi was not dying nor would an afterlife await her.

So many memories… 

Irisi remembered…






  








Chapter Two
 

 

It had been a day like any other, save that it was sunny and Eres – the child Irisi had once been – preferred the sunny, dry days to the dreary, not surprisingly. Folk said she was a child of sunshine with her bright hair and brilliant eyes, born to the hot days of summer. It was certainly hot that day. Around Eres were the folk of her village, and like the folk of so many villages they worked in the fields, as did she. Eres liked the heat but not the thick dampness that clung to the air and skin. Still, it was prettier when the sun was shining even if she had to chase silly sheep.

The shouts and cries, the distant smoke, caught her attention. She turned and saw smoke billow thick above the village where there should be no smoke at all. She ran back toward the cottages but it seemed she ran in slow motion …back to her mother, heavy with child. Her mother had been carding wool when Eres had last seen her, and her father nearby with the birth of the new baby so close.

A squeal tore the air.

Eres saw a man, a stranger, chase after one of the pigs. With the pig screeching and the man so intent on his task, he didn’t see her…

In an instant, young as she was, she understood.

Thieves. They were under attack by bandits intent on taking what little their poor village had.

Reversing her shepherd’s crook, she barely paused but smacked it smartly and hard across the man’s neck at its weakest point, only slightly aware of the way he collapsed bonelessly behind her as she ran past.

The piglet escaped as she darted between the huts.

Other men were there.

Margret lay still in the dirt, her brown eyes blank and unseeing…her skirt thrown up, her throat cut. There was so much blood. The air reeked of the dead, of death and dying.

Cries and shouts rang out.

A man reached for her almost as if from nowhere…

Instinctively she thrust the end of her crook into his belly. His breath escaped with a whoosh even as she spun the other end around to bring the crook end up beneath his chin, snapping his head back.

He fell, dead, although she didn’t know it.

Eres saw her father across the square, blood gushing from his throat as he crumpled while within their cottage her mother screamed.

Snatching up the fallen man’s sword, Eres shrieked her fury and grief and attacked…

In the time that followed she would never be able to say or remember all that happened, only that she fought, not wildly but with a cold and unthinking wrath. Not thoughtlessly, either; it was just that there was no need for her to think. It was instinctive. She just knew. Understood. It was a blur of motion and intuition… 

As a rough sword came at her, she threw the borrowed one up to meet it, turned her sword and body in the same motion to dissipate the force and throw the thief off balance. As he staggered sideways, she put the sword through him.

The other villagers came to help defend against the raiders, most armed with only rakes and hoes.

In the end, though, Eres’s mother and father were dead and she was an orphan who hadn’t yet become a woman. She was all of eleven years. Too young yet to marry.

Another mouth to feed for those who had little to spare.

The Druid Priests and Priestesses consulted their oracles and took her in, raised her up among them.

They fed her curiosity with knowledge of the mysteries, of wisdom, of language, even as they brought warriors to teach her to use the talents the Gods and Goddesses had given her. Her skills with sword and bow were honed as sharply as her mind, and so they sent her off too, as soon as she became a woman, finding a mercenary troop who would take her and let her use those abilities.

The Captain of the band of mercenaries wasn’t a harsh man, else the Druids wouldn’t have put her in his charge, but he was a stern one and Eres’s native lightness of nature was sometimes a trial to him. And sometimes not.  He was a tall man, broad in the chest, with a solid, plain, battered face and a wooly brown beard.

Irisi/Eres remembered him with a smile.

He’d had the right to use her as he wished but hadn’t. Instead, he’d educated her in strategy and tactics as his sergeants increased her knowledge of the use of sword and bow.

His name was Childric and when he finally educated her in the ways of men and women, he did so with gentleness and kindness, awakening her body slowly so she would know pleasure before pain.

It had been the night before her first battle and both of them had found solace and comfort in the act, if for different reasons. Only later would she understand the timing – so she would know pleasure first before she might learn the harsher lesson of rape and never learn to take pleasure in act again.

The memory made her smile even as her body thrashed futilely, reflexively, within the confines of the stele.

As the battle closed on them, at first she’d been afraid. The clamor had been terrifying. The fierce aspect of the other warriors had been daunting as well but there were those on each side of her she knew, that she’d drilled with, good friends who depended on her… Ehlbert and Grigg… Tall Aregunde, with her sword held in clenched hands.

The shout had gone up, and then she’d been running with the others.

Eres saw the warrior run toward her. His sword gleamed in the thin spring sunlight. Instinct and training took over…

In a harsh and terrible way, it was glorious. As each moment of near dying passed, she had a tremendous sense of living fully in that moment. Her swords flashed. One opponent after another fell as she ducked, parried and spun. Without needing to look, to think, she was aware of Ehlbert and Grigg, of Aregunde nearby. She guarded their flank, held the line. She knew when Grigg fell and Aregunde was wounded, but then it was over…and to her astonishment night had fallen.

She found she’d taken wounds she didn’t remember. A shuddering weakness went through her and she braced herself on her sword. Ehlbert and Aregunde took her to the Healers.

Childric came while they sifted herbs into the wounds and stitched them closed. Her teeth were clenched tightly on a piece of leather, the taste thick in her mouth as her eyes burned from the pain. But she was alive. She’d survived.

He shook his head, something strange in his eyes, and laid a hand on her shoulder as they patched the rest. And he’d sighed.

Inside the stele, the struggles of her body faded as Irisi surrendered to her fate and took a long deep breath… Her lungs filled with the Waters of Life…fought it…tried to expel it and instead drew in more through her nose and mouth.

Distanced from the struggles of her body, she remembered Childric’s look. She understood it now. Lessons she’d gained with the passage of time. Duty, responsibility…and love of a kind.

They followed contract after contract eastward. Aregunde was wounded so badly in one battle they had to leave her behind as they crossed into the South, into new lands…sunnier, drier lands.

Here the folk were different, darker-skinned and fierce. Some fought with curved swords. Those swords were sharp, harder than any she’d known, and less likely to break from a single powerful blow.

After the battle, Eres sought out a sword maker there. Tales were told of this man, of his skill at sword-crafting. With no family and only herself to feed, her coin and spoils of war were hers to spend as she would. She’d kept her coin close, save when she gave them to the quartermaster before battle. If she died then, her coin would return to the mercenary band, as it should.

She told the man what she wanted.

He simply studied her, and then he smiled.

It would take time, he said.

His eyes spoke different. It would be a challenge.

Eres smiled in return and nodded. She understood the challenge.

When she returned she found not one but two blades awaiting her.

One was a sword, plain and simple, but crafted by the best.

When your life depended on your weapon, it was better to have the very best. She’d seen lesser swords shatter when lives depended on them. This one would not.

The other…

Smiling, Eres clasped it.

It seemed to run counter to all other blades, running backward, not forward. The broad finger guard protected her fragile fingers while the back of the sword – the dull edge – had been thickened and flattened along the rim. A cushion of padded leather ran half the length. Exactly the length of her forearm. As a rudimentary shield it would block a blow; as a blade she could jab it backward into an opponent behind her; a forward stroke with her arm would cut a man’s throat at close quarters; while a backhand would open his throat or belly.

It was a unique weapon, hers and hers alone. Even now, it waited outside the stele for her hand to draw it once again.

She spun both swords in her hands to test their weight, balance and handling, and smiled.

Childric led his band south by sea, to the lands of the deserts, to where the air was drier still and the sand in some places rolled seemingly endlessly. He’d heard there was work to be had there in the South and plenty of it. He’d been right.

Stark and seemingly barren, it was an oddly beautiful country. It had strange tall trees with thick scaly boles and branches that swayed high above them, creaking and rattling. The heat had been intense, like standing before a forge when the bellows were applied, a sere dry burst of air. Water, so abundant where they had come from, was a precious resource in these lands, save for the great central river that ran to the sea.

Eres studied their language, fascinated by the cadences.

Childric was no fool; he learned from those around them and drilled his mercenaries in the heat so they became accustomed to it.

They would do battle against warriors who came from the south and the west, from a mighty kingdom there that sought to bring these lands beneath its dominance and sway.

Many of these folk fought on foot, but some fought from chariots with spear and bow. They fought in measured ranks and not in a line. They were skilled, practiced, trained and drilled.

The day of the battle came.

It was like no other battle Eres had ever fought.

As the realization that they were losing came to her, she vaguely remembered screaming her fury as her swords glittered in the sunlight. Throwing her other arm up to shield, she thrust to defend, a throat gushed blood… Another came. And another.

Childric was at her left, his strong, broad face determined. It was clear by the look in his eyes that Eres’s berserker instincts were their only chance of winning free, but his expression was empty, their cause nearly hopeless…  She remembered the moment he fell and she’d realized she was alone.

She stood surrounded by the soldiers of the enemy, startled that they hadn’t killed her.

All around her were the bodies of her opponents and her compatriots, those who’d fought beside and behind her, using her as their last shield against the onslaught.

Only she had survived.

The captain stood in his chariot, held up his hand to restrain his people. She looked up to meet his dark, kohl-rimmed eyes. She eyed the strong but well-formed features of his face, the high cheekbones, the slightly aquiline nose. In appearance, he was a handsome man, but not a cruel one. Like many of these folk, his skin was darker than hers, tawny, almost golden. His hair was as black and as glossy as a raven’s wing, falling to his shoulders in thick waves. He was bearded but more neatly than she was accustomed to seeing, his beard trimmed far more closely than the men of the north. A narrow band of it framed his full mouth, traced his square jaw, but he was clean-shaven between.

Like his men and officers he wore only a simple kilt but with the gold pectoral of his rank around his throat. His eyes were a dark deep brown with just a hint of gold. He was tall, well-muscled, and broad-shouldered. And foreign.

She looked at him, at all the others that surrounded her. Her heart sinking, she crouched slowly and put down her swords for the first time since she earned the right to carry them.






  








Chapter Three
 

 

That was the first time Khai saw her, the last of the mercenaries hired by the conquered city to fall before the might that was Egypt and he the commander of those forces beneath General Akhom.

She’d been both beautiful and terrible to watch, neither implacable nor merciless, more a force of nature. As she’d fought her hair had swirled around her like liquid sunlight and her body was as fluid for she twisted and turned like a snake, like an eel. Graceful and elegant, she spun and whirled. It was as if she’d been born to the swords in her hands.

Perhaps she had.

Then there were her eyes…as clear and blue as the sky.

Her eyes and golden hair were at least part of the reason his people saved her, that and her liquid grace, her skill with her swords. They were the reason Khai did. One shouldn’t kill such a beautiful thing.

A part of him rebelled at the thought of putting her in chains, but in chains she must be if they were to take her back to Egypt, to Thebes and the King. She was plunder, an object of value to be sold in the slave markets. He couldn’t deny that, not when so many had died at her hands – not his own folk, who’d been wiser, but those of another of Akhom’s commanders.

Still she had been magnificent to watch, fighting alone on the battlefield. Blood splattered, with her yellow hair streaming like a banner in the hot breeze, and wearing only a band around her breasts and another around her hips, sandals, her swords flashing in her hands.

Then she’d put them down. Surrendered.

Khai gestured, reluctantly.

His men surrounded her.

Eres didn’t protest the rough iron shackles they put on her, there was no point. They would simply punish her if she tried. Her heart sank, though, as they did it.

She’d been on the other end of this more than once, had watched others take this first step into slavery, and pitied them. Somehow she’d never thought that one day this might be her fate, that someday she might be the one to wear the chains. It was what it was. It was the risk every mercenary soldier took – win and walk away, lose and die, or survive to live in chains.

Deliberately, she lifted her chin. She wouldn’t be cowed before these. She wouldn’t show her fear.

Watching her, Khai couldn’t help but admire her strength, her courage…and her pride.

Never once did those shoulders slump, nor that proud golden head bow. There was no defiance in her, simply acceptance. She met her fate with the same courage and determination she’d demonstrated on the battlefield, along with the will to survive it well.

If nothing else, though, Khai would spare her one thing. As a slave like any other, male or female, she would be made available for the use of any officer, any soldier, in whatever manner they wished to use her...unless Khai took her for himself.

He rarely took advantage of the privileges of his rank, too aware he was a foreigner among folk not his own. Few native Egyptians fought outside of Egypt itself, for to die on foreign soil was to lose the afterlife. So men like him joined the army of Egypt to fight the wars that would bring the upper and lower halves of Egypt together.

This time he did. He took her, but not for himself.

For her.

In the aftermath of the battle it was some time before he could retire and even then he’d nearly forgotten his order. Until they’d brought her to his tent, prepared as any slave would be to service the commander, as servant, body slave, or simply a receptacle for his desires.

They’d washed her, dressed her in a simple shift, bound her wrists behind her and left her in his tent.

It was clear the slave-master wasn’t happy about it although he said nothing. It was obvious from his expression that he’d wanted the female warrior to himself first. As with all his kind there was a necessary cruelty to the man’s nature that was essential for him to do his job well. That job was to break the spirit, to resign his charges to their fate. With this girl, Sebi had clearly anticipated enjoying his duty, especially knowing her skills in fighting. It would have pleased him to have her bound and helpless before him.

With an effort, Khai restrained the urge to cuff the man and simply dismissed him instead.

It was only then that her sheer beauty struck him, when she wasn’t sweat-drenched and covered in sand and blood.

Her face was truly lovely, exotic in its fairness, in the pale gold of her skin. Her nose was a little crooked from some ill-timed blow, but it didn’t detract from her attractiveness, not to him. A bruise colored one cheekbone, her lip had been split, and she bore assorted other marks and wounds from battle. Even so, she was intriguing. Her eyebrows arched perfectly and naturally over those remarkable eyes and she had a finely shaped, firm and tempting mouth. Her body, too, was finely formed, young, well-muscled and strong beneath the thin, coarse shift, full in the breast and round in the hips.

Then there was that hair, streaming over her shoulders like rippling sunlight, brilliant in the light of the torches.

His body reacted predictably to an attractive female as he examined her.

The slave eyed him, her expression wary…and Khai was suddenly certain that if he were to take her she would give him nothing. He would use her body only, to scant satisfaction, save of his most primitive urges. There would be nothing of her in it. He found he had little taste for that. He wanted fire.

He circled her.

Keeping still, Eres watched him, moving only her eyes, waiting to see what he would do.

If it was her body he was after, well…she’d heard enough stories from the few men who’d taken advantage of slaves in the same manner. It was hard to justify rapine to the women who stood next to you in the line of battle, so few of Childric’s band had taken such advantage. She’d learned that unless one enjoyed being used so carelessly – and none did – it was best to give them little satisfaction. So she wouldn’t struggle or cry out. She had no desire to be a whore or to be sold as one. If she didn’t act as one, though, they might not treat her as one. That must start now, however attractive this man was.

And he was dangerously attractive.

It surprised her that he didn’t try to use her that way, simply studied her for a time and then went about his business.

She listened to him talk to his lieutenants, his aides, even his body-servant, listened to the cadences and the rhythms as they spoke. He had a natural air of command about him, this man.

At the end of the evening as the torches were quenched, she hunkered down in a corner out of the way, watching him in curiosity.

Her breath caught as he prepared for bed, removing even the pleated cloth around his hips, stripping down to naught but tawny skin. Even before then she’d known he was a strong, well-built man. Now she knew just how well built he was. In that moment, she was tempted in a way she hadn’t been in the past.

However, to her relief her fortitude wasn’t tested. He left her be.

Instead she curled into a corner of the tent and slept. It had been a long day and she was weary.

At daybreak they took her out to be herded along with the other slaves of the fallen city as they marched west and south, through the lands now conquered.

Having marched many a league over the years since she’d become a mercenary, it was a shock to have the lash come down over her shoulders. The sun and the heat had made her doze a little, even bound, even while marching.

At the next bite of the whip, though, she knew it wasn’t simply her pace but something about the slave-master that sent the whip snaking over her shoulders. The lash stung, made her suck in her breath. She’d taken worse wounds in battle but it still hurt. Trying to avoid it made it no easier. This was the fate of slaves and she knew it. She’d been lucky as a child that the Druids had taken her in and she hadn’t been sold into slavery then.

By the stop that evening she had half a dozen stripes across her back and when they washed her, the natron and herbs in the water stung sharply in the welts.

Once again they led her to the commander’s tent and once again he ignored her. Finding an out of the way corner, she sank onto her knees once again to watch and listen, shifting her shoulders now and then to keep the cloth from sticking to the wounds on her back. With the scarcity of water, the chance of being able to soak the cloth from the stripes was slim.

She kept her eyes slightly lowered and simply listened. She needed to learn the language here better, the ways of it, and quickly.

So quiet was she that until she made a movement, Khai had almost forgotten she was there. Almost, but not completely, no never that. It was only then that he was sharply reminded of her presence, and she was brought to his mind so vividly. That ability to seem almost invisible surprised him, the stillness in her.

The movement of her shoulders caught his attention. Something pained her.

He signaled her to rise and turn around.

To his surprise, her gaze sharpened. She hesitated, sighed, and turned obediently, if reluctantly.

Khai’s jaw tightened at the sight of the stains on her shift and then he looked at her. She looked over her shoulder at him. Eyes as clear and as blue as the sky met his briefly and boldly for a slave, but then they lowered.

She knew and understood her position.

To Khai that made it worse. He would honor another brave warrior for as long as he might, for that was what she was to him, a warrior, courageous and skilled.

With a gesture, he sent her back to her corner, and Eres obeyed.

He strode out of the tent.

When he returned he said nothing, but no more after that did the whip fall across her shoulders although she caught the furious glare of the slave-master’s eyes. Instead the man resorted to more subtle means of punishment, blows to her arms, ribs, and lower back with a soft sap which left less visible marks.

That was no more abuse than she’d taken while in training or drills.

Of a night, Khai found himself talking to her, knowing she didn’t understand his words, but as a foreigner among these folk as she was, there were times he needed to talk to someone like himself – whether she understood or not.

He was intensely aware of her, aware of when the light from the lamps would flicker over her lovely face or make her bright hair glow, moments when he was acutely aware of the curve of a breast, of her finely muscled legs, moments when his resolve not to take her wavered. It had been some time since he’d been with a woman for something more than to ease his most basic needs. Like most men, there were times when he needed more than the ease of just his body.

When he talked to her, watching her eyes as he did, those thoughts faded. There were times when he wished she understood him and times when he thought she might.

 

So it went, each night Eres was taken to the leader’s tent.

His name was Khai, she learned, and he commanded this group.

Kneeling in the corner, Eres watched him curiously, absorbing the words he spoke, the way he said them, fit them to what she knew. In time the words made more sense to her as she matched his actions to those words or understood the context as orders were given and people came or went.

She watched him with his people. He had an innate and easy sense of command. It was simply part of him, as natural to him as his hair and eyes. Unlike some he didn’t seem to feel the need to shout, to rant and rave, to give orders carelessly – he listened, accepted or rejected recommendations firmly but without giving insult or creating resentment.

The more she watched him, the more she respected him and the delicate balance he walked so well.

Oddly enough, the most difficult part of the evening was when she watched him undress for the night.

He was a well-formed and firmly muscled man as well as a handsome one with his fine, aristocratic features and slightly full mouth. As was the habit with these folk, his beard was neatly and closely trimmed and she found she preferred that to the untamed tangles of those of the north, while his thick, wavy hair streamed over strong shoulders. The muscles of his chest and belly were taut, conditioned by time and labor.

She wasn’t immune to the attractions of a handsome, well-built man.

Each night she watched and listened. Each day she marched, her own skin browning where it was exposed by the coarse shift. After a time the slave-master gave up beating her as she showed so little effect. He didn’t know the days she’d been dizzy with it, sick, the days she’d drunk the natron-laced water they showered over her to slake her thirst before taking her to Khai.

She couldn’t mistake the growing excitement among the troops, the quickening of their step, or the growing numbers of the scattering of villages they passed. She knew the feeling from her companions of old if she hadn’t known it herself. These folk were near to home. This night perhaps might be her last night among them.

Soon they would reach a city, with its markets.

A cool rush of fear went through her. She’d seen slave markets and knew what awaited. It was useless to fight, to be apprehensive, but she was.

That was for the morrow. She put it aside.

As they had each night, they brought her to Khai’s tent.

This might be her last night with him, too.

She listened as his people spoke to him, as he spoke to them. She understood more and more of their speech. She’d learned the methods of address, the forms and words of respect, the difference between the servant’s speech and that of his captains.

In his own way, Khai had protected her; she understood that. He’d kept her from being ill-used and had resisted using her himself. All the signs had been there, although she hadn’t dared act on them then. On the morrow that protection might very well be gone. Coldness filled her belly at the thought. 

Once more she reminded herself that was for the morrow. She owed him something for this brief period of safety.

The hour grew late.

 

Khai was weary. So many preparations had to be made for their return – pay, bivouacs, leave. At last he could dismiss his people, give them some respite from battle. He would be grateful to finally reach Thebes and relieve some of his own tension. Not all of it due to his service.

From time to time he’d glanced toward the slave, knowing she was there, aware of her in ways that were sometimes maddening, to see that intelligent gaze observing everything. Watching, always watching. She might have been a statue to some foreign goddess, she stood so still. Each time her beauty caught at him and awareness of her body tormented him, but the stillness of her expression held him back. That and respect, the respect of one warrior for another.

He had neither wife nor family in Thebes, his parents and siblings were far away, but there were ways and other companions. He needed relief. There were the priestesses of the temples of Isis and Hathor to give comfort as well.

“My Lord Khai,” a soft voice said as if in answer to his thought.

Startled, he turned to look at her. Her eyes flashed to his in a quick glance.

The words, the language… Her phrasing was uncertain…tentative…but very nearly correct.

He was surprised. Although he’d had no doubt there was wit behind those eyes he hadn’t thought she’d learn so quickly.

As she spoke, Eres kept her eyes lowered respectfully.

This might be her last chance to be touched…kindly…and she owed him something for his consideration. He hadn’t killed her out of hand nor used her body as was his right.

She kept her face slightly averted, careful to look at him sideways in quick glimpses before she took a step forward, then another step. She was being presumptuous for a slave. Biting her lip, she let out a sigh and reached out to touch him. Awaited the cuff, the slap.

The blow never came.

Ever so lightly, she ran her fingertips across the smooth skin of his chest, spread her hands to the limits of the chain that ran between her wrists to trace the curves and plains of him. He felt very good, his tawny skin warm beneath her hands, as smooth as silk. Even with her fingers stretched to their maximum she couldn’t span the muscle there. She ran her fingertips lightly down over his taut abdomen. Though she knew her skin had darkened in the sun, her hands were still pale against the tawny color of his skin.

He was beautiful.

Khai’s breath caught as her light touch ignited the desire within him like a spark to tinder.

There was no less pride in her actions at that moment than there had been that first day. She knew what it was she did. Her touch, therefore, was all the more electrifying.

Escape? 

For her it was impossible. She was too distinctive, too unusual, and she was too smart not to know it. They would only find her, bring her back. The penalty for an escaped slave was severe. Even so, she hadn’t bowed one finger length, she simply accepted what was. If chance gave her the opportunity to find her freedom, she would have taken it, he knew, but where would she go?  Where could she go in lands where her very hair, her eyes, marked her as foreign? And so, knowing her fate, she simply took what came.

So she offered him…herself, freely…if he wanted to take her.

Looking into those ethereal eyes he found he wanted to, and badly.

Tomorrow was Thebes with all the intrigue and politics of the King’s city, a different thing than the intrigue and politics of the King’s army. Exciting, yes, but it had its own dangers. With Kamenwati as Grand Vizier, Khai walked carefully, much more carefully than here.

He looked down into her unusual eyes.

If he’d had the gold, he’d have bought her himself in that moment as her hands touched him so lightly, so enticingly.

Instead, slowly, he curled his hand into the silken sunlight of her hair to cup her head and lower his mouth to hers in that most intimate of gestures. One could touch the body, but mouth to mouth, eye to eye and soul to soul? Khai tasted her, to find her clean and clear, as sweet as water.

Eres’s heart caught as she lifted her mouth to his, felt his lips touch hers, and fought the sudden, ridiculous urge to weep. She was a warrior and accepted her fate.

He hadn’t needed to kiss her.

She slid her hands up over his strong shoulders, to curl around his neck. Her fingers speared into his hair at the nape of his neck to draw his mouth down to hers as she rose to her tiptoes to meet his embrace.

He was the first man she’d ever met who made her feel small, almost fragile. The feel of him beneath her hands was exhilarating.

A thrill shivered through her at the look in his gold-touched eyes.

Khai felt her quiver.

Skimming his hands down her back over the crude material of the rough shift, Khai felt the slender yet firm shape of her beneath the rough linen, the long firm muscles of her back, as his hands cupped her tightly rounded bottom. A breath shuddered out of him as he drew her close. Need was sharp.

He needed to see what it was he touched. He’d never seen her unclothed, for he’d known that once he did, he would need to have her, to take her.

In one quick motion, he drew the shift over her head. It tangled in the chains around her wrists as he pinned her arms above her head against the central tent pole, baring her body to him so she was dressed only in the glorious mass of her shimmering hair as it spilled free and tumbled to her waist.

The bruises had faded but the scars remained.

Those unearthly eyes met his. She lifted her chin and arched her back. Had any other slave looked at him so boldly he would have cuffed her. Clearly she was prepared for that but she was still proud. But not arrogant.

She bore her warrior’s scars with dignity, a puckered mark in her shoulder where an arrow had pierced, a slash across one perfectly rounded breast, another across her belly, two on one calf, another on her thigh. And she was beautiful… 

Scars and all, her body was magnificent in the flickering lamplight, her breasts high and full, firm, her stomach taut. Her hips were curved but tightly muscled, her legs shapely but strong. Even the curls between her thighs were golden, a darker gold than her hair. Incredible.

His body tightened in response to the sight of her in all her naked glory.

Khai reached out a hand to touch her, to brush across the fullness of her, the ripe curve of a breast.

Looping the chain of her shackles on an empty lamp hook on the tent post he explored freely, running his hands over her body. Bound and helpless she could do nothing but watch, her gaze locked on his as he cupped her full breasts to feel the firm weight of them in his hands, as he combed the fingers of one hand through the tight dark gold curls between her thighs to find dampness there.

Her expression softened and her lips parted as she responded to his touch with a quiver, her nipples tightening into hard nubs that had little to do with the marginally cooler air that wafted over her nakedness.

With her hands trapped above her, she couldn’t prevent his touch, and it was clear she didn’t want to. The more his hands explored her, the more feverish her body became, the stronger her need became. It was there in each quiver, each tremble of her frame.

Sliding his hands over her, Khai learned the curves and planes of her, the arched vault of her ribs, the flat, taut belly, as his mouth sought hers once again. He heard her sigh, and her lips parted beneath his, to allow the invasion of his tongue. Hers dueled with his, stoking his lust. His lips traveled down the column of her golden throat, to linger at the curve of her shoulder as she gasped. He brushed his mouth along her collarbone and down across the smooth, sun-touched skin of her chest to her breast. He looked up to watch her eyelids flutter while her body quivered to his touch as he teased her. His exploring hands found her damp.

A quick flip of the chains freed them from the hook. Relief rushed through Eres, she didn’t thing she could have born that sweet torment for much long.

Curling one hand around her head he guided her down to the sleeping pillows and rugs on the floor of his tent as his other hand slipped between her thighs.

When his hot, wet mouth closed around her nipple, Eres thought she couldn’t grow more heated, until his finger pierced her most intimate place and all thought fled. She’d been wrong, heat burst through her. It seemed her body had a mind of its own as it arched against his hand, which was as well, since his touch made her ache, made her want, as she had wanted him each night. She gasped as his fingers pierced her once again.

Khai’s body tightened at the sound of her soft gasps. He lowered his mouth to hers once more. The fingers of his free hand were curled around her breast, he felt it swell against his palm. He cupped that fullness, brushed his thumb across the tightly furled nipple, relished the weight of it.

He guided himself inside her, groaning at the tightness, the wetness, as she arched her hips up and spread her thighs to take him. So sweet.

It had been so long. He used her in every way he’d thought of over the long weeks, turned her this way and that, plunging into her roughly then softly, savoring her, pleasuring himself with her body.

As he knew she was pleasured by him. Each soft cry told him that.

All Eres wanted was more, more of the sweet pleasure of him filling her.

He plundered her, stretched her, filled her as he thrust inside her. His mouth and hands ravaged her breasts as Eres cried out her delight.

Eres felt him swell within her, filling her completely, pulsing within her, the sweet friction of him driving her wild. It was glorious, marvelous, and then he filled her even more completely with a deep groan, holding there. Delight hovered and she trembled with it, fought to hold it.

And lost the battle. Her own ecstasy rushed through her, and she cried out.

The soft cries and moans of the woman beneath Khai gave all evidence of her satisfaction. That was gratifying to know that he gave her that. Then, incredibly, he felt her tighten around him, her hands clutch at his back…gloriously, marvelously. Control slipped and he took her more forcefully as her body arched against his, her hips pumped to receive him. Her body shuddering, the muscles inside her closed around him and stroked him into ecstasy.

He exploded into her, releasing his long withheld passion into her.

Sleepy, spent, Khai drew her against him. She curled against him neatly, so perfectly – she fit so well against him – still trembling from his touch as he fell into a doze.

In the morning, he would have a word with the Master of Slaves in the market. It was the best he could do for her. He couldn’t take her as his once she’d been declared a prize of war, not unless he could make up the loss of gold. He couldn’t buy her, though, however much he might wish to, but he didn’t have enough gold to match what he knew she would bring in the slave market. It would also be a sign of weakness and wavering that would make him appear inconstant to his men, who would also resent the loss of the coin. Some of the other officers, also, who now anticipated being able to bid on her.

He might, though, be able to spare her some of what was to come. The thought of seeing her bright spirit broken, that calm pride beaten, sickened him.

He brushed back her thick golden hair.

“If I could purchase you,” he said, doubting she understood.

Blue eyes looked up at him as she traced the line of his beard, the shape of his mouth with her fingers.

Haltingly, clearly considering each word carefully, she replied, softly, “I wouldn’t want to be your slave, my lord Khai.”

So she understood.

In her eyes, he could see the reason for that hesitation and he shared it. He wouldn’t have her bow down to him, either. He wouldn’t be the one to see that pride humbled by him as it and she must to show he was the master of his household.

It eased his heart somewhat to know she felt the same. In those unusual eyes, he saw understanding and knew she’d said it for that reason, too, so he could let it go. 

And her.






  








Chapter Four
 

 

The slave market was everything Eres had dreaded, except hotter, drier and more demeaning than she could possibly have imagined. Nothing could prepare a free person for the prospect of slavery. It just wasn’t possible. To know one’s life was now at the mercy of another’s whim, to be used and possibly thrown away…a thing, like cattle or sheep.

First, they stripped her of even the simple shift, leaving her utterly naked. Nudity didn’t bother her much, but the rough, indifferent handling did as they washed her and put new chains on her before thrusting her into a cage with a dozen others.

The first time any among those dozen touched her with anything less than indifference she beat him bloody as a warning to the others, her eyes marking them all.

After a time the slave-master clothed her even more roughly than Khai’s had. The shift they gave her was of the coarsest linen, harsh to the skin. Not that it mattered.

They led her out to a platform. The iron shackles and chains on her wrists rang a little, the weight heavy on her wrists. She kept her gaze unfocused, indifferent…suffered the affront of being eyed like a cow at the market. There was little except indignity she could expect from this moment onward, she knew.

Khai watched from the periphery of the crowd as they led her out, the Master of Slaves standing beside him.

Her lovely face was still, her eyes slightly averted, her gaze turned inward. That golden hair – so unusual here – streamed in the breeze. The rough cloth didn’t conceal the strength in her arms, nor diminish the beauty of her high breasts or shapely legs. Her pride hadn’t slackened by one finger, but she wasn’t obvious about it, merely watchful, guarded.

“You say she’s a warrior…?” Uro, the Master of Slaves, asked, to Khai’s nod.

Uro walked toward her, eyeing the girl.

The muscles were good, in keeping with the commander’s claim, he observed, stepping around her.

Not that the commander, chosen by King Narmer himself, wouldn’t be honest. The King did not choose wrongly and Khai had proven himself in the field of battle as an able Commander. Some said he might be General Akhom’s chosen successor, when the time came.

She wasn’t particularly tall; she was of nearly a height with him.

He ran his hand over one smoothly muscled arm, observed the numerous scars on it, ran another over the solid muscles of her flank, eyed the firm muscles in her thighs, her calves. She didn’t flinch, not even a muscle.

“She does appear quite strong.”

Others gathered, for the slave was unusual. Uro had expected it. It wasn’t often that slaves came among them with hair the color of Ra’s sun shining and eyes the color of Nut’s sky.

Khai watched the crowd swell. 

To his alarm, the Grand Vizier, Kamenwati, was among them. Cousin to King Narmer, he was reputed to be a wizard. Other whispers said the magic he practiced was dark. In any and all circumstances, however, he was a man to be wary of, a cruel man who thought he hid his nature from others but as his cousin had the ear of the King.

“Let us test this,” the Master of Slaves said, gathering the harness for her swords in his hands. “These are hers, you say?”

Khai nodded.

The blades were as unusual as she was. Khai might have sold the one but would never have been able to sell the other. If he hadn’t seen it in use, he would never have understood it.

With a gesture, the Master of Slaves summoned more guards and another slave…then gave them his instructions.

It was as he commanded.

Eres suffered the impersonal touches, and waited.

Then she was led to a ring, little more than a waist-high plastered mud brick wall encircling a thick wooden post that stood in the middle. An iron ring was set in the post. Clearly it was meant for securing livestock. Around the ring were a dozen guards, all armed.

Puzzled, she waited as one of the guards removed the shackles from her wrists.

To her amazement, her swords were planted in the middle of the ring as was another single curved sword. Another slave was set loose within the ring. Within seconds his instructions were clear… He ran for the sword.

It was a race…a game…

Eres, too, ran, dove, rolled and caught up her swords. She tumbled away from the first slash by her opponent. Brought up her shortsword to defend. Then it was thrust and parry, shield and cover, attack… He was a poor warrior, his technique little but hack and slash, but he was strong. The glory of clean battle took over, the feel of her muscles moving, of her swords in her hands…a brief taste of freedom. The shock of his swords striking hers set her hands to singing, she felt his sword try to pierce the metal shield she wove around herself.

And Eres laughed, with pure delight.

Though it might be her last time, she could fight once again…face the challenge of besting another’s skill…or their lack…

Watching, that laugh caught Khai by surprise even as he watched that deadly and lovely dance. She was beautiful, fluid, graceful, using the entire ring to her advantage, ducking and darting away from her opponent’s clumsy attacks. His eyes went to her face. There was no hate in her expression, no fear or desperation, simply the pleasure of the challenge…and his heart was lost although he didn’t know it…

It was obvious they hadn’t chosen the other slave for his skill with a sword so she toyed with him, taunted him, leaving openings for him, and then blocking them. A skilled warrior couldn’t miss it, and Khai didn’t.

Dodging, spinning, Eres took the other with one solid smash of her sword-hilt to his head. The man fell. She had no need to kill him, not for mere sport. She didn’t and wouldn’t kill, save in honest battle.

To her shock, she suddenly found herself once more back in the slave market, surrounded by watchers bidding for her. Their voices were excited.

It wasn’t merely physical strength but her skill, her agility and speed, that enthralled the potential buyers, the Master of Slaves noted, pleased, and that made her the warrior she was.

“She’ll fetch a high price, my Lord Commander,” he said, softly to Khai.

From his place near the ring the Grand Vizier Kamenwati examined the slave girl. She whirled like a dust storm while the men and women around the ring watched her dance on the edge of death, their expressions avid. His magic felt the excitement build…the thrill, the danger, the chance of seeing blood darkening the air; their energy flooded through and into him. Something dark fluttered inside him. It fed on that energy, on that thrill, on that dark joy that blossomed within the observers like bloody lotuses.

The slave-master nodded.

A gate opened with a creak.

Eres turned her head.

This next man was much bigger, broader in the chest even than Khai, his upper arms as big as hams, but the muscles in his belly weren’t as defined. He charged at her like a bull.

She smiled and went to meet him, then turned away from his charge, letting him waste his energy.

Here was a different kind of joy. It wasn’t the berserker rage that took her on the field of battle but the feel of her muscles moving, the clash and ring of good steel. It was the sharp excitement of evading the blade a half inch from evisceration or the slight nick as she turned the sword, the thrill of living at the edge of one’s abilities, although this small battle was only a fraction of what she was capable of but still…

A bull, this one had no horns to protect his head as she spun away once again and let him ram his thick head into the low wall that made up the ring. He stumbled, staggered, and went down.

Khai watched and waited.

There was little else he could do. This was why he’d brought her here, to be sold as a slave to the highest bidder. He had coin but not enough. Not for this. Not enough for her. He’d known the bidding would be high.

Seeing the avid look in the eyes around him, it would be very high indeed. As he’d intended. He would see that she was valued, if he could..

Raising her head, Eres looked around, saw dozens of strange faces and only one known.

Khai.

That was dangerous, though. More for him than for her. She was nothing here, only an object to be sold.

By the clothing of those around her she recognized people of power and influence. Instantly she recognized the danger…not just to herself but Khai, who’d been kind when he hadn’t needed to be. She understood power, had watched it applied both well and badly, and politics, and had watched that applied, both well and badly also. She didn’t know these waters and so she tread carefully. A wrong look…

Very briefly, their gazes touched – hers and Khai’s.

She met no other look however briefly, knowing it would be disrespectful, too forward for a slave but she watched them all from the corners of her eyes. If she were very lucky, she might be purchased as a guard, even a bodyguard. Some here might also want her body, but less so now, knowing as they did that she had, could and would kill…

Some few, though…had darker desires. That knowledge sent a shiver through her soul.

There was one whose gaze gave her that chill.

His eyes were so dark they were very nearly black, the pupil nearly indistinguishable from the iris. His mouth thin, his beard trimmed so squarely and perfectly she feared for his body slave. Tall, he was well-built, if becoming slightly loose and fleshy in the belly – a man who indulged all his whims too well. He was getting a little soft, but only in body. There was no sign of softness in his eyes at all; they were as black and hard as a snake’s. His features were almost unnaturally pretty, too smooth, too expressionless, as if they were a mask he hid behind.

By his clothes and jewelry she knew him to be a rich and a powerful man. By the look in his eyes, she knew him to be a cruel one.

Those eyes never left her, examining her as dispassionately as if she were a prize mare.

To Khai’s dismay the bidding began in earnest. His stomach tightened as the price rose higher than even he’d expected, although those bids fell away in favor of those of the Grand Vizier.

His heart went cold. It seemed he’d done his job too well.

There were few who would dare challenge Kamenwati. Those who did often found they’d lost both favor in the King’s court and in luck. Nor could Khai challenge him. It was clear Kamenwati desired her.

Resolutely, Khai turned away. There was nothing he could do now as he had neither the coin nor the favor to buy her. He should have claimed her as his own when he’d had the chance. 

He couldn’t watch as she was led away.

 

Kamenwati’s slave-master was very displeased and Oman didn’t bother to hide it as he and his lord waited for the girl to be brought to them.

“It will take an age to break her,” Oman complained.

If ever. There was a look in those peculiar eyes that even he recognized and he shivered at the thought of what it would take to do so – only the lower level of the house, the Master’s private domain, would succeed there.

Without looking at the man – Kamenwati didn’t deign to look at servants or slaves, nor did they dare to look at him directly, the punishment was…severe – Kamenwati spoke.

“I don’t want her broken,” he said, folding his arms across his chest, smiling slightly. “At the moment. I have…other…plans for her.”

Oman hid his shudder.

The slave was brought before them. Lord Kamenwati studied her.

Kamenwati noted that she was quite pretty, her fairness alien but intriguing. He, too, noted the pride, the strength of character in her.

That was intriguing as well. When her usefulness had diminished, he would have the pleasure of seeing that pride, that strength, broken, and discovering the many other ways she could and would serve him. He would have her on her knees before him, looking up at him and begging to serve him, calling him Master…in time.

For the moment, though, she was a novelty, an entertainment such as no other in Thebes possessed.

 He remembered the avidity of those who’d watched her fight. The hunger in them. Their darker urges, the desire to watch blood spilled.  All of which he’d soaked up like a sponge, energizing him.

It was no surprise to Eres to find the rich man with the hard eyes was her new master.

Closer still, she found that he was almost too flawless, his features too perfect, too expressionlessly handsome. His eyes were too pretty, too liquid, his face and form unblemished while her own bore the scars of life… A tingle moved over her skin, something she hadn’t felt so strongly since her days with the Druid priests.

Magic? She could sense a frisson of enchantment around him… So, it was a glamour, an enchantment. Instinctively, she kept her glance half removed from his, to keep the spell he’d cast over himself from ensnaring her as well.

For the first time in her life, Eres was truly afraid. Not just frightened but terrified.

This man was magician and no simple magician, either, but a wizard of some power. She’d seen folk like him before, had seen the destruction they wrought in their wake...

Her very soul was imperiled.

And there was no one to turn to… She had only herself to depend on.

The compound they led her to was large and lush, the high thick walls concealing, not surprisingly. This man would not want observers to what he did within them. It would be an affront to any but the darkest of Gods.

Inside, palm trees swayed in the breeze. Low bushes, fig, and olive trees were planted along the inside of walls and along those of the house. To one side were the quarters of the slaves, mean and filthy, little more than a long low shed roof supported by unfinished rough tree trunks

In the center of the compound was the house itself, almost two levels high, made of smoothed sandstone, with stairs that led upward and another set that led to another level below ground. Broad, shady verandas encircled each level. The walls were made of stone, thick and deep. It would be cool inside…and dark in those chambers below… 

There were no windows, no openings there at all, nor in the tall surrounding walls. No escape.






  








Chapter Five
 

 

The sun beat down hotly on the two within the makeshift ring as steel rang on steel. A thousand times now it seemed Eres had fought in a ring like this or another very like it somewhere around Thebes. Kamenwati set her against one warrior or slave after another as the bets and wagers flew among those who watched. Judging by the wagers she could hear she’d made him a small fortune, even had he not been among the King’s favorites and had coin and more to spare. In fact, she’d fought in front of the King himself once.

That man she’d liked. For all the makeup and wigs, the false beard, there had been wisdom in his eyes, but not in regards to his cousin Kamenwati. It was plain the glamour Kamenwati cast over himself had even the King well and truly caught.

Nor could Eres say Kamenwati treated her unfairly. Not as he did the others. She wasn’t summoned as they were to join him below stairs. She was clearly one of his favored slaves, given food, drink, rewards, and freedom far beyond that of her fellows. Save for chaining her each night, he didn’t touch her carnally, as he did those others. Some of whom did not return from his attentions. All the slaves dreaded his summons of a night but they couldn’t deny him either. He was the master. On other nights when those few returned, some wept for what was done to them but wouldn’t speak of it. Even so, she heard whispers about what went on below stairs. It was that terrible sensation Eres feared most, which came over her on some nights within that dreadful place – as dark forces roamed within the walls and she closed her eyes against them.

Fear didn’t even begin to describe it. She felt helpless before it and hated it. For the first time in her life she faced something she didn’t know how to fight.

On this day though, Kamenwati’s slave-master came to her once the fight was over.

A heavyset man much given to drink, as she might if she knew what he must of what went on below stairs. No slave-master could afford emotions but it was clear by his manner that even he found the whispers and the darkness, disturbing. His head was shaven, a bad decision as his naked head didn’t have a pleasant appearance as those of some others did. His eyes were the same color as the dark beer he loved so much.

As she must, she prostrated herself before him. At the same moment, she sensed another set of eyes on her, darker, knowing eyes.

She knew Kamenwati watched from above, as he did often, hiding in the shadows. He loved to watch as she humbled herself, she could see it on those rare occasions when he appeared. She hated feeling helpless, trapped.

 Resurrecting old memories, Eres shielded herself with Druidic wisdom and willed herself to calm.

Even so, she could feel Kamenwati’s presence. It beat against her will. Carefully she let it slide away like water, like rain, from her consciousness.

Not truly humbled, Kamenwati knew, watching her, or she would be awaiting his attentions in the chambers below even now, but it was a fine balance... He knew if he broke her truly, she’d be of no more use to him in the ring. Then she’d just be another slave to be used as he used the others. The urge was there, though, to take her to his secret chambers and visit himself upon her body. To torment and torture her, to break that strong spirit as he had those others. But she raised too much power for him and had become too visible in the eyes of the King. He dared not use her in that manner, not yet. Her moments in the ring brought him too much power and gold, and would bring him more yet... In memory, he felt the heady rush of power that flowed through him when she fought, the dark rush of pleasure from those around him…

He didn’t know her name, whatever name she’d been born to, and he didn’t need to know. She was a slave, property, and had been for more than a year now. She’d gained him considerable prestige, acclaim and honor, even more gold, and the dark energies of greed, bloodlust and desire.

Now she would bring him even more.

She wouldn’t like his instructions and knowing that gave him a pleasure all its own. Obeying would bring her even more under his control and humble that proud spirit, knowing she couldn’t refuse him.

Kamenwati had taken note of the lengths to which she would go to keep from killing her opponent in the ring, even to the point of taking wounds herself. As a slave though, she must obey his order; she dared not defy him – the penalty for such was harsh. Very harsh. He smiled at the thought. He knew she went warily of him. And he enjoyed knowing it.

Attention from the slave-master, with Kamenwati watching from above, boded ill. Eres had reason enough to fear.

In no way did she indicate how terrified she was. She kept her emotions firmly in check as she’d learned to do over the past year. The price for failure was too high…far too high.

Had Kamenwati tired of her services in the ring? If he had, if she was to become a house slave… Another kind of fear moved through her.

She waited.

“You’ve performed well,” the slave-master said. “The Master is pleased.”

Her body bore the evidence of her battles in the ring, a dozen or more scars than before she’d come here. Her scars were testament to those clashes.

That was some little relief. Eres waited, still prostrated before him. Why then had he come to her? She couldn’t ask. A slave didn’t speak unless spoken to.

“This next fight,” the slave master said, “must be to the death.”

Shock rang through her and her blood ran cold.

By no means did she show her horror.

She’d never fought in the ring to cause another’s death. Fight, yes, but this was a game, it was for a wager – sport, entertainment, nothing more. No man’s life should be forfeit to sport. It was wrong. Even in battle, she hadn’t fought to end a man’s life, but to win, to survive, and for those she fought with to survive with her. She’d fought to first blood or disarmament, in this game. Not death.

“Do you hear me?” he demanded.

Something else was going on here...

Above, she felt Kamenwati watching, felt that will batter against her own. He needed her consent, her acquiescence to his orders. It was merely the first step in her downfall.

“I hear you,” she answered, softly, obediently, giving nothing but assent, not consent, and hoped it would suffice.

It did...for the moment...or else the slave-master missed the import of her words.

He waved her away negligently and she backed away.

A breath of relief sighed out of her.

How long it would last? How much time did she have before they realized she hadn’t truly agreed? 

Not long.

Bowing, she rose to her feet, her head lowered as he departed. The sense of presence above her was gone.

Fear raced through her as she considered what had been laid on her.

According to the law in these lands, her soul wasn’t in peril until she took another’s life. In these lands she must appear so spotless she could appear before Ma’at – the Goddess who governed the balance of light and dark – and her heart would weigh as nothing compared to a feather, unstained by darkness.

So far, she thought she could as she’d never killed in anger or in thoughtlessness. But after this? To knowingly take a man’s life, not through the accident of the ring but consciously, knowing what it was she did?

She couldn’t. It wasn’t in her. Honest battle, yes. Deliberate murder, no.

What could she do?

Nothing…

According to Egyptian law, if she took the life of another, her own would be forfeit, even if as a slave she was following her master’s orders. It was one of the questions in the Book of the Dead, when souls appeared before the Gods in judgment. Osiris or Anubis wouldn’t ask if her master had ordered it, only whether she’d done it...for the choice in the end was hers to make.

Yet, if she disobeyed, Kamenwati had the right to kill her in whatever manner he pleased. She’d heard tales of what went on below the stairs and the thought terrified her as nothing else did. She’d heard the cries and screams of a night, the wails of horror.

If it became known she was willingly killing in the ring, she would be brought before the judges. Before the eyes of the King, it would be seen as her hand that had done the deed, hers that held the sword…not Kamenwati’s.

It was her life, her honor, at stake.

Here only the Gods had more power than the King…Kamenwati’s cousin.

Only the Gods could save her now.

If they would take her…

As a favored slave she had some rights, some freedoms. She’d served faithfully for over a year. As distinctive as she was, everyone knew it would be difficult for her to escape, and the punishment for attempting it was severe. While she might have gained some distance if she traveled at night, she couldn’t flee Thebes easily. The desert was unknown to her.

If she tried to escape and failed? The punishment would be left to Kamenwati. She’d seen that as well, his lips peeled back from his teeth in a savage grin as he beat the slave to death for attempting to run away. She’d seen and felt the dark pleasure he’d taken in the task.

Now, though, she was willing to risk death to escape, as she risked it now anyway.

Wrapping her swords in an old slave-shift, she slipped out of Kamenwati’s compound, telling the gate guards she needed to take her swords to be sharpened. It wasn’t an unusual request and deemed too demeaning a task for the slave-master.

Her swords were the only things of value she owned of herself. What little else had come from Kamenwati or as gifts from those who bet on her. She couldn’t use them as an offering to the Gods.

The city of Thebes was only somewhat known to her. She’d learned the language but there had been few valid reasons for her to leave Kamenwati’s estate. She had, however, noted the locations of the temples of the Gods on her few excursions.

It had taken time for her to understand those Gods, although it turned out they hadn’t been so foreign as her own Gods had been much the same, if with different names.

She hadn’t much time, though, for if she took too long her absence would be noted. Her explanation would only hold for a brief time.

One temple in particular she sought, the red-washed walls distinctive among the others…

For only a moment, she looked behind her toward Kamenwati’s compound and then she stepped into the cool depths of the interior. A breeze moved softly around her, seemed almost to sweep her inside.

The priests and priestesses paused in their devotions as she stepped into the cool shadows within the temple.

Resolutely, aware of their eyes on her, she walked to the altar at the feet of the Goddess and laid her swords upon it in offering. She bowed as she looked up at the lion-headed Goddess under whose sigil she’d been born. Slowly, she sank to her knees and prostrated herself.

This was the warrior Goddess, Sekhmet. Surely she would understand…of all of the Gods, this was the Goddess most likely in need of a warrior.

After a little time a priestess came to kneel beside her.

That one sighed.

She was a woman of strong visage as befitted a priestess of Sekhmet, her skin darker than many in these lands, her features aquiline, her dark hair smooth and straight, glistening where it fell to her shoulders.

Very softly, the priestess said, “My name is Djeserit.”

Djeserit had watched the girl step inside the temple. Her coloring was exotic, foreign, her movement graceful, her body strong. She’d heard tales of this one, even seen her fight. With that hair and a warrior’s scars, there couldn’t be more than one like her in all of Thebes. The Goddess she served moved within Djeserit, making her tremble. She felt the force of prophecy… ‘The golden one who would face the coming darkness…’ as Kahotep, High Priest of Horus had said.

She could almost see it and was grateful she couldn’t see so clearly, despite being Sekhmet’s priestess. In that vision, she could hear terrible cries, the wail of horror and death. It was coming, though, and soon enough.

Then the Goddess was gone from her.

Shivering a little in response, Djeserit looked to the girl lying on the floor before her. A whisper to one of her priestesses sent the woman running.

“Rise child,” Djeserit said. “Tell me your name.”

Eres looked at her, rose to her knees. “Eres.”

Tipping her head a little in a benediction of sorts, the priestess handed Eres the basket a priestess brought to her.

With a smile the priestess Djeserit said, not unkindly, “The Goddess thanks you for your offering and gives you these in gratitude but bids you to understand that this is not your temple…you don’t belong here. Not yet.”

Bewildered, Eres looked at her, her heart sinking. Desperation drove her to question.

“I don’t understand…”

“It’s not for you to understand,” Djeserit said with a small laugh, touching the girl’s hand in sympathy. “It is the Gods. It’s Isis, though, that you seek, Isis you should serve…”

Isis, the Goddess of love, of magic, of the winds.

Eres stared at her doubtfully. “That makes no sense, my Lady. I know nothing of the ways of Isis. I’m a warrior…”

“You will,” the Priestess Djeserit said with a kind smile and reached for the basket. “These may give you some comfort.”

Taking it, Eres looked inside.

Four small lion cubs peered out. Barely weaned, they squealed and grunted, their dark button eyes looked up at her. One squeaked and then took her finger into his mouth to suckle. Eres’s heart wrenched. They were so tiny. Her heart went out to them, knowing that one day they would be predators, but now they were hers.

Djeserit nodded. The instinct to love was there. Whatever she was, this one wasn’t a destroyer, she was a creator. She didn’t belong to Sekhmet.

“Go to Isis,” Djeserit said. “Sekhmet is not yours, not yet…”

And Djeserit thirsted, there was such strength, such energy in the girl, she was so bright in spirit, so strong in will…

With a nod, the young woman took up the basket and her swords…and went in search of the Temple of Isis.

Behind her, the High Priestess of Sekhmet whispered, “May the Gods be with you…Nubiti.”

Golden one.






  








Chapter Six
 

 

As befitted the greatest of the Goddesses, Isis’s temple was enormous. It shone brilliantly white beneath the harsh midday sun, glowing almost blindingly in the bright light. As Eres entered that place, something moved within her. She felt a great peace descend, as if she had indeed come home. As if this was where she belonged. Walking into the lush grounds with the palm trees towering high above felt oddly familiar – as if she’d been long gone and had finally found her way home once again.

To one side priests and priestesses fed the hungry with the offerings made to the Goddess by those more fortunate. Children played in the courtyard. Other priests and priestesses saw to the sick and to those in need of care.

It was a place of peace, something Eres hadn’t known since she’d been a child. Stepping inside the temple, she looked up into the serene face of the Great Goddess, the mother Goddess, Isis. Her statue was so beautiful, so real, that it looked as if she might step down from her pedestal to lay her hand on Eres’s head in benediction. A benediction she felt as an ephemeral caress.

A soft breath of awe escaped her.

Once more, all activity within came to a standstill as she walked to the altar, knelt before it, although she was as oblivious to it this time as the last. She laid her swords at Isis’s feet and sat back on her heels to wait. She slipped her hand inside the basket beside her to pet the cubs. Each seized on a finger to suckle. They were hungry, but she had nothing to feed them. Not yet. Her heart opened to them, to those tiny lives within the rushes.

Quietly, one of the priestesses slipped away.

A woman came to kneel beside her, clearly a priestess and a woman of great power. Her skin was dark, much darker than some of the other folk Eres had seen but her features were soft and warm, rounded, beautiful in their own way. Her eyes were the clearest green and lovely. She was dressed simply but well, her jewelry fine. Precious gold sparkled at her throat and ears.

Smiling, the woman looked at Eres and said, softly, “We’ve been waiting for you.”

Almost defensively, Eres said, “I’m a warrior. I know nothing of love or of magic…”

“Don’t you?” the priestess said, as she reached into the basket to stroke one furry little head.

In the Priestess’s eyes, Eres could see compassion, warmth…and a great sorrow.

“Do you think Isis doesn’t need warriors to defend those she loves? You are welcome here,” the woman said. “I am Banafrit, High Priestess.”

With a gesture, Banafrit summoned the priestesses and priests, to give Eres welcome. They surrounded her.

“I’m a slave…” Eres said.

Banafrit nodded, her eyes shadowing.

“To the Grand Vizier, to Kamenwati. This we know. But no longer. He will be informed that Isis has accepted you into her service.”

Relief at escaping Kamenwati’s presence and plans was such a great tide through Eres that she very nearly wept.

Kamenwati. Banafrit hid a shudder at the thought of him.

She’d heard talk of him, of the things he did to raise power. Of dark magic, She’d tried to warn the King, to no avail. Kamenwati was his beloved cousin. All the priests and priestesses could do was to increase their protections on the King and warn his guards. Those things had been done. All they could do was wait until Kamenwati showed his hand.

Her mouth tightened.

Banafrit stroked a hand down the girl’s long golden hair, the ripples of it soft beneath her palm. The color was striking. It was like caressing warmed silk, as if it trapped the heat of Ra’s sun in the curling, sunny lengths of it.

As for the girl, she’d been the talk of Thebes for some time. Few didn’t know of her, the foreign warrior with hair the color of sunlight and eyes like the sky whom no man could best in the ring.

Had that to do with the prophecy? 

A darkness rises in the desert, the golden one who would come, a warrior, a servant to the Gods…?

She looked at this girl, at the brilliant ripples of her hair, at her pale golden skin…was this the one? Was the time now?

The thought made Banafrit want to weep. She prayed not.

Feeling the touch of the Goddess on her, gentle and loving, her heart trembled a little. It was that time, but not yet. This one had a great deal to learn. There was time. Time to teach her what she would need to know in the days to come.

To look on this girl with her golden hair, her pale skin and those eyes…the colors of the Sky Goddess herself…

“We shall call you Irisi – fashioned by Isis,” Banafrit said. “And Nubiti.”  The golden one.

Startled, Eres looked at the High Priestess. There was a heavy import behind Banafrit’s words. Yet even so… Irisi, Eres. She hadn’t told them her name but they were so similar it might have been fate, indeed, that had led her to this place. A disturbing thought. One didn’t meddle in the affairs of the gods.

Her troubled gaze met Banafrit’s.

The older woman nodded, smiling softly. “Later, Irisi. We’ll speak later. For now, a bed, a place to belong, a home, some food…”

Each word was a wonder for one who’d spent so many years rootless and wandering.

Inclining her head, Banafrit gestured to the others.

They gave Irisi Sanctuary and a home, something she hadn’t truly known in years.






  








Chapter Seven
 

 

The tally of donations and tributes to the Goddess was quite satisfying, Banafrit thought as she looked over the morning’s offerings. The Goddess would be pleased. There would be plenty to feed those who served the temple as well as those who had little or those who came for spells or healing – preferring the priests and priestesses of Isis to the servants of Sekhmet, sometimes, sadly.

“My lady,” one of the priestesses said as she ran up. “My Lord Kamenwati is here. He demands an audience.”

Unsurprised, Banafrit looked at the young priestess.

Demands. Of the High Priestess of Isis. The Grand Vizier dared much.

There was only one reason Kamenwati would be here and that was Irisi. It was madness. The girl had been chosen by the Goddess herself. That couldn’t be questioned and couldn’t be undone. Even Banafrit couldn’t undo it had she wanted to and she didn’t. Some of what Irisi had told her of her days as Kamenwati’s slave only confirmed Banafrit’s worst fears and suppositions. Some surpassed them. She had little doubt now that he did dark magic within the walls of his house.

“Where is he?” she asked.

“In the temple,” the girl said.

Banafrit was grateful Irisi was undergoing her initiation and was therefore secluded and unaware of the Grand Vizier’s presence.

She nodded. “Very good. Tell him I shall join him shortly. Saini, would you take over here?”

The priest nodded.

Glancing down at her simple gown, Banafrit shook her head and hurried to her quarters. That wouldn’t do. Lord Kamenwati would have to wait a moment or two more. It would serve him well to do so and perhaps give him a few moments of contemplation on the wisdom of demanding the attention of Isis’s High Priestess in the Goddess’s own temple.

A few minutes later, dressed in a fresh gown and kalasaris, her makeup carefully reapplied, and her jewelry sumptuous enough to impress the Grand Vizier, Banafrit stepped into the temple proper, sending the priestesses and priests there away with a wave. She looked to Isis and bowed to the greatest of the Goddesses, the wife of Osiris, daughter of Ra and mother of Hathor, before she turned to face the Grand Vizier.

Like the King, he was a tall, strong man in his prime, although Kamenwati’s visage was harsher and darker than that of the King, his eyes black and cold. There was no humor in him, no lightness, no kindness. She knew the rumors, the stories Irisi had told her, and she felt his wizard’s magic prickle her skin. Priestess of the Goddess of magic, she wasn’t yet prepared to do battle with him, not now when so much depended on her.

She showed none of her apprehensions to Kamenwati.

“Welcome, my lord. To what do I owe a visit from the Grand Vizier?” she asked mildly.

Turning, he fixed his black eyes on her. The fury in them whipped at her.

“I want my slave returned.”

His anger was as intense as a slap to her face, so much so that she warded herself against dark magic, invoking the Goddess here in her own temple as she cloaked herself in the Goddess’s protection.

Keeping her voice even, Banafrit said mildly. “We have no slaves, only priests and priestesses. Any who reside here have been chosen by the Goddess herself.”

She turned her eyes to the representation of Goddess on her pedestal as reminder. Isis saw everything. If she did not, her son Horus did.

The Goddess looked down on them benignly.

Would he dare?

Beneath that gaze even Kamenwati hesitated, it seemed.

“Would you gainsay the Goddess, my lord Kamenwati?” Banafrit asked, her voice carefully calm and reasoned.

Even he wouldn’t dare risk the Goddess’s wrath…would he?

Kamenwati looked at the priestess.

“She is mine,” Kamenwati spat.

Rage boiled and burned in him. How dare she deny him what was rightfully his? Either she or the Goddess?  If he could but reveal the truth of his nature, if he dared it...? Now, though, was not the time. He was close, too close, to his goals. He dared not risk them over a mere slave. Yet that slave had defied him, escaped him. It infuriated him. All his plans for her…all the power he could have raised from her… All the power he’d anticipated raising from her in her time below stairs… 

She’d have suffered for a very long time.

Banafrit met Kamenwati’s harsh gaze evenly. “She isn’t yours any longer, she belongs to Isis now.”

To him she said nothing of prophecy. By silent agreement, that was a thing of the Gods and the priests and priestesses who served them. As Grand Vizier, Kamenwati should have been informed of Horus’s prophecy on the day of Narmer’s naming as Heir to the old King, of the words given to Kahotep, Horus’s high priest, on that auspicious day. This, though, was Kamenwati, and he hadn’t been present that day, having not yet been named Vizier. None of them dared give him such power.

If he learned of it…

All the priests and priestesses knew he lusted after power. Knew there were whispers he sought to be more than Grand Vizier, that he longed to be King himself.  What would he do if he knew of the threat to Egypt? How would he use that knowledge? They feared it and, seeing the man before her with his true face, rightly so.

It was on Kamenwati’s lips to say, to demand, “How dare you take from me that which is mine?” 

But he wouldn’t, not to the High Priestess and not beneath the eyes of the Goddess herself.

He looked from Banafrit to the Goddess, his eyes narrowed in thwarted fury.

“You may have her,” he said, “but she is mine. I bought her. I own her. She will be mine in the end.”

With that, he stormed out.

It was a great relief for Banafrit to feel him go.






  








Chapter Eight
 

 

As Irisi had each morning in the months since she’d come to the temple, she prepared herself for her service to the Goddess. She washed in a mixture of water, oil, natron, and herbs so her body was clean and smelled sweet, giving a care to her hair. Within the temple, she wore it loose and long. Some of the other priestesses liked to play with it, braiding it, or combing it to Irisi’s embarrassment. She knew the color attracted them, but still… 

Outside the temple walls, though, she wore a wig, the hair dark and straight, bluntly cut at the shoulders, so only her eyes gave her away as foreign.

It felt good to feel the cool scented water sheet over her skin. As she stepped out of the bath she rubbed scented oils and emollients into her skin, to moisten and soften it against the heat and dryness of the day ahead.

If ever there had been a time in her life that could be called idyllic, the last few months had been it.

She joined the others in preparing the Goddess for the day, as others laid out the food and offerings that would be set before the Goddess in Her honor.

Carefully, amidst the usual laughter and teasing, Irisi painted the Goddess’s face, laying the color on lightly, enhancing the carved stone features as Miu settled the wig over the goddess’s head and Saini draped Her robes around her. In the background, Kemisi read from the scrolls of the Book of Life that gave honor to the Goddess.

Watching, Banafrit smiled. 

It was as it should be, the temple filled with laughter and joy.

“Irisi,” she called, “come awaken the Goddess…”

Startled, Irisi turned.

It was an honor she hadn’t yet achieved, a skill she was still learning. Soon she would know all the spells, all of the enchantments. Yet she couldn’t deny the summons or the honor.

Taking her place by the Book, Irisi bent her head to the hieroglyphs and read. Her voice was steady as she called the Goddess to awaken even as the doors to the temple were opened and the first morning light touched Her face.

Banafrit smiled fondly on her protégé.

Once Irisi had learned to read it had been as if a fire had been ignited inside the girl. She couldn’t seem to get enough. She read every scroll, every papyrus and every clay tablet she could find. She’d devoured the spells of the Book of the Dead and the Book of Life. She pestered the scribe endlessly, demanding explanations of this hieroglyph or that script. Learning one language plus her native tongue was not enough. She wanted more, badgering foreign priests, priestesses and tradesmen to teach her more. It was as if she hungered for knowledge, a suitable trait for a Priestess of Isis.

With the offerings made, accepted, and the Goddess awakened, they gathered the food that had been offered and took it into the common room. Some was set aside for themselves to break their fast. The rest fed the poor, the orphaned children, and those who came for healing.

Irisi had taken her place there as she had everywhere, becoming truly one of them.

Healing was not a new skill, every soldier learned how to bind his own wounds and those of others, but this was a new thing. Different. There were spells, arts, herbs and such, healing compounds and poultices such as she’d never known.

How would she ever have guessed that moldy bread would kill infection?

She liked playing with the children, too, but first, she had to go take care of her own – of a sort.

First, she stopped in the kitchens to gather up their bowl.

Those cooking set aside the remains of antelope haunches and the offal of the fowl and fish for the rapidly growing cubs. Three growled expectantly as she came around the corner. Emu, Kiwu, Alu awaited her impatiently. Out of long practice, Irisi danced away from Nebi’s pounce from the shadows, laughing as the cub tumbled over himself. She tossed him a gobbet of meat just for the effort he’d made and he growled happily at his prize as she set the bowl down for the others.

Kiwu came to roll into her lap for a belly rub, rubbing her head around in Irisi’s lap as Irisi settled to the ground, cross-legged.

She played with them for a time, let them roll and pounce on her, chew lightly on her arms, leaving welts. Not that she minded, as those marks would fade.

Already she was teaching them to hunt, drawing a piece of hide around for them to stalk and pounce on or dangling it on a string in the air above for them to leap at.

Then she took up her swords as she did each day for practice, using the cubs as challenge or check, pulling the blades, dodging and stepping around them. Some of the others called her Isis’s Warrior. The title made her smile. So far she’d had little need for those skills, but she remembered Banafrit’s words the day the Goddess had accepted her. So she practiced every day without fail, against future need.

It was time, though, to judge by the sun, for her to go shopping for those few things the temple didn’t receive as gifts or offerings.

Bundling her hair up, she went into her room to fetch her wig and settled it on her head, tugging it into proper place. It didn’t make her look more Egyptian, her skin was far too fair for that; it simply made her stand out less. After being the source of such looks too often, it was simpler to go out wearing the wig.

She caught up a basket in the crook of her arm and went out into the city.

While this wasn’t the first time she’d gone out on such errands, she’d only recently done so alone. Banafrit had sent another with her until she’d learned her way through the byways of the city. Irisi had enjoyed having the company, but she couldn’t complain much of having some little time to herself. There was also the pleasure of seeing what the shops had to offer that she hadn’t seen before or finding some delicacy to bring back to the others.

For the first time in a great long time, Irisi felt truly happy, content.

As almost always, it not being the rainy season and the Nile not in flood, the day was sunny and clear with few clouds. It was a pleasant day to walk about, still early enough for the air to be comfortable.

Shop owners in the souk called greetings to her warmly.

It was outside the second shop she visited that she felt a presence, a darkness that was unsettling and disturbingly familiar…

The Grand Vizier. Kamenwati.

She went still, calling up all she’d learned from the Druids and now from the priests and priestesses of Isis, asking the Goddess for strength.

His darkness battered at her.

Turning in his direction, she bowed respectfully as a Priestess of Isis to the Grand Vizier. Even so she kept her eyes slightly averted, never looking him directly in the face. He was a powerful magician and his glamour seemed stronger somehow.

Had it always been so? Was it only because she had been away from it or had he enhanced it somehow? 

Either way, she felt it beat at her.

“My Lord,” she said, quietly, cautiously, all too aware she didn’t have her swords on her.

Not that it mattered, as a number of items nearby would have stood as weapons for her, if she needed to defend herself. If she could have or would have dared draw a weapon on the Grand Vizier…

Kamenwati looked at her. Those pale foreign eyes met his evenly.

Meeting his eyes. A slave. If he’d dared to strike a priestess of Isis, he would have cuffed her just for the liberty she took. Just as he had to speak to her himself, directly, she who had once been his slave. It infuriated him. It burned in him.

That she’d escaped, denied him the power he needed and would have given him in time, only enraged him further.

“Know this,” he said, softly, his eyes locked on her face, “you are mine. I own you. You may be a priestess of Isis and even I won’t tempt the Gods so much yet, but there will be no other save me in your life. I cannot touch you or risk the wrath of the Goddess, but if I cannot have you, no other will. Understand this. They will die. This is my will. By assassin, by magic or by poison… they will die. There will be no other but me.”

Then he was gone in a swirl of his dark kalasaris.

Irisi caught her breath once again, watching him stalk away.

When she returned to the temple she said nothing to Banafrit of the encounter. 

There was no point.






  








Chapter Nine
 

 

Outside, beyond the veranda, Irisi watched as the sun sank below the horizon and the first stars appeared in the azure sky. Within, torch light flickered over gold-streaked marble floors, glistening sandstone and polished granite walls. Great pillars supported the ceiling of the King’s palace. Down the center of the room, a long reflecting pool filled with the silver water of the Nile glimmered. Servants and slaves offered food to all gathered there, going to one knee as they held up golden plates filled with delicacies.

The scent of perfume drifted in the air lightly and softly, as the cool night breeze swept through the hall.

Below in the courtyards folk wandered about, greeting friends, whispering to this one or that, speculating about why they had been summoned this night. All were dressed in their finest gowns, kilts and kalasaris. Gold dripped at ear, throat, and wrist. Gems sparkled in the torchlight.

It was not the first time Irisi had stood at Banafrit’s side in the King’s palace but the first on such a grand occasion. Just what the occasion was hadn’t yet been announced, but rumors were running rampant. Some whispered that the King was finally going to name his heir, lacking one of his body. A few speculated that Kamenwati would be named, and there were fearful glances among those who spoke that name.

The man himself was there, standing behind the King as always as his chief advisor, as he had on those other occasions, his face expressionless. Irisi kept her glance from meeting his directly although she’d learned better how to guard herself against such glamours during her time in Isis’s temple.

Still, she was wary of him.

This was a far larger and grander hall than the small one where the King usually took his audiences. The number of people was greater here, too.

King Narmer, a tall handsome man, sat only scant feet away from them, his lady wife beside him, raised on a dais that put him slightly above Banafrit, as Banafrit stood on the level above Irisi, as befit the High Priestess of Isis. Around them were the High Priests and Priestesses of the other Gods. Irisi smiled to see Djeserit, Sekhmet’s priestess, giving a small nod of her head to the other priestess.

Smiling in return, Djeserit inclined her head as well.

They’d become friends of a sort, in the rare times they met.

At the King’s side was his Queen consort, Paniwi, despite rumors that she was barren. A few whispered that, despite Narmer’s love for her, he would have to put her aside or else take a concubine.

Paniwi wasn’t a particularly beautiful woman in appearance but she was in soul. Wisdom was reflected in her deep brown eyes, a sense of calm knowledge graced with kindness and fortified with steely resolve. A redoubtable woman in every sense, she’d studied among the priests and priestesses in her time. Her dark eyes watched, observed, and Irisi noted from Paniwi’s expression that she held no love for the Grand Vizier, either, nor he for her, although it was nothing anyone would have seen who wasn’t looking to see it.

To each side of the King and a step below were the King’s Nubian guards. Another pair stood at the bottom of the dais so that there were six in all.

The King had even called back his generals, which bespoke the importance of the occasion. To Irisi’s pleasure she saw that Khai now numbered among them. She’d seen him only rarely since she’d come to Thebes, usually riding past with his men, but he hadn’t seen her. Which was as well as each time the sight of him sent an odd pang through her. Her heart lifted a little too, a small curl of warmth moving through her at the memory of their short time together. Remembering that one night, the pleasure of it, sent a shiver through her.

It was good, though, to find he’d been promoted. Having faced his troops and seen him in command, she knew he was a good and able leader – and now a General. She was glad for him. He’d treated her well when it hadn’t been necessary.

Nothing about him had changed. He was still as handsome a man as she’d ever known with his high cheekbones and slightly aquiline nose. As she’d remembered, his dark eyes were touched a little with gold, and his neatly trimmed beard framed his full mouth and his square jaw. The dark kilt he wore suited his tawny skin, the brief garment revealing the strong muscles of his arms and chest.

Feeling eyes on him, Khai looked over to where the priests and priestesses stood. He knew many of them but he also saw a new face among them…a familiar one…with eyes like no other, kohl-rimmed and brilliantly blue for it, her golden hair streaming over her shoulders.

His heart lifted and his breath caught.

She’d haunted him, the warrior from the northern lands. The thought of her in Kamenwati’s house had sickened him, especially after he’d heard rumors of what went on there. He’d learned that Kamenwati had put her in the ring to fight for wagers. Fearing to find her spirit broken, Khai had gone to see her fight on one of his return journeys to Thebes. It had been a relief to see her still as sure, her bearing still proud but it had disturbed him to watch Kamenwati’s avid eyes on her.

Then the tales had stopped and Khai had feared her fate…

To see her now, whole and alive? Relief filled him. Such as Kamenwati had offered her shouldn’t have befallen so true a warrior. If Khai could have spared her that he would have. Now though she stood high among the priests, standing second only to Banafrit. She’d come far in the years since last he’d seen her.

He nodded slightly in acknowledgement, with a small smile, inordinately pleased at the sight of her, and alive. But more…she was still beautiful to look upon. Even more so than he remembered, it seemed.

Khai remembered well the first night they’d brought her to him. She’d been as lovely then as now. Fine linen graced her slender, full-breasted body, trailing almost to her sandal-clad feet. Her hair streamed like sunlight over her kalasaris, the beads on it and those braided into her hair a match for the color of her eyes, so like the sky… She was incredible, her kohl-rimmed eyes brilliant in the torchlight. Gold lay against her throat and hung from her ears, but could not rival her hair for brightness.

The memory of their last night, of touching her and being touched, moved through him and his body tightened…

Gravely, but with her brilliant eyes sparkling, she lowered her head with a small smile to answer his own, clearly having noted his rise in status as he’d noted hers and as pleased to see it.

That was gratifying as well, that she held nothing against him for her period of enslavement.

With difficulty, Irisi drew her eyes away.

Anticipation was so thick in the air it was nearly palpable. Folk chattered and whispered to each other, speculating. Wondering. Fearful looks and wards against the evil eye were pointed surreptitiously at Kamenwati, in hopes the gesture might ward off any chance of his ascension to the throne.

Music played as servants and slaves offered delicacies. Dancers spun, their cymbals rang, feet and skirts flying as other dignitaries arrived to fill the hall, each with his or her own attendants.

Another group of entertainers tumbled in from among those in the hall, the flute players doing standing somersaults, others bounding into handsprings, cartwheels as some of the men spun on their toes, arms outstretched. It was a fine display of acrobatic skill. There were gasps of appreciation and wonder around the room.

However, the last of the guests had arrived. Narmer gave a nod and the trumpeters blew a light fanfare as he rose to his feet, clapping his hands for attention.

This was most unusual, Narmer himself speaking.

For some reason, Irisi glanced back at Kamenwati and saw him frown a little, his eyes narrowing in a clear displeasure and dismay before he shuttered his expression.

Kamenwati didn’t like it. It was most unusual for Narmer to speak for himself. Nor had Narmer spoken to him of this save to summon him to the palace. He’d been suspicious of such a thing, though. To break protocol in such a way… Somehow it boded ill. And he didn’t like that one bit. Still, he’d prepared, just in case.

The hall fell silent as the King came to his feet.

“Many of you have counseled that I should name my heir,” Narmer said, gesturing at his many advisors, Kamenwati among them, and the priestesses and priests. “And many has been the debate as to who that should or shall be. I’m happy to announce that today I shall name that one. To my joy and pleasure, my beloved Suten Hime, Paniwi, is with child.”

The words couldn’t have come as more of a surprise to anyone there, least of all Kamenwati. 

Paniwi had tried to conceive many times and miscarried three, to great grieving through all of Egypt. If they were making this announcement, though, then the worst days had passed. They were certain. Standing, Paniwi smoothed her hands over her robes, revealing her swelling belly. She smiled radiantly.

Kamenwati went rigid, his stomach curdling. Rage turned his vision red and prickled his skin.

All the priests and priestesses glanced around, feeling the same tingle of magic that Irisi did and each stiffened but only she was watching the acrobats and flute players. Her gaze seemed drawn to them.

They’d slipped their flutes under their belts with the others there as the horns sounded. Now, they drew a different set from their belts and put the ends to their lips as the tumblers dove forward.

Darts flew from the flutes to strike the Nubian guards.

To a one, the guards clapped hands where the darts stung them. Instinct and training took over. Automatically they swarmed the King and Paniwi, putting their bodies in the way of danger, even as they stumbled and fell. Poison in the darts doing its deadly work. One among them shoved the Grand Vizier aside as they leaped to protect their King, as was their sworn duty.

Pinned to the floor by the bodies of his guards, Irisi saw Narmer struggle to free himself and defend both himself and his consort.

Almost everyone else froze but Irisi. Combat-hardened and prepared, she leaped forward, conjuring up her swords. She spun them in her hands to get a feel for the weight of them once again as the acrobats tumbled and sprang past those few who tried to intervene, racing toward the King.

No others had been allowed weapons within the King’s presence, and so no others were armed, save for the Nubian guards.

The assassins were clearly equipped. Knives appeared from their sleeves and from sheaths at the backs of their necks. They slashed at any who got in their way.

Irisi put herself between the assassins and the King.

One threw a blade at her but her whirling sword caught it. It spun and clattered away across the room as the crowd scrambled to escape the deadly onslaught.

Irisi set herself as they launched themselves at her and was surprised to find someone at her side.

Khai, joining her, snatched up the swords the Nubian guards had dropped as they fell.

Although Khai hadn’t felt the magic, he’d clearly seen the sudden tension among the priests and caught movement from the corner of his eye.

Motion and danger freed the priests and priestesses from the momentary paralysis of surprise.

As with Irisi, he was accustomed to action.

They met in the center of the room, facing the assassins.

Then their opponents were on them and it was simply a flurry of blades, defense, Irisi countering two as Khai took the other two. 

Irisi saw the flute players lift their flutes again and blew.

“Darts,” she cried in warning, in case Khai and the others hadn’t seen.

Banafrit called up the wind with a gesture, blowing the darts away as she ran with the others to protect the King, his consort, and the child yet to be.

Djeserit and Kahotep pulled the massive bodies of the guards away, demonstrating astonishing strength.

Launching a kick, Irisi drove one of the assassins into the path of an oncoming missile as she spun to avoid an attack by his partner. The first assassin fell to the dart as the other lunged. Behind and beyond them the flute players pulled the last of their flutes from their waistbands, yanking them apart to reveal longer blades concealed within them.

Khai called, “’Ware,” as he backhanded one and kicked another back far enough to take him in the throat with his borrowed blade.

Seeing the acrobats come in a tumbling run, Irisi nodded in answer. He watched as Irisi demonstrated her own skill at acrobatics as she raced after them, springing into a standing flip to land between them and the King, stopping instantly to spin and drive her sword through one assassin as the rest spread out around her.

In some part of Khai’s mind, he noted that she was lovely to watch while fighting. There was something incredibly graceful about it. She was beautiful and deadly. Nor did he have to watch for her – she seemed to know instinctively where to be – or to have a care for his back, and he for hers. It was a pleasure to fight with her, back to back, side by side, as if they were matched and well matched at that.

The priests and priestesses had dragged the bodies of the Nubians free, giving the King and consort a chance to escape, closing around them as a human shield.

Irisi looked back over her shoulder as the flutists converged on Khai.

She didn’t try anything fancy, she just ran, dropped and slid feet first on the highly polished marble floor with her swords up to guard, sweeping the feet from beneath many of them. One saw her coming and leaped over her. Trained acrobats, they still scrambled at the unexpected collision of her body with their ankles.

Khai thrust one of his swords through an acrobat, caught one of the flutists across the arm with the backswing even as Irisi rolled to her feet to face another.

“We need one of them alive,” Khai called, as he fought the other flute player and the wounded one, “to know who it was that hired them.”

She nodded in response.

It was clear that the knowledge that they might live to be questioned only seemed to make the assassins more determined to fight and die. A flute player attacked with a ferocity and desperation unbounded by fear for his life.

Khai faced the same.

Spinning on her toes, Irisi attacked in turn, but not her own opponent. Rather she struck at the unwounded one of Khai’s, knowing her own opponent would be caught off guard by her action as he watched for an opening. She gave Khai one instead.

The surprise attack caught the flute player’s attention, taking him off guard. Seeing his advantage, Khai hit him squarely with a punch. The man staggered back and collapsed as Khai dodged the blade of the wounded one.

For herself, Irisi sensed the imminent attack against her undefended back and arched, crossing her swords above her head to catch the descending blade, trapping it even as she continued the turn, spinning into a kick that nearly took the man’s head off.

He collapsed, unconscious.

Two.

All the rest were dead.

She looked at Khai briefly, letting out a breath and then she felt a shiver of magic.

“No!” she cried, and leaped toward their opponents.

The two unconscious men writhed, struggled, their hands going to their throats as they choked and fought the magical constriction.

Frantically, Irisi tried to ward them… Too late.

She kicked one of the flute-swords aside in frustration as Khai knelt next to one of the men, and placed a hand on that one’s chest to check for life before swearing softly.

“Dead,” he said.

All around them was shocked silence.

The King and Paniwi had been escorted to safety by the priests and priestesses.

All that remained in the Hall now were some few of the guests who hadn’t been able to flee and some of the dignitaries who’d been shielded by their own guards…

And the Grand Vizier.

Looking into Kamenwati’s impenetrable dark eyes and empty expression, something inside Irisi shivered as a cold chill ran down her back. She’d learned his ways well during that year she’d been in his house.

He wasn’t pleased…but why? 

Instinctively, she warded both herself and Khai against magic, keeping the wards invisible to all but the most careful eye.

Khai saw Irisi’s sudden watchfulness and turned, feeling eyes bore into his back.

Both of them watched as the Grand Vizier turned and strode away.

Softly, Irisi said, “He was the only other with magic in the room but for me.”

“It could have been someone outside,” Khai said, but he knew the rumors, too.

Those strange and beautiful eyes of hers lifted to his.

“It could,” she agreed.

But it hadn’t been. And she knew that he knew it as well.

“He’s a dangerous enemy,” Khai warned.

Irisi laughed a little, remembering Kamenwati’s threat. “Too late.”

For both of them, Khai feared.

As a general, he had some protection even against the Vizier as did Irisi as Priestess… Still…

Irisi was here in Thebes…alone…






  








Chapter Ten
 

 

Narmer paced angrily within the relative safety of his own private hall, his jaw tight. While less grand than the great hall it was still quite beautiful, the golden marble of the walls softening the cold square lines of the room. In niches all around were the figures of the Gods, painted and gilded, none of them more than an arm’s length tall.

Irisi found Isis among them. The Goddess’s eyes seemed to look warmly on her before Irisi turned her gaze back to the others.

The Queen-consort also watched the King, her dark liquid eyes showing only a slight trace of her own fear. Her hand was laid protectively over her belly and the child within it as she reached for Narmer. His grim visage softened a little as he took her hand, lifted and pressed it to his mouth. There was love there, and fear and anger, clear for all to see.

None of the priests and priestesses had left as yet. The captain of the King’s Nubian guard stood by the window, glowering, his anger and grief reflected in his bowed head and every line of his body. Replacements for the dead guards stood in place at the doors and near the King.

So, too, were gathered the King’s chief advisors and councilors. Including Kamenwati.

All attention was on the King.

He’d removed the false beard and his crown, wearing now only the robes he’d worn in the great hall and his other jewelry.

A tall man of regal bearing, his face was narrow, his cheekbones high, his eyes long and narrow, his dark hair fell as straight as rain to his shoulders. He was a strongly built man, broad in the shoulder, powerful in the chest.

This was a rare and privileged moment, for all of the circumstances of it, to see Narmer in his own quarters and Irisi knew it, standing at Banafrit’s side once again. Irisi’s ribs hurt, low on her back where she’d taken a kick she didn’t remember and a cut on her upper arm stung. Blood still flowed sluggishly from it.

Khai was little better, having taken a cut across his chest that must hurt. A bruise darkened his cheekbone.

Briefly again, their eyes met. It seemed that something shivered between them…

“Both died?” Narmer demanded, his lips tight.

Khai answered, being the higher ranked.

“Yes, my Lord King. We took pains to keep two alive for questioning but they died. The priestess felt magic.”

It was a shock for Khai to realize he didn’t know her name any more than he had on the night he’d lain with her, or the day he’d sold her. He only knew her as the foreign slave, now priestess.

Under the gaze of the King and the Grand Vizier, the woman who’d once been his slave didn’t lift her eyes to Khai’s again, staying…contained…if not humble.

It wasn’t in her to be meek or mild, Khai thought, not as he remembered and kept his smile to himself.

“Is this true, Lady Irisi?” Narmer said, turning to her.

Even now Irisi found it odd to be addressed so, she who’d been born to a farmer, and been both mercenary and slave, especially by the King.

For the first time, she met his gaze directly. “Yes, my Lord King. Two were alive but unconscious…and then they died.”

“Magic.”

Irisi nodded. “Yes, my Lord.”

It would be…unwise…to make accusations…more unwise to lie to the King.

Angry, frustrated, and frightened, Narmer threw up his hands.

“Why?” he demanded of everyone and no one.

He looked to his Grand Vizier Kamenwati and then to his Generals. “Have you heard anything? There’s been no word of unrest or you should have told me of it.”

Bowing, Kamenwati shook his head, keeping his voice even. “No, my Lord King. There’s been nothing.”

The Generals, too, shook their heads.

Khai said, inclining his head. “It’s not your way, my Lord. We offer terms. If they’re still determined to fight then we fight. But we treat them well once the fighting is over, unless they give us cause to do otherwise. We give them no reason to hate us. Only a fool leaves an embittered enemy behind to be governed, and another, harder, battle to fight at your back.”

“Then why?”

Silence was best as Khai couldn’t answer that question. With an effort, he didn’t look at Kamenwati.

As General he had a great deal of power but not enough to offset that of the Grand Vizier. He dared not accuse him without more information, whatever his suspicions.

It had long been whispered that Kamenwati wished to be King, although none did so in the King’s or Kamenwati’s hearing, and none out loud. Khai had had few dealings with the Grand Vizier in his rise through the ranks and was grateful for it. Those who pleased Kamenwati found themselves bound to him for his favors; those who didn’t found that luck deserted them.

Sensing the tension, Banafrit spoke up.

“Even in the most peaceful times there are always some who are bitter, angry, and feel themselves ill treated, my Lord King,” Banafrit offered, “Perhaps once we discover from whence these acrobats came we’ll have more answers for you. For the moment, though, we simply don’t know enough.” 

Narmer looked at the two who’d saved his life, one of his Generals and a priestess of Isis. If not for them he might be dead – he, his beloved Paniwi, and the child yet to be born as well.

“This is small thanks to you both for saving my life,” he said, unusually apologetic for a King but he owed them that much. “And that of my consort and my child.”

High Priestess Banafrit looked proud. He couldn’t blame her, her acolyte had done well. Unless he missed his guess, Banafrit was grooming the foreign girl to be her successor. That would be interesting.

He let out a breath.

“What is it you would ask of the King in thanks for his life?” he said.

Both shook their heads.

He might have laughed and considered it sophistry if it had been any other than these two or one or two of the priests. Others might have courted favor but not Khai, nor this foreign girl. He fixed her with his gaze, demanded her acceptance on this.

Meeting that look, feeling both Banafrit’s and Kamenwati’s eyes on her, Irisi sighed. “My Lord, it is only my duty…”

Which was nothing more than the truth.

“Name it,” he said, firmly.

What did she need? Little. She’d been given much by the Temple… More than she’d ever known.

Taking a breath, Irisi looked at her King evenly but respectfully. “I have a home here, a place where I’ve long had none. For myself, I ask nothing, but Sekhmet’s priestess made me a gift of four lion cubs. They have no place to hunt. Would you give me leave to hunt on your preserves, once a month, so they should know what it is to hunt live prey?”

Narmer was nonplussed.

Lion cubs.

Sky blue eyes looked at him then lowered respectfully.

So little to ask. There wasn’t enough gold so precious as Paniwi’s life, or the child yet unborn, but she didn’t ask it.

Smiling, he said, “Twice a month.”

The Priestess bowed her head in assent.

The King turned to his General.

Another foreigner this Khai although he’d been born in Egypt, but he’d ever been faithful, dependable. He too bore the wounds of battle, taken in his King’s defense.

Khai looked at him. “My men need more arms, more tents.”

Shaking his head, Narmer waved, looking at his aides. “Make it so.”

Nothing for themselves, either of them.

They were both mad and Narmer prayed he’d have more of that insanity around him. It seemed he’d need it.

Assassins.

Anger sparked again at the thought. To have attacked him in his own Hall… 

Already, Mdjai, the head of his Nubian guard pressed more men on him, more protection.

Still…

Narmer looked to Paniwi, his beloved, and thought of the precious life within her.

It would be as Mdjai asked, for her sake and for the sake of the heir and child she carried.

“And a hundred gold coins to each.”

With a nod and a wave he dismissed them all.

It was no little sum the King had given them. Had Irisi had it those years ago, she could have bought her freedom with it, if Kamenwati would have granted it, and had coin to spare…






  








Chapter Eleven
 

 

It was a quiet group that dispersed into the halls of the King’s palace after the events of the evening. Some went their own way while others huddled with each other to speak in whispers. Banafrit glanced over her shoulder as Kamenwati was surrounded by his sycophants, some of the other advisors and councilors, striding away at their fore as they badgered him with requests for answers and instructions. Some of the other priests and priestesses went their separate ways, also, not wishing to be involved in the politics.

But not all.

The priests and priestesses of most of the major Gods walked with her. Her own beloved Awan, High Priest of Osiris, was at her side. Kahotep, Djeserit, Nafre, Irisi, and a few of the others joined them.

“You say Kamenwati was the only one remaining in the great hall when the two acrobats died?” Banafrit asked Irisi in a low voice.

This might be their last and only chance to speak of it unobserved. Kamenwati would take no chances and he had spies everywhere.

Surprisingly, another voice answered, a deeper one.

“With all the fighting going on the room was mostly empty,” General Khai said. “Only Kamenwati remained.”

Banafrit was alarmed to find the General joining them. No few of the other Generals owed a debt to Kamenwati in one way or another. Irisi caught her eye and gave a slight nod. Banafrit looked into the General’s eyes and saw what was there in them. So they weren’t alone in this. At least one of the Generals was with them, too. That was good. Narmer’s chief General, Akhom, was questionable while General Baraka – commander of the charioteers – was known to be in Kamenwati’s favor. For the moment. Kamenwati’s favor tended to shift with the wind.

It had taken careful consideration for Khai to risk this chance meeting, but after what had happened in the great hall… His concern aroused, he knew he needed allies.

Looking to Irisi, he knew he had at least one ally among these here. Her eyes sharpened, brightened as they met his.

“General Khai,” Banafrit said, acknowledging him.

He nodded as gravely back at her.

Banafrit looked around her at the others.

Not a one among them but didn’t guess, Banafrit knew, that Kamenwati was behind the assassination attempt. The timing had been too perfect, with the announcement of the King’s heir. They all knew of Kamenwati’s ambition, and all had felt dark magic move among them. He alone had the best and strongest reason to want the King dead and at this particular time, when the King had been expected to announce his heir. If the King had died as intended, then Kamenwati would likely have been the next King. The announcement that the Queen Consort was with child must have been a shock but Kamenwati had been prepared all the same.

A softer voice said, bitterly, “When Kamenwati should have been with his King although Narmer won’t acknowledge it, for the hold the glamour has on him.”

Djeserit.

“Even if he wasn’t, Kamenwati will simply say he was making sure the assassins were no longer a threat,” Kahotep, the High Priest of Horus, said. “He has a facile tongue, has our Kamenwati.”

“You felt the magic, Irisi?” Djeserit asked.

Irisi dipped her head in assent. “It was magic that took both lives. They were unconscious, helpless, of that I’m sure.”

“As did we all feel it,” Banafrit pointed out, “when the first move was made and the guards slain.”

“But to kill the King,” gentle Nafre, priestess of Hathor protested. “To put that weight on his soul…”

With a sigh, Irisi said, “Not on his soul, not by Kamenwati’s lights, but on another’s. That’s why I fled his service. Kamenwati demanded that I kill in the ring. To do so in honest battle, for a cause each side believes to be just, that’s one thing, but to kill for sport…for entertainment?”

She shuddered.

All here knew her history, she knew, it was no secret.

“I couldn’t,” she said. “It was my soul, after all, that was truly at risk. Mine the hand that would have done the deed. As with these acrobats. When they heard General Khai say he wanted one of them kept alive, they fought all the more ferociously, all the more desperately. Even to face Ma’at with the innocent death of another on their souls, they feared being taken alive more than they feared death and that judgment.”

Nafre looked at her in shock. It was clearly incomprehensible to her.

“It’s true,” Khai confirmed as they all stepped out of the King’s palace and into the night. “I saw that as well.”

“But why?” Nafre said.

Kahotep said, kindly, “You’ve heard the rumors, Nafre.”

Though his words were mild, his face was grim, his jaw tight.

Kahotep knew none of them hadn’t heard such, nor had they not had their share of slaves and servants seek refuge from the Grand Vizier’s ‘care’. To a man and a woman, all those that escaped refused to speak Kamenwati’s name, much less tell of what went on in his compound but all were truly convinced of their peril.

A dozen faces turned to Irisi, questions in their eyes they dared not ask.

Irisi shook her head. “I never saw it, or he’d never have left me go free. Nor did I wish to try for fear of what I might see and be helpless to prevent, but I heard whispers. Valuable slaves went missing, never to be seen again.”

Those deaths still weighed on her.

“I could do nothing. At night I was kept chained,” she said, quietly, absently rubbing her wrists where the scars of the rough chafing iron were only beginning to fade.

“So,” Djeserit said, “what can we do?”

“Little, without proof,” Banafrit said.

Quietly her Awan, her beloved husband, offered, “There are ways…if I can get my hands on the dead assassins. They should be brought to me in any case.”

“Go carefully, Awan,” Banafrit cautioned. “Kamenwati has a great deal of power and influence among the King’s councilors.”

Not that Awan wouldn’t know this, she knew.

“And among the army,” Khai added, “some of the Generals owe their positions to Kamenwati’s influence.” 

Khai spoke carefully around General Baraka, rather than have his words come back on him.

“Tread carefully there, my Lord General,” Banafrit said. “Kamenwati is a powerful enemy.”

Khai nodded. “I know it well.”

“So,” Banafrit said, “we tighten our protections around the King, Paniwi, and the child.”

“And then what?” Djeserit said, her eyes burning red in the darkness.

Shaking her head sadly, Banafrit said, “We wait for Kamenwati to make another move. Or until we have proof of his involvement, something we can take before the King. Enough to make him believe, despite Kamenwati’s glamour.”

They dispersed into the darkness, going their separate ways, their hearts heavy.

 

The outer compound was largely silent. The stars wheeled coldly through the sky above. Kamenwati strode into his house, throwing off his kilt as he entered and leaving it for a servant to catch as he turned for the stairs to go below. The Gods help the servant who allowed even one thread to touch the floor.

Below…below it was not silent.

Thick walls muffled the sounds of misery and pain as Kamenwati took his frustrations out on those who couldn’t fight back.

It would be more difficult now. Having lost some of their own, the King’s guards would be that much more alert, more prepared. It was likely Mdjai would’ve ordered more guards around both Narmer and his consort.

Paniwi.

Anger surged.

If it hadn’t been for the interference of that damnable slave, that priestess of Isis, they’d both be dead and he would be King. Kamenwati ground his teeth tightly.

Once again she’d put his plans to flight.

Had it not been for her and that other, General Khai, Kamenwati would have been wearing the crown of Egypt this day.

If she’d been here in his hands…his rage was savage as he spent it on the body of the slave bound before him.

A voice from the darkness spoke, a sound like gravel grinding against itself. “What has angered you, my master?”

The figure that stepped out of the darkness would have caused any common man to flee in horror and terror but not Kamenwati.

In form the thing vaguely resembled a man slightly taller and broader than himself, with two arms and two legs. All resemblance to human form ended there. Hairless, its skin resembled blackened coals in a hearth, crackled, fissured and dusted with ash. A dull red glow pulsed between the cracks. Its eyes were narrow, red in color, threaded with gold.

Still and all, it moved surprisingly gracefully, appearing to flow out of the darkness.

“Paniwi is pregnant. There will be a true heir to the King, after all these years,” Kamenwati said, his tone bitter.

All of his plans come to naught.

He’d waited and waited for Narmer to name him heir. At first, it had been nearly enough to be named Grand Vizier, to be the power behind Narmer’s throne. Almost. Nearly. For a time. Then one day it hadn’t been. He’d taken care to make certain the King’s new consort didn’t quicken, it was a simply matter of lacing her food with certain herbs with the unwilling aid of one of her maidservants.

Paniwi, it seemed, had stopped eating with the other women.

She was far too intelligent for her own good.

Childbirth, however, was not the easiest of things. Many a woman lost both her life and the child to it.

He couldn’t risk allowing her to come to term. It was too chancy, too much of a gamble. Narmer would be certain to give Paniwi the best of care.

If the child lived…

One more life would stand between him and the crown. As much as he loved games of chance, this he wouldn’t risk. Not when he could be King and rule over all of Egypt. He’d waited, bided his time for far too long, for what should have been rightfully his…had the Gods willed it. None had. None but one.

“What will you do now?” the creature asked.

Kamenwati ignored it.

Few folk knew he was High Priest of the Great God Set – the greatest God, the God who had killed Osiris and scattered the parts of him the length of the Nile, had even separated Osiris from his manhood. Not even his cousin the King knew of Kamenwati’s devotion to Set. Few would’ve approved his worship of that particular God, the god of evil, chaos, and war.

He stepped to the altar, offered his sacrifices – a dead slave’s heart, another’s eyes. The God’s amorphous gaze looked down on him, his expression fierce and cruel.

“Perhaps, my master,” the creature behind him said, softly, “great one, High Priest of Set, if we joined forces more truly…”

Kamenwati looked at it, finally.

Djinn.

They were creatures of stories and legend, created by the Gods to be like man and given free will as man was. But where man had been born of earth and sky, the Djinn were creatures of magic formed from smokeless fire. There were many kinds of Djinn. The ghul, who haunted the places of the dead and hunted both the living and the improperly buried dead; the sila, the shape-shifters, appearing as smoke or living flame; the ifrit who could shift shape and did often appear as a hyena to lead men astray; and the powerful shape-shifting Marid, who appeared as beautiful men.

Evil Djinn hunted men in some way, shape, or form. Most weren’t as bright as men but were far stronger and quicker, frequently resorting to trickery and guile to lure men to their doom and women to their mercy. There were no female Djinn, only human women to bear the race of the Djinn in their bellies.

Although the Djinn possessed free will, one could – through wit and will – enslave one. It had taken a great deal of time, preparation and worship at the God’s altar before Kamenwati had even attempted to call one.

Some could also possess a man…if his spirit were weak or if he willed it so...to gain the Djinn’s power.

A Marid Djinn, among his kind this one was a quite powerful Djinni. Bound to Kamenwati’s will by magic and sacrifice, this one was constrained to his current shape – that of a lower Djinn.

“Meld my strength to your knowledge, my Lord,” the creature beguiled. “Your will to my will. Together we would be invincible, my master.”

Kamenwati looked at the thing, at the power in its form, the magic of it and considered it.

If he had a thousand with the strength and speed of the Djinn, he could conquer and rule all of Egypt, with or without Narmer.

He went still as that idea moved through him…

A thousand Djinn…

The Marid smiled, a small crack appearing in its face to reveal its inner fire, the glow seeping between its lips. “You could, my Master, lead a thousand Djinn. More. Join with me and we will make it so.”

Warily, Kamenwati eyed the creature. He was more than confident his will was stronger than the Djinn’s, but it was Djinn, and powerful.

“And I would remain Master. Swear it by the great God Set,” Kamenwati said.

A flash of anger lit the thing’s eyes, Kamenwati saw it, and there was a betraying silence.

So, it had sought to be the master of him. Once possessed, it would have been a battle of wills once again, for possession of the body they both would have inhabited.

“You would remain master,” the Marid Djinn said, bitterly. “As you command.”

“What must be done?” Kamenwati said.

The Djinn smiled thinly, a red glimmer. “Nothing – it takes only your wish.”

Kamenwati weighed it. His will and the Djinn’s joined.  The Djinn’s physical strength and magic melded to his. There was merit to the idea.

“Make it so,” he said.

In an instant, the Djinn dissolved into a thick column of black smoke that flowed toward and around him.

Understanding, Kamenwati inhaled.

That was all the Djinn needed.

Smoke poured into Kamenwati’s mouth, down his throat, to fill his lungs. At first there was agony.

It felt as if he were too full, as if he were stretched within his skin so tightly he feared he would split from the pressure, his will under assault as the Djinn set his own against it despite his oath. They wrestled, he and the Djinn. Calling on Set Kamenwati’s will gradually gained dominance over the other, his body struggling to assimilate the essence of the Djinn now within him. Pain burst through him…fiery pain. That which was the Djinn, a spirit of fire and the heat of the desert, burned through his veins. The power of chaos roared through him like a conflagration and Kamenwati felt Set’s hand in his. He smiled as the Djinn fell before his iron will.

It was time and perhaps more than time that darkness ruled the earth and its quarrelsome, fractious people. He’d been thwarted too often. He Called with all the power of Set and the Djinn…and something answered.






  








Chapter Twelve
 

 

The small village stood at the very edge of the Nile floods. In some years the fertile waters barely reached them and their fields. Most who lived there were poor, barely growing enough to feed themselves, much less sell at market, but it was a life of sorts and it was theirs. Some traders came through although that was seldom. Few traversed so close to the edge of the deep desert and the harsh lands beyond to the west and south.

Night fell as it always did, but this one came with a greater darkness. None noticed the towering shadow that blotted out the stars.

The sound of the goats and the fowl chattering in distress awakened the villagers, though.

Thinking lions had come up from the south as had happened in the past, the people of the village came out cautiously, prepared to fight, armed with spears and sticks despite the danger. If they lost their goats, though, they knew they would starve.

It wasn’t lions. It was something much darker, and much more frightening. From the darkness burst horror. The first screams rang out, and were silenced, the sound of those dying cries liquid.

Reaching out from that first village, a great shadow spread over the desert from the south and west, a terrible darkness that washed across the sands like the Nile at flood, save in reverse. Another village fell, with no one to remark on it.

Then another.

From a third, a single survivor managed to escape. Terrified, he fled, collapsing at the next settlement.

Word spread beyond the villages that lay closest to the deep desert.

Something came out of night… It came from south of the great oasis, spreading eastward toward Thebes.

 

Irisi studied the man who lay on the pallet before her, bewildered. He had terrible wounds down the length of his back, injuries that were already suppurating and infected. She washed them carefully but she’d never seen anything like them. A lion hadn’t made them – she was familiar with the look of those from when hers hunted in the King’s preserve – nor had a leopard.

“How old are these?” she asked the woman with him, clearly the man’s wife, gesturing.

“Days, priestess,” the woman said, her dark eyes worried and frightened. “I put poultices on them, my lady, but they didn’t help.”

Lifting her head, Irisi looked across the grounds to where Saini stood washing his hands at a basin. They all washed their hands and arms after touching each patient.

“Saini,” she called, “would you come look at this?”

He glanced at her, his face darkening at her summons, but he came as she’d known he would. Courtesy demanded no less of him.

Once she’d been fond of Saini and he of her, but his increasing displeasure at Banafrit’s preference in a successor had become obvious and it had made things between them difficult.

“What caused this?” she asked the woman as Saini joined them. “Do you know?”

Clearly terrified, the woman shook her head. “It came from darkness that was not night. We heard the screams of the others and saw the darkness like a black cloud, like smoke come to earth, come toward us. Something was in it, was in that cloud. We gathered everything we could and ran. The screams of the others were terrible. Ashai fell behind, burdened. He cried out…the darkness was close behind him…”

Her voice trailed off, her eyes wide.

“Saini,” Irisi said to the older healer, “have you ever seen anything like this?”

The wound was terribly infected, yet the cuts appeared clean.

Frowning a little, looking carefully at the gouges but he was clearly as puzzled as she. Saini shook his head.

Irisi looked out over the plaza. Far more people sought aid than usual.

Something out of the darkness…a cloud come to earth… Something was wrong here. Very wrong.

“Would you take care of him for me?” she asked Saini. “You’re the better healer.”

It cost her little to say so. It was no more than the truth and gave him less to complain of her.

Even so, she went in search of Banafrit, finding her in her quarters with her husband Awan, the High Priest of Osiris. As befitted the Gods they served, they were also devoted husband and wife.

With a small bow to each, Irisi asked, “Have you heard the tales from the south and west?”

Banafrit said, “We were just speaking of that. All of the temples are seeing it, and hearing the stories.”

“Why hasn’t the King responded?” Irisi asked.

“That,” Banafrit said tersely, with a glance toward Awan, “is a very good question.”

One to which she had as yet no answer.

Her own requests to meet with the King had gone unanswered. Kamenwati simply stated the King had other matters on his mind.

What matters other than the welfare of Egypt? Banafrit wondered.

The assassination attempt had been some weeks past now. No other attacks had been forthcoming.

Banafrit’s gaze went to Awan.

The bodies of the acrobats had been revealing. All had suffered some form of abuse before their deaths and they’d stunk of dark magic.

Despite all the Gods did for humankind, there were those who always wanted more, sought more, some who were drawn to darkness and some who reveled in it.

None so much as Kamenwati.

Banafrit sighed.

It wasn’t proof, though, and no one who knew from whence the acrobats had come. They’d appeared in Thebes, but no one knew from where, and they’d performed in the streets for coins. Thus Kamenwati was said to have found them.

The question remained, though.

Why hadn’t the King responded?

 

Khai, too, wanted an answer to that question. Why hadn’t he been ordered southwest in response to the reports they heard? Enough came from there to have him concerned. If he was hearing it, then so were others. Why hadn’t the King responded?

Akhom wouldn’t move without orders from the King and, as he was chief among the Generals, if he wouldn’t move Khai couldn’t either.

Pacing his tent, Khai considered all he’d heard.

There were enough reports to demand some kind of action. If he couldn’t send the entire army without the order of the King, he could certainly send a unit to investigate. Even Akhom with his protocols and procedures couldn’t quarrel with that.

He summoned one of his captains.

“Adjo,” he said, “I want you to go south and west.”

He saw the relief on the man’s face.

It was clear the rumors had reached him as well; so much that even the common soldiers had heard them. They’d probably known before Khai had. So be it.

“I need information to take to the King,” Khai said, “go quickly and go quietly. Return and speak only to me.”

With a salute, Adjo ran out, calling for his men.

Now, Khai had only to wait until Adjo returned.

Once upon a time, it would have been he who rode out to investigate. He found at times like these that he missed those days. Everything had been simpler then. And he wouldn’t have to wait, he would know.

Those days hadn’t been so long ago.

He longed now and then for someone to talk to as he had those nights years ago when Irisi had been with him, her all unknowing of what he said. Or so he’d thought.

Another memory of those days came to him, of a warrior who’d become the lovely golden-haired priestess but before she’d become that priestess, her skin pale against his. He remembered her touch on his skin, the look on her face and in her eyes when she’d lifted them and her body to meet his, and smiled…

So beautiful...

They’d fought well together that night in the King’s palace.

He looked out into the night and wondered if she dreamed of him as well? 

The ring of metal, the thunder of hooves and the rumble of wheels on the sand going south drew his attention south and westward, to what lay out in the gathering night…






  








Chapter Thirteen
 

 

South and west to the very edges of the broad flood plain of the Nile, Adjo and his charioteers rode, passing the steadily growing stream of refugees. They asked no questions of the folk they passed. It was enough that they saw the wounds, the weariness and strain on the faces of those who stumbled to the east and north. Whatever they needed to know was etched on those faces. Soon they would learn it for themselves, see it with their own eyes. As it was they made better time than the army could have, not being restricted to the pace of the foot soldiers. It felt good to let the horses stretch their legs and to ride with the wind in their hair.

They camped that night at the edge of the desert.

To their shock, the refugees didn’t. Many staggered onward although they were clearly on their last legs. Some looked back over their shoulders with dread, seeming to fear the very night itself as it gathered and settled over them. They rushed to put distance between themselves and what lay behind them. Some few, too exhausted to continue, huddled at the outer reaches of the small encampment Adjo and his men set, clinging to the reassurance of the light of the campfire, but ready to flee at a moment’s notice.

It was a little unnerving and more than a little unsettling.

Even so, the night passed without incident.

By daylight, with their night fears vanished. Adjo and his men rode on with confidence.

The southwestern fort with its towering walls appeared on their horizon. They lifted their hands in greeting to those who manned the walls as they skirted the massive structure. It was no surprise, though, to see the gate closed and the people who defended the fort armed, archers standing with their bows at ready.

They would certainly have heard the tales the refugees told, Adjo had no doubt. It was there in their stance, in the tautness of their bows.

From the walls of the fort, a great shout went up to see men of the Kind’s army going south and west. At last, by all appearances, the King had responded.

Adjo hadn’t the heart to disabuse them of the notion, to tell them it was General Khai and not the King who’d sent them. Instead, he lifted his hand in salute as he and his men passed.

They circled the fort, following the train of refugees south and west as those unfortunates streamed east-northeast toward Thebes.

Slowly the sun lowered toward the horizon.

It was only then Adjo noticed a strange dark cloud in the far distance where no dark cloud should be.

It lay too low to the ground and seemed to move counter to the wind. The sun was setting though, settling low on the horizon, so perhaps it was only a trick of the eye, an illusion, an odd shadow cast by a hill or mountain or by the strange, slanted light of the setting sun. Perhaps it was only his imagination that forged a darkness where none existed.

It was enough explanation for Adjo. He thought.

Even so, it was distracting… He found that his eyes were drawn to it. It made him uneasy.

Still, they weren’t close to the villages that had suffered the most so there was still plenty of time before he had something to worry him. He and his men would stay the night in the next village and then ride to their destination in the morning when it was light. The thought comforted him. Despite himself, he found himself infected with the fear of the refugees and the thought of the darkness to come made him uncomfortable.

The folk of the village, too, seemed more than happy to see them, finding a place for them for the night. The headman and his wife gave up their own home so Adjo and his men might find rest. To have men of the King’s army among them appeared to ease some of their fears.

Some, but not all.

They’d built up their walls, and every piece of wood, bundle of papyrus or reeds they could spare had been dipped in pitch and lit against the coming darkness, wasting precious fuel these folk couldn’t easily spare. Dung fires burned everywhere pitch did not. Doors were barred at night as they never had been in the past.

These people were afraid.

Despite that, Adjo and his men settled in for the night, Adjo confident they had until the morrow before they had to concern themselves with conflict.

The first outcry in the night woke them and swiftly disabused him of that notion.

Accustomed to battle, they reached automatically for their weapons, bewildered but alert as alarm shot through them at the sounds that came from beyond the doorway.

A woman screamed in mortal terror, the sound bone-chilling. Another voice cried out in horror. Men and women wailed in grief, fear and dread.

Leaping to his feet, Adjo flung open the door to watch shadows stream out of the night like fire-less smoke. Things with teeth and claws were half-seen amidst the darkness but not imagined. It was as if lightning-lit thunderclouds had settled to the earth, to roil and boil there. Nightmarish figures were glimpsed within those shadows – things shaped like men but with skin like the coals of a fire, hyena-faced creatures, and men of dark beauty whose savage smiles revealed maws of pointed teeth.

That terrible cloud flowed swiftly toward Adjo, his men and the frantic villagers.

Claws raked out from the darkness at a man who in panic fled his cottage too late. Those claws snatched him back as that terrible darkness swept into the cottage behind the man. Screams and cries of abject terror arose from within as the shadows boiled in a torrent through the entrance.

More darkness reached for the villagers…and Adjo and his people.

“Bari,” Adjo said, his stomach clenching at the terrible sight. “Go! Ride to Lord Khai, tell him what you’ve seen here. Go, now!”

It said much of Adjo that he ran toward that terrible darkness and not away, and that his men followed him, putting themselves in the way of it as the villagers fled in terror.

All of Adjo’s men but Bari watched in horror as Adjo brought up his leather shield to defend himself, slashing at what clawed at him from the shadows. Spurred by his courage the others drew their bows, their swords, to do battle with the creatures that emerged from that terrible darkness to ravage them.

Bari fled as ordered and the darkness followed, reaching its long claws for him as well.

He set whip to his horses that drew his chariot.

Once only did he glance back.

Behind him, he heard Adjo scream in rage, fury and defiance as the terrible Darkness fell over him.

Bari nearly wept with relief at his own escape.

After a time, nearly exhausted, he allowed the horses to slow. His head nodded as he leaned against the chariot and fought sleep.

A great wind came up from behind them.

The horses threw up their heads and tossed their manes as they fought the constricting reins in his hands.

To his horror, as he looked back over his shoulder in the moonlit night he could see spurts of wind catch up the sand to blow past him, spattering against him as the breeze pressed against his skin.

He whimpered.

Darkness gathered, blotting out the stars.

Fear knotted his stomach, drew his balls up close. He gave the horses their head, snapping the reins.

They surged from a nervous canter into a full gallop in one leap, nearly toppling him from his perch in the chariot.

He screamed in horror at the thought and snatched at the reins of the chariot to keep his place.

Fire seemed to burn down his back as the tendrils of the darkness clawed at him…then fell behind.

 

Few missed the sight of the charioteer who galloped into encampment, both horses and rider battered and bloody. Scores decorated both the charioteer’s back and the horses flanks. The animals were lathered in sweat, their lungs blown, blood staining their nostrils as their eyes rolled in pain. All those he passed recognized Bari by his hair, his bearing. They came to alert as he rode in unaccompanied, his body braced against his chariot in pain, his sweat-damp hair falling over his bowed head to conceal his face. Exhaustion showed in every line of his frame.

He barely glanced at them, focused on one mission only.

The commotion drew Khai from his tent.

One look was all it took. At the sight of both horses and driver, Khai knew he needed Healers, and now.

“Send to the temples,” Khai shouted to a messenger as he ran to intercept the pain-maddened horses, their foam-flecked sides heaving, the poor creatures nearly spent.

A messenger sped away on fleet feet.

The man in the chariot was nearly unrecognizable as Bari for the blood that trailed over his face. His features were a rictus of fear, pain, and dread.

Catching the reins, Khai snared the horses on the fly, pulling their heads down, circling to keep them from running over him as others leaped to his aid.

They eased Bari from his chariot, lowered him to the ground.

Khai looked at the man, shaking his head in astonishment that Bari had even survived.

The man’s back was a mass of cuts, some deep enough to make Khai flinch in reflexive pain. It was as if something had clawed at him, tried to catch him, but he’d been just out of reach.

What of the others? Where were Adjo and the rest of the troop of soldiers he’d sent?

The others eased him over, one cradling him in the curve of his arm while another ran for water.

“What happened, man?” Khai demanded, kneeling beside his wounded soldier.

Pain and fever-hazed eyes looked up at him. That gaze was terrible – wide, bewildered and horrified. Bari’s voice when he answered was a choked whisper.

“They came out of the desert, my Lord Khai, terrible things. They came out of the darkness. Some were like hyenas, some not. Other things came out of the darkness, out of the smoke, with teeth and claws…”

“What of Adjo, the others…?”

Bari looked up at him, his eyes grieving and horrified. “Gone. Dead, my Lord. They’re all dead. It came in the night and it was terrible. I heard such screams as I never thought to hear…”

He shuddered.

Khai could feel the heat, the infection that burned within the man.

Only days had passed since they’d left. How could he have become so ill so quickly?

Khai looked at the wounds and saw them become more enflamed as he watched. Bari shivered with the fever that burned in him. In dismay, Khai sat back on his heels as the man convulsed in his arms.

By the time Sekhmet’s priest reached them, it was too late, Bari was dead.

A whole squad had been wiped out and Khai still didn’t know what killed them.

Something from the darkness, Bari had said.

It made no sense. A product of Bari’s fever? Or something else? 

Khai’s petitions to the King went unanswered.

Akhom would do nothing without the King’s consent but Akhom was in the north where he saw and heard none of this.

Khai looked at his dead soldier. He’d been a good man.

Adjo had been, too.

If he hadn’t returned, then that much of Bari’s story was true. Adjo was dead and the others with him. Good men, all.

What could he do? Pray to the Gods of Egypt for help? 

Perhaps. But not where there was a chance that those of the Temples might be of more assistance. Perhaps they had the King’s ear in ways he did not.

All he could do was try. He wouldn’t sacrifice any more of his men for anything less.

 

Frowning, Awan, Kahotep, Djeserit and Banafrit listened as General Khai spoke, Banafrit looking out from the veranda on the upper floor of Isis’s temple. Her eyes turned toward the southwestern sky, seeing the far distant shadow that gathered there. It was less a shadow, though, than a lack of light or perhaps a growth of darkness, a thing more of spirit than the world.

Khai spoke nothing less than the truth.

In the courtyard below her were the pallets of the refugees who had managed to reach them so far. More arrived with each passing day.

She let out a sigh, looking at Djeserit, who stood in the shadows nearby.

Being Sekhmet’s priestess, Djeserit had seen the cloud of darkness for some time, she had spoken of it.

Now she simply nodded, saying nothing, her heart heavy.

All of them could see it now, as Djeserit did, as Banafrit did, a darkness that stained the far horizon.

Banafrit took a breath, her gaze turning to Kahotep, High Priest of Horus. He had the clearest Sight. His was the prophecy.

“What do you see there, Priest of Horus?” she asked.

Kahotep Looked and then closed his Eye against what he saw there.

“Death and destruction,” he said. “A Darkness that even my Sight cannot penetrate.”

Looking from one to the other, Khai said. “That’s what my man said. A shadow, a darkness. Out of which something comes. What is it, do you know?”

Kahotep shook his head, as worried as they all were.

Was this the darkness of which his prophecy had spoken? The great darkness that would rise out of the desert to threaten Egypt and all the world? As yet, there was no way to know for certain. But he feared. Resolutely he did not, would not, look at she who was named Irisi, and Nubiti – the golden one – for fear of what he would See when he looked at her.

“The army needs to move against this threat,” Khai said. “Now. If this reaches the fort and the fort falls, the south will be undefended.”

Helplessly, Banafrit shook her head. “The King is as deaf to our petitions as he is to yours, Lord Khai. I’ve sent to the Grand Vizier to ask for an audience many times. There’s been no answer.”

It appeared Khai wasn’t the only one to suffer the Grand Vizier’s displeasure.

He paced away in frustration. “What then can we do?”

Banafrit raised her hands helplessly.

A voice from the shadows said softly, “There is a way to speak to the King – if not directly…”

Irisi stepped out of the darkness that had pooled in the corners of the room with the lowering of the sun.

Khai had almost forgotten that stillness that was so much a part of her. As aware of her as he was, even knowing she was in the room, his senses tingling, she’d still slipped into the shadows at the corner of his mind.

The last light of the sun painted her features in shades of rose-gold, gilded her face and hair with its warm light. His breath caught at the sight of her, her fine features softened by that ethereal radiance, her brilliant hair aglow.

“What way?” Banafrit asked.

“The King’s gift to me. I take the cats to the King’s preserve in two days,” Irisi said. “He is often there or if not him, Paniwi. It would take only a word to them.”

Cats. Irisi’s lions. 

Banafrit shook her head, smiling a little. The ‘cats’ were no longer cubs but full-grown lions and as attached to Irisi as kittens were to their mother, seeing her as the leader of their pride.

With a wry grin, Irisi added, “Oddly, for some reason Paniwi feels safer with them around her. As does the King it seems. Few trouble her with lions about. It would be a brave assassin who would chance them.”

There was that.

Irisi waited, her eyes going from Khai to Banafrit.

“It’s a dangerous step to take,” Banafrit said, eyeing all of them in turn. “We’d be circumventing the Grand Vizier. Kamenwati won’t be pleased if he learns of it.”

“This we know,” Djeserit said.

“If he toys with dark magic, even we aren’t entirely immune from his wrath,” Awan said, offering caution against Djeserit’s impatience.

Kahotep shook his head. “We can’t stand aside.”

Banafrit looked to Irisi, who already bore the weight of some measure of Kamenwati’s displeasure and saw the knowledge of it, as well as the acceptance of the burden, in Irisi’s eyes.

Smiling wryly, Irisi shrugged and said, in answer to Banafrit’s unspoken question, “How much greater of an enemy of him can I make?”

That was true enough, Banafrit thought.

Khai looked from one to the other of them, frowning. 

As light as she might speak of it, making an enemy of the Grand Vizier was a very dangerous proposition.

If this put Irisi in jeopardy…

However much it worried him, it was a risk they had to take, he knew, for the sake of Egypt.

Banafrit was concerned for her protégé as well but there was no choice.

“Do it, Irisi,” Banafrit instructed. “The King must know. Our thanks to you, Lord General, for coming to us. We’ll do what we can. See General Khai to his chariot, Irisi, please.”

Irisi bowed as Banafrit and the other priests and priestesses waved both her and Khai on their way.

As much as Khai wanted to stay, and he did, he could find no reason to do so. It grew late and he knew he should rejoin to his men while Irisi returned to those upstairs.

She was lovely in the torchlight, though, those unusually colored eyes glancing at him sideways from beneath her lashes.

Reluctantly, Irisi summoned the servant with Khai’s horse and chariot.

“Have a care, my Lord General,” she said, looking up at him as he mounted his chariot, wishing she could say more, do more, to hold him there even a moment longer.

Free as she was, she dared not, however much she wished to reach out to him.

Her heart aching, she watched him ride away, knowing then the true depths of Kamenwati’s curse.






  








Chapter Fourteen
 

 

It was a day as beautiful as most in Egypt, the sun brilliant in the faded blue sky, the heat of it warm on her shoulders. Irisi found that she didn’t miss the cold wet days of fall and winter in the lands of the north. Or the grayness, the leaf-stripped trees, or huddling inside the cottage as the chill clammy wind rattled the shutters and seeped between the chinking. Or battling her way against the rain or snow to milk the cows and goats. Nor did she miss wet feet or heavy clothing. She loved the hot breezes, the shimmering waters of the Nile, the waving palms and fig trees. Here both men and women sometimes wore little but a short kilt, baring their skin to the sky and the breezes. Her own skin was burnished gold by the sun.

Antelope, ibex and deer, some imported from lands outside of Egypt, wandered through the tall grasses.

Narmer loved to hunt, but leaving Thebes to do so wasn’t possible and so a place had been made for him on the shores of the river where he could track his quarry close to the palace and in relative safety.

The cats were in a single cage on a trundle cart, all but one prowling the confines in anticipation despite the crowding. Emu lolled on her back happily, all four feet splayed. The other cats stepped around her, but she rolled to her feet as they came to a halt, her ears swiveling as eagerly as the others’. Mouths opening, they tasted the breeze, huffing with expectation and anticipation.

Irisi could see the hides of the horses that pulled the cart twitch nervously at the scent of the lions behind them.

Within the preserve was an elaborate barge anchored alongside the bank of the Nile and set aside for the use of the King and his consort.

As was Paniwi’s habit as her pregnancy advanced and the heat weighed heavily on her, she reclined there to enjoy the cool river breezes.

Glancing over at the recumbent consort, seeing her wave of consent, Irisi opened the cage to release her lions.

Happily, the animals bounded out into the grass and their great heads lifted, the lionesses chuffing and tasting the air. All four fanned out and moved off into the preserve in search of their dinner.

“Lady Irisi,” one of Paniwi’s ladies called with a smile. “The consort bids you join us.”

She often did, for which Irisi found herself honored. She very much liked the strong-minded Queen.

Inclining her head, Irisi walked toward the barge, one of the porters coming out to carry her across to the side of the boat. He swung up somewhat hurriedly, glancing behind him at the great cats as the lions disappeared among the grasses. Irisi knew there were crocodiles in the water to be wary of as well, so he had reason for concern.

“My Lady,” Irisi said, bowing to the Queen consort.

Around Paniwi were an array of slaves, servants and her women. The slaves stroked fans made of the wings of geese to cool her while others held plates of delicacies for her and her women to eat. Surrounding them were members of the Nubian guard, a greater number than there had been in times past, to protect the consort and the precious life she carried within her.

The Queen Consort looked as big as a house and was clearly uncomfortable but happy to be so obviously with child.

“How do you fare, my Lady?” Irisi asked, tilting her head questioningly at the consort.

Paniwi nodded permission as Irisi placed her hand on the roundness of her belly to assess the baby’s health. The consort had said often that she was relieved to have a healer so close at hand.

There was movement beneath Irisi’s hand as she called up healing magic.

Smiling, Irisi said, “The babe does well. He has a strong kick.”

With a small wince, Paniwi said, wryly, “He does, indeed.”

Both of them smiled.

“He’ll be strong and tall like his father, and as wise as both of his parents,” Irisi said.

Amused, Paniwi just gave her a look and shook her head. “Blatant flattery.”

Irisi smiled.

“Would you prefer the un-blatant kind instead?” Irisi asked, grinning.

The consort shook her head, laughing in return.

Paniwi liked this priestess and trusted her as she trusted few others, surrounded as she was by Kamenwati’s people.

“So,” Paniwi said, “how does life go at the temple?”

With a sigh and a disquieted frown, both unfeigned, Irisi said, “Difficult. Busy, my Lady. We find ourselves taxed. The troubles to the south and west worry us.”

Paniwi frowned. Troubles to the south and west…what troubles? She’d heard were whispers among the servants, but little else. Kamenwati said nothing, and as Grand Vizier he should have.

She couldn’t show her ignorance, however, even to one such as Irisi whom she trusted.

Sitting up a little, Paniwi said, carefully, “How bad is it?”

Irisi looked at her from where she knelt at Paniwi’s side and shook her head. “Whole villages are emptied. General Khai came to see Isis’s High Priestess. He’d sent out a patrol. Only one man among them returned. Word was sent to the King, he awaits a response.”

Alarmed, Paniwi considered it.

There had been no word that she was aware of, just idle rumors, whispers and disquiet among the servants, glances askance, but nothing else. Lord Kamenwati had been silent on the matter and no other word had reached Narmer that Paniwi knew. Nor had he received a request from Lord General Khai.

“Only one returned?” Paniwi repeated.

Turning, Irisi looked at her. “Yes, my Lady.”

One. From a patrol.

Paniwi looked out over the calm waters of the Nile. She’d heard nothing of this. Nothing.

Neither, she was certain, had the King.

Why? Kamenwati should have informed Narmer of it but he hadn’t. For what reason, Paniwi wondered? 

It couldn’t be to serve Narmer, of that she had no doubt. Kamenwati served Kamenwati and no other.

The King, her beloved Narmer, would hear of nothing bad regarding his cousin. They’d been like brothers as children.

Thoughtfully, Paniwi looked at Irisi.

Not reaching Narmer himself, the priests and priestesses had sent this priestess as their emissary. Paniwi understood that.

However it had its dangers, as she knew. Kamenwati stood second only to the King himself. He wouldn’t be pleased if he learned of this.

“You dare greatly, priestess,” she said, quietly, “to challenge the Grand Vizier.”

With a small shrug, Irisi said, her head bowed, carefully not looking Paniwi in the eye, “I dare nothing, my Lady, and challenge nothing. As the Grand Vizier has never been my friend, I have little more to fear.”

Few didn’t know her story, even Paniwi had heard it, although she didn’t know the full reason Irisi had sought the service of the Goddess, assuming only that she’d been called to it as others before her had been. That Kamenwati had been displeased to lose his slave was a given but had also been noticeable. What had been unusual was for him to let it show.

Paniwi nodded. She had little love for the Grand Vizier herself. She couldn’t bring herself to care for his discomfort but would find more than a little pleasure in discomfiting him.

Nor had Irisi abused their friendship. Paniwi respected that also.

“Very well,” Paniwi said. “I will speak to the King of this.”

She had her own resources. She would confirm these rumors and then she would speak to Narmer herself.

Inclining her head, Irisi said, “Thank you, my Lady.”

 

For a time Narmer stood on the veranda looking out over the city, his hands clasped pensively behind his back. He had no doubt Paniwi was correct. They awaited only Kamenwati’s arrival and his explanation. Anger moved in him. If the reports he’d heard so far were true, then he should have been informed much sooner. Worse still, his inaction appeared uncaring of Egypt, of her affairs. Egypt was his life far more than his duty; he’d been born to be her King, and raised to serve her.

A servant bowed the Grand Vizier into the room.

They’d been raised together as boys, as close, he’d thought, as brothers at times.

Still there were times when Kamenwati overstepped his bounds, acted as if it were he who was King and Narmer knew it. Once or twice, he’d had to speak to Kamenwati of it, but had blamed it on overzealousness.

This time, if the stories were true, Kamenwati had gone too far.

Narmer didn’t wait for the formalities to be completed.

“What is this of the south?” he asked, turning on the man he’d thought to be like a brother to him.

The small start Kamenwati gave before he recovered himself and replied betrayed him even as his words belied it. Had any other seen it, any other who hadn’t known Kamenwati so well and for so long, they might have missed that slight motion. But Narmer knew Kamenwati as no other did.

So it was true then. Narmer’s jaw tightened.

“What is it you speak of?” Kamenwati asked.

Beneath his breath, Kamenwati swore softly.

How had Narmer learned of the events in the South? He’d been so careful to keep even the breath of such news away.

Waving negligently, Kamenwati said, “A small matter. It’s being taken care of.”

“By whom?” Narmer demanded. “My army of the West sits idle outside the city. The others haven’t been summoned. A small matter? By what means is it being taken care of, cousin? My Lord Kamenwati? What is it then that we face?”

It was as if Narmer suddenly looked at his cousin truly and clearly for the first time in years, seeing the overly handsome face, the calculating black eyes, the strong body with its small signs of indolence and indulgence. Once seen, it could not be unseen.

How many other times had he been lied to and not seen it?

 

From the safety and darkness of the hall that led to their private quarters, Paniwi looked on and smiled.

Finally, Narmer’s eyes were clear.

Kamenwati’s glamour was gone now from her beloved’s eyes. He was no longer blinded as he had been by his cousin’s magic.

As silently as she might for a woman so heavily pregnant she slipped away, unnoticed by the two men who faced each other in the room behind her.

 

Only Narmer’s guards were there to witness Kamenwati’s fall and they wouldn’t speak of it. Nor would they live long, if Kamenwati had anything to say of it. Lately, Narmer was never alone, not even in Kamenwati’s presence, only in Narmer’s own bedchamber, and that guarded on every entrance.

“I thought it only lions, my Lord King, as sometimes are driven out of the desert at times,” Kamenwati said, spreading his hands.

It wasn’t entirely impossible, and the only excuse Kamenwati could think of on such short notice. Rogue lions had invaded villages before and wreaked havoc when they did, killing at least a few folk before disappearing again or being hunted down by the surviving villagers.

 “Lions?” Narmer said incredulously and looked at him. “Whole villages are laid waste and abandoned. Others are empty, I’m told.”

“My King,” Kamenwati said, bowing, giving all appearance of apology.

For the first time, Narmer found he didn’t believe it.

Another thought occurred, a cold shiver going through him as Narmer remembered the day his father had named him heir.

The voice of the priest of Horus echoed through him in prophecy…

It was custom for the priests and priestesses to speak to the Gods and consult the stars on such an auspicious day…

The prophecy…

“Call up the army,” Narmer said. “Send a division of each south, with Generals Akhom, Khai and Baraka. Find out what threat this is. I will hear their reports myself, Kamenwati, and from no other. Not even you.”

With a wave, he dismissed his cousin summarily from his presence.

It was as if he had suddenly awakened.

He summoned a messenger. “I would speak to those of the temples.”

 

Dismissed like a common servant. Kamenwati fumed. How had Narmer learned of what passed in the south?  If he learned who it was, he would pull the entrails from their living body with his own hands, foot by slow foot. If he’d only had a little more time…

Feeling his control of Narmer slip through his fingers, Kamenwati strode from the hall.

Then he smiled. It was no matter. It was obvious they’d come as he’d bid. It remained only to see what they could do. He needed to learn what it was they did. He’d bought them some little time with his stalling. That time was over. What would they do now, in the face of the army of Egypt?






  








Chapter Fifteen
 

 

As had become their habit, the priests and priestesses of the major Gods and Goddesses gathered at the end of the day in Isis’s temple when there were no pressing duties. With the attempted assassination of the King still unresolved and this new threat from the south, Kahotep knew they were all were worried. It felt oddly as if they were besieged even though there was no direct threat they could name. 

Those who lay on the pallets in the courtyard below belied the peacefulness of Thebes.

The sun set magnificently over the city, washing everything with brilliant amber light nearly the color of fire, or blood. To the south and west though, farther than most could see, a shadow lay and it was growing.

Looking out over the darkness that spread across the distant horizon, a great blotch that obscured the stars themselves, Kahotep said, “It has begun. There is and can be no doubt now.”

The time of prophecy.

He could no longer deny it, not even to himself.

Finally the King had acted, calling up the armies, but all of them feared it was too late to stop what was coming. Even so General Khai had sent word to them with thanks for their assistance – or at least Irisi’s – along with a request for aid, healers and such, from the temples.

“Are you certain, Kahotep?” Nafre asked, her soft voice anxious.

“What is it you see, Priest of Horus?” Banafrit asked.

Kahotep Looked, concentrating on the eye tattooed between his brows, Horus’s eye, and closed that Eye against what he saw.

“Death and destruction,” he said. “And in their wake a darkness even my Sight cannot penetrate, but the voices cry out…the Darkness that was prophesied has come…”

Bowing her head, Banafrit nodded. “It’s as we expected.”

It was time. Priests and priestesses, even the King, must know, and know for certain, what it was they faced.

“Summon Irisi, please,” she said to one of the messengers waiting in the hall. That one leaped to her feet and ran.

“Does she know?” Djeserit asked, her dark eyes sparking red in the gathering darkness.

With a gesture and a murmured spell, Kahotep set the lamps alight.

Slowly, Banafrit shook her head. “No. She will soon enough. What would it be to carry the weight of such a prophecy on her shoulders? It’s best as it is. She’ll know soon enough, it seems.”

Irisi inclined her head to the messenger who summoned her, trying not to notice the baleful look on Saini’s face. He’d long looked to be Banafrit’s successor and assumed it would be so. Until Irisi arrived. She wasn’t so blind she didn’t see what it was Banafrit intended. Nor was Saini and it clearly stung him. Although Irisi hadn’t sought it, it was still being handed to her. She was concerned. This trouble with Saini didn’t bode well for the future. Still, there was nothing she could do about it at that moment.

Instead, she went in answer to the summons as she must and trusted that Banafrit knew what it was she did.

The eyes of the other priests and priestesses of Isis followed her worriedly.

All in the temple had watched the higher priests and priestesses arrive. They’d also seen the trickle of refugees become something that more closely resembled a flood. People trailed into the temple daily, some with horrific wounds, the marks of teeth and claws. The teeth and claws of nothing any of them had seen before.

The stories they heard were terrible, tales of a terrible darkness falling, of something like smoke that poured between the huts, and from that smoke emerged creatures no one could describe and the screams of the dying. Where the darkness was, nothing survived. No word escaped from those places. Those who fled were white-eyed, their skin gray with shock.

In the face of the threat, the King had finally called back the army from the North, sending it south and west. Irisi tried not to think about Khai, or the danger he might be marching to face.

She entered the High Priestess’s chambers, and bowed to Banafrit and the others. 

“My Lady.”

Taking a breath, Banafrit looked at the girl. A slender vessel on which all their hopes rested, but a strong one. Those foreign eyes, the eyes of the Goddess, met hers evenly, as always.

“We send you south and west, to the army and beyond. We need to know what passes there,” Banafrit said. “Can you ride?”

Few of their folk did as it was a rare skill, but Irisi was foreign. In the time she’d known the girl, it hadn’t been tested so Banafrit didn’t know. A litter could be arranged but it would take far longer for her to reach the army, and time was something of which they had little to spare, it seemed. Events moved quickly now.

Looking from one to another of the priests and priestesses gathered there, Irisi said, frowning a little, “I can.”

Irisi had learned to do so while she’d been with the mercenaries during her time in the north. Some of the folk there rode as if they were a part of the animal. Some called them centaurs, although they weren’t, not truly. They’d been happy enough to teach her what they knew, though. A good sturdy horse large enough to ride had been one of her first purchases with the coin the King had settled on her.

“Then ride hard, my Lady,” Kahotep said, his tone grim.

He was a tall, spare, balding man with kind, intelligent dark eyes and a warmth to match his compassion. His dark eyes were shadowed.

South and west to where the troubles were. Khai had sent a squad there. Only one had returned.

Irisi looked at them, her head tilted in question even as her mouth tightened. Fear moved through her but she knew this was what Banafrit had feared when she’d taken her as acolyte.

“I should take my swords then?”

Banafrit nodded, her voice was gentle. “Yes, Irisi.”

That time had indeed come then.

Irisi looked at her High Priestess, her friend, and saw it in her eyes.

“As you wish,” Irisi said. “When do I leave?”

“Now,” Banafrit said.

Startled , only a moment, Irisi just stared. Now? Was the situation so dire as that? 

Then she nodded. “South and west, to the army. What is it you wish me to do?”

Banafrit considered it. 

Was it wisest to send Irisi so soon, if this was the prophecy they feared? To put their only hope at such risk against what she might find there? Yet she dared send no other. Few among them had the skill with a sword Irisi did and while healing wasn’t her strongest gift, none but Banafrit herself could match her with magic. Whoever went might need all those talents. Desperately.

She took a breath. “We need to know what comes, Irisi. Seek out this darkness and learn of it, but keep your distance. Take guards with you and whatever you need to reach that place quickly. Return to tell us what you find.”

Irisi saw the concern in all their eyes, not just Banafrit’s.

Only one of Khai’s men, skilled soldiers all, had returned after facing what came. She’d be a fool not to be a little frightened. She set herself against it.

“Yes, my lady.”

Irisi took a breath, nodded and went to do as she was bid, sending servants for the temple’s traveling tent, summoning the guards who would accompany her. She stopped at her quarters only long enough to pick up the few things she knew she would need… and Nebi, the brightest of her four cats. Another servant was sent to fetch her horse from the stables while she packed.

A messenger passed her in the hall as she left, bearing the King’s warrant.

Irisi watched him pass and wondered what it was the King sought from Banafrit.

The guards awaiting her looked at her cautiously as she walked toward them with a young lion pacing at her side, but none said a word as she mounted up. None would. She was a priestess, it was not their place to question.

She signaled them to ride out. 

It had been a long time since she’d camped in the desert… Five years previous? Six? With Khai…on the journey to Thebes.

The memories of those days swept through her and she smiled a little, remembering.

Now she rode to join him once again.

 

The army marched steadily. For a change the three Generals – Akhom, the King’s chief General; Baraka, who commanded the charioteers, and Khai with his mix of chariot and foot soldiers – rode together. More often than not in the past they had either ridden with their own troops or were scattered across the known world. Save for this, a danger that came out of their own lands, out of the deep desert.

The news from the south and west wasn’t good, as Khai and the other Generals could see for themselves.

A steady stream of refugees passed. The faces of the evacuees reflected their shock and horror as they clutched their meager belongings to their chests. Even when they spoke most were so terrified they were barely intelligible.

A man clutched at the side of Khai’s chariot.

“It was nothing but teeth and claws,” he said…and sobbed, too parched by the sun to weep. Then he staggered away with the others.

Khai watched them go, out and away from the deeper desert, toward the broad green banks of the Nile. Toward Thebes and the relative safety they thought they might find there.

What followed?

The army set camp for their first night in the open desert, spread out around the General’s command tents as the tents and those of their staff’s were set up.

Wood and charcoal fires glowed dully in the growing darkness, as well as from a central firepit for each command. Even with only a fraction of the King’s army accompanying them, they still spread as far as the eye could see, from rise to rise. Akhom had been unwilling to commit their full forces until they knew what they faced.

 

So it was that Irisi found them, riding past the refugees streaming east, many of whom cried out to her as she passed, recognizing her as a priestess by her robes.

“Lady,” they cried, “save us!”

She didn’t know if she could, but her heart went out to them, remembering the day her own village had been attacked by thieves. Knowing what it was to lose everything you’d known and held dear. Father, mother, home…to go among strangers…

The soldiers were mostly silent, although many stood or bowed their heads in respect as she went by them.

A captain, seeing her, ran ahead to tell the generals a priestess of Isis was coming.

So many.

Even during her days among the mercenaries, she’d rarely seen so many men in one place. To one side were the charioteers, their chariots empty at the moment. The horses were hobbled as they ate the grain that had been set out for them, lipping it up from the hard ground.

To the other side were the foot soldiers and archers, the core of the army, its heart and soul.

Although, she thought with a small wry smile, she might be a little partial as she’d once been one of them. The memory of her days as a mercenary echoed through her.

In the thin moonlight Irisi could see the tents of the Generals, the light of torches and lanterns glowing through the walls of them like beacons in the night.

A man ran up to take her horse and she bowed her head to him in gratitude, waving at her guards to dismount and take their rest.

With a signal from her, Nebi settled to the ground at a slight distance from her horse. Irisi smiled and ruffled his thick mane fondly as she went by him.

Shaking his shaggy head, he chuffed out a sigh.

Taking a moment, Irisi shook the grit from her kalasaris to present a more dignified appearance and then gestured to her escort to stay.

Another man ran to hold the flaps of the main tent, undoubtedly General Akhom’s by the location, open for her. She ducked her head a little as she stepped inside.

Three men awaited her, all familiar – if two of them only by sight.

“General Akhom,” she said, quietly and inclined her head.

The gesture wasn’t required of a priestess, but it cost her nothing to give him the respect he was due as Narmer’s chief General.

Akhom was a tall, golden-skinned man with graying hair who liked his food a little too well, but there was still strength to his build. He had a face that might have been carved from some rich dark wood, all sharp angles, and dark, intelligent eyes.

Khai took a breath at the sight of Irisi as she entered the tent, her neck gracefully arched, her long gilded hair swaying forward, then he took control of himself.

Her arrival caught him off guard.

When they’d said a priestess would come, he hadn’t expected this one in particular… Banafrit, or perhaps Djeserit…not Irisi. He should have realized. The rumors were already spreading that Banafrit had chosen her successor.

Eyes like the sky met his.

She looked as exotic and lovely as she had that first night, or that evening in the King’s hall but it wasn’t that night he remembered most clearly, but the other. This time, though, she didn’t wear a rough shift but was dressed in fine linen robes dyed the color of her incredible eyes. Her hair flowed over her shoulders like spun sunlight. Her skin had lightened now that she no longer spend as much time beneath the sun as she had as Kamenwati’s slave, and so it appeared to be lightly dusted with gold. As always, his heart beat slow and strong at the sight of her. He remembered touching that pale skin…and longed to touch it again.

He’d never forgotten her, could never forget her. She haunted his dreams.

They looked at each other. Then Khai bowed with an ironic smile to the woman who’d once been his captive, who’d come to him on her last night as a slave to touch him with passion and joy. So much had changed since those days. “

My Lady Irisi,” Khai said. They’d both risen far despite their origins.

He bowed also to the priestess who’d fought at his side to save their King and to the lovely. graceful woman who stood before him now.

She turned. 

“My Lord Khai,” she replied, exactly as she had once long ago and inclined her head elegantly, a small smile curving her mouth in return.

The words, the intonation, were an echo of the past known only to the two of them, he and her, an intimate reminder of what had been, if only for a few hours.

Those ethereal eyes twinkled in response. Her golden hair swung forward, the spill of it catching the light of the torch. Khai remembered the sensation of those silken strands brushing over his skin. His body tightened and he shivered at the memory.

In his dark, gold-touched eyes, Irisi could see the memory of the last night they’d spent together and could almost feel his touch herself. Warmth moved through her at the memory. Her heart trembled in response.

Something inside Irisi softened as their gazes met and lingered. He was so beautiful her heart ached. She was suddenly and intensely aware of her body and his as she hadn’t been at any other time, remembering suddenly and only too well his touch… 

It was a breathless moment…

Swiftly she reined in her emotions.

Another stood waiting.

Resolutely, Irisi drew her gaze from Khai and made herself turn to greet the remaining General.

She smiled slightly.

Tall, slender, that one’s long dark hair fell straight to his shoulders. His skin was the color of coffee. A thin beard traced his chin, a patch emphasizing his full lips, while a dark line followed his narrow jaw. His eyes were a striking pale gray. He seemed strangely familiar and yet at first she couldn’t place him.

“General Baraka,” she said, knowing who he must be.

He offered her a half bow.

Recognition dawned at the gesture. How many times had she seen him bow so? But not to her.

It took a moment for her to place his face but then she remembered. 

She’d seen him with Kamenwati outside the ring at Kamenwati’s palace where she’d fought. He and Kamenwati had spoken as intimates did, their heads close…and he’d come often enough that she remembered him.

Here was an unforeseen danger. The tales she’d heard from other slaves had it that Baraka owed a great deal to Kamenwati, including his position. It wasn’t a lack of skill that had kept him from it, but youth, a lack of influence, and the experience that had gained Khai his. Being an ambitious man, rather than striving for experience Baraka had sought influence over skill and the gained the aid he needed from Kamenwati. But at what price? Whom did he truly serve? Egypt and his King, or Kamenwati? That was the question.

Thrusting his thumbs into his belt, General Akhom eyed their visitor with barely concealed displeasure. He didn’t need the priests involved in this. It was a matter for the army.

“What can we do for a priestess of Isis?” he asked.

His voice was a deep rumble. 

Irisi didn’t miss the irritation in his dark brown eyes.

“I’ve been commanded here as representative of the Gods,” she said, “by High Priest Awan and High Priestess Banafrit to see what this darkness is that rises to the west of us.”

“And what do you propose?” he asked.

“To see what has been, what comes and what you will face,” she said. “To see if the temples can aid you.”

He looked at her. “I can spare no men to escort you.”

Eyeing him, frowning slightly, she said, “I have my own guards and my magic. Surely, though, you’re sending scouts ahead?”

In such a situation, it was standard procedure. Childric had always done so. He’d hated marching into battle blind.

“General Khai rides out in the morning,” Akhom said, his jaw tightening, by his expression he saw where she was going. And it was clear he didn’t like it. Not one bit. “It was General Khai’s decision to go rather than be satisfied with the reports of others.”

This was delicate. Irisi would cause Khai no difficulties but she had a mission to complete as well.

“With all due respect, my Lord General, I didn’t ask for an escort. As I said, I came with my own but, with Lord Khai’s gracious permission, I could perhaps ride with him for a time? If not, I will simply have to go on my own.”

There was no hint of challenge in her voice or tone and her eyes were even on Akhom, undemanding but making it clear she would not be deterred.

She put him into a difficult position and she knew it. If he refused her and something happened, it would be on his head.

In no way did she even so much as glance at Khai, leaving it to him to decide whether to speak or not. He knew the politics here as she did not.

Most folk knew she’d been a slave but few knew how she’d come to be one or who it was who’d captured her. It hadn’t mattered, then, as she hadn’t. It was unlikely either Akhom or Baraka remembered. Neither had been there, Khai had been the commander. She wasn’t even certain whether Kamenwati remembered that he’d bought her from the army, it was a fact about which her former owner would have cared little at that time or later.

There might be a record somewhere, but she had been sold as part of the spoils of war, not as Khai’s personal possession. Some remembered she’d fought for sport once upon a time, but those days were in the past and Akhom had been far afield.

Looking at her, Khai knew Akhom didn’t see the warrior Khai had seen that day on the battlefields to the north but rather the seemingly soft priestess in her fine robes and delicate sandals, despite the swords at her back. Khai, though, remembered the fighter standing amidst her dead, fighting with no care for herself until the moment she’d realized she fought alone. Then she’d gone still…

It was that stillness he remembered, always, her eyes lifting to his as she recognized her defeat and accepted her fate, laying down her arms.

It was a delicate balance she walked here now and he knew she walked it for him but he also had no doubt she would ride out in the morning regardless, alone if she must.

That he wouldn’t allow. Not alone. He’d left her once and suffered the tortures of wondering about her fate. He wouldn’t leave her again.

“Akhom,” Khai said, “the priestess can ride out with me. If she can’t keep up…” He shrugged eloquently and spread his hands, as careful not to look at Irisi as she had been careful not to look at him.

Akhom considered it.

It wasn’t his intention to put the priestess at risk, but the last thing he needed was to have the priests looking over his shoulder. He already had the Grand Vizier doing it. Then there was this unknown threat… 

None of the people they passed spoke of soldiers, only of darkness, of things that came out of the night… Beasts? Lions driven out of the desert? Jackals? Wild dogs, too, sometimes hunted in packs. When food grew scarce, it wasn’t unlikely. But so many?

And the army to fight it?

He looked at the girl.

She was a slender woman and her face was youthful. Soft. His eyes went to the scars on her arms speculatively. Slips of the sword, parried, still sometimes cut. So she had fought with swords.

As with many in Thebes, he’d heard stories but he’d never seen her fight so he was inclined to believe they were exaggerations.

Still.

“If you can keep up by all means you may join General Khai,” he said, grudgingly.

“We ride out in the morning,” Khai said, “at first light.”

Irisi inclined her head in assent, first to Akhom, and then to Khai.

“My thanks, my Lords. General Khai, I’ll see you at daybreak?”

His tone level, he said, “If you aren’t there when we ride out, we’ll leave without you.”

A small smile touched her lips. Old habits died hard. She’d always been an early riser, waking often before first light as she had since she’d been a child called to milk the cows or perform other chores. Now she was the one who most frequently summoned the others to Goddess’s service.

“I’ll be there.”

Of that Khai had no doubt.

It was a long restless night for him though. For some reason he was intensely aware that Irisi’s tent had been pitched not far from his. He remembered vividly the look of her when she’d been in his, her hands pinned above her, her lush white body glowing in the light of the lamps, so exotic in her fairness, slender, beautifully formed.

He’d found himself thinking of her over the years at the unlikeliest times. She’d never been far from his mind. He remembered seeing her smile peek out from behind the rippling fall of her hair as she glanced at him from behind it.

Irisi, too, found herself restless, unable to sleep, thinking of gold-touched eyes, a voice in the night talking to her. She’d dreamed of tawny skin and firm muscles, and of how fine it had felt to lie with him curled around her.

What awaited them on the morrow disturbed her, too. Extending her senses as she’d been taught, she could feel a Darkness press back against them. She shivered and resolutely turned her back on it, drawing her coverings over her.

 

The room was rich, sumptuous, filled with reclining benches and pillows. At the end of it was a great chair not unlike the King’s throne but smaller, done in gilded marble with a gold-dyed cushion where Kamenwati sat to receive his guests. He waited now, with servants at each side waving fans made of the wings of swans to keep him cool.

Kamenwati looked down on the small man who’d been ushered into his presence and smiled.

Such a little man. Little in height, little in spirit. Were it not for folks such as him he wouldn’t know all that he knew. He wouldn’t have the power he had. And so he had men like these.

“What do you have for me?” Kamenwati asked, waving his assent for the other to speak in his presence. “What of my slave? Who is it she meets? Who does she see?”

It was this they shared in common, their one tie, the reason this one had come to him, and the reason Kamenwati’s agents had sought him out.

His anger flaring, the priest called Saini said, his tone bitter, “She meets no one. She sees no one. As befits a priestess of Isis she is most proper with everyone…nor does she serve or service any, as some are called to do.”

Proper.

In all the time the one they now called Irisi had been in Kamenwati’s service she’d never once given invitation or favor to any. If she had, he’d have killed them as she belonged to him and only he could use her so. Was it her nature? Or, in the face of his threat, did she withhold herself from such?  In either case, it served him well that she denied herself what he enjoyed in plenty. It was nearly enough…

“Even now she rides south at the bidding of Banafrit and the other priests and priestesses to meet the army…” Saini continued, his anger blinding him.

In his place, doing what Saini himself should be doing. It was he who should be at Banafrit’s right hand, not that girl! A foreigner! An ex-slave and foreigner, whom Banafrit would make High Priestess over himself as High Priest.

Kamenwati sat up, suddenly alert and furious. “She’s gone where? What priests and priestesses?”

Saini quailed at the abrupt and intense attention. The countenance of the Grand Vizier was a severe one, dark and grim. The flash of fear that went through him as those black eyes focused on him shocked him. For the first time, Saini questioned the wisdom of his actions, the words he’d spoken so thoughtlessly, even as he realized he couldn’t take them back. He was committed to this path.

 “All of them, my lord Vizier, the priests and priestesses of all the major Gods, and many of the lesser,” Saini stammered, his knees quaking. “Ra, Isis and Osiris, Horus, Hathor, even Sekhmet, all of them.”

Banafrit. This was her doing. Kamenwati’s jaw tightened. They conspired against him, all of them. 

Fury burned in him.

All of the major Gods and Goddesses. All, that is, but one.

He, the High Priest of Set, hadn’t been invited. Not that they knew he served that God. Even so, one day they would regret that omission. Someday they would all bow before him as High Priest and King of all Egypt. It had been promised to him.

“The one called Irisi goes south? To what purpose?”

Although of course he knew, but he wanted the little priest to confirm it.

“To seek the source of this darkness,” Saini said. “To determine what the army faces. They speak of a prophecy…”

Prophecy.

That lone word was like a bolt of lightning through Kamenwati. He sat up sharply.

“What prophecy?” he snapped, leaning forward on the arm of his chair.

Saini quailed beneath the intensity of that black glare. It seemed something alien and inhuman moved behind those dark eyes, a glow like coals in a fire, as if something burned within them. Within him.

“I don’t know,” Saini said, his voice a croak. Suddenly he found he regretted what he’d said and done. “I’ve only heard whispers, rumors, something about a darkness rising over Egypt…”

Kamenwati sat back.

A prophecy…one the priests and priestesses of the other Gods clearly felt was imminent. One they’d kept from him, the Grand Vizier. High Priest of Set.

Well.

A darkness rising… 

Oh, there was a darkness rising indeed.

“A prophecy,” Kamenwati said, reaching out toward the little man before him as he summoned the Djinn within him. He gestured “I would know more.”

Kamenwati smiled and Saini went cold at the sight of it.

To Saini’s shock, words poured out of him like a leak in a broken pitcher. Everything he thought, everything he’d overheard. It was as if he were wrung like a rag.

A darkness rising to devour all of Egypt. Kamenwati felt something inside him shiver in anticipation, a coldness he reveled in rising within him and a heat that burned to match it.

He considered what he’d learned.

Well, his once slave might just find the source of that darkness…

As for Banafrit and the others? There might be surprises for them as well. There was a lesson to be learned for all of them. Kamenwati would teach it to them.

If Kamenwati could gain control of the army, even Narmer would be hard pressed to stop him. Only Akhom stood between Kamenwati and control of the armies. If Akhom fell…

Few knew Baraka was his man, body and soul. In truth, not even Baraka knew how deeply Kamenwati had set his hooks there.

His time had come at last. The darkness was rising. They were coming.






  








Chapter Sixteen
 

 

The first light of morning was just touching the sky as Khai and his men went to harness their horses only to find the Lady Irisi already mounted and waiting, her guards yawning at the earliness of the hour. Wide-awake and aware, the Lady looked far more ready for battle than General Akhom would have expected if he had seen her, but he was still abed. She was dressed in a soft, worn, undyed linen shift. Her swords were in their sheaths on her back, the leather straps of the harness crisscrossed her torso at her breastbone. Her wavy, golden hair had been braided at both sides of her face to leave her vision clear while the rest was left free to flow over her back and shoulders like a river of sunlight.

This was the warrior Khai had seen that first day.

She’d surprised all of them, to judge by their expressions…all but Khai, who’d expected no less.

He looked at her and felt that stirring within him again. He’d slept restlessly, memories of her tormenting him. Now he was aware of her in a way he hadn’t been before.

Even dressed for battle, she was beautiful.

“First light, my lord Khai?” she said, looking up at the sky, a perfectly arched brow lifting as her mouth twitched teasingly. “You’re late.”

His men smothered chuckles.

“Lady,” Khai said with respect, amused, and inclined his head in greeting.

Her eyes lit with laughter as she returned the gesture graciously.

A few of his men now laughed softly in consideration for the sleepers, appreciatively and openly.

“We’ll be riding hard,” Khai warned.

Irisi nodded her understanding and gestured. “After you?”

In the early morning light, to her he was as darkly handsome as ever. As she was, he was dressed for battle, wearing only a linen kilt belted in place and little else, leaving his muscled chest exposed. Against the pale material his burnished bronze skin and thick wavy hair was all the more striking. The sight of him caught at her heart in a way she’d never experienced, making it both lighten and ache at the same time.

The first golden edge of the sun peeked over the desert. With a gesture, Khai sent his people out, his scouts racing ahead.

Irisi whistled lightly and what he’d taken in the dim morning light for a sandy mound or a discarded pile of blankets resolved itself into a young lion as the animal rose to its feet. With a rumble, it shook his shaggy head as Irisi held up her hand to Khai’s men to forestall them.

“Don’t,” she said, to the archers. “He’s mine. You may be grateful for him later.”

Her eyes turned to Khai.

Raising an eyebrow, Khai returned the look as he eyed the lion speculatively.

“Nebi,” she said.

Motioning with her hand, she bid the lion to sit. Which it did, obediently.

Khai remembered her request of the King.

Her cats. Lions.

This then was one of them.

Lifting her chin, Irisi grinned at him in challenge, her eyes sparkling.

Giving the lion a look and then her, Khai shook his head in amusement, refusing to show any trepidation.

Irisi laughed, clearly delighted.

Normally Khai wouldn’t have ridden out with the scouts, but the loss of his patrol and the tales he’d heard from the refugees had been more than enough to alarm him. He wanted to see this for himself. Had to. So he would know what had happened to the men he’d sent there.

“We ride to the fort first,” Khai said, “to see if they’ve learned anything we haven’t.”

On any other day the ride would have been pleasant, even at the hard pace they set, were it not for the stream of refugees, mostly farmers, who fled east north east past them. They passed by villages where thin dogs barked. Eerily, in each, cats crouched on the western walls, their ears flattened as they stared outward.

The fields were empty; some of the people who lived there piled their belongings on rickety carts, while others reinforced their walls and doors.

A few called to Irisi, her robes marking her as a priestess of Isis, asking for her blessing.

She remembered too well what it was to lose everything. Bending in the saddle, she touched every hand that reached to her as they passed, knowing what it was they sacrificed.

Khai watched. He’d come from much the same background as the folk they passed.

Catching his look, she said, “Once I was like them, leaving behind everything I knew.”

All that had changed. She had a place now, a home in the temple. She hadn’t forgotten that.

It was late in the afternoon when they came within sight of the tall, thick walls of the fort, slowing to a canter as they approached.

An eerie silence prevailed, unbroken by the sound of the birds that normally scavenged the refuse and detritus of the fort’s dunghill. All that could be heard was the wind blowing over the sand, a soft ominous hiss.

Khai looked to the walls.

They were empty. The gates were open wide, almost in invitation. No one could be seen, within or without.

Something was badly wrong.

Instinctively, nervously, the archers around him strung their bows and carried them at the ready as the charioteers held their horses on a tight rein, the animals tossing their heads restlessly.

At Irisi’s side, the lion Nebi made an anxious noise low in his throat, shaking his mane uneasily as his tail twitched.

With a glance at him, her expression unsettled, Irisi reached behind her to loosen her swords in their scabbards.

The towers at each corner were unoccupied, as was the interior as far as they could see through the narrow aperture of the open gates. Nothing moved beyond them. The garrison should have been bustling with men drilling and patrols coming and going. Especially in light of the stories they’d heard.

Khai’s people looked around nervously as they rode through the gates in the outer wall.

No one challenged their right to enter. Shadows pooled unnaturally beneath the walls.

They passed through the first wall then through the second and into open marshalling yard.

To all appearances, the complex of barracks and buildings was completely empty. The square before them was barren, no soldiers drilled, no one repaired their gear or sharpened their swords, nor did the commandant come to greet them.

It was unnatural, eerie and disquieting. The entire garrison seemed to have vanished.

A silence unlike any other, broken only by the whistling of the wind, surrounded them.

“How many?” Irisi whispered.

“A hundred, perhaps more.”

The enormity of it… Khai shook his head in disbelief and dismay.

With gestures, Khai split his people and sent them scouting carefully through the complex.

He and Irisi dismounted to cautiously approach the commandant’s quarters.

They could see nothing within the shadows of the entry but those shadows seemed darker than usual.

Nebi pressed protectively close to Irisi. Out of habit, Irisi rested her hand on his head, her fingers in his mane.

Darkness seemed to press against her, although the sun was still high in the sky. 

Something was wrong… 

The closer they walked to the commander’s quarters the more disturbed she felt. 

She tried to tell herself it was her imagination.

She sensed…something… 

Malevolent… Evil… Gathering…

With a great coughing roar, Nebi suddenly crouched.

“Khai,” Irisi shouted and threw herself at him.

Nebi leaped just as something with wicked teeth and claws erupted from within the concealing darkness.

Whatever it was that burst from the cover of the commandant’s quarters was like nothing Irisi had ever seen before… And yet it was familiar in a strange way, something she’d only read about in the scrolls, something to haunt her nightmares.

Nebi met the thing, snarling and roaring.

More of the things bounded out in the wake of the first.

They looked like hyenas but they weren’t. Everything about them was slightly wrong, from their oversized teeth to the too-long claws on their feet, yet the powerful bone-crushing jaws of the hyena they resembled were still very much a danger.

Irisi spun away from Khai, throwing her swords up to defend herself as one of the things launched itself at her.

“Call your people back, Khai,” she cried. “Get them back.”

The thing twisted to evade the iron in the rough steel of her swords.

Khai shouted for his people as more of the things and new, different, ones erupted from the shadows where they’d been hiding.

Things that resembled smoke but weren’t flowed from the barracks around them in rolling billows. That smoke transformed into creatures shaped roughly like men. It was there that all resemblance ended.

Rough creatures, their skin was as black as charcoal and rimose, threaded with glints of red like the coals of a banked fire. Their eyes were narrow glowing slits, their noses and mouths a slash of embers. Others shifted shape and form, some appeared to be men who’d suffered a terrible battle – all bore fearsome wounds. Khai feared he knew who they were and from where they’d come…the fallen of the fort.

With a howl, a hyena-like thing leaped at Irisi. She spun away, her swords flashing. It screamed in frustrated fury as her blade cut it while another leaped at Khai.

Khai took the thing down with a two-handed swing of his own sword, sending it tumbling across the ground. It instantly rolled to its feet and raced toward them once more. A spear thrown by one of his men pierced it. It howled, rolling, scrabbling and biting at itself.

“Don’t let the shadows touch you,” Irisi cried out in warning, as she cut an ifrit in two.

If she was right about what these were… Fear shot through her.

Gesturing, she called up a burst of wind to drive back the shadows closest to them and their people.

“What are they?” Khai demanded, turning to put Irisi at his back as his people raced to join them, most of them ducking, dodging and fighting the creatures that seemed to burst through or ooze from nearly every orifice of the fort.

He saw the smoke that wasn’t smoke swirl around one of his men.

Screaming, the man’s eyes bulged as he fell, his clothing stained red even as he toppled.

Irisi threw herself against Khai as he instinctively responded, going to the aid of his man.

“No,” she cried, “you can’t save him.” 

More of the things appeared.

Nebi leaped past them to take another, his massive jaws locking on the throat of one of the hyena things.

“Djinn,” she answered as she looked around in horror. “They’re Dark Djinn…”

They came from everywhere.

Ifrit in the shape of hyena, and sila – fire demons. The ghul who would eat the dead or a man alive...and marid, beautiful spirits who stole men’s souls.

In all her reading Irisi had never heard of this. Djinn didn’t fight together. Djinn never fought together. They were solitary creatures. And yet here they were.

United…

They couldn’t fight so many, not with so small a force.

Dear Gods and Goddesses, help us! she thought.

To Khai’s horror, his fallen man rose up to take sword against them.

“Form up,” Khai shouted to those that remained. They couldn’t win here, they could only die here.

Irisi vaulted into the saddle of her horse even as Khai leaped into his chariot and snapped the reins to set his own horses in motion. Not that they needed much encouragement, by the rolling of their eyes he could see they wanted to flee as badly as he did.

His men ran to do the same.

They looked at the gate and the creatures that ran to cut them off from their only escape.

“Nebi!” Irisi shouted and gestured to the gate.

The lion sprinted low and fast toward their only exit.

Even as he went, she gestured, summoning the wind again, gathering sand to sweep before Nebi, casting it into the faces of the Djinn like a miniature dust storm. They had eyes to irritate and sand smothered fire…

Khai’s men launched a barrage of arrows and spears.

Briefly, the creatures flinched back from assault and Nebi’s slashing claws.

“Go,” Khai shouted.

It was a race and even as they neared the gate, he knew his people all saw they wouldn’t make it through unscathed. Spears and arrows flew, charioteers slashed with their swords as they tried to cut their way past, hacking their way free as Nebi tore into the creatures at the fore, breaking the rush.

Khai, Irisi and the scouts drove into forefront of the massed chaos of howling Djinn, slashing wildly, trying to break through.

A horse screamed as an ifrit tore out its throat. It went down, taking its fellow, the driver of the chariot and the archer with it. The archer died instantly from the fall while the driver tried to flee. A marid caught him, smiling horridly. As Khai watched the man shuddered as his eyes took in the beauty of the creature. The marid took a breath and the man’s soul burst forth in a shining torrent from his mouth. His man screamed in pleasure and glory while the Marid Djinn fed. Other Djinn closed around to feast on the man’s flesh.

Leaning forward in her saddle, Irisi slashed at one of the sila.

With a snarl, it turned on her.

Calling up one of the spells she remembered, she threw a bucketful of water at the fire-spirit and it howled in agony.

Twisting in his saddle, Khai brought his sword down first on one side then the other, trying to beat his way through, heedless of how much damage he did, only trying to cut a way past for his men.

Irisi called out a warning to one of her guards, but he reacted too late as an ifrit leapfrogged over another and then bounded from that one to take her man out of the saddle.

In a flash, Nebi got the ifrit, tearing off its head with a swipe of his claws.

Something went low and leaped.

Khai saw the ghul even as Irisi caught the movement and twisted to avoid it. His sword took its head, but, kicking, one of its feet ripped its claws across her thigh.

The thing fell away behind them as they burst free on the other side of the gate.

Some of the creatures gave chase despite the burning sunlight but he could see by their rolling eyes and sweat-stained hides that the horses wanted no part of them, racing flat out in a desperate attempt to put distance between themselves and the creatures that hunted them. Drivers and archers clung to their chariots with Nebi racing alongside them. The drivers urged the horses on while the archers turned and braced themselves to fire back at the hideous enemy, who gradually fell back.

Finally, with no sign of further pursuit, Khai signaled them to stop. They risked injuring the precious horses if they kept up this pace. If they did that, they were lost.

There were also the wounded to consider.

Irisi waved him to his men, pouring water from her waterskin over the gouges in her thigh. The cuts stung like mad but she’d taken worse in her time. The long-ago arrow in her shoulder had been one. The wounds weren’t particularly deep but they burned badly. Already she could feel heat there. Reaching into her saddlebag she pulled out a bundle of herbs, soaked it in a little water from her waterskin before binding the poultice over the wound with strips of linen.

Crouching beside her, Khai looked at the deep gouges, his expression worried and asked, “Can you ride?”

She looked at him, and smiled wryly.

“I must,” Irisi said, “or sleep the night on the sands. And so close to the fort? I think not.”

He offered her a hand up.

Taking it, Irisi smiled in thanks as he helped her to her feet.

Surprising her, Khai picked her up as if she weighed nothing and tossed her lightly into her saddle, having a care for her leg. It was odd to be treated so carefully and be tossed about so easily. Odder still to feel the electric contact of his hands on her skin. It was the first time she’d been so close to him since that night in the desert almost six years past.

None of Khai’s men, it seemed by their expressions, cared to spend the night in the desert, in the open. They rode through the night despite their injuries and weariness, all too conscious of the gathering darkness at their backs.

It was late morning before they reached the army, which still traveled at the slow pace of the foot soldiers.

Most of their party was bone-weary by the time they arrived.

Dismissing his men, Khai turned to Irisi as she bid the lion to stay. She’d been right in that, they’d been grateful for the creature’s presence.

Irisi’s leg throbbed but she tried hard to ignore it. It wasn’t the first time she’d traveled wounded, although it had been some time since it had been necessary for her to do so.

She attempted to dismount but it became quickly apparent that the wound in her thigh wouldn’t allow that. The leg trembled violently when she tried to put any weight on it. Instead, she swung her good leg over the pommel of the saddle to slide down from the horse, only to find Khai there to catch her, his hands around her waist to lower her gently to the ground.

Once more she was fiercely aware of the physical strength of him in a way she hadn’t been save for that one time. His kalasaris, donned as the night cooled, covered his strong shoulders but revealed the sharply carved muscles of his bare chest. She was acutely conscious of the warm skin beneath her hands as she caught her balance against him. Strong solid muscle lay firm beneath her fingertips. Heat washed through her, starting deep and rushing through her limbs. Briefly, the feel of it took her mind from her throbbing thigh.

In the soft morning light she lifted her gaze to his, looked up into those deep brown eyes with their touch of gold. She was oddly breathless, caught by the look in them, by the sudden hammering of her heart. Her eyes dropped to his full mouth, remembering what it had felt like against hers when he kissed her.

Khai looked into her otherworldly eyes, eyes like the sky, and saw them soften. Her lips parted…and he lowered his head.

He paused to savor the moment, his mouth a breath from hers as she looked up at him. Beneath his hands he felt her breath catch as her strong, slender fingers rose to touch his face.

Irisi felt the thin line of his beard and stroked her fingers over it, remembering… wanting…

And she recalled Kamenwati’s threat…

If he or one of his saw this, it would be Khai’s life that would be the price.

Reluctantly, fearfully, she glanced toward Akhom’s tent to see who might be watching. If Baraka saw this…

No one was there.

Messengers sprinted through the camp to summon the commanders to Akhom’s tent, Baraka among them.

She sighed and stepped back before she looked at Khai again. Her heart ached.

Khai saw where she looked and sighed as well. Duty called.

Reluctantly, he released her.

Walking was painful. Irisi found she was forced to limp but she gave Khai a sharp, amused and vaguely warning look when he indicated he might carry her.

“I can manage,” she said, softly.

It didn’t surprise him. Khai understood, she knew. He inclined his head and smiled.

“As you wish,” Khai said as he held the tent flap back for her but there was a softness in her glance, gratitude for the consideration he gave her.

“What did you find?” Akhom demanded as they stepped inside.

“That it’s neither men nor animals that we fight,” Khai answered grimly, “but Djinn.”

Akhom blinked. “Djinn. They’re just a legend.”

Everyone knew of the Djinn. Tales of them were told at every grandmother’s or grandfather’s knee. Some claimed there were good Djinn who looked after you even as there were dark Djinn who deceived and tried to kill you.

Akhom had seen neither. Nor had anyone yet told him how to tell which from which.

Peeling away the bandage from the wound on her thigh, Irisi said, “These legends have teeth and long claws.”

The sight of the wound visibly shocked him.

They looked far worse in the bright light of day but it was also clear they’d festered, quickly, despite the poultice she’d put over them. She frowned worriedly, remembering some of the folk they’d treated at the temple.

It hurt, no, it throbbed in time to the beat of her heart. Irisi wished that healers could heal themselves as readily as they could others. No one here who could do even half as well as she could.

Khai sucked in a breath at the raw look of the tears in her skin. The long ride had clearly done the wounds little good but she’d said no more than any good soldier would have.

“I’ve seen them, Akhom, as have my men.”

The memory of his man rising up to attack them still haunted him.

“How do we fight Djinn?” Akhom demanded, even as he struggled to reconcile his mind to it. Khai seemed convinced, and the wounds on the priestess were hard to deny.

In the time since Khai and the priestess had been gone Akhom had taken the opportunity to speak to those who’d seen the survivor of the scouts return. Their reports worried him.

Even so. Djinn? How did one fight a myth, a nearly immortal creature of fire?

“They’re far harder to kill than men, of that there’s no doubt. They’re very strong, much stronger than men. And fast, very fast. It’s difficult, no doubt,” Khai said, “but not impossible. Cut off their heads and they die.”

He tried not to think of the losses they would incur trying.

“Iron hurts them, and salt, if I remember correctly,” Irisi added, searching her memory for all the information she’d gleaned from the temple scrolls. “You can use that. Cast it into their eyes. I’ve had no dealings with Djinn, though, before this. For more information I must return to Thebes.”

As tired as he was, Khai looked at her. To ride farther on that leg…as weary as she must be – as he was – after doing so all night?

Irisi saw Khai’s look. The best healers were in Thebes, and so she had little choice. It was clear that her poultices and magic were of little use against the Djinn. She needed to talk to Banafrit, as well. Isis was the Goddess of magic and there were the other Gods. Surely there was an answer to this, there was something they could do.

 “I’ll speak to the priests and priestesses,” Irisi said. “Hold here as long as you can. I’ll return with help.”

Akhom was more than happy to do so. 

Djinn. Spirits of fire… He couldn’t credit it. It was madness. Nor could he deny it, not in the face of the tales the refugees had told, or the look in Khai’s eyes or the words of Khai’s men.

He fell back on training and what he did know.

“Order the men to dig in and set watches,” Akhom ordered. “Send a message to the King. Lady Irisi, we await your return.”

Khai was in no more hurry to fight the Djinn either until they had more information or more knowledge of what they fought.

Inclining her head respectfully, Irisi turned to go even as Khai held the tent flap open for her.

She stepped out into the cool night.

Looking at her horse, though, with the thought of the pain and the growing swelling in her leg, her heart sank at the thought of trying to mount again. Yet she didn’t want to show weakness. Her guards were already unsettled, and there were the watching soldiers.

“Will you allow me?” Khai offered, gently.

As hard as she’d tried to walk normally, it was obvious that the leg pained her.

Startled, Irisi spun. She hadn’t realized he’d followed her.

Fortunately, no one was around to see, hidden between the horses and chariots as they were. But it was an opportunity she’d didn’t want to miss.

“Thank you,” she said, quietly, gratefully, “but first…a moment, my Lord Khai.”

She hesitated and then looked up into Khai’s dark eyes. Her heart pounded.

“I have a favor to ask you,” she said.

Frowning a little, puzzled by the intensity of her gaze, Khai looked at her. “Name it.”

She reached into her wallet where it hung from her belt and drew something out.

“Wear this for me,” she said, her voice soft, nearly breathless.

She held out a plain hammered gold chain. A simple knotwork pendant hung from it.

He looked at her. The expression in her eyes caught at him.

“What is it?” he asked.

“A charm against dark magic,” she said, quietly, her clear blue eyes intent on his.

He looked at it, at the intricate and complicated pattern woven in the gold, a pattern both familiar and unfamiliar. Isis’s knot threaded with that of another.

Irisi’s brilliant eyes looked at him with half a plea in them, the light in them too bright, too harsh, already glittering with fever.

“Indulge me,” she asked, those eyes meeting his.

“How can I refuse such an offer?” he said, gently but teasingly.

“Please.” Her voice shook on the simple word.

Something moved in her eyes, a shadow. Concern… 

“It means so much to you?” Khai asked, brushing a strand of her hair back from her face, more intimacy than he’d yet allowed himself since that long ago night.

The tenderness of the gesture made Irisi’s throat go tight.

This might be her last and only opportunity to give him some protection, given what they might face. She’d intended it originally for another purpose but it might suit as well now. 

At least it was something.

“Yes.”

Khai looked at her.

While her answer was simple, the look in her eyes was anything but. Shadows and something else moved in them. Something in her gaze lightened and warmed him, gave him hope.

He lowered his head to allow her to slip the chain over it.

Irisi’s breath caught at the trust he offered her.

Almost involuntarily she brushed her hands over his soft, dark hair as she did it, before she slipped them beneath the thick waves to allow the chain and the pendant to settle against his skin.

Khai felt the caress. Lifting his head again, he caught the expression on her face, tender, vulnerable, her soft lips parted.

Swiftly, she speared her fingers into his hair and raised up onto her toes to kiss him lightly. Then she tapped the charm where it hung over his heart. “Promise me you’ll never take it off.”

Her eyes were solemn, intent. Khai could still feel the impression of her lips on his.

“I promise,” he said, quietly.

Her fingers stroked his cheek, quickly, lightly. “Have a care, my Lord General.”

The words and gestures caught at him. If only there was more time, but there wasn’t.

“And you, my Lady, as well,” he said.

Regret was on her face and in his heart.

Time grew shorter, later, she had to go and yet he didn’t want to release her. It was a long journey back with only three guards.

And a lion.

Her mission, though, was vital, if she could bring them more knowledge, if she could bring them aid. Anything that would help.

Sweeping her up in his arms, Khai held her there for only a moment, looking into her lovely face, before he tossed her lightly up into the saddle. He prayed no harm would come to her on her journey.

With a whistle to Nebi and a gesture to her guards, who had already mounted their horses Irisi turned to ride away, glancing backwards just once.

There was only Khai, standing in the thin early morning light, his dark hair tumbling around his shoulders, his eyes intent as he watched them depart.

It was such a strange sensation, the ache around her heart. Her throat was tight.

Baraka stepped out of Akhom’s tent.

Knowing Kamenwati, she couldn’t have left Khai unprotected, undefended. Wouldn’t have.

She’d begun work on it after his last visit to the temple. A blend of magic, the knot of Isis wrapped around the Celtic and Druidic knotwork of her childhood. She’d poured all the magic she knew into the making of it. It was simple in fashion, easy to overlook.

With luck, the charm would hold not just against Kamenwati’s dark magic, but that of the Djinn.

Or so she hoped. She begged the Goddess, in whatever form it was she took, to make it so.






  








Chapter Seventeen
 

 

The small party clattered into the temple courtyard late in the afternoon. One glance at the haggard look on Irisi’s face and a priest eyes widened. Irisi had no doubt what he saw. He ran for Banafrit while a priestess, seeing Irisi’s pale skin and wide too-bright eyes, hurried over to help her dismount as another priest came to lead the horses away. Even as Irisi sank to the ground, feverish, drained and too tired to go any farther, her guard collapsed within the shade of the walls in exhaustion. They’d been riding nearly nonstop for almost two days.

Nebi lay down at Irisi’s side, staying close, his great amber eyes appearing worried as he settled next to her. He huffed out a weary breath. Irisi ruffled his mane, but her heart wasn’t in it.

It seemed that the longer they rode, the more the wounds in her thigh ached. The leg was swollen to nearly twice its size and far more painful than it had been only that morning. This in spite of her poultices. She’d known then that if she stopped, she wouldn’t reach Thebes. Darkness hovered at the edges of her vision.

She heard footsteps, and looked up.

Banafrit came at a run, her alarm visible as she took in Irisi’s strained face and the bandage around her now badly swollen thigh.

“Irisi,” Banafrit said, in concern.

“Djinn,” Irisi said, in case she fainted, knowing what Banafrit would need to know. “An army of Djinn. Dark Djinn. That’s what comes.”

In the back of her mind all she could think of was Khai out there on the edge of the desert. Khai, his men, and the Army of Egypt. Alone against Djinn.

Banafrit stopped at Irisi’s word. A chill went through her.

“That’s not possible,” she whispered. “The Djinn cannot be commanded.”

Banafrit was breathless at the implication, at the enormity of it.

“A Darkness… Like a black cloud…” she remembered some of the survivors saying. The sila, in the form of smoke…?

Suddenly it all made sense.

“Djinn are free spirits…” Banafrit said, half to herself.

Even with the fever burning , Irisi watched her. She saw the import of her words penetrate and nodded in like horror.

Like men, Djinn served the Gods or not, as they chose. Except that they, unlike men, were nearly immortal. In the end, Dark Djinn, evil Djinn would stand before Ma’at as men would, to answer for their deeds, but that day could be far in the future. Until then… 

Some Djinn weren’t quite as intelligent as men, but all were far stronger, as Irisi now knew.

The ghul could appear as men, or hyenas, and usually haunted the lands of the dead. Ifrit could change shape while the sila could change form. The wounds of the sila and the ifrit caused festering wounds… The only known cure was cauterization. The wounds of the ghul were the same, save that, if untreated and the victims died, those thus wounded became ghul.

Then there were the marid… Some Djinn could possess a soul, force it to misdeeds, thus condemning the soul to wander rather than pass to the afterlife. Like the Marid.

In horror, Banafrit considered all those they’d buried over the last days, all those dead who might yet rise again… Only fire or salt could free their souls to pass on to the afterlife.

She beckoned messengers, sent them to Djeserit, Awan, Kahotep and the others to warn them and ask for aid.

Irisi saw understanding dawn on Banafrit’s face and heard the orders given, saw Banafrit’s expression grow grim and wince in sympathy as Aisha unwound the fouled dressing on Irisi’s leg.

“To fight as a unit…,” Banafrit said softly.

It was unheard of, incomprehensible, and counter to everything Banafrit knew. Djinn never worked together, not individuals and never in numbers.

Until now.

Looking up at Banafrit, Irisi nodded.

As the wound was revealed, Aisha gave a hiss…

Banafrit sucked in a breath, her gaze drawn to the wound.

It was clearly going bad, the fluid draining was noxious, the skin around the slices badly enflamed. An ifrit or sila, possibly even ghul. The wounds should have been cauterized immediately. It didn’t matter now, for by the look of Irisi’s leg the poison was in her blood. As good as their healers were, for this only those of Sekhmet were better. Only they could heal such wounds as Irisi bore.

“When Djeserit arrives, ask her to join us, please,” Banafrit said to a priestess.

The girl went at a run.

Banafrit’s gaze turned south and west, speculatively.

Djinn. It shouldn’t have been possible, but she couldn’t deny the truth of it in the face of all they’d heard or Irisi’s wounds.

“A quarter of the army is there,” Irisi said, following the direction of Banafrit’s eyes. “They don’t know how to fight Djinn.”

Egypt depended on her army. If so much of it was wiped out? They would be undermanned, vulnerable. If enemies of Egypt were to learn of it…

“Djinn,” Banafrit said, “don’t fight together by choice. Someone is behind this but who, and how?”

In all Thebes only a few had the power to do so, but there was only one that they knew who would have and could have. Neither of them spoke that name aloud. He had spies everywhere, even among their own people. If he guessed they suspected him…

“How much time do we have?” Banafrit asked.

Irisi considered it, putting her aches and fever aside for the moment. They’d ridden most of the late afternoon and through the night, pushing the horses as much as she’d dared. How fast could the Djinn travel? How fast would they? There had been those villages. Not all had fled. She dared not think on that too long, knowing what the fate of those who’d remained had likely been.

She’d pushed hard to return to Thebes. The horses had been tired, though.

“If Akhom is wise,” Irisi said, “and listens to Khai, he’ll stay where he is and let the Djinn come to him. Even so, it will be only a few days, maybe a little less or a little more, before they face them.”

Khai. A part of Irisi’s heart twisted to think of him once again amongst the Djinn. Alone.

There had to be a way to fight them.

Banafrit summoned some of the priests. “Take her to her rooms, make her rest.”

Make her rest… Irisi didn’t want to rest. She wanted to return to the army.

She struggled, protesting, but she was too weak, and she knew it was futile. That order wouldn’t be gainsaid. Aisha sifted the proper herbs over her leg. It went numb.

Banafrit watched them carry Irisi away, and then went to meet the others.

If what Irisi said was true they had little time and decisions had to be made.

 

The room was shadowed, a relief to Irisi’s fevered, aching body. The sun outside the windows hung low on the horizon, offering the promise of the coolness of night. Already she longed for it. She burned. Sweat poured from her to soak the linen sheets beneath her.

Djeserit slipped silently into her room, and Irisi frowned to see the other priestess there.

She watched the other woman, puzzled and mildly concerned, although she didn’t know why she should be worried except that it seemed Djeserit’s eyes glowed alarmingly red in the dimming light. But that had to be an illusion, a thing of the fire that burned within her.

Settling onto the cot beside her Djeserit looked at her in silence, a distant concern in her deep brown eyes. It seemed now Djeserit was closer that Irisi could see sparks of fire in Djeserit’s glowing eyes but that had to be something of the fever.

Djeserit’s eyes narrowed.

She lifted Irisi’s wrist, breathed in the scent of her skin. Fever touched the girl, clearly. It moved in her like a poison, which fit what they knew of the Djinn.

Hunger moved in Djeserit as well.

“I don’t do this often,” she chided the girl gently, but not unkindly, “so don’t make a habit of taking such wounds, if you would. Folk forget that Sekhmet is the Goddess of Healers as well as the Goddess of Destruction. How we heal…well, that’s another matter.”

Djeserit shivered in anticipation, and smiled.

Irisi’s gaze met Djeserit’s. 

Alarmed, Irisi looked at her, struggling up from her pillows, as a rush of apprehension swept through her. She saw the deep red glow in them more clearly. That smile revealed Djeserit’s teeth, the long incisors lengthening as the priestesses smile broadened.

Fear was like adding spice to fine wine. 

Djeserit sighed in satisfaction and said, “That’s better.”

Djeserit gestured. The priest Amun came to hold Irisi in place, his hands firm on her shoulders. 

As quick as a snake Djeserit struck, sinking her teeth into Irisi’s wrist. 

Pain was sharp and sudden, almost shocking.

Too weak to fight, still Irisi tried…until a strange, nearly pleasant lassitude swept over her, swelling as fear and ecstasy warred within her. Pleasure won, rushing through her like a flood tide. Fascinated now by the pulsing red light within Djeserit’s dark eyes, Irisi could only watch helplessly as her lifeblood was drawn from her. A sense of release and relief supplanted the fear. Her eyelids fluttered as pain faded and a languid delight filled her with each motion of Djeserit’s mouth on her skin.

Like a tide, weakness ebbed and flowed through Irisi with each motion of Djeserit’s throat until she fell back weakly against the cot, pressed into it by Amun’s hands. Helplessly, she watched as the priestess drank her thirstily.

Her throat working, Djeserit took in the girl’s thick, poisoned blood, leavened, sweetened and seasoned by fear, then by arousal. She swallowed, sifting the poison from the girl’s blood as the venom pumped from her teeth into the girl’s veins. It was such a relief to be able to let go like this. The sensation was wonderful and the girl tasted heavenly, as each did. Some were saltier, some sweet, some vibrant, thick and rich… 

This one? She was unique. She tasted pure, sweet and rich, so very, very, rich.

Fighting the delectation, the wonderful wine-like taste of the girl’s blood, her life force so intensely bound to it, Djeserit raised her head, panting with the effort to pull herself back.

With an effort, she let out a breath, turned her head to look at the girl.

Not ‘the girl’. Make her real, she reminded herself. You’re not Djinn, Djeserit, you’re the High Priestess of Sekhmet. This was Irisi. Priestess of Isis. A friend.

The prophecy. Djeserit reminded herself. 

She fought the desire to lick her lips, to savor Irisi’s taste on them.

“This is why we didn’t take you into the temple,” Djeserit explained, gently. “When morning comes you will feel better. Most of the poison is gone, a gift of the Goddess I serve. Your body will replace that which was lost during the night. Sleep now.”

Oddly enough, some small part of Irisi yearned for the completion she’d been denied but already she felt lighter, less feverish and more herself again. She was weak but much better.

Wearily, Irisi nodded. “Djeserit? Thank you.”

A little surprised, Djeserit turned at the door. No one had ever thanked her before.

But Irisi was already asleep.

“Don’t thank me, child,” Djeserit said, softly. “Especially if the prophecy is true. You won’t thank me then for what I’ve done here this night.”

She closed the door behind her.

Exhausted, drained both literally and figuratively, Irisi slept deeply as night fell, whatever her fears might have been, and dreamed.

The cavern of her dream was deep and dark, buried in stone. All around her were the forms of the Gods and Goddesses, but only the forms… She was alone, vulnerable, as something terrible erupted out of the darkness below to rend and tear…

Fear tasted as coppery as blood.

Despite it, she drew her swords and stood to face what came… 

Then she wasn’t alone: her lions were ranged around her, rumbling warningly low in their throats as they crouched and a familiar beloved presence stood at her back…

She could face anything, then, even death itself with them there.

By morning the dream was forgotten.

 

In the chamber above, Djeserit rejoined Banafrit and the others as Banafrit consulted with the other priests and priestesses, looking from one to another.

“She sleeps,” Djeserit said, not wanting to think about how sweet Irisi had tasted.

It was the battle all Sekhmet’s people fought, the blood madness that could consume them, damn them for all eternity. The thirst. It was a double-edged sword, healing on one hand…and on the other? When the Goddess herself had gone mad, she’d nearly wiped out mankind. It had taken Ra himself to end what he’d begun.

Now, though, they faced another equally dire threat…or perhaps a greater one. She’d recognized Irisi’s wounds, and knew the taste of that particular poison. Where Sekhmet had almost wiped humankind out, the dark Djinn would enslave them, turn all of humanity into cattle… including her own people.

Who would stop the Djinn, who answered to no Gods save when they chose?

Nodding in response to Djeserit, Banafrit looked to the others. “Is there a way to fight Djinn, other than with magic alone?”

The shock of her words reverberated around the room. It was repeated by one or another of the priests and priestesses, their horror reflected on their faces

“Djinn?” Awan repeated, his expression dumbfounded and horrified.

Kahotep stared at her, appalled.

“Djinn,” Banafrit confirmed.

Kahotep let out a breath. It was beyond imagining.

“But,” one of the other, lesser, priests said, “Djinn are never found together.”

“They are now,” Banafrit said. “And they face a good part of the army of all Egypt. Who will go with me?”

Scrambling to make sense of it, Kahotep said. “No single weapon or spell will defeat them that I know of, but they can be killed, with much effort. Fire and salt will weaken them.”

He looked to Banafrit. “I’ll come.”

“As will I.” Taking a slow deep breath, Djeserit added, “My people may be nearly as strong as Djinn. You’ll need that strength.”

Certainly Sekhmet’s blood-thirst was nearly the equal of that of the Djinn. It was a bitter thought.

That strength wasn’t something she spoke of often. Like the blood-taking, it was something those who served the Goddess Sekhmet didn’t discuss, as it tended to stir…distress…even among other priests.

Worse, though, to put her people in the midst of so much bloodletting, to give them prey that would challenge them, stir up the bloodlust? Which would be worse in the end?

Djinn.

She sighed.

Nor could they send simple soldiers to do battle with the things alone. At least the priests and priestesses with their magic had some chance against the Djinn.

“Is this then the prophecy come to pass?” Nafre asked, tremulously.

Looking out into the growing darkness, Banafrit said, “I fear it may be…”

Following her gaze, Kahotep spoke simply but certainly. One word only, dropped into the growing darkness. 

“Yes.”






  








Chapter Eighteen
 

 

In the courtyard more than a dozen men and women waited patiently, volunteers all, as Banafrit had requested. Guards and healers. Reluctantly, she turned away from the warmth Awan offered in the bed beside him with a sigh. Their fingertips touched, their fingers twined briefly, and then Awan let his beloved wife go, as he must.

However much he hated the necessity, not all of them could go. As High Priest of Osiris, he head to stay.

Curling into the sheets, he watched as she prepared, brushing out her long black hair until it gleamed nearly blue-black in the dim morning light, painting her face as carefully as she did for the Goddess. She dressed lightly, but for battle.

He feared for her, although he didn’t speak of it. She didn’t need to hear it.

Banafrit, he knew, had Isis’s magic…but against Djinn? Even she was vulnerable.

Then he looked out in the courtyard, into the golden morning light and smothered a smile.

It seemed Banafrit wouldn’t go alone after all. And he knew that the one below would defend his beloved Banafrit with her life, prophecy or no.

Seeing his gaze shift, Banafrit looked down into the courtyard again as well.

Irisi stood waiting patiently, her lovely face pale, her golden hair nearly glowing in the pearly light, her swords strapped to her back. The bandage on her leg, peeking out beneath her shift, was stark white in the pale glow of dawn.

All four lions ranged around her. One lolled at her feet, the lioness’s huge paws waving in the air, looking for all the world like any common house cat asking for a belly rub.

Idly, Irisi reached out with a foot to comply.

With a small chuckle, Banafrit sighed in resignation. It was useless to protest. She knew Irisi would follow even if she forbade it. Prophecy or no, Irisi would come and Irisi had yet to be told of the prophecy. Come she would, then, but not as a warrior, not if Banafrit could help it. This time Irisi would come only as a priestess of Isis. They’d risked their one hope quite enough for Banafrit’s taste.

Banafrit went down to the temple where her priests and priestesses prepared her adored Goddess for the morning. She looked up into Isis’s benevolent face, nodding a greeting to Saini as he read from the scrolls, welcoming the Goddess to the day.

Oddly, he didn’t look at her, his gaze shying away.

The gesture was disturbing, but there was no time to ask about it. She’d become aware of tension between Saini and Irisi. Saini had made assumptions he shouldn’t have. It would need to be straightened out, and soon, but with all else that was on her mind she kept putting it off. The last thing she needed or wanted was a confrontation at this moment. It seemed she couldn’t put this one off much longer, though.

Another time, then. She would speak to him about it later. Once they returned.

Bowing her head, she sent a prayer to the Goddess, seeking guidance, strength and aid.

Her chariot and Irisi awaited her. As did Djeserit and Kahotep. Save for Irisi, few folk rode. Horses were better suited to chariots.

Irisi looked at her, one foot still rubbing the lolling lion’s belly and awaited permission.

The look held, before Banafrit smiled and shook her head in amusement. “Do they come, too?” 

Irisi looked at her lions.

“Nebi did well against the Djinn,” Irisi said, quietly. “And they are children of Sekhmet, too, after all.”

It pained Irisi to put them at risk, but Nebi had fared better than she. His wounds had healed better and quicker than hers had. Sekhmet looked after her own.

They would need to use every resource they had.

Khai and the army were out there, facing a horde of Djinn. She owed him much, or so she told herself.

“Very well,” Banafrit said, eyeing her acolyte. 

This next would be difficult. If the prophecy was true and Irisi was the one they awaited, the one who would save them in the end, they must needs keep her as safe as they could against the time when they would need her. There was too much risk among those who fought the Djinn face to face. They’d already come too close.

“But if you would come then you must leave your swords behind.”

Startled, Irisi could only stare at Banafrit in shock.

Without her swords. The very idea… Irisi felt…vulnerable…without them. She took a breath to protest.

“There will be warriors enough, Irisi,” Banafrit said, gently, a spell sending Irisi’s swords to her quarters. “It’s the priestess of Isis they’ll need, not another warrior. This day you fight with magic not metal.”

Which all was also true.

If this was the day of the prophecy, they would know it soon enough, but if Irisi was their only hope they dared not risk her again so close to the enemy until they knew for sure what her role should be, or all might be lost.

Although Irisi rarely carried them in daily life anymore, for this she felt nearly naked without her swords.

She also knew that what Banafrit said was true… 

But Khai and his people were out there facing a multitude of Djinn.

It was also clear that Banafrit would not be moved on this. Irisi nodded.

Turning her head, Banafrit looked up at the veranda outside her rooms and found Awan standing there, his familiar and beloved long, thin face more grim than usual, his strong spare body a comfort to her. Her heart ached as she looked at him, wondering if she would ever see him again.

Even so, she signaled to her charioteer. The chariot driver shook up the horses.

Awan watched until Banafrit’s chariot disappeared around a corner. He didn’t know if he would see either his beloved wife or Irisi again, and a small tremor of fear whispered through him. A fear he couldn’t banish.

 

Darkness washed across the desert toward the army counter to the wind. It ran over the flats and flowed over dunes like water. In it those who watched – Khai, with Akhom, Baraka and the Army of Egypt around him – saw the myriad, ever-changing face of the Djinn, shapes and forms that shifted and twisted. As that horrific shadow grew closer it became easier to pick out the individual forms, if they would only have stopped shifting from one to another. Ifrit, ghul and marid changed from men to hyena, smoke to men and other things... Ghul changed from man to animal, ifrit from hyena and back, sila according to their very nature – they who were the smoke, the fog, concealed the others. Only the marid were vaguely human in form, with two arms and two legs. Some appeared as men…uncommonly handsome men, strong and armed with swords like any others. They had little else in common.

Others had clearly once been men. They moved like disjointed puppets, arms and legs all akimbo as they staggered and stumbled amid the others.

It was disturbing to look upon.

Standing on the rise, Khai, Akhom, Baraka and their aides and lieutenants watched as the Djinn came across the desert.

Darkness flowed into day, shadow swallowed light.

Akhom could only stare, shaking his head in disbelief and yes, horror, before his jaw tightened.

It was his duty, his honor and responsibility to defend Egypt. Defend her he would against whatever came, man or demon. Even against such as these.

His resolve made their numbers no less daunting.

“How many do you estimate?” he asked, looking out over the mass of Djinn that boiled within the smoke and shadows.

With no separations by division or group, it was hard to judge.

Baraka glanced at him sideways. “Two thirds of our force, perhaps?”

Tall, slender and wiry, Baraka was an intelligent man, his gray eyes unique among their folk but sharp. His voice was unusually deep. Where the charioteers were concerned, Akhom knew him to be a more than capable general. A good man in the estimation of most. if it weren’t for his unfortunate association with the Grand Vizier, Kamenwati.

Encouraged, Akhom concurred.

“Don’t underestimate them, my lord General,” Khai cautioned, remembering the brief battle at the fort. “They’re more formidable than you may think.”

Khai feared his words fell on deaf ears, that Akhom sought reassurances no man who hadn’t seen the Djinn fight could give.

Standing beside Akhom, he looked out over what would soon be a battlefield. It did their men credit that the line didn’t waver an inch in the face of what came.

Ululating cries, eerie and chilling, and a thin sound like and yet unlike the baying of hounds, shattered the silence.

His heart sank despite himself even as he willed his resolve to strengthen.

Then came a sound that lifted his heart as no other could have, although he had no reason for it – the familiar screeing cry of a hunting falcon. It was a good omen, a sign of Horus’s blessing. To his astonishment, another echoed the first. A third gave voice as a thrill of excitement sent goose bumps racing over Khai’s skin.

He looked up, as so did the army.

Their jaws dropped in wonder as not one but a whole flight of falcons flew over them, dozens of them, maybe hundreds, casting a shadow of their own that clashed against that of the Djinn.

In all his life Khai had never seen so many of the birds flying together. It was against their nature to hunt in numbers more than pairs. He’d never seen anything like it. It was incredible. Nothing else could have spoken so much of Horus’s will in the matter.

Across the battlefield, their men stared now, too, some pointing upward.

From behind them another familiar sound echoed – deep, throaty growls that became snarling roars, the sound of hunting lions in pursuit of their quarry.

Four of the great beasts raced past them, bounding through the army, two shaggy-maned males, two females, racing past the men toward the front lines. Some staggered back in fear but the lions were far too intent in their purpose to be distracted.

Only one person came accompanied by lions.

Khai’s heart lifted even more as he smiled. 

Now perhaps they had a chance.

He, Akhom and Baraka turned.

They came fast and riding hard, a dozen or more priests and priestesses of Sekhmet in their familiar reddish kalasaris. Their chariots flanked a central group and one solitary mounted rider. Irisi’s brilliant hair flagged in the breeze like captured beams of sunlight. Her kalasaris and shift were so white they were nearly blinding in the sunlight. She rode as if she’d been born to ride on horseback.

Beside her rode High Priestess Banafrit herself, with the priest Kahotep and priestess Djeserit to each side of them.

Kahotep, the High Priest of falcon-headed Horus. The priest gestured, and the falcons circled.

Behind rode dozens of priests and priestess, temple guards, healers and warriors.

Irisi had indeed brought help, just as she’d promised and just barely in time.

Looking up at the falcons gathered in the sky above them, at the enemy spread before them, Akhom suddenly found he couldn’t find fault with the unexpected presence of priests and priestesses.

This then was the true might of Egypt, its people, its army, its priests and priestesses, fighting for all.

As they drew near, those of Sekhmet parted around Akhom and the other generals. Dismounting as their chariots came to a halt, they ran with astonishing speed toward the front lines with bows and swords in hand to take their places among those there.

Her head high but throat tight, Djeserit watched her people go with pride.

With a slight bow to Akhom, Banafrit said, “My lords General. We’ve come to lend what aid we can.”

“Any aid you can render will be much appreciated,” Akhom said. “Do you know a way to stop those things?”

Banafrit shook her head, noting in one corner of her mind that General Khai seemed distracted, his gaze going past her shoulder to Irisi standing behind her… Priestess of Isis that she was, what she saw in his expression was clear…and interesting… Was that the way of it, then?

Well, she thought in surprise and pleasure.

She liked the handsome General. He was a good man. Irisi was far past the age to have found love and be wed, nearly twenty and four as nearly as the girl herself remembered, and yet there had been no one for her.

As for Irisi? That remained to be seen.

Banafrit was caught, though. And if Irisi was the One of the prophesy? 

In the face of that how could she deny Irisi this solace, or Khai? There was nothing in the prophecy that said she must stand alone…

She tucked those thoughts away. There was no time for such things now…but later, if they survived…

In answer to Akhom’s question, though, Banafrit shook her head.

“I’m sorry I can bring you no better news. There’s no other than what you know, sword and salt. They bleed. They can be killed like men, depending on their form. They’re just stronger and harder to kill. Deal them a mortal blow and they will die. If there’s another way we haven’t yet found it.”

Akhom’s heart sank as he looked out at the darkness that rolled steadily toward them over the dunes against the sun’s light and his men standing before it. Fight, then, they must.

He lowered his head, accepting it. “We’ve sent for reinforcements but it’s unlikely they’ll reach us before the Djinn.”

He looked to Khai and Baraka for confirmation. He nodded in confirmation at what he saw in their eyes.

“It’s time, then,” Akhom said.

Both Khai and Baraka acknowledged Akhom’s command with a salute. Khai swung up into his chariot to take the reins, turning it toward the front lines as Baraka mounted his, taking up his bow as he gave his charioteer a glance. The man snapped the reins.

Seeing Irisi without her swords was strange but a relief for Khai. At least he wouldn’t have to fear for her. She wouldn’t be among those who fought at the front.

If there had been time... but there wasn’t, there was only time for that one brief meeting of the eyes. He saw hers warm at the sight of him.

Irisi’s gaze met Khai’s for an all too brief moment, but it was enough. It had to be enough.

‘Be safe,’ she prayed silently as he went past, his horse’s hooves driving into the sand.

She noted he still wore her charm as he’d promised. That was something. She didn’t know if it would protect him here, but it gave her some comfort to see it on him.

“Nebi, my friend,” Irisi whispered, looking to the lion in the distance, “keep him safe.” 

Somewhere out on the field of battle, she heard a coughing roar in answer.

It was all she could do.

Glancing over her shoulder, Banafrit saw where Irisi’s gaze wandered but kept her smile to herself. So it wasn’t Khai alone in that…

She looked beyond them.

The flood of Djinn paused only momentarily on the rise of the nearest dune as they saw what awaited them.

Undaunted, undisciplined, with a great blood-curdling howl made of equal parts fury and hunger, the Djinn broke like a wave on the shore and raced toward the army, their ancient enemy, brandishing stolen swords to make them glitter in the sunlight.

An answering scream came from high above as with a gesture Kahotep set the falcons loose.

The birds tucked their wings close and stooped.

“Irisi,” Banafrit said, gesturing. “Call up the wind…”

Nodding, Irisi spread her arms like Isis’s wings as she chanted the spell, her hands snapping backward to their greatest reach and then she swept her arms forward.

A great gust of wind caught up the sand in front of the army and flung it toward the oncoming horde of Djinn to blind them and smother those who burned.

Summoned by Banafrit, serpents boiled up out of the sand to bite and tangle the feet and ankles of the Djinn.

A few screamed in fury and frustration, some tumbled and fell.

Still they came, undaunted, seemingly unstoppable… 

All the defenders knew the Djinn must be stopped, and here, for behind them, defended only by the city guard, was only Thebes and then all of Egypt.

Signaling his men, Khai commanded his archers to let fly. With a sound like a thousand wings, arrows rose into the air. The falcons followed them down to savage the Djinn with claw and beak. As if commanded, the lions leaped forward at the same moment, bounding over the sand to tear into the oncoming horde, lashing out with their teeth and claws to ravage any of the Djinn within reach.

With a roar, the army of Egypt ran to meet their enemy.

The two armies came together with a great shout and a sound not unlike thunder, a great meaty crash, accompanied by the clash of steel against steel amid cries of pain and fury.

It was terrible, making normal battle seem almost clean by comparison as swords flashed and slashed. Claws raked and blood sprayed while swords hacked at creatures that looked like men save for their claws and teeth, some with hyena heads, their hideous laughter ringing over the sand. Screams echoed and a great ululating wail rose to freeze the blood.

In those first few moments, the front line of the army disappeared like grain before the scythe. It simply vanished before the juggernaut that was the Djinn. It was a bloodbath. They were savaged. Some of the Djinn stopped to feed on the dead…and the living…

Screams rang out, terrible in their fear and horror.

The archers aimed for their fellows in revulsion, to put them out of their misery…and Khai couldn’t blame them.

For a brief moment one solitary man stood in the fore, fighting like a man possessed, and yet he wasn’t. His sword glittered as he hammered at the creatures before him.

Then he vanished before the onslaught of the Djinn.

Akhom closed his eyes briefly in disbelief and then opened them again.

Suddenly the front of the line was in front of Khai.

He shouted to his men, exhorted them to greater effort, knowing they were already giving it. They were giving everything they had. Their lives, their very souls, depended on it and he knew they knew it.

A Djinn ripped the head off one of Khai’s men.

In return, one of Sekhmet’s priestesses put an arrow into it. When it didn’t fall with a scream of fury he watched as she leaped for the thing, taking it down with her bare hands. Both disappeared among the struggling fighters.

Hacking and slashing, Khai battered at the horrific things that assaulted his men. One leaped for him, only to be met in mid-air by a mass of golden fur and feline fury. The young lion savaged the ifrit, leaving it bloodied on the sand before turning on his haunches to swipe at another of the creatures with one big paw, hamstringing it.

Snarling, the ifrit squirmed on the sand, turned into a huge snake to strike at the lion. Nebi feinted aside, his great jaws closing over the snake’s throat to shake it viciously.

Worse for Khai was to watch a sila overwhelm one of his own men, possessing him. That one attacked his fellows. He found himself forced to kill his own man to keep him from slaughtering the others.

Another Djinn charged a chariot, leapt for it, its claws sinking into the wood. It threw itself backward, taking the chariot, the charioteer and bowman with it. The harness tangled the feet of the horses to take them down as well. The Djinn threw itself on the hapless archer, as others savaged the horses and the charioteer despite a hail of arrows.

Others of the Djinn changed shape and form, from some lion-faced thing to something that resembled hyena, savaging his men even as the archers filled them with arrows and swordsmen hacked at them.

Khai laid waste around him liberally, his sword cutting at any Djinn that came close.

His horses – trained to fight – lashed out with hooves and teeth, defending themselves as much as him from those that attacked him. He could see their hides twitch instinctively in reaction to the unnatural creatures…

Then one went down as a Djinn ripped its throat out and Khai was falling. He rolled, tumbled clear…

On the rise by the command tents, Irisi saw Khai go down, her heart in her throat.

She summoned up her quiver and called the wind. No one had said anything about her bow.

With a gesture, she sent the arrows up into the air like falcons, launching them one after another into the eye or throat of any Djinn near Khai that she could see and take with a clear shot.

Nebi leaped over Khai’s head to take a ghul and Khai rolled away to face another of the Djinn. He swung at the marid, carved a slash across its chest… It glanced down and snarled in fury at the damage done to its perfection. Khai drove his sword into the thing’s throat as it looked up, its face transforming into a hideous snarling mass of flesh.

Banafrit called up the wind.

Djinn were fire elementals, creatures of that element. They wouldn’t like water.

As Isis had once upon a time, Banafrit called up a storm and brought it raging from the Nile to batter the battlefield. There wasn’t much water, it being the wrong season for it, but it was something.

Unshifted marid gave out an unearthly wail as the cool liquid struck their heated, friable skin. A chance strike by one of the fighters hit one. The creature’s arm shattered with a sound like a shriek of stone over metal.

Pain wasn’t something marid Djinn knew well, she knew, and they didn’t like it. 

It infuriated and frightened them, their shock clear. In the next moment they were gone, leaving their brethren.

The disappearance of the marid clearly heartened the army. With a roar they attacked the other Djinn with renewed enthusiasm.

Startled by the desertion of their compatriots, the remaining Djinn wavered reluctantly, obviously confused, as if they fought some compulsion. Snarls of fury and wails of helpless rage echoed as they looked at the army in frustration and hunger. With no more warning than that with which they’d come, the remaining Djinn disappeared into the deep desert. 

A gust of wind scattered the smoke and with it the enemy.

Left with no one to fight the army stood stunned, bewildered and confused by the sudden withdrawal. Confounded, all they could do was stare at each other in amazement and then in growing relief as they realized they’d survived.

Djeserit called back one of her people from pursuit of the enemy even as some of the captains of the army did, bloodlust nearly overtaking both priest and soldiers.

With a shake of his head to clear it, the priest bowed to her somewhat shamefacedly as he returned.

Across the battlefield the bodies of the dead and the wounded lay strewn in a great crescent, dotted here and there by staggering wounded, limping horses and shattered chariots. The sand drank up the blood as some of the survivors found their feet again. A moment of shocked silence held, before the cries of the wounded and dying lifted up to be carried away by the breeze.

Men had been ripped to shreds. Some held their viscera in their hands, shock and dismay on their faces as they looked at the end of their lives.

Healers ran to give what succor they could to both the wounded and the dying, and to give passage to the Afterlife to those who’d been tainted by the Djinn. Cries of denial and grief echoed across the dunes.

Irisi looked out over the field of battle, searching for Khai, and to her relief saw him in the midst of his men. Something within her eased… She thanked the Goddess for that small favor as she summoned her cats back to her side.

Watching the lion go, Khai followed its path back to its mistress, to Irisi, with his eyes.

As always her golden hair blew like a banner in the sunlight, marking her presence as it waved in the breeze.

She, too, was safe, was still alive.

Even at that distance their eyes found those of the other and met. Khai bowed his head a little in relief, and in thanks for his four-footed guardian.

With a small smile, Irisi let out a breath and lowered her head just a little in return. Small gestures. It was all she could do for him, to keep him safe from Kamenwati.

Then, along with the others from the temple, she turned to set herself to healing the wounded as best she could.

Most of the wounds would putrefy as hers had; they knew that now. Even Healing wouldn’t stand against it. With so few of Sekhmet’s priests and priestesses at hand there was only one solution for many of the wounded – cauterization, burning out the infection so it didn’t spread. It was agonizingly painful to receive and heartbreaking to do. And there was the horrific smell of burnt human flesh.

Djeserit’s Healers had developed poultices that worked on lesser wounds, but for the greater, there was only this.

Only some few needed more intense and more direct treatment, such as could only be applied by the priests and priestesses of Sekhmet.

Her red-tinged eyes worried, Djeserit watched over her people cautiously.

With so many to heal, it would be easy for blood-lust to overtake them, to drag them down into blood-fever and madness. Even Djeserit fought it, standing there on the battlefield amidst the scent of so much blood. Her stomach clenched, growled.

With a wave of her hand, she sent the young soldier she treated into sleep so he wouldn’t remember what it was she did. That she took sustenance from it as well was a small matter, what did matter is that her body could ingest the poison and expel it. Still, she fought the same battle all her people did, learning the lesson of their Goddess.

Her gaze wandered the battlefield, finding the known.

There was her friend Banafrit, acting like any other healer, bending over the wounded. Beyond her was Irisi, smiling reassuringly at the boy whose shoulder she’d just bandaged.

Irisi turned to the next patient, only to find Khai waiting as patiently as any other common soldier.

He would. It was his way. 

A half laugh escaped her.

She looked into his beautiful dark eyes and shook her head at him.

Looking into his dark eyes again, seeing the glimmer of gold there, Irisi took a breath. 

The scratches across his broad chest and arm were already livid.

There was so much trust there. He knew what she would to would hurt, as it must.

Irisi hesitated, looking at him. The idea of hurting him wrenched at her but it had to be done.

Khai met her gaze evenly, feeling the pain and the fever move through him but there was Irisi’s eyes, her strength, her touch on his skin…

He’d waited so that it was Irisi he saw, Irisi who would do what needed to be done. Because she would do it, and do it right, for him.

She bit her lip as she stroked a hand down his arm just shy of the scores on it.

Azure eyes met his.

Khai set himself, his eyes locked on hers. 

Their gazes met and held and Khai saw the brightness in hers. Even so… Her hand was as steady as rock.

Irisi bowed her head briefly in answer to Khai’s steady gaze.

Her breath came short but she reached for the hot iron. As steady as she could and must make it. Bracing one hand on his shoulder, she felt his good hand close over her forearm.

She brought the hot iron against his skin, wincing a little as his jaw tightened against the pain, as the smell of his burning skin seared her nostrils. His fingers closed around her forearm painfully. She nearly cried out against it but his pain was so much the greater. She held the iron in place long enough to burn out all the infection. Then thrust it in the fire to heat it for the next.

The pain was as shockingly intense as Khai had anticipated, and more. Far more than the wound that had caused it. He locked his jaw against the agony of it.

With her eyes on his wounds, Irisi laid the cleansing iron against his skin. Pain seared through him, but he didn’t flinch. He wouldn’t flinch.

As quickly as she could, Irisi sent Healing coolness through the burns. This she could heal, and did, as quickly as she could. The scars would fade a little in time.

But they would never go away completely.

Khai let out a shaky breath, looking at the thin marks that remained on his skin, his pain easing at her touch.

To his dismay, though, it took an effort for him to unlock his fingers from around her wrist. He’d left bruises on her fair skin. He looked into her eyes. She’d never flinched and didn’t now as her gaze met his.

Gently, her fingers brushed across the healed scars on his chest and something within him tightened.

Someone called – one of Akhom’s adjutants.

Khai let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding and nodded at the adjutant in response to the summons.

Once again, he wished he could stay a little longer.

Irisi smiled softly. That one touch had been enough…almost…

From a small distance, Banafrit watched the exchange approvingly as she aided another of the soldiers. Her attendants began erecting their tent – hers and Irisi’s – near that of the generals.

She noticed something else as well – the amulet around General Khai’s neck. Small and seemingly undistinguished as such jewelry went, it looked like a keepsake, nothing more, a charm such as a mother or sister would give. But Banafrit recognized the familiar curves of Isis’s knot encircled by another, now familiar, type of knot work. Irisi’s handiwork, in the style of her homeland.

Khai made his way among the wounded, looking across the battlefield in the hard clear light of the setting sun, estimating the number of wounded and dead as the unwounded gathered them up – the wounded to be carried to the healers, the dead to be returned to Thebes and their families for proper burial.

So long as they stayed dead.

A part of him shuddered at the thought that some might rise as ghul.

To save others from that task, Banafrit, Djeserit, Kahotep, Irisi and the other priests and priestesses moved among the dead, insuring passage to the afterlife, doing what needed to be done to keep that horror at bay.

He saw Irisi lean against one of the wagons, her hand over her eyes, and then her hand shifted to cover her mouth as she fought back tears of sorrow.

It was in him to go to her but he couldn’t, a voice called… They needed him… General Akhom demanded his presence…

They’d lost nearly half their number to a lesser force in a matter of only a few hours and far fewer of the enemy lay dead than they. Far, far fewer.

The sun had just kissed the horizon as the last of the wounded were healed and those who died were given release. A lasting release such as would allow their families to bury them properly and safely, without fear that they would rise again.

Khai, though, eyed the sun worriedly. 

As, he noted, did Banafrit, Kahotep, Djeserit and Irisi. Looking to the west, worriedly.

The near west, whence the Djinn had fled.

It wasn’t over. Somehow he knew it. They’d simply withdrawn to lick their wounds. He could feel it in his bones, in his heart and soul. It couldn’t be over. How could it be when they didn’t know how or why it had started? Or why it ended? 

Night was the time of the Djinn, darkness their nature and their element. Khai couldn’t shake the feeling that they hadn’t fled, they’d merely deserted until the field of battle more closely suited them.

At night his men would be all but blind and Horus’s falcons useless. Only Sekhmet’s priests and priestesses and the lions would have some advantage of sight and smell. Even Banafrit and Irisi’s magic would be somewhat constrained by the lack of light.

He feared and rightly so. A glance to Banafrit, Irisi and the others confirmed it. He saw his concern mirrored in their eyes as well.

Khai sought out Akhom near where the Generals tents were being erected. He knew he would never convince Akhom. Not alone. But he had to try.

With a gesture to the others to join her, Banafrit followed.

“We can’t stay here, safely,” Khai said. “The Djinn will return.”

Banafrit added, “General Khai is right, my lord Akhom. The Djinn will return. Nor can we leave with so many wounded. We need to protect ourselves.”

By no sign did Khai show his relief at her support.

“We dealt them a resounding defeat,” Baraka said, satisfied. “They fled.”

Kahotep shook his head emphatically. “With all due respect to my Lord Baraka, no. They were winning.” 

He gestured out toward the battlefield. To the dead and wounded there.

“They left of their own free will. They ceded the field of battle. It’s not the same. They’re Djinn. Fire spirits. Nearly immortal and answerable only to the Gods at the time of judgment, as we are. They don’t reason the same as we do. We have no more idea why they left than why they attacked. You saw them. Many didn’t want to leave with so many of their natural prey before them. Djinn aren’t accustomed to losing. Even so, are you willing to take the chance they won’t? The night is their time far more than ours.”

Akhom remembered too well his men falling before the Djinn like wheat to a scythe. He, too, was aware of the number of wounded. Despite Baraka’s sureness, he not only couldn’t take the chance, he wouldn’t.

“Fires will help,” Irisi suggested quickly, seeing Akhom waver. “Around the perimeter. Raise them up on mounds. At least we might be able to see them when or if they come. At least we won’t be completely blind.”

“We need to set watches in any event, Akhom,” Khai added, persuasively. “A perimeter guard if nothing else.”

“Do it,” Akhom said, looking to both Khai and Baraka.

With a grateful glance to Banafrit, Kahotep, Irisi and the others for their support, Khai followed Baraka from the tent. He couldn’t escape the feeling that there wasn’t much time left.






  








Chapter Nineteen
 

 

Secure in their tent, Banafrit eyed Irisi curiously as they prepared their dinner together. The scent of lentils, vegetables and spices cooking was soothing, almost homey, easing their fears somewhat with the familiar aromas and tasks. There was no better time than now for her to speak.

“What is this between you and General Khai?” she asked, gently, and was stunned by Irisi’s reaction. 

A look of utter shock and horror kindled in Irisi’s eyes, her face going nearly white, although she covered it quickly.

For all that, Irisi’s voice was even, although Banafrit could sense the struggle within her.

“Nothing,” Irisi said, firmly. “There’s nothing. Leave it be, my Lady. Please.”

Fear clutched at Irisi’s heart as it hadn’t on the battlefield. She remembered Kamenwati’s threat. Nothing that Khai could face squarely, an honorable risk with an even chance at survival, but a sly and secretive assault? Khai was safe against dark magic, but against poison or an assassin…?

If Banafrit had noticed, who else had?

Irisi’s vehemence was startling.

Nothing? Banafrit thought.

It wasn’t nothing. Banafrit had seen what was in their eyes. General Khai was a handsome man, capable, and it was clear there was something between them. He wasn’t married, so there was no dishonor there.

Leave it be, Irisi asked.

Why? It made no sense, no more than her fear did. Banafrit sat back and looked at the girl. She couldn’t leave it be.

“Perhaps it would be best if you’d tell me what it is you fear,” Banafrit said, gently.

From the look in Banafrit’s eyes it was obvious to Irisi that her friend, her priestess and High Priestess wouldn’t let it alone.

Nor could it be left alone, not now.

“What did you see?” Irisi asked, worriedly.

“Enough,” Banafrit said, gently and reassuringly. She took Irisi’s cold hands in her own. “I’m Priestess to the Goddess of women, love, magic and mothers. She’s given it to me to see such things with clearer eyes than many. As she will you when it’s your time. Tell me, Irisi. There can be no secrets between us. I’ve made it clear you’ll be High Priestess after me. You earned it. No one, not even Saini, knows the worship of our Lady better, no one can recite the Book of Emerging into Daytime or the Book of Life better than you, but there is this…So… Tell me. Talk to me, Irisi. You shouldn’t deny yourself what you and he both so clearly desire.”

Irisi’s breath caught at the thought.

You and he… It hadn’t been just her imagination, then, her own wishful thinking... The ache in her heart returned.

Lifting her eyes to meet Banafrit’s level gaze, Irisi let out a breath.

“Shortly after I was initiated, the Grand Vizier Kamenwati came to me in the market. He was angry. He made me a vow. He said I was his by right, that he’d bought me and if he couldn’t have me then no other would. There would never be another in my life. If there was, that one would die, by assassin, magic or poison, but they would die.”

She took another breath, to steady herself. “It was no idle threat.”

No, Banafrit thought, knowing Kamenwati, the Grand Vizier, it wouldn’t be.

So much suddenly made sense.

There was a bitter irony here – that a priestess of Isis would be denied the very love and affection the Goddess she served offered…

Kamenwati.

Banafrit had little doubt the Grand Vizier would keep his vow no matter how many years went by, remembering his anger and rage when the Goddess had accepted Irisi into Her service. He was spiteful enough for it. So he’d found another way to punish Irisi for it, as, by his lights he must – or others see his loss as weakness.

“That’s why you’ve made no close friends among the others, why you’ve stayed apart,” Banafrit said, suddenly understanding.

It had served her well for Irisi to do so, but to think of it…to hold oneself so apart from others…to feel and be so alone…

Kamenwati would do as he’d sworn, of that Banafrit had no doubt, as Irisi did. And they needed Khai. With Baraka in Kamenwati’s pocket and Akhom’s loyalty unknown… Banafrit could curse Kamenwati himself for this but that was dark magic and she wouldn’t lower herself to his level.

Irisi said, with a small shrug, “I couldn’t take the chance Kamenwati might mistake simple affection for something else. Something more.”

Banafrit shook her head. “And Khai? Does he know?”

With a quick shake of her head Irisi sighed and said, “No.”

“Tell him, Irisi,” Banafrit said. “He has the right to know why you accept or refuse him. Give him the chance to decide for himself. It should be his choice as well, to take what you offer or to walk away in the face of such threat.”

If it was becoming so obvious that Banafrit could see it, Irisi knew she must speak to Khai or put him in danger with him all unknowing of what it was he faced.

Others might or already had noticed.

She let out a breath and nodded.

“We’ll need some more water,” Banafrit said, to give Irisi a few moments to herself to think. “Would you fetch some?”

Irisi gave her a look mixed of gratitude and wisdom, knowing exactly what it was Banafrit did, but she picked up the waterskins anyway and went to fill them from the great barrels at the back of the supply wagons.

Distant fires blossomed against the gathering dusk, one after another until they ringed the encampment. They were oddly beautiful against the stars as the last of the light left the sky. Looking at them, Irisi sought reassurance.

But couldn’t find it.

 

With sentries in place, patrols assigned and fires burning, Khai relaxed, if only a fraction, before turning back to his tent to take what little rest he could and find some food somewhere as well. Perhaps among his people. After all he and they had faced, he was sure they were as starving as he was. If all he suspected was true, it might be their last good meal.

At least, that was his intention until he saw Irisi walking among the tents, her brilliant hair streaming down her back, that hair unmistakable, a glowing beacon in the fading sunlight.

She seemed to sense his presence, turned to look at him as he approached, her eyes widening a little. She brushed a strand of hair back from her face. A small smile curved her mouth as she saw him.

“My lord General,” she said in greeting, her voice soft.

“Let me take that,” he offered, reaching for the waterskin in her hands.

She hesitated as her eyes clouded.

Irisi fought the urge to wait, to speak another time.

“My Lord General,” she said, softly. “A moment…”

“Khai, Irisi,” he said.

Frowning a little, Khai waited, watching her, her struggle clear.

This was harder than Irisi had imagined. It was an insane conversation when she didn’t know for certain how he truly felt. She couldn’t look at him…not with her heart pounding so.

Swallowing against the tightness in her throat, she forced herself to speak. To explain, and quickly.

“You know I’m no friend to Lord Kamenwati, nor he to me,” she said, glancing at Khai and then away again.

That wasn’t a good beginning. 

Frowning, Khai looked at her. “Irisi, what is it?”

“You know I fled Lord Kamenwati’s compound and you know he was angry I escaped him?” Irisi said, her mouth tightening.

Going still at Kamenwati’s name and title, Khai waited.

“He came to me after I was accepted by Isis and made me a vow. Though he never touched me in all the time I was with him, he told me that day that I was his. There would never be another. No other would touch me. If they did they would die, by assassin, by magic, or by poison…” She paused to look at Khai. “I have no reason to doubt he meant it.”

“So,” she said, her eyes level, “there has been no one. No one but you.”

Khai just stared at her, taken aback.

No one but him.

Those words stayed with him, something he tucked away to consider at another time, but for now… For now there was only Irisi, standing proud and uncertain before him as he took in her words.

His heart lightened.

No one but him.

In the last light of the day, her eyes were very nearly the same color as the sky above them. The light of the distant pyres flickered in her golden hair. She was beautiful, ethereal, and yet he’d seen her blood-spattered on the battlefield surrounded by men she’d killed. She’d fought at his side, her swords flying, and she’d lain in his arms trembling from his touch.

He didn’t have to ask why she was telling him this. It was there in her eyes. It was there whenever he looked at her.

Even so, she was still proud…

In all his life he’d never met a woman like her.

Raising his hand, he found the amulet she’d given him against his chest and clasped it. 

Now he understood. She’d protected him and him all unknowing.

“That’s why you gave me this,” he said.

Slowly, she nodded. “Yes. I wouldn’t take the chance…”

It explained so much… Why she’d been so hesitant, so wary. It had been for his sake, to protect him…

Now she warned him. She also gave him the choice, the chance, to walk away if he chose… 

Nor would she fault him if he did. 

It was his choice to make.

Khai looked at her.

How could you leave a woman like that?

Her enchanting eyes were focused on the distant fires. The light of those flames danced within them even as darkness closed around them.

She was beautiful, courageous, proud, and worth dying for, although it wouldn’t come to that had he any choice in the matter. He wanted her, wanted to make love to her, to fight beside and with her, make up with her, learn her secrets…

Taking a breath, Irisi turned to go.

Khai reached for the waterskin in her hand, taking it from her nerveless fingers to set it aside.

She stopped, breathless. Her heart hammered in her chest.

“Khai. Kamenwati would kill you even for so little as this. I couldn’t bear it…,” Irisi said, biting back the betraying words even as he gathered her into his arms. “We can’t afford to lose you. Khai, please…”

Khai could see the fear there in her eyes, fear for him.

Her voice sounded breathless, but even so, her gaze had dropped to focus on his mouth. Her lips parted as if in anticipation before she raised those brilliant eyes to meet his. A burst of heat went through him at what he saw there... It astonished him that he mattered so much to her…

“Khai.” His name was barely a whisper on her lips. A benediction… 

Irisi couldn’t seem to breathe when he stood so close.

“Since that day on the battlefield I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind,” he said, running a hand lightly down her arm. “Or that night, the feel of your skin…I dreamt of you.”

“As I dreamt of you,” she murmured.

The memory burned…

It didn’t seem real.

With one hand Khai brushed the hair gently back from her sweet and lovely face, running his fingers deep into her tresses as the thumb of his free hand tipped her chin up so his mouth could settle over hers. Her hair was like silk in his fingers, incredibly soft, and her mouth softer still when it moved beneath his.

Irisi lost herself in the feel of his mouth on hers.

No one had ever kissed her as he did, with such heartbreaking gentleness, his lips light over hers before they settled with more intent. He fit his mouth to hers, his tongue brushing lightly between her lips to taste, to savor. As hers did his.

Her lips parted, opened, to welcome him.

So sweet.

Khai took the kiss deeper, sliding his hands over her shoulders and down her back to draw her slender body more tightly against his. It seemed as if the curves of her body molded against his as she rose on her toes to meet him, her hands sliding up over his shoulders to curl around his neck. He breathed the soft scent of her in, felt the warmth of her body against his, her breasts against his chest, her hips tight against him. Memory taunted him. He remembered touching her, her body surrounding him, taking him inside her. Warmth filled him as his body tightened in response.

She tasted marvelous, incredible.

Khai lost himself in her, in that precious moment. He could have kissed her forever but this was neither the time nor place to do so.

The strong muscles of Khai’s shoulders bunched beneath Irisi’s hands and then his hair spilled over them as she speared her fingers into the thick heavy waves. She loved the feel of him, the sense of him…

It felt as if she melted into him, her limbs went weak and yet fire ran in her blood.

Looking down into her steady gaze, brushing a hand down her cheek, Khai said, roughly, in answer to her fears, “I’ll take my chances.”

Let the Grand Vizier do as he pleased. For her sake they would be careful so she didn’t have to worry so much for him, but he wasn’t going to let her go. He wouldn’t give her up, not now, not knowing what he knew. 

That she loved him.

Not knowing what was in his own heart and soul – that he loved her, too.

Those ethereal eyes met his.

Irisi traced the line of his beard by the side of his mouth with her fingertips.

“Egypt would be much less without you in it. I don’t know if I could bear that.”

Khai cupped her cheek as his thumb brushed over her lips, before he pressed a kiss lightly beside one lovely eye.

“I’m harder to kill than you think. If this were another time, another place, I’d convince you of it,” Khai said, eyeing her.

It was clear he was teasing, pretending to do the manly strut.

She laughed.

Amused, she gave him an answering glance, a smile curving her lips.

“And how will you do that? Will you spar with me to prove you’re more than a match for any he sends?”

She the unbeatable warrior…

He smiled and said as he circled his arms around her and lifted her from her feet, “While that has its attractions, I think we can find another way.”

So beautiful, his Irisi, and so maddening, so beguiling. What was it to realize he was in love with her? 

All the world.

“Can we?” Irisi asked, tilting her head back to look into his dark eyes, seeking the assurance there she needed.

Hope suddenly, impossibly, unfolded within her.

“We’ll find a way, Irisi,” he said, “that I promise.”

Letting out a breath, she nodded. It was enough. It would have to be.

He reached for the waterskin, following her back to the tent she shared with Banafrit.

“My lord Khai, welcome,” Banafrit said, as if surprised to see him, but her dark eyes were knowing, satisfied, and quite pleased.

So, he’d chosen, Banafrit thought. And rightly. 

What else was there in the world to get through the darkness but love?

“How can we serve you?” she asked. “Have you eaten?”

Wonderful smells filled the tent. Khai’s stomach growled.

“No,” he said, “and I’m starving.”

“Then join us,” Banafrit offered, holding out a piece of flatbread filled with lentils and savory vegetables. “Irisi cooked it.”

Her eyes sparkled with merriment, clearly teasing.

Irisi looked at her, rolling her eyes at such blatant matchmaking and shook her head in amusement.

“Don’t listen to her, Khai. We both cooked, but you’re welcome to join us.”

“I’m famished,” Khai admitted.

Smiling, he took the offered bread from Banafrit, but looked to Irisi, who was laughing.

“So, I will.” 

It was very good.

Sometimes it was such simple things as made all the difference, Banafrit thought, watching them.






  








Chapter Twenty
 

 

It was no surprise to Khai that when the next attack came it came in the darkest hours of the night when their people were the least prepared, when they were weariest, when patrols slowed, and guards fought sleep. Some part of him had expected it.

Yelping cries broke the deep silence of the near desert. Ululating howls split the night. The moon was only a faint sliver of light above the sand. Screams of men shattered the peace as well, turning the darkness nightmarish and horrific.

He had his sword in hand as he ran from his tent at virtually the first cry.

Irisi and Banafrit, too, burst from their tent fully dressed, having slept in their clothes against just such an event.

“Nebi, my friend,” Irisi shouted, “find Khai.”

Emu, Kiwu, Alu circled around them before settling, their gazes intent on the darkness around them even as Nebi bounded off.

“Guard,” Irisi said to the others.

In the darkness, it was difficult to see, but Isis was a mistress of the moon as well.

Calling up a spell for light, Banafrit cast it into the sky. Silvery light brightened the desert around them, catching the Djinn off guard, revealing those that had crept close around the camp unseen in the darkness. Several of the guards and some of the patrols were already dead, one or two were possessed and the Djinn had closed around the camp in a half-circle.

Archers launched a flight of fire arrows into the air as those in the camp scrambled to face the new threat.

“Irisi,” Banafrit cried. She needed help, she had to maintain the spell for light.

Already calling up the necessary spells in her mind, in answer Irisi summoned a miniature sandstorm to sweep along the one side of the camp, burying the Djinn who attacked there, however temporarily. This, though, was the land of the Djinn, it was their country. It wouldn’t hold them for long. Some of the soldiers, though, raced to the settling sand and rammed their swords down into it as the sandstorm passed. When otherworldly hands pierced the sand, scrabbling for them, they scrambled back to safety.

Others soldiers ran to form a rough line of defense.

Using the wind, stealing brands from the watch fires with it, Irisi sent them as torches out among the oncoming Djinn to give the archers and spearmen a target they could see well enough to hit.

Djeserit’s people were already fading out into the darkness, taking the fight to the enemy.

With only that little light for his falcons to see by, Kahotep called up owls instead and sent them swooping soundlessly into the night.

No outcry marked the damage done to the Djinn, but there was certainly enough from the dying men, blood-curdling screams that tore through the darkness.

Irisi looked to Banafrit in concern as she called up another spell and sent another sandstorm raging across the far side of their lines.

Out in the camp among the men, Khai shouted orders, getting his people to form up, sending some to fill the gaps in their defenses.

A Djinn raced out of the darkness, keeping low, aiming straight for him.

Khai held and then stepped aside at the last minute, his sword slashing across the chest of the thing, spinning away from its claws to drive his sword through its back.

It burst into smoke and disappeared.

Sila.

“Move,” he shouted to those standing, staring.

They moved, racing for the front lines.

With his chariots useless in the darkness, Khai heard Baraka shout to his spearmen and archers to support those on the front lines while Akhom bellowed orders to guard the supply wagons and get his own people into formation.

A coughing roar from Alu and the sudden surge of the lions to their feet, their great heads swinging in alarm, was all the warning Banafrit and Irisi had, that and the sudden prickle of magic that came from all around them.

Sila appeared among them as if from nowhere, wafting smoke-like up from the sands as those Djinn were like to do.

No warrior, and unaccustomed to such surprises on the battlefield, Banafrit was caught off guard, too startled to move, to react swiftly enough. Her brief hesitation was fatal.

Irisi flung her hands upward, conjuring her swords into them. They appeared a fraction of a second too late to save Banafrit as a sila drove a borrowed spear deep into Banafrit’s chest even as Irisi fell back from the claws of another as it manifested in front of her. One sword Irisi buried in the sila that attacked Banafrit. She flung her other sword up to defend herself…

“Banafrit!” she cried, in grief and horror as she saw another sila appear behind Kahotep. “’Ware, Kahotep!”

She tossed one sword up into the air, caught it and threw it like a javelin into the back of the sila that closed on Kahotep, even as she slashed at another with the one she tore from the Djinn who’d struck at Banafrit. All three lions found prey as more Djinn appeared among and around them.

The priest spun, dodging out of the way as Emu raced across the ground low and fast, gathered herself and then leaped to take down the sila.

Emu’s siblings found other quarry as more of the Djinn appeared among them.

Besieged, Irisi lashed out around her, throwing up her shield sword as a sila slashed at her. It lost its claws to the edge, then its life to her other blade.

Where else were they vulnerable? 

Irisi looked across the line of tents in time to see Akhom fall, driving one marid off with his sword while punching the sila that killed him in the face as the General went down.

There was no more time to save him than there had been to reach Banafrit.

And Khai out in the fading silver-lit darkness?

Her heart leaped into her throat at the thought even as she turned for Banafrit. The older woman staggered, her eyes wide and shocked as her hand went to the spear that had taken her life.

Silver-lit? The light! Banafrit had called up that spell. It would die with her.

Even as she reached Banafrit, Irisi saw Djinn appear around them as if from everywhere and anywhere.

Looking up into Irisi’s eyes as Irisi caught her, Banafrit touched the wound in her chest almost in bewilderment, but the knowledge of her own death was there in her eyes even as Irisi tried to Heal her. The light in them faded even as Irisi eased her dearest friend and surrogate mother to the ground.

A scream of fury sounded behind them.

Irisi turned her head.

Spinning, Djeserit had clearly sensed the threat from behind her, only to come face to face with another sila. One like it had just taken the life of her closest friend. Her eyes turned feral as she bared her lengthening teeth at it in fury. 

Djeserit snarled into the Djinn’s face in despairing fury and backhanded it as it leaped at her. The force of the blow sent the thing tumbling back into the darkness. She bounded after it.

The spell Banafrit had been conjuring was released, unchecked, as she died.

Irisi cried out in denial, in grief and sorrow.

A tremendous burst of wind slammed into the ground to the west of the camp between the oncoming Djinn and the army bracing for the imminent assault. An explosion of sand, it caught up everything before it with the enormous power of a dying priestess and blew the Djinn deep into the desert.

Caught off guard, the Djinn lost nearly half their number in one moment.

Darkness fell as suddenly as the wind had struck.

Knowledge exploded within Irisi, a great burst of it not unlike the downburst of wind out on the desert plain, the sacred knowledge of all the High Priestesses who had come before her were released within her. It was nearly overwhelming at a time when she couldn’t afford to be overwhelmed. Frantically she fought to absorb the knowledge as she fought to keep it from being her undoing, scrambling mentally for the spell for light that Banafrit had cast.

On Banafrit’s death that, too, had disappeared, plunging the camp into near darkness lit only by the lurid glow of the distant watch fires and the firebrands Irisi had tossed out among the Djinn.

The army was fighting blind.

Khai looked up as darkness fell and his heart froze. Suddenly he couldn’t see. Nor could his men.

More importantly, what did it mean? Which priestess had cast that spell and which had fallen? Banafrit or Irisi? 

His heart seemed to freeze in his chest, aching. 

Just as suddenly Light surrounded them once more, silvery light as if from the moon. Isis’s light once more showered over the encampment. 

Khai had no time to look back toward the tents to see who stood there…and who didn’t…  

He shouted orders to his men to prepare them to meet another attack by the remaining Djinn.

Another, smaller burst of wind swept along their left flank, catching up the Djinn to blow those, too, out into the desert.

At least one of Isis’s priestesses was still alive. He wasn’t certain whether to be relieved or not.

What had happened?

Nebi spun, snarling in warning into the shadows as something rushed toward them. Khai turned to face the new threat.

The numbers of Djinn were so much fewer after that windstorm. Hope filled him. 

A hail of arrows cut through the ghul and ifrit, decreasing those numbers even further, as cold iron swords drove back the sila. Whatever form they took, the iron in the steel of the swords was enough to daunt even them and the few Marid.

There was a chance they would survive.

To Irisi’s relief she could see the joined forces push back the remaining Djinn. It seemed to her that the Djinn sensed it, too. One minute they were there. The next they were gone.

Once more the army staggered, as bewildered at this sudden withdrawal as they had the last, everyone staring around looking for an enemy to fight.

The Djinn were gone.

For the moment, at least, it seemed it was over.

Irisi felt scoured inside and out, as if she’d been turned inside out, as everything she’d known and much she hadn’t swept through her and from her, leaving her empty before knowledge flooded back into her, an enormous rush of it. It burned through her, searing, incredible… Faces. Dozens of them. Priestesses and Priests. Generations of knowledge, of spells and skill…

Opening her eyes, she looked down into Banafrit’s serene face. Banafrit’s dark eyes closed as the last of her life fled her.

Shock and grief rocked Irisi.

Exhausted, stunned, clutching Banafrit in her arms, Irisi looked out over the battered encampment.

Bodies were strewn everywhere. The wounded cried out softly and then with greater force as their pain penetrated. Horses wandered loose, trailing reins and the scraps of their chariots. Some of the soldiers stood in bewilderment, looking around in evident confusion and relief at the sudden withdrawal of their foe.

Irisi felt much the same.

To her relief she saw Kahotep get to his feet by his tent, Emu beside him watching warily as Djeserit reappeared from the shadows.

By the command tent chaos reigned with no one to give orders.

Khai. Irisi’s heart wrenched with fear.

Where was he? Or Baraka? She’d seen Akhom fall. Who now would command the armies?

She was nearly sick with fear and grief at the thought of another loss, her gaze searching the battlefield for a familiar form even as she rocked Banafrit in her arms.

A solitary figure stepped through the smoke and the shadows, making his way across the encampment. His waving black hair streamed down to his shoulders, his dark eyes were tinged with gold and he had a young lion at his heel.

Khai.

Irisi’s heart beat again. She very nearly wept.

She saw that he, too, looked around incredulously, as if trying to believe that, for the moment, it was over and he was alive.

Resolutely, Khai walked toward the tents situated on the rise. He had to know…

Then he saw her, Irisi’s golden hair a beacon in the silvery light, even as she saw him... His heart eased, the relief immense.

Their eyes met, his and Irisi’s.

Even as Khai saw her, he saw who it was she cradled in her arms. Grief and relief warred within him. It hadn’t been Irisi who’d fallen but calm, sensible Banafrit, an icon of his life who’d been among those few Khai called friend.

He remembered their meal of only a few hours before and Banafrit’s blatant matchmaking. The memory made him smile even as his heart ached.

Khai saw an even greater grief and sorrow in Irisi’s eyes and relief as she watched him walk toward her.

Looking toward Akhom’s tent he saw the old man was also among the fallen. One of Akhom’s adjutants crouched by the body, the younger man’s face a mask of shock and horror. The bodies of two Djinn lay nearby. Akhom had died a soldier’s death, though, taking some of the enemy with him. It was as Akhom would have wished. Although they’d never been close, Khai had respected the older man and he mourned his loss. Egypt had lost a steadfast warrior.

He and Irisi both had their griefs, it seemed.

Banafrit, though… His soul cried out. She should’ve been allowed to stay among her people, at peace in her temple to the great Goddess, not fighting out here on the plain…

After the deafening clamor of battle, a silence had fallen. Sound returned slowly. With it came the soft cries of the wounded, a reminder of their responsibilities, not just his, but Irisi’s, and the other priests and priestesses.

He saw that knowledge in her pale eyes.

That knowledge was reflected in the eyes of the others.

Djeserit straightened carefully as Kahotep turned to walk toward them.

Kneeling down beside Irisi, Khai gathered Banafrit into his arms.

“If she’d let me bring my swords…” Irisi whispered helplessly. “I might have saved her. I couldn’t conjure them quickly enough.”

Khai didn’t need to say the words, they were both warriors. She knew. It had, perhaps, been simply fate. He looked at Irisi, understanding.

A soft cry of denial escaped Kahotep as he watched, his heart wrenching. He hurried to join them as Djeserit, also bereft, lifted the tent flap aside to allow Khai and Irisi to pass within.

Irisi joined Khai at Banafrit’s cot as he laid her on it, covering Banafrit’s face with a corner of her kalasaris.

Kahotep burst into the tent behind them. And stopped, looking at Banafrit, at how still she lay. She who’d always been so vital, so strong. Seeing all the blood.

Grief struck him, hard.

And there was Awan. He would be shattered by this. They’d been devoted to each other, Awan and Banafrit, one to the other.

Outside the tent, life returned with the rising of the sun.

Bowing her head, Irisi offered up a quick prayer to the Goddess for Banafrit’s soul. It would have to suffice, have to hold until they could return her to the temple and prepare her for her journey to the Afterlife properly. She wanted to weep, to cry out her grief, but there was no time.

This was all the time any of them could take, this brief moment. Duty called. There were wounded to tend…and little time for grief, with so much yet to be done for the living.

Khai touched her hand, a small gesture of comfort.

Irisi looked up, seeing in Khai’s dark eyes what she knew was in her own, grateful for the gesture.

Then she nodded, turning to Djeserit and Kahotep. They had work to do.

Girding herself, straightening her shoulders, Isis’s new High Priestess and High Priestess to all the Gods took a breath and went to do what needed to be done.






  








Chapter Twenty One
 

 

Darkness settled softly over Thebes. Kamenwati looked back over his shoulder. He was hardly afraid as the Djinn stepped from the gathering shadows. Half a dozen slaves and three of his best men stood between himself and the dark Djinn – a Marid in the form of a particularly beautiful man. Had he been a lover of men, even Kamenwati might have found himself drawn. As it was one of the women slaves swayed involuntarily toward the creature, compelled by the beauty of it. Taking a handful of her hair, Kamenwati brought her to her feet by it and propelled her toward the thing with a quick thrust.

“A gift,” he said, smiling.

The Djinn caught the woman, little more than a girl, and sniffed around her like a dog.

“Sweet,” it said, its voice harsh.

Catching the girl by the scruff of the neck as one would a kitten the Marid lifted her. He, it, breathed in the girl’s scent again. It looked at the others cringing against the floor, one beginning to weep as the slave realized his fate.

“All? For me?”

Kamenwati said, “Yes.”

Its gaze on those who awaited, the creature opened its maw and buried its teeth in the girl’s throat. Slowly, it bit down. And suckled.

 As Kamenwati watched the slave’s eyes widened in a kind of hideous ecstasy, her hands clutching wildly at the thing as it fed on her. Far too late her hands beat at its shoulders as wet sucking sounds filled the room. Her eyes rolled like those of a goat at the slaughter. A few drops of her blood pattered to the floor. Her hands scrabbled, but those movements weakened swiftly then fell away as her body convulsed, quivering wildly in mixed pleasure and horror.

The sounds that came from the Djinn were unspeakable, yet Kamenwati found them oddly exciting.

Lifting its head, the Djinn smiled and let the body drop carelessly aside. What little blood remained soaked into the floor, joining that of many others.

The remaining slaves whimpered in terror.

The Marid Djinn’s eyes hardened as it looked to Kamenwati.

“Djinn are now scattered to the ends of the earth.”

Kamenwati shrugged. “Those that joined you. They will be called back.”

He was calm, unconcerned. Now he understood. Once the army returned, with Baraka at its head, even Narmer would have to bow before him.

“You have a plan,” the Djinn said, eyeing him.

Kamenwati smiled as he stepped away from Set’s altar and the protection it had offered as the Djinn fed.

He’d called up the dark power of the God and now he basked in it. He’d seen what was to come, a dream, a prophecy of his own making, of a great and terrible Darkness that rose to sweep across Egypt, to own it and to master it. His Darkness. He smiled. Kahotep’s dream, his prophecy, but now it was Kamenwati’s.

It had come to him in a dream and in that dream, in his Vision, he’d seen it all, seen this Darkness rise at his command…

This was only the beginning. Now he knew it could be done. And how.

There simply hadn’t been enough Djinn, only those that this Marid Djinn and the one within him could call. It wasn’t enough, but there were many, many more dark Djinn. And they were weak. He needed a way to summon them, to bind them to his will.

Now he had it.

In his dream, his vision, he’d seen it, envisioned it…

The army would be his, once it returned and Baraka was named chief General, all the armies of Egypt would be Kamenwati’s.

“It will take time,” he said, “and a great deal of power. There will be sacrifices…”

He looked at the Marid Djinn. If the creature had a name, Kamenwati didn’t know it. He didn’t need that knowledge.

Smiling, the Djinn looked at the slaves and hostages, mistaking Kamenwati’s intent, and Kamenwati allowed it.

Knowing what the Djinn wanted, Kamenwati reached for another of the women, who whined, mewled and shrieked as Kamenwati tossed her to the creatures.

One look into the Djinn’s beautiful, unfathomable eyes, though, and all her resistance faded. The woman melted into the creature’s embrace, slid down to settle by his feet like a faithful dog, waiting until it was ready for her, although she quivered with fear.

“Fear not,” it said, “I have other uses for you.”

The Djinn reached down to pet the cowering woman at its feet.

“Power can be obtained,” Kamenwati said, “even from one such this. I will need your help, though.”

The Djinn exposed its teeth in what passed for a smile.

“I am yours to command,” it said, stroking the woman’s hair.

It looked down at her, then at Kamenwati.

Settling back in his chair, Kamenwati waved his consent. He watched in pleasure as the Djinn made proper use of his offering and that of the others.

It was late in the night before the screams stopped and the Djinn was sated. Then it was time to work.






  








Chapter Twenty Two
 

 

It took all morning to get the encampment set to rights, to arrange care for the wounded and transportation for the dead. No one would be left behind in this place even though this, too, was technically Egypt. Khai couldn’t bring himself to leave those who had fallen here where that darkness had touched. Even with all the priests and priestesses in attendance, they couldn’t be adequately prepared for the Afterlife here. He would return the dead to their families, as was right and proper.

Their losses had been staggering.

If the Djinn had hit them again, Khai wasn’t certain they would have survived the assault. All he could hope was that they wouldn’t come again soon.

With Akhom gone it was Khai who was now the most experienced General in the army. Pending the King’s approval, the responsibility for the Army as a whole lay now on his shoulders. That he was now the ranking general was a difficult concept for him to grasp, nor was there time for him to do so. All he could do was keep doing what needed to be done, setting one foot in front of the other until the next demand was made and met.

That Baraka intended to contest him for the position was obvious and unavoidable but few could argue that it had been Khai who’d brought order once again to the camp and not his fellow General.

Surrounded by Akhom’s adjutants, Khai looked out across the camp as Irisi straightened from tending to the last of the wounded. Her golden hair streamed in the wind, her hand going to her lower back as she listened to Djeserit, Kahotep standing nearby. Even at this distance and with blood on her clothing she was still beautiful to his eyes. He wished he could join them but there were things yet to be done.

Irisi listened as Djeserit spoke.

“I’ve lost three of my people,” Djeserit said, wearily. As well as Banafrit, the closest to anyone that Djeserit could call friend.

All but one were clearly dead on the battlefield. For that alone, Djeserit was bitterly grateful. At least those two were truly gone, and although she grieved for them it was a better fate than that of some.

“One, though, is missing.”

Rami, who’d come so close to losing himself to blood fever the previous day. He hadn’t answered her call when Djeserit summoned them back. Either he’d been swept up in the Great Wind Banafrit had called up just before she died, or the blood fever had taken him finally, and he’d fled into the desert as the madness drowned him.

It was that last she feared most.

“Is there anything we can do?” Irisi asked, gently.

Slowly Djeserit shook her head with a sigh, her eyes on the distant desert.

“We hope he’ll return to us,” Djeserit said, but a part of her feared that as much as the other.

Some few of her people went mad from blood-fever and returned to take vengeance on their brethren for what they’d become, or simply returned, mindless, after the desert and starvation had taken their toll.

All she dared do was hope.

Irisi put an arm around her, giving her a small tight hug. “I’m sorry for your losses, Djeserit.” 

The gesture was simple and a surprise, yet Djeserit welcomed and was grateful for it. It was something Banafrit, too, would have done. Her heart ached for the loss of her old friend and for Awan, who’d lost even more and didn’t yet know it.

“Banafrit will be sorely missed.”

Irisi nodded, sighing, her own heart still hurting from the loss. “Yes, she will.”

She’d put a spell on Banafrit’s body to preserve it so she could be returned to Awan as he remembered her and to keep her for proper burial.

Tears burned at the thought.

Kahotep laid a hand on her shoulder in comfort and shared grief, seeing the shadows in Irisi’s eyes. His old friend had chosen well.

Turning her head into his hand, Irisi brushed her cheek against the back of it in consolation. It was all she could offer, he knew. 

Irisi drew strength from the simple gesture, and then she patted Kahotep’s hand. 

She watched Khai retreat into Akhom’s tent with two officers at his heels. 

There would be little or no rest for either of them until they reached Thebes, not with their new responsibilities, and even then there would be very little for a time as they had yet to report to the King.

She was Isis’s High Priestess now, Banafrit’s chosen successor. The truth of that still hadn’t quite penetrated but the weight lay as heavily on her shoulders as a wool blanket.

It would be she now who would speak to the King. High Priestess of all the Gods.

So much.

Irisi sighed. Someone had to do it, though, and they all looked to her.

Like Khai, she had her responsibilities. Not least of which was the wounded.

What little sleep she or Khai had that night before would have to suffice until it was all done. Whenever that was or would be.

Only the lions had gotten any rest; they lolled limply in the sand, asleep.

Irisi envied them. Weariness weighed on her heavily. Healing, with or without magic, was exhausting work by itself, much less after all that had been done and happened the previous night.

So much information rattled around her mind, too, none of it assimilated. There just wasn’t time.

“My lord Kahotep,” she began until Kahotep gave her a gently chiding look.

They were equals now. She didn’t have to use his title. She’d forgotten. It was a fact she would have to get used to, along with the knowledge that now crowded her mind.

Rolling her eyes in exasperation at herself, she said, “Kahotep, will you and Djeserit see to the preparation of Banafrit’s body for her return to Thebes. I need to speak to General Khai and tell him the wounded are ready to be moved.”

She wished she could do that duty herself, a last honor to her friend and mentor but there was no time.

They both nodded.

“It would be an honor,” Kahotep said, gently. One final duty he could do for his old friend before they prepared her for her final rest and for her passage to the afterlife.

Irisi bowed her head gratefully, grief in her eyes. 

With a squeeze of her shoulder from each of them, Kahotep and Djeserit left.

Making her way through the breaking camp, Irisi went to Akhom’s tent, finding Khai still there as his men gave their reports.

He looked tired and worn, as much so as she knew she did, spattered as she was with the blood and dirt of battle. Neither had had the chance to get clean.

“My lord General,” she said, softly, to let him know she was there.

Khai turned his head to look at her.

Just seeing her standing there, her sky-blue eyes warm and soft, eased something within him. In the soft thin light that pierced the sides of the tent she looked ephemeral, her golden hair glowing softly in the thin light within the tent. She looked as tired as he felt but she was still lovely to his eyes.

“My Lady,” he said formally, in front of his officers. He glanced at the men. “Dismissed.”

As soon as the tent flaps closed behind them, Khai drew Irisi into his arms, resting his head on top of hers.

He needed it, as no doubt they both did. This was all the time he dared to take for himself and her, these few moments of comfort and peace. That was what he found in the scent of her hair, the feel of her as her arms slipped around him and her cheek came to rest against his chest. She smelled of sweat, blood, and Irisi. It didn’t matter.

“Thank you,” he said.

“For what?” she asked.

“For caring for my men,” Khai said. “Living and dead. Mine and yours.”

So, he’d seen.

Her chin quivered and she bowed her head against the strong muscles of his chest, remembering… 

Here she wasn’t the new High Priestess Irisi. In Khai’s arms, she was simply Irisi. Tears stung her eyes, tears she dared not shed, for once begun they would be difficult to stop. It had been a terrible duty, one she couldn’t bear to ask another to do, determining which had been wounded how and what needed to be done for them. To fold the arms of the dead across their chests or to give peace to those who were apparently, but not truly, alive.

Leaning gratefully against him, she simply laid her head against the solid muscles of his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart beneath her ear, his skin warm against her cheek. Solid, warm, and alive.

A solitary tear slipped down her cheek. It was all she would allow herself. She took a breath. She dared not stay here too long or people would talk, they would wonder. Kamenwati awaited, in Thebes.

“The wounded are safe to be moved,” she said, finally, lifting her head to look up at him, cupping his cheek in her hand to look into his eyes. “And you?”

Khai loved the color of her eyes, they were like the finest lapis.

He smiled a little. “Thanks to my four-footed guardian, I took only a few scratches.”

She smiled a little as she extended her senses and eyed him. There was a scrape across his ribs that she could see, another across the back of one shoulder but neither gave sign of wound fever.

Irisi gave him a chiding look all the same and gestured for him to show her.

Obediently he stepped back, let his kalasaris drop from his shoulders.

As always she sucked in her breath just to look at him, really look at him.

He was so beautiful in face, body and in spirit. She would never grow accustomed to it. Never. Almost involuntarily, battling her own attraction to him, she skimmed a hand lightly across the strong muscles of his chest just for the pleasure the gesture gave her, before she gathered her wits about her once more.

She couldn’t get enough of looking at him, brushing her thumb lightly across his lips. He kissed it. Beneath her fingers she could feel the contrast between the wiry hair of his beard and his smooth skin.

Khai’s body grew taut as she touched him. The look in her eyes was more than gratifying as her fingers drifted over his skin, sending a shiver through him. He caught her hand beneath his, pressed it over his heart.  He was completely unaware of the stinging of his ribs or the pain in his shoulder. There was only her touch. She lifted her free hand to his jaw once again, her fingers skimming over the line of his beard.

“If there were more time,” Khai said, quietly, as he caught a lock of her silky hair in his fingers.

He would have taken her right then and there on the sleeping pillows in the other section of the tent. So he could hold her, touch her…affirming life. Both his heart and his body tightened at the thought.

Irisi quivered at his words and the intensity that lay behind them. She needed this as well, his touch…the comfort it would give both her and him.

There was the pain in him; she could feel the sting of it.

Her gaze flicked up to his for only a moment but Khai caught a glimpse of the heat in them before she mastered herself once again and turned to the task at hand. She curled her fingers carefully around the scrapes over his ribs. Healing warmth flowed into him, including the one in his heart, the grief and sorrow for the people he’d lost.

Irisi forced herself to concentrate. Khai’s wounds weren’t deep, but they would be painful with each and every movement of his arm, every twist of his torso.

It took only a little magic to Heal them.

Khai admired her profile with his lips, keeping them soft on her cheekbone by her eye. Her lashes brushed against his own cheek before he ran a trail of kisses along the line of her jaw.

The light touches sent a flood of warmth through her, even as she moved around behind him to address the wounds on his back.

Irisi was standing behind him working on his shoulder when Baraka burst into the tent unannounced, his expression furious at the request Khai had sent for him to join Khai in Akhom’s command tent when he had a moment.

It was poor timing.

Khai felt Irisi go still and then the warmth of her Healing began to flow once again.

It was clear she knew of Baraka’s ties to Kamenwati.

Only Khai knew the light caress that drifted down his back as she finished, Baraka couldn’t see it from where he stood.

Looking at the other General, Khai said, “The Lady Irisi informs me the wounded are set to travel. Will you arrange it?”

 Baraka looked mutinous – without the King’s approval, Khai had no real authority to command him, not yet – but the request was reasonable and the wounded needed to be transported, as well as the dead. Baraka’s surviving chariots, men and horses were the only transport available. The spare space on the supply wagons would be taken by the dead.

The man fought a battle within himself, his expression eloquent, but then he lowered his head in acquiescence. “My men will be ready to leave as soon as the wounded are loaded.”

Khai nodded in return.

Turning abruptly on his heel, Baraka left.

Quickly Khai caught Irisi as she went to follow, drawing her back into his arms if only for a moment.

Irisi looked at him, torn between her desire and her fear for him.

“Khai,” she said, softly, half in protest, half in need, knowing Baraka might be outside, watching and waiting for her to leave.

Whatever Baraka saw, Irisi knew, he might report to Kamenwati.

Still, she couldn’t resist touching Khai’s mouth, her fingers tracing his full lower lip once more.

Just a taste, that was all Khai wanted, all he could dare ask for in this moment, to taste her, to feel her body turn lithe and liquid against his. There would be a time when he might take more, somehow, and soon, but this was no more the time than there had been the night before.

He lowered his lips to hers as he drew her tightly against him, nearly crushing her against his body to feel every inch of her sweet body pressed close, the swell of her breasts, her hips pressed against his.

Only a moment, long enough for her hands to close around his face in a wonder he could sense as he kissed her, her eyes slightly dazed and unfocused when he released her.

She let out a breath as she looked up at him.

Khai touched her cheek, and she turned it into his palm wistfully, smiling slightly.

He felt her gather herself and let her step back.

Irisi looked at him a moment, then let herself out.

Baraka watched as she stepped out of the tent. Irisi gave him a cool nod as she went past, her face composed but her heart had been eased, if only for the moment…

It would be a long journey to Thebes.

 

The King stood on the veranda outside his rooms, looking out over the sun-lit city and country that he ruled. The buildings of his palace spread around him while those of the city reached beyond the high walls of his compound. Smoke from dozens of cooking fires rose into the midday air. It looked peaceful, serene. He was too far away to hear the sounds of life and living, but he knew it went on out there.

Nearby his beloved Paniwi reclined, her dark eyes enigmatic as he and she listened to the reports of General Khai and the various priests and priestesses.

Not least of them, the new High Priestess.

The numbers were daunting. More than half the force they’d sent south had been wiped out. Their losses had been heavy, in more than one way. General Akhom, High Priestess Banafrit… With them a number of officers.

He looked back at those who awaited his command. All looked weary, some more so than others.

General Khai stood patiently among the priests and priestesses at one side, while General Baraka paced somewhat apart.

Narmer didn’t miss the implications of what he saw.

He had yet to name either man to lead the army in Akhom’s stead.

It seemed, though, that Banafrit had had her wish in the end. The Goddess had chosen the foreigner to follow her. Even could he have argued that choice – although not even a King could gainsay the will of the Gods in that matter except at his peril – he wasn’t certain he would have.

For all her apparent youth, there was an agelessness to the new High Priestess’s face and eyes that had been there from the first moment he’d met her, a stillness and wisdom he found remarkable.

Mercenary and slave, warrior and priestess, she had those experiences on her side as well.

He looked to Khai, feeling Kamenwati’s heavy presence at one side of the room, knowing his cousin’s preference in the matter. Once, Narmer might have given more weight to that opinion, for his love of his cousin.

Those blinders were off, now.

That preference didn’t serve Egypt well. Only Kamenwati.

For all that Khai’s people were not of Egypt, the man himself had been born within its borders. His skill, experience and knowledge had earned him the right to lead. He’d also faced more real combat where Baraka had not.

“So,” Narmer said, “it’s over then?”

Khai took a breath. “For now. They appear to have withdrawn.”

It was all he or the priests and priestesses could be sure of.

“Your pardon, my lord King,” Baraka interrupted, tensely. “Lord Akhom led us bravely and we routed the enemy.”

Narmer looked over the others waiting.

“My Lady Irisi?” Narmer asked, of one who’d fought with mercenaries. “What does the High Priestess say?”

Eyes the unearthly color of Nut’s sky met his evenly.

Irisi felt Baraka and Kamenwati’s gazes settle hotly on her, as did the King’s. And Khai’s.

She glanced at Kamenwati briefly, her gaze on his level, even, unchallenging and undaunted. The Grand Vizier narrowed his dark eyes in answer to her look. His jaw tightened.

His anger didn’t matter. It was she, Irisi, who was High Priestess to Isis now, and as such, High Priestess over all the Gods save for Isis’s husband Osiris and her father Ra. Whatever his threats, Kamenwati dared not touch her directly, and his wishes or threats couldn’t and wouldn’t have any effect on the decisions she made. Lives depended on her. She wouldn’t allow it.

“With all due respect to Lord Akhom,” Irisi said, looking once again at the King, “he led well but died before the battle was over. General Khai did his best to organize and rouse the troops and very nearly might have won if the enemy hadn’t quit the field rather than be beaten.”

Khai had been in the thick of the battle while Baraka had stood back.

Narmer’s glance at Kahotep and Djeserit confirmed they agreed with her assessment.

Khai looked at his King, the man he willingly served. He couldn’t escape the feeling this war wasn’t yet over. In fact, it had hardly begun.

“That’s the source of my concern. Djinn have never fought together,” he said. “In all history there’s no record of anything like it. Now they have and we were very nearly defeated.” 

If Banafrit’s dying spell hadn’t done as much damage to the enemy as it had they might well have been and he knew it.

“We don’t even know why they chose this time to move against us,” Khai said. “Djinn have always been solitary. How could we move against them? And so we didn’t. There’s been no threat to them. Why did they attack?” 

That worried him. What had been their purpose? He could see none.

Egypt sent her armies out for a reason – because she’d been attacked, to conquer and claim valuable land or resources – but never on a whim. What had triggered this? For what had the Djinn come? What had they to gain? They seemed to have gained nothing and lost much. It made no sense.

“However, now they’ve learned how to fight together, and learned that they can. They’ve discovered that as a unit they can conquer whole villages. Even a Kingdom. The question isn’t whether they will try again, but rather when and in what numbers.”

Narmer understood Khai’s his concern. In fact, he shared it.

He had another fear, as well. The Kingdom of Kush, to their south. A neighbor, but not always a friendly one. They were weak there now. Should Kush learn of it…? 

And there were other enemies as well.

“General Khai, the southern fort leaves us vulnerable. It must be remanned. In this you act in my name.”

It was tacit acceptance of Khai as his new chief General.

Khai caught the dark look on Kamenwati’s face, the quick flash of fury in the other man’s eyes.

Stiffening a little, he saw Baraka’s mouth tighten, too, but it was the King’s will.

In time, Khai knew, Baraka would come to accept it. He wasn’t a bad man, just an ambitious one. Khai could understand that although ambition wasn’t what drove him.

The weight of command settled over him, the pressure of the responsibility for all the armies of Egypt at those times when the King himself didn’t lead them into battle.

Nor was the staffing of the southern fort something that could wait. As Narmer had stated and he well knew. If their enemies learned of its fall, they might have another threat on their hands.

And there were still the Djinn.

Irisi’s eyes met his as the King dismissed them. What little hope they’d had of time together was gone. Once more they were forced apart.

Resigned to it, Khai nodded as well.

He caught up to her in a corridor, drew her into an alcove and his arms.

“Khai,” she said, half in longing, half in fear, glancing back over his shoulder even as she touched his cheek.

“I must go south,” he said, his hand in her silken hair.

He had to leave, and immediately, as he knew she knew. They were too vulnerable in the south, and he didn’t know what to expect there. The King would expect him to, given their defenselessness there. Neither he nor the King knew how long the fort could remain unstaffed before their enemies – and not just the Djinn – discovered it. He had to gather the necessary men and go, swiftly.

Irisi’s breath caught, even though she’d guessed as much. “And I must yet take Banafrit home to Awan and then prepare her for her journey to the Afterlife…”

They’d come first to the palace, their first duty to speak to the King, to inform him of what had passed in the desert. Each had their responsibilities.

She couldn’t leave Thebes. Khai couldn’t stay 

Khai’s mouth closed over hers hungrily, his need for her drawing her against him even as he held her close.

“When I return…,” he said.

It was all he could promise.

Irisi nodded.

One last kiss.

Khai devoured her, needing the taste of her, the feel of her body against his, one more time to hold him over the days to come.

“Be careful,” she said, and then he was gone.

 

Fury burned deep in Kamenwati’s gut. The army was not his. Narmer had named the foreign General Khai as the commander of his armies in place of Baraka. It wasn’t uncommon. However, that Kamenwati hadn’t foreseen. Rage moved through him.

Desperately he fought for control of himself.

It wouldn’t do for Isis’s priest Saini or any others to see him in such a state.

Kamenwati waited until the little priest had left before turning below stairs, tossing his kalasaris aside as he went, leaving himself clad only in a brief loincloth, to go down to the places in his compound Saini never saw.

The priest brought him little information Kamenwati didn’t already know. Banafrit – interfering woman – was dead and Kamenwati’s former slave was now High Priestess. All of which suited him very well. She was inexperienced, a lesser opponent than Banafrit, and an ex-slave…

What the priest Saini didn’t know was that the death of his precious Banafrit been no simple accident of wartime. Nor had Akhom’s. Yet no blood stained Kamenwati’s hands. He was free to stand before Ma’at in judgment. Instead he’d left that to the Djinn, instructing them only to remove any in command. That they’d included Banafrit had brought him immense satisfaction.

What didn’t was that Paniwi had born her babe, his cousin’s precious heir. Whatever faint hope Kamenwati had held that he might someday be King by fair means was now gone.

Narmer had taken the precaution of assigning members of his own guard to protect the child day and night. He took no chances with his only heir.

The priestesses and priests had safeguarded the child, too, warding and protecting the baby with multiple layers of magical aid. All of them. Including she who’d once been his slave. Layering magic over magic, setting charms over and around it to secure it, the bitch. Even he couldn’t penetrate that warding.

Nor would Paniwi allow Kamenwati or any of his people anywhere near the child.

Wisely, as he had to concede. Even so a burst of anger exploded through him at the thought. Such interference was infuriating.

So be it.

If not by fair means, then by foul, as his vision had foreseen. He’d tried patience, had tried more subtle methods but he was getting no younger. If he were to see the throne of Egypt his, he would have to move, and soon.

Assassination hadn’t worked and now there was this child. An heir.

His cousin the King was now the inconvenience. Another assassination attempt though was foolish. It was too dangerous. He risked turning the people of Egypt against him. That was always unwise. Not when he had another alternative in mind – one that would give him another weapon as well if it worked. A whole army of them.

If the King were to die in battle, then he, the Grand Vizier, would be Regent over Paniwi and the child. Not quite King, but young boys were impulsive, prone to accidents and illness. It was easily managed once all other obstacles were removed and once proximity gave him access.

For the King to die in one, there must then be a battle.

And if Narmer survived?

If he couldn’t have Egypt by guile, Kamenwati would take it by force. Although none would know it…for now circumstance would determine whether he would appear either as savior or conqueror.

And after Egypt…

He turned.

Secure in iron cages were two Djinn, a ghul and an ifrit. Both glared at him in impotent rage and frustration, each in their own true form – roughly manlike without their glamours.

From the shadows stepped the marid Djinn, in the shape of a beautiful man, his features unblemished, perfect, from the smooth expanse of his forehead to his lush lips. Only his dark eyes betrayed his nature. Coal-red, a spark of fire eyes glowed within those eyes.

Tonight they would summon a sila and then Kamenwati would have representatives of three of the lesser Djinn trapped. All that remained was the greater Djinn, the marid… beautiful, wily marid. But he didn’t need to summon one as he was already here, although this one didn’t know of Kamenwati’s plans for him as yet. Nor did he need to, he would discover it soon enough.

On a table nearby sat the last and final piece of Kamenwati’s vision, the method with which he would command. It was bound now in supple ropes of copper – not the gold of the Ra’s sun nor the silver of Isis’s moon but blood-red copper – and studded with rubies as bright as drops of freshly spilled blood, black diamonds, black pearls and pieces of jet.

It was a beautiful thing, for all its dark and deadly purpose.

Tonight the sila.

It would take a great deal of concentration and skill to bind the creature to Kamenwati’s will, a great deal of power, but he was almost there.

Only then, at the time of the blood moon, would he bind the last of them to it.

Then darkness would truly come…and this time it wouldn’t flee.






  








Chapter Twenty Three
 

 

The desert to the south and west lay before them, a broad expanse of hot sand and stone that spread around the funeral party. Soon in the far distance, they would see an immense dark wall of sandstone towering against the horizon, standing against time and the desert. There had been little time for Irisi to settle into her role as High Priestess, nor would she truly yet, there was this one last duty she would do, must do, for Banafrit – send her on her journey to the underworld, to the land of Osiris and thence to the afterlife, where she would await Awan.

So it was Irisi found herself riding southward once again at the edge of the deep desert toward the Southern fort…and Khai.

Chariot wheels rumbled over the sand as the wind blew against the towering, waving palms, their leaves rattling, and Thebes fell behind them again.

She’d sent word ahead to those now manning the fort to warn them their party was coming.

To her right rode Awan as both High Priest of Osiris and Banafrit’s husband.

Awan’s grief, for all it had been quiet, had been and was both profound and terrible. All the more so for understanding that, in light of the prophecy, his beloved Banafrit’s death had been inevitable, although he hadn’t spoken to Irisi of that prophecy yet.

For in order for Irisi to be the crowned servant of Kahotep’s prophecy she must first be High Priestess. As she now was.

It was no fault of Irisi’s, Awan knew. He loved her like one of his daughters and if that part of the prophecy were true, then more grief and sorrow yet awaited all of them. And her.

At Irisi’s left rode Kahotep, with Djeserit and Rensi, High Priest of Anubis, the escort of the dead, to her right. Behind them trailed the lesser priests and priestesses who’d served Banafrit over the years.

Among those now unseen and far distant granite and sandstone cliffs was the sacred place Banafrit had chosen to pass into the afterlife. Preserved by Irisi’s spell, there in that sacred place they would begin the process of mummification, to set his beloved wife on her last journey, putting Banafrit’s feet on the first step of her path to the underworld. It was a consolation to know that she would be watching over him and their children soon.

The knowledge of that place, along with so much else of Banafrit and those who’d gone before her had settled finally and firmly into Irisi’s mind.

Which brought to her mind another question to which she needed answers.

It was time for her to hear them.

Frowning a little, Irisi took a breath and turned to Kahotep as they rode.

“Tell me of this prophecy,” she said quietly.

Eyes turned to her, and not just those of Kahotep. Djeserit looked at her with concern while Awan’s hands went still on the reins to his chariot.

Irisi glanced from one to the other of them, awaiting an answer.

All had gone still save Kahotep, who eyed her in assessment.

Kahotep met Irisi’s gaze as she studied him with those otherworldly eyes, fairer and clearer than those of the nomads that wandered to the north and west.

It came as no surprise to him, and shouldn’t have to the others, that she would ask. It had been inevitable. Banafrit’s knowledge would have passed to Irisi as her chosen successor. He’d expected as much, he simply hadn’t known when she would ask.

While she had Banafrit’s memories, she would still need to hear this from him herself.

As it should be. It was his responsibility, on his shoulders lay the duty to tell her.

“It came in a dream on the night before Narmer’s coming of age and official naming as heir to his father’s throne,” Kahotep said, remembering that day all too well.

As with Irisi this day, he’d only just come into his position as Horus’s High Priest, above all the others.

He could have wished Narmer would have been older when his day had finally come, and more settled, with his heirs around his feet, but it was not to be.

“As will be done for this new heir, on the day he comes of age.”

The memory was so clear.

“Stars shot across the sky that night. The vault of the sky was ablaze with them. That night was full of light, an auspicious evening, full of portents. A night of a full moon, too, though it had not yet risen. And there were the stars. So many of them scattering across the heaven that the eyes were dazzled. One couldn’t see them and not know they foreshadowed something great and terrible. It was a night of magic and prophecy.”

He sighed with wonder, remembering.

“We knew then that Narmer could achieve greatness…”

 He paused as once more the vision swelled within him.

“If he survived this trial he would unite all of Egypt beneath one crown, and pass that on to his son…” Again he sighed. “But first he would be tried. We would all be tried…”

His heart shuddered in his chest.

“And if we failed? Darkness. A darkness as great and terrible as Narmer’s greatness would have been.”

None among them could not but see it, caught up in his Vision.

“A dream and a prophecy,” Kahotep said, his resonant voice nearly a whisper, and yet still it rang out across the desert. “This is what I saw… this is what I spoke…this is what I know…”

He paused. He could see that vision once again, so clearly.

“A darkness rises, O Pharaoh, to be unleashed upon the world. It comes as a shadow rising from the desert to lay waste to all Egypt, scouring the earth as it passes. Death and destruction follow in its wake. 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.”

Like a bell, his words rang over the sands.

Kahotep could still see it, the figure of his dreams radiant, blindingly bright, a light against the darkness, holding the shadows at bay.

“One with hair of gold and eyes the color of the sky, bearing Isis’s crown.”

A shiver went over Irisi as he spoke, a sense of foreboding. Prophecy. The weight of what they expected from her settled over her shoulders. She let out a breath.

Banafrit had believed that golden one of Kahotep’s vision to be her. Clearly Kahotep did as well. How many of the others did Irisi didn’t know.

Servant of the Gods – all priests and priestesses were so called. A crowned servant was the High Priest or Priestess who ‘wore the Goddess’s or God’s crown’, the ones who spoke for the God or Goddess. Crowned by Isis. In other words, the High Priestess.

And now Irisi was High Priestess, 

Letting out a breath, she nodded.

To stand against the darkness. What did that mean? She had the oddest sense of having seen or done something like it, if only in dreams. It was an oddly disquieting thought and gave her a great deal to think about on their journey. She wasn’t sure how she felt about any of it. A thread of uneasiness touched her.

And if it were true?

What else could she do? She would face whatever came when it came. What else was there? People needed her. She had her duty…

She was grateful to see the walls of the fort rising ahead of them late in the day, anything to lighten her thoughts.

And Khai was there.

With a smile, Irisi flicked her reins, urging her horses onward. Beside her chariot, her lions loped in easy rhythm.

The fort was a much different place than she’d seen only a few short weeks past. Much had changed; even the very atmosphere around it seemed different.

Khai had wasted no time in refitting it.

His efforts were easier to see as they drew close. Smoke from cook fires rose into the air to be tugged away by the breeze while soldiers patrolled the walls and manned the once empty towers again. Signs of life.

Normal life.

Even so, she couldn’t help but feel a little apprehension as she rode through the gap in the first wall, past that first gate and then defensive wall beyond it, remembering her last visit. No bodies of men and Djinn were scattered by the gates, cleared by Khai’s men no doubt, nor did greasy smoke and hideous shadows slip from out of the walls to surround them.

It wasn’t until she saw the soldiers going about their everyday chores, though, that she truly relaxed.

Over by the barracks men honed their swords, repaired weapons harnesses and sandals, or fletched arrows. From somewhere nearby, beyond the first buildings she heard the clear sound of soldiers drilling. On the walls above them the people of the army talked desultorily, the wind snatching their words away. Sunlight shone on them.

It was all so normal…

A movement at the door to the commander’s quarters caught her eye, sending a shiver through her until she saw Khai at the doorway.

Her breath caught and something warm went through her at the sight of him.

In relief, she smiled.

He wore only a simple pleated kilt, the uniform of any common soldier, his skin tawny in the sunlight, his upper body and legs bared against the heat of the day. The beauty of him, of his face and form, made her heart stop in her breast. He smiled to see them, to see her, his teeth so white against his golden skin, and then her heart did stop. 

If only…

He came to greet them, reached to take the reins of her horses.

Irisi smiled down at him, her throat oddly tight but her heart lifting as their eyes met.

It didn’t matter how many times she saw him, he was still beautiful to her eyes, his dark eyes glinting with gold, meeting her look as a smile touched that full mouth. Something in them sent a pleasant shiver through her.

“Welcome,” Khai said, his gaze traveling over them all. “We have places prepared for you.”

A gesture from him brought soldiers running to take their horses, allowing those riding chariots to disembark. They led the lesser priests and priestesses who had accompanied the main party to quarters at the back of the compound while the high priests and priestesses remained in the forecourt.

“My Lady Irisi,” Khai said, inclining his head respectfully.

His  greeting was perfectly proper for the High Priestess but his eyes warmed even further as they found hers again. A better greeting for the woman she was.

Letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, Irisi bowed her head in return.

“General Khai,” she said, her voice soft.

Khai raised a hand to help her down from her chariot.

He’d been waiting for most of the morning, watching from the cool shadows of the commandant’s doorway, his eyes on the soldiers on the wall for the moment when they saw the distant visitors and for the view he would see between the two sets of walls.

Even so, after the days away it struck him once again how beautiful and exotic Irisi was with her long golden hair rippling like liquid sunshine and those incredible eyes, framed now by kohl, brilliant and lovely. Her features were fine and pure, save for the slight crookedness of her nose, the result of an ill-timed blow when she’d fought in the ring. 

Dressed in a simple white pleated gown that swung and swayed around her body, with a low collar beaded in lapis and gold, she took his breath away.

Setting his hands around her waist, he lifted her down from her chariot as the others dismounted around them, and his people took those horses away, too, to the stables.

For a space of moments, a bare breath of time, it seemed time stood still as he looked down into her eyes, and then the horse shifted and moved as a man came to take it.

Khai’s hands were warm and strong around Irisi’s waist, and if they lingered for just a moment too long no one seemed to notice but her.

She took a breath, looking up at him.

“Things have changed since you were here last,” Khai said, recalling himself as he gestured around them.

He was proud of what his people had accomplished.

With a smile, Irisi said, “It’s quite amazing, my Lord Khai. They have indeed.”

The dark and terrible place she’d known so briefly had been restored to its proper purpose and now it bustled with activity and life. No sign remained of the terrible events that had taken place before they arrived, or during their own brief fight.

Khai bowed his head respectfully to the others as the other High Priests and Priestesses joined them, offering a special reverence to Awan for his loss.

“We brought supplies with us as well, my Lord General,” Irisi said, gesturing to the wagons that rumbled into the courtyard at the tail of their procession.

Khai drew a breath in relief. That would help. Little had been left of the supplies the fort had had.

Such sustenance was necessary so far from the Nile, from the fish and fowl, the grain, fruits and such found there.

No shadows haunted this place now. Everywhere Irisi looked men worked or drilled, or took their leisure where and how they may. They seemed happy, relaxed.

 “I’m certain that you’d all like to take a little time to refresh yourselves,” Khai asked.

A gesture summoned more soldiers.

“Rooms have been prepared for all of you in what are once again guest quarters,” Khai said. “Food and refreshments await you, as well as those with you, when you’re ready.  I’ll warn you, though, it’s simple soldier’s fare. Few delicacies are available here, save for what you’ve brought us. These men will show you the way to your rooms. Lady Irisi? My Lord Kahotep? Lady Djeserit?”

He gestured to the soldiers assigned to escort them to their rooms.

As protocol required, General to High Priestess, Khai escorted Irisi to her quarters himself.

“It’s not much but there’s a well, so there’s water for bathing, and a place to sleep,” he said, opening the door to let her pass.

Looking around, a little amused, Irisi smiled at Khai. “It’s larger than the cottage in which I was born.”

It was.

Plain as the room was, the simple room held space and more for a bed and a table. The thick walls of the fort had been plastered white and smooth, rather than the patched and drafty walls of her childhood. It was cool, the thick walls keeping out the heat of the day.

Her words surprised him. There was so much yet he didn’t know about her.

“It’s fine, my lord Khai,” Irisi said, turning toward him with a smile.

He was so close. Her breath caught.

“Irisi,” Khai said.

Need was there, as was loneliness. The sudden shift in their fortunes, the weight of responsibility, was likely to weigh as heavy on him as it did on her.

In answer to what Irisi heard in his voice, she went to him. She stepped into his arms as if she’d been meant to be within them, felt them close around her. Lifting a hand to his face to touch it, she let her fingers brush lightly over his mouth. 

She needed, too.

“I’ve missed you,” she said.

It was no more than the truth.

Knowing he wasn’t close, wasn’t even within Thebes, after the brief time they’d spent together, had been surprisingly painful.

Strange as it was, Khai found he’d missed her as well, missed those quick glances from the corner of her eyes, the laughter that teased at the corners of her mouth.

He stroked her golden hair back from her face, his thumbs brushing across the satiny skin of her cheekbones as he framed her face between his hands.

Her fingers curled around his forearms as she looked up at him, her eyes and mouth softening into a smile.

Khai knew as well as Irisi did that he couldn’t stay too much longer or it would be remarked upon – Khai cursed Kamenwati for the necessity – but later… later there would be time and perhaps the privacy of darkness.

A time for them both. Or so he hoped.

He looked down at her as he lowered his mouth to hers to claim it.

The warmth of Khai’s firm lips on hers filled Irisi completely, driving the memory of cold drafts and other times out of her mind. For her at that moment there was only Khai. She loved the strong feel of his wrists beneath her hands. Her heart ached, wishing she could give him more. She had needed this as well, desperately.

“Soon,” he said. It was a promise, she could hear it in his voice.

Taking a breath, Irisi nodded as he stepped backwards out of the room.

His dark liquid eyes held her, and then he was gone.

For a breath, Irisi wanted to call him back but she resisted the temptation. There would be time. With luck there would be time enough to do it properly, so far from watching eyes.

She hoped.

Precious water waited in a large pitcher beside a basin.

Irisi took the time to bathe and comb out her hair, to rub scented oils into her skin to soften it and to put on a fresh gown, this one a pale blue that banded just beneath her breasts yet left her shoulders bare. Her jewelry was simple, too, a plain gold pectoral and earrings to match.

Khai was setting the guard schedule with his captains in the main yard when Irisi stepped out of her rooms to walk across the compound. His men turned to look and stare – not that Khai could blame them – if only for the hair that flowed like a rippling river of sunlight in the fading afternoon sun, or for skin as white as a cloud or eyes the blue of the sky above them. But she was lovely, too, and graceful, and the simple gown only made the sweet curves of her body more apparent.

With a nod to his men, he went to her.

Around them his people lit torches against the encroaching darkness, shadows pooling beneath the walls.

She smiled at him.

“My Lady,” he said, to all appearance correct in every way, but there was heat in his eyes, and anticipation.

For now, though, the others awaited.

Only he saw her slight hesitation as they approached the doorway to what was now his quarters. Her eyes glinted with laughter at herself as she caught him watching, and he caught her hesitation.

Still, it gave Irisi a shiver to think of what had come out of that doorway only a few weeks before and how close it had come to killing him. To killing them both.

Within, the thick walls helped keep the rooms cool.

The commander’s quarters were divided into three rooms, the first and largest a common room where he could meet with his officers, along with a separate office for his own use and a bedchamber.

There was little of Khai here, but that was to be expected, as it was only temporary.

Within the larger room a table had been set with a variety of simple foods, breads, beans and vegetables, but what there was there was in plenty. As Khai had said, it was simple soldiers fare. So far from the Nile fish and meat were hard to come by although they would likely begin raising goats and perhaps a cow for milk and cheese.

The others were already talking…

“General Khai,” Nafre said happily, her voice soft, “have you heard the King has a son?”

Khai shook his head and smiled. “I haven’t.” 

So Paniwi had born the child. At last. Khai couldn’t help but be happy for Narmer and his Queen.

What, though, he wondered, would that do to Kamenwati? With a living heir for the King the Grand Vizier’s chances of wearing the newly joined crowns of Egypt were at an end.

It was clear by their expressions that the same thoughts had crossed more than one mind in the room. He could see the same question in those eyes, although no one spoke of it directly. Kamenwati still had a great deal of power. There were many who owed him favors and he had spies everywhere. Very likely, even here among those who served them.

Carefully, Kahotep commented, “Kamenwati spends less time at court these days.”

“Paniwi is much like any new mother,” Irisi added, her eyes on Khai’s. “Very protective. She will let only a very select few near the baby and insisted we ward him against every possible danger, even the most remote. The child even has his own Nubian guards. Not even a fly has a chance of getting near to him.”

It seemed neither Paniwi nor Narmer was taking any chances.

Not that Khai could blame them after the assassination attempt.

Talk turned to other things and safer topics as they ate.

The night grew closer. Weary after the long journey, most of the others retired to their rooms. Only a few remained.

Djeserit, of course, Kahotep and Irisi, along with one or two others, accepted Khai’s invitation to tour the fort and join him on the walls to watch the sun set over the desert.

It was beautiful, the sun sinking below the horizon, its warm light bathing everything in an amber glow.

As it did in the desert, once the sun set darkness descended rapidly and then there were only the flickering torches to light their way.

Those remaining few bid Khai and Irisi goodnight as each took to their rooms as they passed until only he and Irisi were left to walk across the shadowed compound beneath the light of the moon and stars.

Gently Khai drew Irisi aside, toward his own quarters.

A thrill of excitement washed through her as he turned her into the shadowy recess of the doorway.

Within there was only soft shadows cast by a small oil lamp in his bedchamber.

Khai led her there.

He was in no hurry. They had all of the night, he’d made certain of it.

The last time they’d touched, he’d taken only for himself with only a little care for her. It would be different this time. They would both take their pleasure. He’d waited too long for this.

Irisi turned to look at him, her kohl-rimmed eyes brilliant as they met his, and she stepped into his arms as if she belonged there.

As she did.

Khai brushed the long golden waves of her hair over her shoulders so that they fell freely down her back, running his hands down the long, silken rippling length of it. Irisi let her head fall back at his touch, her eyes on him.

She was so beautiful, her features fine and lovely, her body sweetly curved and warm against his.

Wrapping an arm around her waist, he drew her closer as he traced the lines of her cheek with the fingers of his other hand. She lifted her lips to him and he took them, gratefully. Her hands slid over his shoulders to curl around his neck, speared deep into his hair. He pulled her as tightly against him as their kiss deepened from desire to hunger. Her need matched his, her mouth was as greedy on his as his was on hers.

It seemed to Khai as if she melted into and against him. Her full breasts were crushed against his chest beneath the silk of her dress. Sliding his hands down the long muscles of her back, he relished every inch of her, drawing her more tightly against him, pulling her hips against his growing hardness. Further, as she curled into him. His hands cupped her bottom, her lithe body was fluid against his. Just as slowly, he slid his hands over her hips, along the indentation that was the curve of her waist up to the arch of her ribs, exploring her, all of her. Each inch stoked the heat within him, until the curve of his hands brushed the bottoms of her breasts.

He left them poised there, a promise of heaven to come.

Irisi loved the feel of his smooth, tawny skin beneath her hands, the hard muscles of his chest and shoulders solid beneath her palms. She relished the feel of his long hard body against hers as she rose up on her toes to press against him, to feel more of him, all of him, against her.

The feel of his hands so close to her breasts made Irisi ache, her nipples hardened, needing them on her.

With a soft gasp, she broke the kiss as her breath caught and Khai traced the line of her cheek with his mouth, before nibbling lightly at the lobe of her ear. Her breath locked in her throat.

Irisi clung to him, warmth washing through her, her skin tingling and her pulse racing as his mouth trailed heat along the line of her throat. It seemed as if her skin was on fire everywhere his mouth touched, heat spearing deep inside her.

She quivered when Khai buried his mouth in the curve of her throat and shoulder.

A small cry escaped her as his tongue flicked out and he tasted her skin.

Heat and tension curled in his belly as Khai grew hard, feeling Irisi against him, her body trembling to his touch.

The scent of her perfumes blended with the taste of her skin.

Khai watched her eyelids flutter with desire, her mouth softening.

Gently, he brushed a thumb across the tented peak of silk, feeling the hardness of her nipple beneath it.

Irisi shivered, her lips parting on a gasp.

Another inch and her breast filled his hand with its weight as she moaned softly. He relished the fullness of it, the marvelous soft sensation of her breast in his hand. His to touch, his to hold, and he groaned against her throat. Her breast felt so sweet to touch. Already her nipple was taut, furled tight.

Gently he drew her gown down and away, let it flutter to the floor so she was revealed to him in all her glory. Lamplight limned her. His body tightened at the sight.

She was lovely, incredible.

In the pale flickering light her body was as lush and beautiful as he remembered, if not more so. Her skin where the sun hadn’t touched was as luminescent as fine pearls, gilded lightly everywhere the Sun God had kissed it. Her breasts were full and very white, creamy globes, his hand a darker brown against the pale skin where his fingers cupped her.

Khai’s breath shuddered in his throat with pleasure and need. He swept a hand over the rest of her, to feel her taut abdomen, the curve of her hips, brushing his hand over the golden nest of curls between her thighs in promise.

Irisi trembled. Khai’s touch was sweet torture, igniting a nearly unbearable need.

Her own hands weren’t still. They stroked and caressed every inch of him she could reach, sliding up his back, over his strong arms, combing through his thick, wavy hair before sliding down to his hips to pull him against her, needing to feel his hardness pressed against her. It took only a sharp tug to free the kilt from his hips.

As much as she’d longed for him, she’d never truly believed that this would come again.

Now…? 

Her body thrilled and her heart hammered, joy and wonder filling her.

Their tongues met, touched, tasted, as Irisi touched his face in wonder and desire, running her fingers into and through his hair, following the line of his throat down in a caress to curl over the strong muscles of his shoulder…and clutched there as he kissed her more deeply still.

Sweeping her up in his arms, Khai carried her to his bed and laid her there, stretching out alongside her with one arm curled beneath her shoulders and around her. Her head was cradled in the curve of his arm so he could brush a kiss over her lips as he slid his fingers deep into her hair to draw her mouth hard against his.

Drawing her closer, Khai devoured her mouth as he brushed his hand once more across the lush curve of her breast. Her breath shivered as once again he savored her throat, running his mouth across her collarbone and then lightly over the curve of her breast as her body trembled in anticipation.

He found her taut nipple with his lips as he let his hand slide down the length of her body. Closing his mouth over that tightly furled bud, he savored it gently, running his tongue around and over it, and then with more urgency.

“Khai,” Irisi gasped as his mouth closed over her and sensation poured through her.

With his mouth on her breast, Irisi was barely aware of his fingers slipping between her thighs to stroke. Then her breath caught in her throat again as pleasure built within her. Her hips rose almost against her will, offering herself to him as, with mouth and fingers, he teased her.

She ached, she burned. Her hand trembled as she stroked a hand over his hair. She watched in awe as his mouth closed over her other breast, as the moist heat of it surrounded it. His teeth tugged on her tender flesh, her body quivered at the touch of his fingers between her thighs as he stroked and played with her.

Then she found him, her searching fingers curling around the long, thick, hard length of him, the skin soft, like warm silk over iron.

Khai groaned softly at her touch.

Delighted, she stroked him. Her strong swordswoman’s fingers worked him, then danced over him to tantalize.

Control slipped away as she caressed him.

“Irisi,” he breathed, almost in protest. Made by Isis.

He could believe it, seeing the beauty of her before him, feeling her sweet body against his, listening to her soft sighs and gasps, a cry escaping her as he found what he sought. She was hot, and so wet, so tight. Need poured from her through him.

Irisi shivered as he touched her, a burst of heat running through her, her thoughts frozen as he stroked and caressed her.

“Please,” she begged, her hips lifting, seeking.

Khai slid his fingers inside the tightness of her, into the slippery heat and she twitched, another cry escaping her. So tight. He ached for her, clinging to control as he slipped his fingers back over and inside her again, and she cried out, body arching.

“Khai,” she murmured, her voice unsteady.

He smiled, shifting to slide down her body. This night it would be the priestess who was worshiped.

Irisi felt Khai’s mouth on her stomach, trailing kisses there. There was the light flicker of his tongue as it touched her navel, dipped lightly inside. She groaned and then his mouth pressed just inside her hip, lingering where the feel of it there made her moan and tremble.

His fingers were still busy, slipping and sliding over her, into her. Her body was heated, quivering helplessly.

The scent of her desire, her musk, filled him.

Khai needed to taste her, to watch her pleasure fill her, take her. Sliding farther down her body, he gently coaxed her legs apart, to cup his hands beneath the tight muscles of her bottom. He shifted his hands to open her to him.

Irisi felt his mouth on her, so warm, and shivered. Then his tongue touched the most private parts of her, so gently. Almost reverently.

Pleasure so intense, so brilliant, blinded her as it swept through her, swelling with each light touch of his mouth and tongue on delicate flesh. She shivered, shuddered.

Tasting her, Khai felt the muscles of her thighs jump lightly with each flick of his tongue. A soft cry escaped her. And another.

Khai savored her, rolled that delicate bud with his tongue. Her pleasure grew with each touch, her body trembling, his own hardness nearly unbearable. He remembered too well the hot, slippery depths of her around him. He needed that, ached for it.

He could feel her quivering on the precipice, her eyelids fluttering as color washed beneath her skin.

She whimpered.

More…

Deliberately, he devoured her. Her body arched as pleasure built inside her. He feasted on her… 

Ecstasy more sweet than any Irisi had ever known built within her. A sweet delicious tension that swelled within her, grew, expanded....to burst through her, brilliantly. Irisi shattered as it exploded through her.

Khai was lost. Control snapped as a sharp cry of glory erupted from her. 

Need drove him as control evaporated and then he drove himself up into her, inside her. He buried his hard shaft fast and deep into the tight, heated depths of her, into the delirious slick tightness of her as she cried out to feel him inside her. He filled her as her hips rose to take him more deeply. Her hands clutched at his back and shoulders, frantic for more of him.

As desperately as he plunged into her, she drove up against him.

She was so hot and so tight, closing around him so marvelously, so gloriously wet.

Khai pounded into her, demanding more, demanding everything, and she gave it to him, her hips rising, her body closing tightly around him as she thrust against him.

He caught her hands, pinned them to the bed as he pounded into her and she bucked beneath his assault, her soft cries of pleasure maddening…

They strove together for completion.

Irisi could feel him within her, pulsing, throbbing, filling her and stretching her. Each motion, each thrust was delirious torment. Sweet delicious friction built inside her. There was a fullness, a wonderful stretching as he thrust into her, as he filled her completely, all of her.

Ecstasy burst through her, erupting, the glorious heat of it flooding through her as her body quivered.

Feeling her tighten around him, the muscles within her stroking him, Khai shuddered as his own pleasure raced through him and he emptied into her, gloriously, seemingly endlessly, his shaft throbbing.

His body went rigid as ecstasy took him.

Trembling, Khai tried to hold his weight above her but she would have none of it. She reached up to draw him down to her as her arms encircled him. He collapsed over her, their arms and legs tangled around each other as he pulled her close against him.

 

In the earliest light of day, Khai loved her once again, deeply, thoroughly, before Irisi slipped away into the darkness and shadows…

Irisi looked back at him lying there in the lamplight, the soft golden light shifting over him, over the strong features of his face, bringing just a hint of warm gold to his eyes. His dark hair gleamed. The shimmering light warmed his tawny skin, the strong muscles of his chest, his taut stomach and long, strong legs. It was a sight that would stay with her forever…

He took her breath away and gave her joy.

Then she was gone, slipping away into the cool early morning darkness…






  








Chapter Twenty Four
 

 

Given recent events and with the fort manned once again, Khai elected to provide a personal escort to Banafrit’s tomb. Egypt, Thebes, and the King wouldn’t be well served if they suffered any more losses amongst the priests and priestesses. The Djinn were still out there, somewhere. Or so he told himself. That it gave him more time with Irisi was merely another benefit. If everything went well at the fort while he was gone and the new commander seemed comfortable with his new responsibilities, Khai intended to accompany the party back to Thebes, to report to the King that that duty was done.

Much remained to be done in Thebes, nor could he leave Baraka unsupervised for long. Not with Kamenwati pulling Baraka’s strings. Khai needed to reorganize the army, promote new officers to take the place of those they had lost. Some of that he’d already done. This brief time, though, he took for himself.

It wasn’t easy to find the cave Banafrit had chosen for her tomb, as was intended in order to thwart thieves, but Irisi had both Banafrit’s own memories and the aid of Awan and Rensi, who had been with her when Banafrit had chosen it. Subtle signposts guided their way, although Irisi took care not to point them out, lest one of the porters make note of it. A scarab beetle etched in stone here, another there, faced in the direction they needed to go, gave them their path. Another landmark gave her more guidance.

Khai rode beside her, his hand loose and easy on the reins of his chariot.

He’d slipped into her tent long after dark, to give and receive comfort.

So far away from Thebes, the risk seemed lesser. Neither knew what the future would bring, she knew, so such moments were precious.

Turning his head, Khai found Irisi watching him, a light flush coloring her features. She smiled, her eyes radiant. He smiled in return, warming as his thoughts returned to the morning as well.

Kahotep pointed. High above them a falcon soared. He hadn’t called it.

“It’s a good sign,” he said.

Irisi couldn’t argue it, not when Horus’s own bird led their way.

As they rode, they all talked of idle things, of Banafrit and the past, sharing stories of plans and ideas for the future.

Before them the great wall of stone rose higher and higher as they drew closer to it, a massive barrier deep in the desert, the land harsh and sere yet for all its austerity it possessed a kind of beauty.

They reached the lands of the caves as the sun lowered, giving them time to set camp before full dark fell.

With torches lit against the dark within and soon to be lit without, they stepped into the cave Banafrit had chosen for her tomb.

Few among the lesser priests and priestesses were given to know of this sacred place, the burial place of the greatest of them.

Scribes had been busy at work here for the walls were a complex rendering of the Book of Spells of Emerging into Daytime, giving Banafrit the words she would need when her spirit was released to begin her journey to the afterlife. Not that she didn’t already know them by heart, as all the higher priestesses and priests did, but still no chance was taken.

It was strangely beautiful, the color of the hieroglyphs brilliant on the plastered walls.

Decorative pillars framed the space, giving it a sense of formality, depth and space.

Irisi remembered the plain barrows of her youth and her initiation there.

She’d walked the long circular path into the darkness of the earth-mother’s womb, chanting the words she’d been taught as she spiraled downward. Smoke rose to envelop her. She’d been excited and frightened all at the same time. The words of the chants she’d spoken then had been different, but the meaning and the feeling were much the same as they were here.

This was a sacred space within the earth.

Had she seen visions then of the long, strange journey that awaited her on that long ago night in her youth? The paths she might have taken that would lead to this one? If so, she didn’t remember.

Around them were the things that Banafrit would need on her journey, save the food they’d prepare for her. That would be done in the morning as the sun rose, as it was done in Isis’s temple each morning.

Clothing of fine linen was draped within reach and Awan set a coffer containing Banafrit’s jewelry beside it, along with pots of cosmetics so Banafrit could prepare herself properly to face the gods. The coffer and pots were in gold encrusted with gems. Plates of gold and silver were there for her to eat from, cups for wine or beer, all carefully laid out to welcome her, and to take with her to the afterlife.

A magnificent sarcophagus awaited, Banafrit’s face carved and painted on its gilded wooden surface, the wood inlaid with the silver of the Goddess, the gold of Isis’s father Ra, and jewels.

Irisi felt another tide of grief move through her, as had happened so often these last days. She missed Banafrit’s counsel, her light humor, and her friendship.

As did Awan, his grief clear.

Gently, Irisi laid a hand on his arm.

Awan patted it, mastering himself once again.

Banafrit would be waiting in the afterlife for him, he knew. She would be watching over him in the days and weeks to come.

In time, he would join her but it seemed he was still needed here.

Back in Thebes Irisi knew craftsmen had already begun working on her own sarcophagus, for her own burial chamber, as she also knew that some of those who accompanied them here would begin painting the hieroglyphics that would decorate her tomb, once she chose its location from among the caves here.

That was as it should be.

With a gesture to those waiting, she signaled to have Banafrit carried inside and set on the stone plinth to one side of the chamber, Banafrit’s kalasaris still covering her face.

They would prepare her for her journey in the morning when they had time for the proper reverences. It was too late now, that was a thing for daylight.

They returned to the tents set up just outside the cave entrance.

Khai and the others awaited her and Awan there.

She was grateful for Khai’s presence, for the solace of him. The understanding in his dark eyes was a comfort.

It was she who slipped silently into his tent late that night, trying to hold off that time when Kamenwati might learn of them, trying to keep Khai safe as long as she might.

Had the battle been face-to-face, offering an honorable combat or death for either, she would have feared less. Kamenwati, though, was spiteful and a coward, hiding behind assassins and poisoners, as he had with the acrobats who’d threatened Narmer and his consort.

Only a small oil lamp burned, enough for Irisi to see Khai where he lay on his pillows. His body was magnificent in the dim golden light. Light and shadow limned the hard muscles of his chest and abdomen and touched his hair with gold. His dark eyes glowed as the whisper of his tent flaps shifting drew his attention and he turned to see her standing there within them.

“You are beautiful,” she sighed.

“So,” Khai said, holding out a hand to her, “are you.”

With her marvelous hair loose and spilling over her shoulders she looked younger than her years, oddly innocent, despite the wisdom within in her eyes.

She went to him, taking his offered hand as he drew her down beside him. Reaching up with the other she touched his face as he pulled her closer.

Making love that night was gentle and slow, a matter of touching and holding, of shifting warm skin against warm skin until Irisi buried her mouth against Khai’s shoulder to muffle her cry of pleasure as he pierced her, filled her, emptied into her sweetly.

The earliest light of dawn came too quickly.

 

In the growing light of morning as Awan watched, Irisi banished the spell over Banafrit’s body and drew her kalasaris back from her well-loved face.

A small groan escaped him as he looked once again on his beloved wife, the woman who had shared his life and his bed, who’d born them their children. Slowly, he bent to kiss her lips one last time. One by one their children did the same. Awan took a breath to steady himself for what came next, as his eldest daughter took his hand.

Carefully they removed Banafrit’s clothing and washed her body with love and care, laving it with water, natron, sweet herbs and oils, until her hair gleamed and her skin was softly scented. Step by step they went through the process of preparing her body for the afterlife, removing her organs to their individual jars and setting them in the next chamber.

Then, under the supervision of Rensi, High Priest of Anubis, and with the aid of Anubis’s servants, they began the slow, laborious process of wrapping her within the strips of natron-soaked linen.

All the while Saini chanted from the Book of Life.

The soft voices of the priests and priestesses chanting in response echoed throughout the chamber.

Finally, with the preparation of the body finished, Banafrit was laid within her sarcophagus and the lid set over it.

At Irisi’s signal the food that some of the priests and priestesses had been preparing was brought in and set on the appropriate plates, the mugs filled with wine and beer until all was complete. Banafrit would need such sustenance before she began that final journey.

Rensi called down the God Anubis and asked him to escort Banafrit through the underworld so that she might reach the Afterlife in safety.

In pairs the lesser priestesses and priests of the temple left the cave, until only Awan, Irisi, Kahotep, Djeserit and Rensi remained. 

Chanting the necessary spells, they removed the various blocks and holds for the traps that would keep Banafrit’s tomb safe from thieves, Irisi adding her own spells as laborers heaved the last great stone into place that would seal the tomb for all time.

It had been a long process, but they completed it before darkness had fallen and that was right as well.

Irisi laid her hand on the massive stone that now separated her from her oldest and dearest friend as beside her Awan did the same.

As it must be for Awan, it was hard for her to believe Banafrit was gone, although she knew that her friend would be watching over them from the Afterlife soon.

Even though Irisi now stood in Banafrit’s place, there were still times when she expected her friend to come walking around the corner. It seemed impossible that Banafrit had passed before them, and Irisi might not see her until she reached the afterlife herself.

Darkness fell as they completed the last of their tasks.

Khai waited for her in her tent, stretched out on her pillows on his back. She simply stood and watched him sleep.

Even, or perhaps especially because it was so rare when he was at ease and at rest, he seemed more handsome than ever. His body seemed to have been carved from some warm golden-brown stone, so perfect was it, and that the stone polished perfectly smooth and warmed by the sun God Ra himself. With his deep brown eyes closed, and one arm thrown carelessly over his head, he looked peaceful and relaxed.

She smiled.

It said something for his instinctive trust of her he didn’t awaken when she entered.

Kneeling beside him carefully, Irisi laid a hand on his chest lightly, so as not to startle or awaken him. She kissed him on one flat nipple, her lips as soft as she could make them and still touch him. He smelled of clean male, of Khai, and her heart fluttered a little at his unique scent. Absorbing the feel of him beneath her hand, with her head propped up on the other, she licked gently as her free hand brushed lightly over his abdomen and down.

He shifted a little but didn’t awaken, although he hardened as she watched.

Delicious sensation rolled through Khai as he slowly awakened to a warm mouth pressed against his chest as Irisi’s fingers drifted over him as lightly as a feather, maddeningly.

That warm mouth moved down his belly, her tongue flicking over a sensitive spot just beside his hip, making him groan as she brought him more awake and then warmth closed over him.

His body tightened with pleasure.

Now awake and aware, he looked down to see Irisi taking his rigid member into her mouth. Her long hair sprayed across his stomach, a gleaming flow of gold against his darker skin. Both the sight of her and what she was doing to him were incredibly erotic.

He groaned, stroking a hand down her hair, feeling it flow like silk over his skin. He saw her gaze flicker to meet his even as the curve of a smile touched her busy mouth. Her hand cupped him gently and Khai’s head fell back as she licked and tasted, teased and tormented him. It was marvelous and he loved it.

It felt as if he would explode with pleasure and in a minute, if she didn’t stop what she was doing, he would.

Desperate, he reached for her, pulled her on top of him and impaled her on him. In one smooth thrust he drove into her gloriously warm, wet tightness. His hips thrust. He erupted inside her, his body taut with the pleasure of release.

She collapsed over him as he turned his head toward hers for a soft kiss.

“You looked so good when I came in I had to eat you up,” she said, smiling.

He smiled back and shook his head, sliding his hand into her hair to cup her head and press it against his shoulder. Incredible.

Listening to Khai’s heartbeat, the rhythm of it slowing, hearing his life beneath her ear; Irisi closed her eyes and slept.

 

The cliff face wasn’t yielding very many clues. It appeared literally impenetrable, the light and shadows of it deceptive. Still, the search for the proper place for her own entry to the afterworld wasn’t unpleasant. It was still early in the day, the heat wasn’t yet oppressive, and the breeze blew only a light spray of grit over them as they rode. As always, the desert was starkly beautiful, constantly changing. It was the wadi that gave it away, a curve in the sand where the rare rains had scoured away the sand at the base of the plateau and the winds had turned to keep it from filling with sand again. A spill of sand and small stones trickled from an almost invisible crevice. It seemed nothing more than another crack or split in the cliff face until they drew closer.

Looking to Khai and then to Awan, Kahotep, Djeserit and Rensi, Irisi shook up her horses to take her a little closer, finding a narrow defile behind the angled split in the rock. Eyeing it, she let the reins drop and swung down from her chariot.

Curious, she stepped into the cool shadows of the break in the stone face.

Khai was startled when Irisi suddenly disappeared. 

Snapping his reins, he followed, as did Kahotep and Djeserit, close behind him, with Rensi following on their heels.

With a glance at the others, Khai swung down out of his chariot and followed Irisi’s footprints in the sand.

Towering high above them, the walls of the narrow channel opened onto clear blue sky, as they walked in Irisi’s trail.

All of them came to an abrupt halt, wonder stopping them as they looked around in stunned amazement.

As Irisi clearly had, looking back over her shoulder at them as they came, a faint smile of awe and pleasure on her face. She sighed in awe.

It was glorious, a magnificent and truly sacred space.

Brilliant sunlight filled what had once been a long ago cavern. In some distant past, part of the roof had cracked in a jagged east to west splinter and fallen in, leaving a narrow opening that allowed sunlight to pour inside for a good portion of the day.

A good enough portion of the day to have allowed palm trees to grow. Either the warm air trapped and cooled inside condensed enough moisture for them or there was water beneath the surface of the sand and stone, enough to supply them and some tough grasses, some wild flowers with water. It was a small oasis hidden within rock, save there was no steady water supply they could yet see.

Still, it was beautiful.

They all sighed with wonder.

Curious, they explored the shallow, irregular bowl of the old cave to the far side, finding another, truer cave awaiting there. Again, the entrance was narrow but still wide enough for Irisi’s needs.

Drawing her sword in case anything had taken up residence inside, Irisi lit a torch with a thought and stepped into the cool darkness beyond, Khai at her side with his own sword drawn, and the others following.

Inside was another large cave but this one was completely enclosed. To one side was a rounded opening that led down into another cavern below. Cool air drifted up from it.

The floor of this cave was almost flat enough and there was a low section along the back where the top of the wall had crumbled away to form a narrow shelf. Dry stalactites pointed down from the ceiling, the mica and quartz trapped in them glittering in the torchlight.

Looking back toward the sunlit half-cave behind her, Irisi glance at Khai, Kahotep and the others.

“The Gods grant it not be anytime soon,” Irisi said, “but I could rest well here I think.”

Rensi nodded approvingly as they walked back out into the sunlit outer cavern. “It would serve you well.”

Gazing around, Khai couldn’t help but agree. The sunlight oasis spoke of her. Irisi was a creature of sunlight and air.

“Perhaps the cats could be laid to rest here when they pass as well,” Irisi said, gesturing around the sunlit vale as they spread out the wine and food they’d brought with them, “to keep me company on my journey.”

The cats. Her lions. 

Glances were exchanged.

She smiled at the consternation of some.

Rensi bowed acquiescence. “As you wish, my Lady.”

It had taken Irisi a little time to become accustomed to the tall, thin High Priest of Anubis, but his dry sense of humor had eventually won her over.

May it not be anytime soon, Khai agreed in thought, but he, too, thought this place suited her. The sunlight of this little glen before the darkness of her passage into the underworld.

Even so, the thought that Irisi might not be a part of his life pierced him. The more time they spent together, the more he seemed to need her, to want her.

They had a pleasant lunch together, sharing out the food and wine, before rejoining the others for the return journey.

As far as Irisi was concerned, the ride back to Thebes wasn’t quite long enough. In a sad way Banafrit’s death had bought her this short idyll with Khai. Once they reached the city every meeting with him would be fraught with worry and concern. Had someone seen in her and Khai what Banafrit had? Did Kamenwati know?  

It was their last night together before they reached the city and already she was torn.

Curled around her, his hand around Irisi’s breast, Khai heard her sigh.

Gently, he turned her to look at him.

“What’s wrong?” he said, seeing the worry and fear in her eyes.

Shaking her head, she said, “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not so easily killed,” he reminded her, his fingers on her chin.

Looking at him, she said, “I know this, I’ve fought beside you but against enemies that come against you face-to-face. You’re careful, I know that, too, Khai. Does it make me fear losing you any less, knowing someone might betray us, betray you? That an assassin might come in the night or a trusted servant turn? I love you, and I can’t bear the thought that I might lose you.”

Those precious words slipped out before Irisi realized what she’d said, or how much she’d revealed. 

She’d said those words to no other but him.

Those words rocked Khai in a way no others would. 

She loved him.

He touched her cheek, looking into her lapis eyes. “I love you, too, Irisi. Nor could I bear to lose you, either. Death comes to all of us one day or another, though. We can’t escape it, any of us.”

Irisi let out a breath. She knew that. Hadn’t they just laid Banafrit to rest?

“You’re right, but there’s no reason to tempt fate,” she said, reaching out to caress his chest, molding her fingers over the hard muscles, shifting a little to free her other hand to touch.

Khai smiled as her fingers closed around him and he tightened.

Groaning a little, he bent his head to brush his lips across the taut peak of one full breast.

“We could find something else to do,” she said, impishly, as his eyes closed in pleasure. “Something to keep my thoughts distracted with other things.”

“We could,” he agreed.

Irisi laughed, and then gasped as his teeth closed on her nipple lightly.






  








Chapter Twenty Five
 

 

With the Marid Djinn’s help, Kamenwati managed to get the other three bound and hanging upside down from their ankles. Now he had them all. As a precaution, he’d made certain the Marid had fed well only a short time before, to gain strength as Kamenwati suggested, but also in preparation for this moment, to make it logy and a little slow. The room reeked of the coppery scent of spilled blood, which also worked to Kamenwati’s advantage. He would have to be quick.

And he was, if just not quite quick enough, while the other was occupied with binding the sila djinn in place.

Unfortunately driving a sword through the Djinn’s chest didn’t weaken it as much as Kamenwati hoped it would.

More quickly than a viper, the thing lashed back at him, but Kamenwati was possessed by another Marid Djinn so he was quick as well. He’d simply underestimated the speed of the other.

Even so it nearly took him. Without thinking Kamenwati shifted to Marid form. Now they were equal. Despite the sword in its chest the Marid shifted form as well, and its claws raked across Kamenwati’s chest as he leaped back. No simple swordsman, Kamenwati was well skilled in the art of swordplay, he slashed at Marid, driving it back a step. His wounds burned as it tried to make a break for the door, but Kamenwati was that much faster.

It turned and leaped on him, drove him back and down.

Instinctively he kept his chin tucked and his ear tight against his shoulder as it tried to go for his throat.

Rolling, he grabbed it and flung it against the wall with a force that would have killed a mortal man. Only stunned, the thing slid to the floor. It was time enough for Kamenwati. He leaped on it, trussed it quickly, tied its ankles together and hauled it up into the air to join its brothers.

Swiftly he chanted the spell that would bind the thing to his service as he and it had bound those others.

Enraged, desperate, it fought its bonds and the enchantment madly, its body arching and whipping in the air.

Kamenwati grasped the handle of the sword still impaled in the thing’s chest and wiggled it.

The thing yowled like a cat and stopped fighting as Kamenwati continued to chant.

The marid Djinn suddenly groaned, its body twitching in protest as it was bound more tightly by magic than by the rope. Then, suddenly, it seemed to resign itself to its fate and went limp. As there was no chance it could escape the bindings, Kamenwati allowed himself to relax.

Much to his dismay, he found it harder to change back to his own form than he’d expected.

A mirror gave him the truth. His face bore the unnatural beauty of the marid, it was still his, but the lines of it were finer. Of that he couldn’t complain. Within the depths of his eyes, however, a fire burned. Deep scores had been torn through the skin of his chest, and the wounds seeped blood, ichor, and some suppurating fluid.

He couldn’t leave the house looking like this.

Nor could he complete the spell. Not with his Marid side so prevalent. He dared not try or risk binding himself as well as the Djinn to the conditions of it.

That would not do.

He tried to force the change, searching for a spell in his copy of the Book of Coming into Daytime and the Book of Life, as well as the old books of his predecessor, the previous priest of Set who’d been sacrificed by his acolyte to the God they’d both served.

The old man had been a long time dying, a credit to his long years of service and self-sacrifice to his God.

None of his reading helped.

For the first time in his life Kamenwati felt an odd emotion steal over him and he didn’t like it.

Fear.

It was not for him to be afraid. Others quaked, not him.

Fury rose, a massive rage that boiled up inside him, as much a thing of the marid as of him, an intense, towering wrath that burned through him and finally freed him from his Marid form.

Unfortunately, in human form he bore the festering slashes of his Marid foe. Fever and weakness assailed him immediately, nearly sending him to his knees. But he hadn’t spent so many years in his God’s service to give in so easily.

He barricaded himself in his rooms, refusing all visitors as his body did war with itself, the infection raging within him as his human and Djinn halves did battle with each other.

 

Standing outside the narrow back gate to Lord Kamenwati’s estate, Saini felt horribly exposed.

At all other times he’d been granted instant entry, allowed to slip quietly and unseen through this side gate.

Not this time.

There was a chance folk had seen him.

Worse, he’d rushed from the temple in the middle of day to speak to the Grand Vizier, only to be arrive and be refused, just when he had the information he thought the Vizier wanted.

The rumors had begun only recently, since the Lord General Khai had returned from his trip north to reorganize the army and oversee its progress there.

Saini had noticed High Priestess Irisi seemed quieter than was her wont while the general was away, spending more time on her balcony looking out at night as if she couldn’t sleep, but he hadn’t attributed it to General Khai’s absence. They’d been very careful.

He wondered now when it had begun. There’d been nothing before the attack of the Djinn, and no sign after, but he’d been distracted.

Grief stung him once again at the loss of his Lady Banafrit, whom he’d served so long.

Although he’d been watching, there had been many times he couldn’t observe without revealing himself and so he’d stayed away.

Perhaps the General’s absence and subsequent return had made them careless or perhaps it had been just chance he’d spotted the General leaving Irisi’s quarters in the High Priestess’s rooms.

Saini had also been more careful, determined to learn if the rumors he’d heard were true.

No one understood why they met in secret – Isis was the Goddess of Love after all – which only made the rumors more virulent.

Only Saini had guessed, knowing the Vizier’s interest. Although why he was interested, why Irisi feared that knowledge, and what Kamenwati would do with the information were unknown to him. Saini hadn’t cared until recently, too angry at being passed over as High Priest.

Now though…

Lady Irisi was turning out to be a better High Priestess than he’d thought. She was also unfailingly polite and kind to him no matter how difficult he was, and he made things as difficult as he could. There had been times when she’d clearly been frustrated with his quarrels and obstacles, but she’d never taken it out on him.

However, the other priestesses and priests had begun to avoid him, his bitter anger driving a wedge between them.

The servant returned. “The message is the same. The master cannot see you now. Return in two days’ time.”

Maybe it was a sign from the Gods. Saini would take it as that.

 

As was customary, work had begun on Irisi’s tomb from the moment she’d been named High Priestess. It could take years for it to be complete, with all the plastering that needed to be done, as well as the protections against thieves, not to mention the design and work itself. Her architect, Ashai, had come from the south to consult with her. He’d been staying at the southern fort as work progressed, but there were questions only she could answer. It seemed strange to be thinking of death on a day so bright and beautiful, but they did go hand in hand, life and death.

In a way, his arrival couldn’t have come at a better time. She needed the distraction.

Khai had returned from the north but he’d gone to meet with the King to report on affairs there. It was unknown when he would return from that meeting. As he’d only been back for a few days she craved his company.

Meeting in secret had its own excitements, but this night if all went well and Narmer released Khai early enough, they meant to ride south of the city along the great Nile until they found a place where they could be more private.

In any event, she longed to see him. Even at best their duties kept them from each other more often than they liked but their infrequent meetings gave an extra piquancy and intensity to the moments when they could find the time. She missed Khai intensely but a day was coming when it would become easier as he found people he trusted to serve with him and Irisi did the same.

When they did come together, though, it was as if they’d never been apart….

Irisi met with the architect down in the gardens.

He was young but talented she’d been told, if somewhat high-strung, as many of artistic talents were. In years he was scarcely more than a few years older than she herself.

With a smile, Irisi greeted him and offered him refreshments, which he took as if he were only just remembering to eat. Which, given his thinness, wasn’t unlikely.

Of slightly more than medium height, his shoulders broad, his body was clearly not meant to be so spare a frame. He ate as if he hadn’t done so for a week or more, ravenously.

Artists.

Bowing her head, Irisi said, “You have questions for me?”

“Yes, my lady,” he said, between bites, “I do.”

Irisi waited, then rolled her eyes and shook her head in amusement. “Then ask.”

“This central garden,” he said. “Have the statues to be mounted on the pillars been commissioned?”

Irisi nodded. “Each will be unique.”

They would match the personalities of her cats: Nebi’s protective fierceness, Emu’s indolence, Kiwu’s playfulness, Alu’s steadiness.

“But where will they go? Which will go when?”

“Ah. That will depend on them, I’m afraid. It’s to be their tomb as well as mine.”

Just the thought of her pets dying, of not having dependable Nebi standing guard at her side or Emu or Kiwu rolling onto their backs for a belly rub made her heart break. They were her friends, the creatures who’d sustained her when she dared not risk friendships among the other priests and priestesses for fear of Kamenwati’s wrath coming down on the innocent.

“Ah,” he said. “So only the pedestals need be placed?”

She nodded. “Indeed. Anything else you want to do with it is yours to do, as long as you don’t take down the palm trees. It seems scant appreciation for their fortitude in finding a home so far away from visible water.”

That brightened him.

Ashai had vowed that if he could he would never work below the ground again. Anything he devised would rise above it. It would be he who created the shadows. The weight of the earth above him wouldn’t weigh on him as it did in this tomb but the commission of the new High Priestess was still not to be denied. She was also a good mistress.

Spreading out his sketches on fragile and precious papyrus, he showed her his plans for the interior.

The look on her face was almost payment enough. Almost.

Irisi looked over the sketches with satisfaction.

The images showed he’d leveled the floor and cleared some but not all of the stalactites, using some of them as pedestals for the statues of the Gods, to create a large open and airy space within the cave. Those statues would encircle her sarcophagus. The walls were already being smoothed and plastered so the hieroglyphs from the Book of Coming into Daylight could be applied to them, as they’d been applied to Banafrit’s tomb.

“It’s beautiful,” she said softly, running her fingertips just above the ink, so as not to risk smearing it.

Ashai’s spirit lifted. She liked it. That in itself was enough for him.

More though, this commission would mean all the world to him. Opportunities would be available to him that hadn’t existed in the past. If she continued to be pleased, he could be certain of employment for many years to come.

The Priestess’s unusual azure eyes lifted to meet his, the delight in them clear. “Thank you.”

His heart melted. “Lady.”

A messenger arrived, handing her a simple bronze coin.

To other eyes, it was only another offering such as a priestess could expect at any time.

For Irisi, it was a sign.

Khai.

Her heart leaped.

Smiling, curling her hand around the small circle of metal, Irisi said, “Is there anything else?”

The architect shook his head. “No, that was all.”

It was a long way to have come for such a simple question.

Khai awaited, though. She wouldn’t keep him waiting long.

Again, she thanked the man, pressing a gold coin into his palm with a smile, closing her hands around his. “You’ve given me a wonderful place to begin my last journey.”

Ashai watched her go. 

She was so graceful and lovely…and he vowed to make her final resting place a temple to such a kind spirit.






  








Chapter Twenty Six
 

 

Kamenwati stared into the polished metal mirror, turning this way and that, searching for signs he might have missed of the change within him. A change greater even than that of the marid Djinn who shared his body.

Evidence of that one lay in the crushed gold cup on the floor by his bedside, a testament to strength he hadn’t meant to exert.

To his relief there was no sign of his travails on his features. Oh, his face appeared a little thinner, finer, but that was easy enough to explain, a result of his recent illness.

Harder to explain was the body of the slave in the corner.

Kamenwati had come out of his delirium ravenous and had grabbed the first thing he saw, the slave tasked to keep his body clean during his illness. Fortunately, it had only been a slave and not a servant or he might have had a mass exodus on his hands, which would have been difficult to explain.

That, though, was Marid behavior.

Drinking a cup of wine proved he could at least still drink wine and not just blood, but his exhilaration had almost undone him as his hand clenched around the soft metal of the cup. He would have to learn to control that.

At least he was better, though.

He might be able to use his new-found strength, too, to bind the other Djinn to him, to his half-Djinn self, now completely assimilated.

He had unfinished business.

Picking up the dead slave by his clothing, Kamenwati stepped out of his rooms.

No servants or slaves were about where he could see them, which was as it should be.

They would watch his shadow from doorways, though. But only his shadow.

Not that it mattered. He was master here.

He carried the body down to the lowest floors and tossed it beneath the hanging Djinn.

After so long suspended, they were starved. They went mad in an instant, snarling and biting, writhing in their bonds.

Leaving them to continue to do so with a meal a few tantalizing inches away, he lit the lamp beside Books both sacred and forbidden, he then opened them to the pages he wanted. This was dark magic so he needed to adjust some of the spells within them for his own use, for the way he needed to use them. He wrote notes swiftly, changing the hieroglyphs in his copies to the ones he wanted. When he was satisfied with what he’d written he gathered the materials he needed – a sharp knife, another gold cup, a censer to burn the herbs – aconite and belladonna, among others – a cup of natron and salt-laced water.

When he was ready, he went outside to look at the aspects of moon and the stars for verification.

Darkness greeted him, the moonless sky empty of all but the stars. It was a better time than he’d chosen before, with a new moon and the stars in more auspicious locations. He calculated the various positions.

Satisfied, he gave instructions to his majordomo to keep the servants in their rooms and all the slaves but his chosen ones in their quarters. Those chosen ones were to be brought to him.

The majordomo stared at the suspended Djinn as he obeyed, his eyes wide and horrified as he led the shackled slaves into the room.

Kamenwati reminded himself to have the man’s tongue cut out, and soon.

Like the majordomo, the slaves stared in abject terror.

With a gesture Kamenwati indicated the slaves should be chained to the walls to await his desires.

Only the last two struggled, one attempting to flee.

His face paling, the majordomo caught the man, knowing full well by Kamenwati’s glare that had the slave escaped it would have been the majordomo who would have stood in the slave’s place. 

When that was done Kamenwati sent the majordomo away as well.

Lighting the herbs, he let the smoke rise until it filled the room. The slaves closest to the brazier swayed as it overwhelmed them.

With no more thought than he’d give to slaughtering one of his cattle he slit the throat of a slave and fed his blood to the starving Djinn as he chanted a spell. It was enough to satisfy the blood thirst of the Djinn until the spell took effect, making them momentarily grateful to him, binding them to him and to human blood. The next slave screamed and fought his bonds as Kamenwati wrestled him onto the altar.

Kamenwati cut that one’s living heart from his chest as he chanted from the Books while offering the shuddering heart to the great God Set.

Positioning the ram’s horn beneath them, he set the Djinn where he wanted. Then he slit their throats as well, one at a time, chanting as their thick ichor drained from them and into the mouth of the copper-wrapped, jewel-encrusted horn propped below them. The thick fluid filled it, soaked into the bone, turned the white substance of the horn a deep, dark red as it absorbed the viscous liquid.

Never once did Kamenwati’s voice falter or cease. He chanted steadily the sound rising in volume, louder, deeper, until it filled the room… 

He knew the penalty for failure.

The time for waiting was over. It was almost done. He would wear the King’s crown and soon.

Lifting the Horn to his lips, he blew the first summons.

 

Cuddled in Khai’s arms Irisi felt a shiver of dark magic slither over her skin, waking her instantly. She sat up. The sense of threat sent shivers down her spine, as she knew it did for every other priest or priestess with even a hint of magic. All of them would be instinctively looking around for the source even as she did.

Khai looked at her in the dark. “What’s wrong?”

A breath Irisi hadn’t known she’d been holding escaped her.

“I don’t know. Someone was practicing dark magic,” she said, shaking her head, her voice breathless. “A great deal of it. It was so strong, Khai.”

Nor could her assumed memories recall anything like it.

Khai heard a touch of fear and concern in her voice. This was indomitable Irisi. Little frightened her.

Pulling her into his arms, Khai was startled to find she was shivering. He knew Irisi too well. This was more than a mere bad dream. He held her close.

“To what purpose?” he asked.

Shaking her head, she said, “I don’t know.” 

Irisi looked up into his dark eyes. “I’ve never felt anything like it.”

Lifting her hand to his lips, Khai pressed his mouth to her palm in comfort.

Irisi’s heart warmed, easing a little, and she smiled.

The night was otherwise quiet. Whatever it was had passed as swiftly as it had come.

“Do you mind?” she asked, looking up at him.

Khai smiled and shook his head as he lay on his back, curling one arm around her.

Irisi stretched out against him.

She wrapped an arm around his waist and laid her head on his chest to listen to his heartbeat while he stroked her hair. More than anything else, that soothed her on the nights when the dreams shook her as they did increasingly of late, although she couldn’t remember them when she woke.

Neither they nor the other priests and priestesses ignored the clear portents.

It touched Khai immeasurably that she took comfort that way, from his presence beside her.

“Is there anything I can do?” he asked quietly.

She shook her head, helplessly. “I don’t even know what it was.”

“Is it something we have to worry about?”

Laughing lightly and wryly, keeping her concern at bay, Irisi said, “Quite probably.”

“Kamenwati?”

Frowning, biting her lip, Irisi shrugged helplessly. “Again, probably. Few practice dark magic. And it was so strong…”

She let out a breath.

“You’re worried,” he said.

She let out a breath. “Yes.”

“Perhaps I can take your mind off it,” he said, with a smile, rolling over to put her on her back beneath him, as he brushed a kiss across her lips.

His hips moved against her. She could feel him harden against her.

Cupping her breast, he brushed his thumb across her nipple.

His eyes watching her, he bent his head to nibble.

Warmth, excitement and love moved through her.

“Perhaps,” she confessed, as a finger slipped inside her and she gasped.

She’d missed that, his touch, while he’d been gone.

His thumb caressed her as his mouth closed over the tip of her breast to suck and nibble. Assaulted on all sides by pleasure, Irisi still could not resist adding more, stroking one hand through his hair, the other across his back, for the sheer delight in touching him.

Then she stopped thinking of anything except Khai as pleasure built within her, writhing as he tormented her sweetly.

Khai sighed.

This was one of the many things he loved about her, her total abandonment to his touch, giving herself to him so freely and completely. He loved to watch her lovely body twist and turn, writhe and tremble, while color washed through her fair skin until her skin blushed like a rose.

Irisi looked up into deep brown eyes with their flecks of warm gold.

Khai smiled and watched her gaze blur as she tipped over into ecstasy, her body arching beneath his, vibrating as she buried her face against his shoulder to muffle the soft cry of pleasure that escaped her.

Then he was inside her, even as the contractions within her faded, feeling her pulse around him.

Slowly, deliberately, he stroked into her.

Irisi moaned softly at the feel of him within her. She opened, lifted her hips to take him deeper, to feel all of him inside her, all the way.

Here was only another reason Khai loved her, this pleasure she took in the feel of him within her. Each time she smiled with delight as she did now, her eyes widening, and then sighed with pure pleasure, gratified him.

He loved that smile.

Though some might think that this was for her, it wasn’t. It was for him.

Khai had no fear for her, she would come as often as he wished, relishing the feel of him inside her as much as he enjoyed being there. She was so hot, so wet, so tight, he pleasured himself with her as her body closed around him, another soft cry whispering from her as she tightened.

Pleasure rushed through him as he spilled into her, gloriously. His Priestess, and he worshiped her.

Watching Khai leave in the pre-dawn light, cursing Kamenwati for the necessity of it, Irisi felt a small twinge of…something.

With a frown, she sighed and awoke a sleepy messenger.

Her uneasiness had returned.

“Run to the priests and priestesses of all the temples,” she said. “Ask those Highest to join me after their morning rituals.”

The girl nodded, jumping to her feet to race out the door.

Irisi smiled at such energy and eagerness.

Awan was the first to arrive, looking grayer and thinner than he had only a few short months earlier. In the first few days she’d depended on him greatly for advice but as she’d grown more confident she leaned on him less. As time passed he was also allowing his chosen successor to take on more and more of the duties of Osiris’s High Priest. Watching him fade, Irisi grieved for him, knowing he slipped away from her, from them, going to join his beloved Banafrit bare finger-lengths at a time.

For now, though, she moved to give him greeting, hugging him as warmly as he did her.

Gently, Awan kissed her on the forehead.

“From the first,” he said, “I’ve always considered you another daughter and been grateful that the Gods blessed me with another.”

The words startled her.

“Awan,” she said softly, her heart twisting.

He patted her cheek. “Have no fear yet, my dear one, I will not leave you until there is someone in my place to advise you as well as I would. Ramses is not yet there.”

In a way, Irisi felt guilty for keeping him from Banafrit – and Banafrit from Awan – but Irisi herself and Egypt still needed him. The counsel he offered her was priceless.

Giving her a look, he said, “I would guess this is about what we felt last night.”

“Have you ever sensed anything like that?”

Shaking his head, he said, “No. Dark magic, thankfully, only attracts a terrible few. Sadly, many of them are dangerous, and some are quite mad. They usually bring their own doom upon themselves.”

Hearing what was said as he joined them, Kahotep added, “I can’t disagree with Awan.”

Kahotep looked at Irisi, the same thought in all their minds as the others arrived one by one.

The only dark wizard they knew of was rumored to be the Grand Vizier Kamenwati – who, although he’d fallen out of favor with the King of late – still possessed a certain amount of power, owed to him by those who’d sought favor from him in the past and profited from it.

Those ties were likely to be more than just monetary, or physical, they could very well also be magical.

As they talked, more of the others arrived.

“Did anyone else get any sense of what its purpose was?” Irisi asked.

Several heads shook.

“What does it mean?” Nafre asked, her soft brown eyes worried.

“I don’t know either,” Irisi answered, “but it can’t bode well.”

She paced. It seemed she’d picked up that habit from Khai and suddenly she missed him with an intensity that shook her, even though they’d been parted for only a short time.

If it weren’t for Kamenwati she could see him openly, they could marry, have children…and part of her yearned for that.

She’d held the King’s son Menes several times, one of the few people Paniwi trusted and allowed to do so. Irisi delighted in playing with him, in listening to the child’s happy chortles. He was a healthy baby.

Khai was willing to risk being more open but she wasn’t. Not yet. They’d been discreet. So far as they knew, Kamenwati wasn’t aware of their relationship. It was Khai’s life at stake, but it was her choice to take that chance. Not for all the world was she willing to do it. To lose him and all possibility of a future together was more of a risk than she wanted to take. She loved him too much. Even if all they could manage sometimes was a simple kiss.

Blowing out a breath, she said, “All we can do then is wait.” Remembering the days before they’d lost Banafrit, she added, “Just in case, though, lay in extra stores and check the ones you have to be sure we have enough in case of need.”

She didn’t know what impulse made her say it…

 

Kamenwati’s majordomo was waiting when he awoke the morning after the ritual, prostrated on the floor beside Kamenwati’s bed awaiting his instructions. Kamenwati left him there for a time, taking the moments to break his fast first. As instructed a female slave awaited him along with his usual hearty repast. He was ravenous, almost ravenous enough to feed from his majordomo, but he controlled it. That wouldn’t do. It was reassuring to know as he ate of the more common but fine foodstuffs provided him that, if they weren’t as satisfying to his Marid-self, they still were very much so to his human self.

Reaching out, he drew the slave to him.

Informed of his needs, she turned her head and let him to her do as he would, although she didn’t know the full extent of his requirements.

He pleasured himself of her and then fed deeply, sucking her dry no matter how hard she fought him. Both satisfied and finished, he let her body fall, knowing his majordomo would take care of the refuse.

Wiping his hands, he gestured to his man finally.

“There’s much I missed during the days I was ill,” Kamenwati stated, his speech giving the majordomo the right to respond.

The man couldn’t do so unless Kamenwati spoke to him.

Bowing his head respectfully as he rose to his feet, the majordomo said, “Indeed, my lord. What is it you wish to know?”

“The King?” 

“Still lives, as do Paniwi and the child. An attempt to slip an asp into the child’s garden met with failure.”

“The man who attempted it?”

Bowing, the majordomo said, “He paid the price for his failure.”

Kamenwati waved him to continue as he cut a piece of fruit.

“The King sent to ask if you were recovering and to say he was praying to Sekhmet and Isis for your recovery.”

The Goddesses of healing and magic.

With a smile meant only for himself, Kamenwati wondered if Narmer would have done so if he’d known what it was that had rendered him ill, and what he intended to do with the results. It was amusing to speculate.

“And my estates?”

“Do well as always, my Lord,” the majordomo said, and then added as an aside. “Also, the little priest sought you while you were…ill. He was turned away.”

The little priest from Isis’s temple, where Kamenwati’s escaped slave stood as High Priestess.

Even the thought was enough to spark rage.

Anger burned. The knife slipped and cut the base of his thumb, the pain sharp and bitter. Blood oozed thick and dark from the small wound.

Let them call her High Priestess. To Kamenwati she was a slave, his slave, and his property. His. One day he would have her in his hands again and she would pay for a long time, until her suffering gave him no more satisfaction, and then he would sacrifice her to Set, alive, cutting her living heart from her breast. As Isis’s priestess, her death at his hands would give both he and Set a great deal of power and Set some redress for Isis’s interference in the matter of Osiris.

The little priest had wanted speech with him. Kamenwati considered it. It was unusual. The man feared him.

Straightening, Kamenwati narrowed his eyes. “He wasn’t due.” 

What did the little priest want or know? He’d thought to be Isis’s High Priest until Banafrit had chosen the slave.

Did Kamenwati now have something to punish her with? 

With a shake of his head, the majordomo kept his face impassive as he confirmed that fact. “No, my lord, he wasn’t.”

“Why then the visit?” Kamenwati asked as much of the air as anyone.

Knowing this the majordomo remained silent, having no answer.

“It’s been some time since I’ve been to visit the King,” Kamenwati said. “There are affairs I must attend to. Send someone to this priest. I want to know what it was he wanted to tell me so much that he came on a day he wasn’t expected.”

The little priest wasn’t so bold as to have presumed, so he must have thought it important enough at the time.

What had been so vital the little priest was willing to risk Kamenwati’s wrath to speak of it? 

Did the man finally have the means for Kamenwati’s revenge? 

Suddenly it mattered very much to him to know what it was the little priest thought he should know.

Not that he would show any sign of it. That wouldn’t do at all.

A few hours at the palace should suffice, a brief visit to his cousin to assure him that his Grand Vizier was well enough, ready to resume his duties and to see what had passed at the palace in his absence.

Changes were coming, although they didn’t know it. 

The Darkness was rising again. 

He wanted to be sure their guard was still down and weakening.

Soon, he would be King in Narmer’s stead…

 

The messenger waited for Saini impassively, his dark eyes still but implacable. He wouldn’t leave until Saini gave him an answer, Saini knew, but Saini suddenly didn’t wish to give him one. He was done. It was over. He’d been foolish, but now he saw the error of his ways. Inside, Saini shook, he trembled, but as much as he wished he could pretend he’d never started down this path, he knew he had.

If there were any day he wished to take back other than the day the Lady Banafrit had died it was the day he’d spoken to a stranger in the market – the Grand Vizier’s man, although Saini hadn’t known it then.

A question here, a question there, and suddenly Saini had found himself spewing all his frustrated ambitions into the ear of a stranger over several cups of beer.

That had been all it took. His anger and frustration, no, more, his bitterness with the Lady Banafrit for choosing another over him, had led him down this path… Now he knew why Banafrit had chosen as she had. He was weak, a lesser vessel.

Now what would he do?

The messenger waited. Saini knew there would be no returning without an answer – the messenger knew what the punishment for failure was, as did Saini.

“Tell the Vizier I’ll be there after moonrise in two days time,” Saini lied, to give the man something before someone saw him and took notice. He wanted to weep for fear.

One didn’t lightly cross the Grand Vizier.

The messenger looked at him, but said nothing. An answer was all he’d needed.

With a nod, he ran lightly away.

It wasn’t an appointment Saini intended to keep.

Terror went through him at the thought.

He would keep close to the temple during the next few days and weeks, stay within the walls. Eventually even Kamenwati would give up, surely. And the Grand Vizier couldn’t touch him on temple grounds...

Could he?

 

It was well after moonrise and the little priest still hadn’t come. Nor did Kamenwati believe he would or had ever intended to. His jaw tightening, he wasn’t well pleased. Did the little priest dare to think he could ignore the summons of the Grand Vizier? Rage turned his vision red.

Nor had his visit to the King the previous day gone well, either.

By all indications Kamenwati’s absence had scarcely been noticed nor was his presence as desired as it had once been in the days when his glamour held Narmer tight in its grip.

Since he’d been gone, the King had taken the reins of power back into his own hands, after all of Kamenwati’s slow, careful effort to extricate those reins from him with honeyed words and gentle persuasion. Now neither the Generals nor the Priests and Priestesses required an audience with the Grand Vizier first, as had once been arranged by Kamenwati, to see the King. They had only to send a request for his time.

In fact, General Khai had been meeting with Narmer when Kamenwati arrived. Kamenwati had walked in unannounced as had always been his habit in the past. Both Narmer and Khai looked somewhat perturbed by unexpected presence, as if he were an interruption.

Narmer himself had asked Kamenwati to wait outside while he spoke to his General.

His General. The King’s. Narmer’s.

Khai. A foreigner named General over all of Egypt’s armies.

The tall, handsome general had looked at him evenly. Once upon a time, one such as he wouldn’t have dared look at Kamenwati without the proper respect and a touch of dismay, or even fear.

They all had.

General Khai’s confidence and calm were irritating.

All in all, that day hadn’t gone well. Nor had the days since, and now the little priest thought he could avoid his summons?

Kamenwati still had power. Considerable power. If only of a different kind.

His jaw tightening, Kamenwati narrowed his eyes and sent out a Summons.

He would have the little priest here. Now.

 

Saini hadn’t been asleep. He hadn’t slept well. Apprehension had dogged him all day. Beside him his wife slept peacefully. He’d never spoken to her of his meetings with the Grand Vizier. It was better she didn’t know. The longer it went on the more he didn’t want to think of those visits much himself.

His stomach was in knots as he tried not to toss and turn, thus waking her and her questions,.

Dark magic hit him like a blow in the solar plexus, all of the air escaping his lungs sharply.

He bit his lip to keep from crying out and stumbled out into the main room of their quarters, hoping he hadn’t woken her.

Another wrenching pain tore through him.

How? He was in Isis’s own house…he should be safe from even the Grand Vizier here.

Another sharp tug. His stomach felt as if it were tearing…

Suddenly Saini remembered the glass of wine he’d drunk in Kamenwati’s house and cursed himself.

It had seemed only a courtesy, a great favor from the Grand Vizier, to have a glass of very good red wine poured by the Grand Vizier’s very own hand.

The wine had been very dark, very red.

Suddenly Saini remembered all the rumors and stories of dark magic that hovered around the Grand Vizier. Tales that he’d discounted in his bitterness, jealousy and rage. He couldn’t be sure now if he wanted to be ill, or weep, or both…but he suddenly found himself walking toward the door as if compelled.

He was and helpless to prevent it.

Desperately, he tried to fight the compulsion.

The walk was long. Each step was torture as he fought it, but he was drawn inevitably to the one place where he didn’t want to go. He prayed to the Goddess…but there was no answer… In that moment he knew he’d abandoned her as he’d abandoned Banafrit. There was only the new High Priestess. Irisi.

He fought his hate.

So he went, whether he wished or not…

The side gate, the servant’s gate, opened slowly, a reminder he wasn’t an honored person here as he’d once thought he was, not a priest, but merely another of Kamenwati’s minions.

It was another reminder of his proper place.

Shamed, Saini bowed his head as he stepped through into Kamenwati’s chief estate.

Only then did the compulsion leave him, at the steps leading into Kamenwati’s receiving room.

It was in him to run, although he had little doubt Kamenwati would simply haul him back. Not that he couldn’t try. but the effort would be futile. And while there was always the chance that one of Kamenwati’s men would kill him…Saini didn’t want to die.

Not yet.

So he went.

The Lord Kamenwati, Grand Vizier of all Egypt, sat on his great chair in his receiving room and waited, tall and dark, brooding, his hooded black eyes looking to the ceiling as if Saini didn’t exist, his jaw tight.

“You,” the Grand Vizier’s majordomo said, “were to be here at moonrise. You were not. The Grand Vizier is displeased.”

Saini groveled, shame and fear going deep as he prostrated himself before Kamenwati despite his intention not to, he found he couldn’t help it.

Satisfied, Kamenwati looked down on the priest. That was more like it.

“You had something to tell me. You came on a day you were not requested,” he said. “What was it you came to tell me?”

For a brief moment, Saini tried to step back from the precipice, from that final betrayal.

“Nothing, my Lord,” he said, hoping his voice didn’t shake as badly as it seemed. “I heard you were ill and wished to offer my services as a healer.”

His skills there were known. It wasn’t impossible.

Kamenwati heard none of it. He knew a lie when it was spoken, for his God was the master of lies.

Trembling, Saini risked a glance upward.

Those black raven’s eyes were fixed on him. Raven’s eyes. Terror didn’t begin to describe what he felt in that moment. His bowels went cold and loose. The God Set. The God of Evil. Among his creatures were the ravens. Surely not. It was his imagination.

Suddenly the dark presence of that sinister God seemed to be all around him. Surrounded, oppressed by it, Saini shuddered. He prayed to Isis, but he couldn’t find the Goddess of love in this place or in his heart. In truth, he hadn’t felt the Goddess’s presence around him since he’d begun this.

Or rather, he’d abandoned Her on this doorstep, for She wouldn’t have abandoned him.

Suddenly, Kamenwati’s attention was fully focused. On him.

In one swift movement, the Grand Vizier was off his chair and had Saini by the scruff of his neck, lifting him from his feet to dangle in front of him.

The strength of the man was horrifying. Saini had never known anything like it. His feet dangled nearly a foot from the floor.

“Tell me, Priest,” Kamenwati demanded. 

His Marid-hunger tore at him and he let the little priest see it.

To his horror, Saini watched the Lord Kamenwati as something within the other man shifted and changed. His head moved back and forth like a cobra’s as it hypnotized its prey prior to its strike. The Grand Vizier’s eyes had changed, glowing from within like banked embers as the pupils narrowed to slits.

“It’s nothing,” Saini stammered, trying to find his courage. “Nothing.”

Kamenwati’s eyes focused on him, changing again until they’d gone completely black, utterly dark, with no white showing, bottomless, fathomless.

Saini whimpered. He drowned in those eyes, the Lord Kamenwati invading his thoughts to find what it was he hid.

In vain, Saini tried to fight the intrusion, calling up all the spells he knew, but his will was too weak, and his fear too great.

Memories flashed through his mind. He heard his voice speak, his voice compelled.

His jaw working, Kamenwati listened as he fought back furious anger.

So, his slave had found another, or so they whispered.

Khai. The foreign General.

In fury, he remembered Narmer asking him to leave so he could meet with his General. It was insult on injury. His General. As if Khai would even have his position had Kamenwati not removed Akhom from it by setting the Djinn on the army. 

It should have been Baraka. 

Kamenwati had thought then that the younger General might be more amenable but he hadn’t. He’d politely refused all Kamenwati’s invitations. 

Fury burned more deeply, until everything Kamenwati saw was stained red.

It remained to be seen, now, whether General Khai was truly capable on the battlefield. That skill was about to be tested as no other had been. Not even Akhom.

If he lived so long… 

Kamenwati looked to the little priest, who’d thought to hold this back from him. He needed to be punished. Appropriately.

There was no better punishment for this one than knowledge…and living with what he learned.

“Come, priest,” Kamenwati said, dropping him, curling a finger in command.

Involuntarily, at the mercy of Kamenwati’s magic, Saini lurched to his feet and followed.

Below stairs.

The tales…

A smile touched the Grand Vizier’s mouth, a cold and frightening expression that sent chills through Saini’s bowels. He cowered as much as he was able.

Saini’s stomach curdled and he retched in fear as he saw what awaited him. To his horror, Lord Kamenwati all but threw him into a room dominated by an altar to the God Set, the God of Chaos and Evil…and the dangling bodies of Djinn.

“You fool,” the Grand Vizier said. “It was I who set the Djinn loose on the world. I who had your precious Banafrit killed. And it will be I who rules all of Egypt in the end.” 

The sickness in Saini’s stomach grew with each word. 

Banafrit. Kamenwati had killed Banafrit.

Saini stared at the Grand Vizier, blinking, heartsick, soul sick…

Kamenwati had loosed the Djinn on Egypt.

And what of Irisi, now High Priestess? Or General Khai, Egypt’s last hope?

What had he done?


Nor could he tell them without betraying himself, without revealing what he’d done…

It was with great pleasure that Kamenwati finally shared the truth with the little priest. He saw that knowledge in Saini’s eyes and smiled.

“You can go now,” Kamenwati said.

Saini ran.

Kamenwati shook his head.

The little priest hadn’t seen the one thing that should have sparked the most terror in him had he but known and understood what it was he saw. He hadn’t even remarked on it, and yet it had been there in the room with him.

But he was a fool.

The Horn was finished, at long last. No trace of blood of any kind remained on it. It was as if the bone and cartilage of the Horn had absorbed every drop. If anything, the copper with which  it had been bound with seemed to gleam all the more brightly. The rubies glittered, although their cores were shadowed, and the black jewels had gained bloody depths heretofore unseen.

Kamenwati lifted the darkly beautiful thing from its resting place.

He smiled.

Narmer thought he didn’t need Kamenwati anymore.

And the slave girl had found herself a lover, had she? That handsome foreign General.

Kamenwati shook his head. He’d warned her. What would she say as she watched her beloved die? And she would watch as the Djinn tore him to pieces before her eyes, as they feasted on his heart. Kamenwati was determined to see to it himself.

This was his time, a time for the Darkness to rise once again…but this time it wouldn’t retreat.

Thebes wasn’t the place for it, though. Not yet. He would rule here if he could. Soon it would be he who sat on the King’s throne not Narmer. But not yet. It remained to be decided if he would sit there as a hero or as a conqueror, whether he would be greeted with acclamations or lamentations.

He didn’t dare take another with him as he strode out into his compound, not even his charioteer, as much as he hated doing such menial chores himself. 

Resigning himself to that fate, he drove himself out of the city – south and west to the desert until darkness surrounded him. 

Then he lifted his creation to his lips and blew once to Call a greater darkness out of the night, a summons bound by blood that was nearly irresistible…

He felt them respond.

In the deepest heart of the desert Darkness rose up once again from where they’d been hidden, in greater numbers than before. 

They hadn’t liked the pain, it had disturbed them, but they’d disliked the taste of defeat even more. It angered them. They were nearly immortal. They were Djinn. They remembered the villages and those who had cowered. The fear, the screams and the cries had fired their blood with need.

And the feasting.

They were hungry…

Very hungry.

 

Irisi came out of sleep as if she’d been stung, an eerie wail that rang through her dreams and into the night. 

Sitting up and shaking his head to clear the awful sound from his ears, Khai propped himself up on his elbow, instinctively reaching for his sword. 

From the gardens below Irisi heard growling roars amid cries of protest and dismay from he priests and priestesses.

Even the lions had heard it, to judge by their outcry.

Irisi looked at Khai. He had no magic.

“You heard it too?”

Khai nodded slowly as he looked at her, letting out a breath. 

He’d thought the sound real. A chill ran over him, raising goose bumps. 

“An odd sound? Almost a howl? I wasn’t sure whether it was real or part of a dream or nightmare.”

Irisi turned to look at him, more than alarmed that Khai should sense it as well… If even those with no magic could feel it…?

“Yes.”

More dark magic and of such intensity that even Khai – who had no magic – sensed it.

What was it they did, this dark wizard or wizards? 

Was it Kamenwati? 

Every attempt to place someone inside his compound had met with failure, not that she was surprised.

If it was Kamenwati, what was it he was doing? It couldn’t be good.

Irisi looked at Khai, and shuddered before settling back into his arms…

They would find out soon enough. Of that she had no doubt.

 

Sitting in the wine sink, Saini drained his cup as if were water. He knew he should go to the Lady Irisi, she who was now High Priestess. He should tell her what he’d done, what he’d been compelled to do, but he was too ashamed. 

She would hate him and rightly so.

He hated himself.

And General Khai? 

If he died, what then for Egypt with another General lost, and so soon? Who would replace him? There were rumors about Baraka…

He, Saini the healer, had done this.

There wasn’t enough wine in all Egypt to drown his shame.

But he tried.






  








Chapter Twenty Seven
 

 

Smoke and shadows, fire and darkness, rose up out of the deepest hollows of the desert. That darkness was terrible, and it was hungry. It gathered and grew, then it swept out of the desert in a great rush like a sandstorm, save that it was black. That darkness slipped silently along the walls of the village. It found the cracks, the voids, and seeped through them to claim its first victims, its initial hosts. Their possessed victims silenced those on guard and opened the gates.

Time, even less than half a year, had eased the fears of those who’d suffered the previous attacks. The guards’ wariness had grown lax as the days had passed uneventfully. Death was a harsh price to pay for their lack of diligence but it was the price they paid all the same.

A silent struggle, as one after another fell to the sila. 

Shadow swept within the gates. It dimmed the torches as shadows and smoke flowed silently down the pathways.

Dogs barked and then yelped as they too were silenced.

Helpless to avert that which came, the cats slipped away, silently.

The first villages to the south and west fell swiftly and very nearly soundlessly – or at least as soundlessly as far as those of the world outside world were concerned. Their terrible screams and cries were heard only within the walls that had once protected them. No one escaped to warn others in the path of what came. Those at the fort in the south weren’t so unaware, some few recognized their peril from the terrible days only a few short months previously. 

If the attack hadn’t come at night more might have survived.

An eerie wailing awoke Ashai, horrible cries that chilled his bones. Some intuition warned him this was his last night on earth. Desperately, he bundled up his plans, his notes, and shoved them into the space he’d found behind the bricks of his room. If he didn’t survive this night, if nothing remained to remember him by, there would be this. He scrabbled to scatter sand before his hidden cache.

Behind him, the door burst open.

Seeing what entered, Ashai tried to flee, weeping, but there was no escape.

Nor was he alone.

Shouts and cries awakened Baki from his troubled sleep. As his door crashed open, he leaped to his feet.

“Oba?” he said, at the sight of the man who entered his chambers. A man he’d considered his friend. “What is it?”

Then he saw the terrible red glitter in the eyes of the man who’d once been his friend. His belly went cold. Even before Oba’s sword speared him he knew he would die that night.

Some held, buying others time at the cost of their own lives while a few fought free and raced for Thebes to give warning.

The Djinn had been loosed upon Egypt once again.

It wasn’t Thebes that came under attack next, though, but the town by the first cataract, Aswan.

Unprepared for the assault, the guards at the gates fell first and as silently as those in the villages.

Firelit darkness, smoke and shadow flowed through the streets. Cries and screams of desperation and outrage were smothered by the walls. More followed.

It was a nightmare.

A few escaped northward.

Most didn’t. 

The Djinn feasted, grew stronger.

Those who did escape, though, warned those in the villages they passed as they fled. The Djinn were on the move once more.

The exodus began, moving north.

 

Although he had quarters in the city, Khai spent many evenings with his officers in camp. He was still reorganizing and reassessing his troops. They’d lost so many good officers in their first confrontation with the Djinn. He dared not leave Egypt’s borders so poorly defended.

A commotion in camp brought him out of his tent at a run. 

Watching the drivers come through, some bent in their chariots, obviously grievously wounded, a familiar, sick feeling went through him. He recognized the drivers and the desperation in them. 

As much as he wanted to deny it, he knew what had come.

“Send to the temples for healers,” he shouted to a messenger.

He took a breath to steady himself and waited for the men to reach him.

Looking at them as they saluted, his heart aching for them he saluted them in return, and said, “The Djinn have returned.”

One of the men looked at him and took a breath. “Yes, my lord.”

The soldier’s eyes were sick and frightened. He swayed visibly in his saddle. Scores were visible over his torso. Fever glittered in his eyes. None of them had wanted to stop to tend their wounded. They’d come straight to him, to report.

Khai signaled for another messenger.

“Go to my Lady Irisi at the temple of Isis. Give her that message as well.”

As much as he wished to tell her himself, he must inform the King first. That was his duty.

The messenger raced away.

It seemed that now they knew what that dark magic in the night had been about.

 

The guards at the palace doors knew Irisi well and passed her without question into the King’s presence in response to his summons. Awan, Kahotep and Djeserit were beside her. Having received his message as well it was no surprise to find Khai awaiting them, but it was a relief of sorts to see him and her heart lightened a little.

His expression, though, was grim. That didn’t bode well.

Then she felt other eyes on her and turned to find Kamenwati’s black gaze fixed on her, his face impassive. Something dark and unsettling moved behind that gaze.

She met his eyes evenly, expressionlessly, though it chilled her, and lowered her head politely before she bowed to the King.

“My Lord Narmer,” she said as the King inclined his head in greeting.

According to tradition she was considered his equal.

His councilors were arrayed around him, most with expressions as forbidding as Khai’s.

“Lady Irisi,” Narmer said, inclining his head to each of the other priests and priestesses in acknowledgment of their presence.

Irisi had received his summons only a short time after Khai’s message so the summons from the King hadn’t been unexpected.

Nor had Khai’s message been entirely unanticipated. 

The first refugees from the south had reached the temple. She’d been about to send a message to both he and Narmer when his had arrived.

“General Khai informs me the Djinn have returned,” Narmer said. “The southern fort has fallen once again, despite all efforts to defend it. Only a few survived.”

Irisi looked at Khai, her heart wrenching for him. Those losses would grieve him. She could see the pain in his eyes.

She turned to the King and his councilors.

Her breath caught as she realized that was all they knew… She glanced at Kahotep and Djeserit, who shared her dismay.

The King didn’t know.

“Have you had word from Aswan?” she asked, her stomach clenching.

A frown creasing his forehead, the King on his throne sat up slowly as beside him Khai stiffened, his gold-touched eyes going to hers.

“Aswan?” Narmer asked, his voice tense. “We’ve heard nothing.”

Irisi dared not glance at Narmer’s advisors, especially Kamenwati. She had little doubt they’d cast the few peasants that reached them aside.

Even so, Aswan, although smaller than Thebes, was no village. It was the southernmost city in Egypt before the first cataract in the south, the gateway into Egypt from the Kush and other nations to the south, and an important trade center.

Slowly, Irisi nodded. “We’ve begun receiving refugees from there…”

Everyone went still. Around the room, there were murmurs of concern from the councilors. Some looked aside, while others were earnest, but none were willing to admit they’d heard the cries of the unfortunate, only to turn them away.

“What have you learned?” Narmer asked, looking at his High Priestess even as his stomach sank.

The look on her face warned him, her azure blue eyes apologetic. It was clear that what she would say would be a hard blow. She gazed at him in return, her eyes shadowed, grief and sorrow clear in them.

“It was falling as they fled. The last they saw smoke was rising from within the city. Not the smoke of the Djinn, or at least, not that alone. A great deal of it, parts of the city appeared to be in flames…”

Given it was the Djinn and they were creatures of fire, it was no surprise. 

Narmer’s breath caught, looking first at Irisi and then to the other priests for confirmation.

That glance was telling. 

Each priest and priestess met his eyes evenly but the look in them was the same.

Aswan had fallen. 

It shook him. 

Aswan was nearly as large as Thebes. The loss of life was incalculable.

“Is this then the darkness of which the prophecy spoke?” he asked, looking to Kahotep. “Has it finally come?”

Going still, Irisi felt Narmer’s question echo through and within her.

A breathless silence fell as her eyes went to Khai, to hold his for a moment as they waited for Kahotep to answer in the way she feared, in the way she knew he would, he must. Part of her wanted to cry out in protest. Another knew this was as it must, as it should, be.

She could feel it, as the hands of fate settled onto her shoulders, and not lightly. 

Her heart skipped a beat…slowed…

She didn’t want it to be true, but in her heart and soul she knew it was.

Her gaze went to Kahotep.

The prophecy echoed in Kahotep, too, almost like a death knell as he looked at Irisi, both friend and fellow priest. He was intensely aware of her presence…even as the voice of his God filled him and spoke through him.

The head of the God Horus bowed in return, in honor, and in regret.

Compelled, Kahotep/Horus repeated the words of the prophecy He’d spoken on Narmer’s naming day, the day Narmer had been named to be heir to the throne of all Egypt.

“A darkness rises, O Pharaoh, to be unleashed across the world. It comes as a shadow that rises 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 terrible darkness out of the world, and to stand against it for all time.”

There was a pause.

Horus’s voice spoke clearly, each word a death knell.

“That time has now come.”

Irisi’s breath caught.

Her eyes were locked on Khai’s as Horus’s words echoed through the room like a great gong being struck.

Khai heard the words, felt them, as all eyes turned to Irisi. As did his.

No.

A golden warrior.

That was how Khai himself had first seen her, his beloved Irisi.

Somehow in that moment he knew the prophecy was true. In the despair and resolution in Irisi’s eyes he could see she did, too. It wasn’t in her to turn away from a fight, any more than it was in him.

The moment of prophecy was upon them.

Irisi let out a sigh as her eyes turned to her King, aware of Kamenwati’s regard once again, the look in his glance speculative, even triumphant.

Narmer’s gaze met hers. She met it evenly.

Slowly, the King nodded.

“There is hope then for Egypt, whom we all serve,” he said. “Eat, sleep. We ride out at first light.”

Time was running out.

 

The room the King had assigned her was larger by far than Irisi’s quarters in the temple. It was magnificently appointed with fine teak furniture and gilded marble statues of the gods in niches along the walls. A large table to one side held an alabaster bowl filled with fruit. 

A huge bed dominated the space. 

Irisi barely noticed any of it. She felt numb, oddly still…

“Khai,” she said, turning to him. Reaching for him.

He’d followed her, openly.

Khai looked into her azure eyes as he took her hand. 

It wasn’t the warrior who looked back at him but the woman. It wasn’t the one who was prophesied to stand against time and darkness but the one he loved with all his heart and soul. 

Not the child of foresight, but the one of flesh and blood. 

Irisi. His Irisi.

He tangled his hands in her hair to crush his mouth down on hers in both despair and passion. His mouth was avid on hers as he lifted her from her feet, his arms around her as he drove her back against the cold marble-faced wall while her arms closed around him. She clung to him as desperately as he did her.

Irisi heart shattered as Khai’s mouth possessed hers.

All her fears disappeared in the taste and feel of him against her. 

She slammed against the stone, heedless of it as Khai devoured her mouth. She fisted her hands in his thick hair, her mouth wild beneath his, needing the taste of him, the feel of him, something to anchor her to this world. Something to hold her here in this moment, to this place, in Khai’s arms. She wanted that memory.

Khai buried his mouth against her throat to feel her pulse hammer against it, to feel the life there, Irisi’s life. 

His hands slid up her thighs, boosted her higher as he drove his knee up between them. 

She let her head fall back before his assault, one hand clutching at his shoulders, the other buried in his hair as he devoured her throat.

With both hands, he ripped open the fine, fragile material of her dress. 

Jewels spattered across the floor as the fine linen gave way to his passion and need. 

And hers.

Irisi cried out as his mouth found her breast and feasted on it, savaged it. Pain and pleasure mixed as his hands closed around her bottom, lifted her higher on his thigh, opening her most sacred places for his invasion.

Clinging to him, she let him ravage her. His mouth was hot and hard on her as he thrust his fingers up inside her, first one, then another, pumping, driving her wild. A third stretched her as her hips thrust. Need and want blinded her to everything but him.

Khai heard her cries and turned to let her fall across the bed. He drove himself up into her tight, wet heat even as she pulsed around him, her hands clutching at him 

Another cry burst out of her as Khai plunged into her. Almost of their own will, her hips pumped to take him deeper, to take all of him. She wanted, needed to feel all the long length of him within her.

Thrusting hard, pounding into her, Khai took her, every inch of her his, all his… Not fate’s and not the Gods, but his, his Irisi. He hammered into her as she took him. He battered the very depths of her as she cried out. Claiming her as his. 

She was his. His. Not a thing of prophecy but his and his alone.

He bowed his head against her, against the truth, even as he took her.

Struggling to brace herself, Irisi lifted to meet him, frantic for the feel of him…for the sense of being alive, of being loved.

Irisi felt him erupt, pouring into her, his body rigid, vibrating as he emptied, spilling his seed inside her…

Khai collapsed, drawing Irisi’s limp form into the curve of his body, into the protection and safety of his arms. He held her as tightly as she clung to him. 

He touched his forehead to hers. 

“The Gods be damned,” he said, softly, despite the futility of the gesture. “You are mine. My heart, my soul, and they cannot have you.”

Irisi reached up to touch his face, knowing the truth of it as he did, of all of it and knowing what it was he truly said.

So she gave him the words that would bind her to him as he’d bound himself to her, husband to wife. 

It was no little thing to their people, or to those of Egypt.

“And you are mine.”

That was all that was needed. No ceremony could bind them more truly. The Gods understood what was in their hearts.

Her heart ached, knowing what awaited them.

With their arms wrapped around each other, exhausted, they found sleep at last.






  








Chapter Twenty Eight
 

 

It was like looking upon the Nile in flood but it wasn’t water that spread along the bank of the gleaming river but an army, a great wave of warriors, horses and chariots that fanned out across the green riverside. Tall standards marked the regiments as they marched south. Weapons glittered. In the sky above, a few of Kahotep’s falcons soared.

Like a horde of locusts, from the south came the Djinn to meet them, ravaging everything they touched. Behind them they left nothing but devastation. It was disturbing to see, like watching locusts descend upon a field. One moment life, golden, glorious, abundant, the next dark, empty and barren.

The numbers were daunting…They were a great scourge…

Some of their scouts returned, their faces pale, but not all. 

Word from behind the lines of the Djinn was scant. Little survived. What did was hunted.

On the highest rise facing them, the King stood in his chariot beside his charioteer, his spears and bow at hand, watching and waiting, poised for war. 

Narmer listened to their reports, his expression stern and unrelenting, but there was anger there, too, at the loss of life. 

Around him were a number of his Nubian Guard. To one side were General Baraka and the King’s cousin, the Grand Vizier Kamenwati, with their forces arrayed before them. Both were in their chariots, both armed. To his other rode General Khai and the High Priestess Irisi. Her golden curls blew loose in the breeze, save for thin braids at each side of her fine-boned face. She wore little more than the other soldiers, a short pleated battle kilt and a halter. Leather guards encircled her wrists to protect them from the slip of a blade. Her swords were in a harness at her back, within easy reach of her hands. Her lions lay in the grass beside her chariot.

She looked surprisingly fierce, and Narmer was reminded that once she’d been a barbarian mercenary. He remembered watching her fight.

Flanking her on her far side were the priest Kahotep and the priestess Djeserit. Before them were more of the Goddess Sekhmet’s priests and priestesses, all armed.

All waited as he did for the right moment.

They’d spent hours on the journey here talking tactics, planning strategy, considering all possible alternatives… 

Now they would see the fruit of those plans.

Watching the Djinn come, Irisi glanced at Khai.

It was time.

At the sight of the waiting army there was a great outcry from the oncoming Djinn, a sound of joy and hunger. 

With a cry the undisciplined Djinn raced to close the distance between them.

“Generals, to your men,” Narmer shouted.

Khai looked at Irisi, his heart wrenching, but the front line was where he needed to be if they were to have a chance to win here.

And there was the Prophecy…however he might wish to deny it.

Their eyes met, held for only a second and then he turned his horses. With Irisi’s lion Nebi running beside his chariot, Khai snapped his reins. His horses surged toward his men as Baraka gave the signal to his charioteer and they raced off, too.

Narmer raised his sword, held it, a signal to all the army. 

Sunlight glittered from the blade, as if Ra himself gave his blessing. 

The soldiers cheered.

His eyes on the oncoming Djinn, Narmer held his position and stance as they closed. 

As they drew closer still.

It was an act of courage simply for him to hold.

The army grew restless, seeing the enemy before them.

Narmer lowered his blade with a shout and snapped the reins of his chariot. 

With that the armies of Egypt almost seemed to leap forward to meet the enemy.

The two armies came together with a tremendous crash, the Djinn striking the leather shields of the foot soldiers as spears and arrows flew. Swords flashed in the sunlight. Chariots charged into the mass of fighters and stopped as the horses went down, then those within them as the Djinn drove or pulled them out of the chariots.

Djeserit’s priests and priestesses were at the fore in support of the army. 

Within seconds the army’s front line had utterly vanished beneath the onslaught, falling to the Djinn as horrific screams rang out to echo against the vault of the sky. One or two of Sekhmet’s servants found themselves suddenly fighting alone in the midst of the enemy and struggled to fight free of the horde.

On the rise behind them Kahotep let his falcons fly.

Irisi conjured up the wind. 

This time, though, the Djinn were prepared for the attack. As they’d feared, the Djinn had learned. Or someone had.

As the birds dove, ifrit leaped, crushing them in their jaws while others were swatted out of the air. The Djinn who could leaped out of the path of Irisi’s conjured sandstorm. More of the birds were lost…

Suddenly, Irisi’s lions spun on their heels, clearly sensing danger not before them but in their midst.

“My Lord King,” a voice shouted derisively, his voice pitched over the sounds of battle.

Kamenwati.

Startled, Narmer yanked back on the reins of his chariot and turned at the sound of a once beloved voice that was both familiar and unfamiliar…and far too close.

Irisi, with Djeserit in the chariot next to her, felt the dark magic rise up behind them. Turning, they saw Kamenwati raise his arms, calling up power, and laughing… The body of Kamenwati’s charioteer tumbled from the chariot to fall to the ground, the source of the sudden surge.

Feeling dark magic stir as well, Kahotep wheeled his chariot around.

Irisi threw up a ward around the King even as she felt Kamenwati unleash his dark magic. The King’s Guard closed around him to protect him as ifrit seemed to appear from nowhere. One of them fell instantly, disemboweled. Another threw his sword up just in time to save his own life. Others flung salt at the Djinn, some of which howled as if burned when the salt touched their skin, as the Guard drew their swords.

Her lions leaped for the ifrit even as a mass of dark magic struck Irisi’s wards and shattered there. Irisi wheeled her horses, driving her chariot around the King’s toward Kamenwati, drawing her sword at the same moment.

Instinctively, Narmer flinched from the burst of power that exploded before his eyes even as his cousin’s chariot closed with his.

To Narmer’s horror and astonishment Kamenwati’s face went black, literally, with rage, swatting Djeserit away when she leaped from her chariot at him.

Sekhmet’s priestess tumbled back among the charging army, disappearing beneath their feet.

In shock, Narmer could only stare in shock at his cousin, seeing now behind the mask what had been hidden, and flung up his sword to defend himself.

Even Irisi was taken aback at the change. She’d seen no sign of this when she’d been Kamenwati’s slave, but she recognized it, shuddering in revulsion at what he’d done.

None of the priests or priestesses had sensed this, cloaked as he was in human form.

Glancing back across the battlefield, Irisi saw the Djinn fully engaged, chewing slowly but steadily through the army. At any moment, Khai would lead his forces in a flanking maneuver to surprise the enemy and drive them toward the Nile. Which Kamenwati knew, having been a part of the planning. They hadn’t been able to deny him that, with no proof of his involvement that they could present to the King. Something of which Khai had been well aware.

Soon Khai’s men would strike.

The Grand Vizier planned something…but what…?

Irisi raced to put herself between the Vizier and the King.

Alu leaped at Kamenwati, and Irisi’s heart wrenched, but the agile lion twisted in midair to avoid the quick slash of Kamenwati’s sword, the blade scoring his flank as Kiwu circled and Emu raced by Irisi’s side.

The motion of the strike at Alu tugged at Kamenwati’s reins though, and Kamenwati’s horses tossed their heads, fighting the conflicting instructions.

A tremendous crash and a massed cry to the south spoke of Khai’s forces striking at the flank of the Djinn.

Whatever Kamenwati was planning, Irisi knew he would do it soon.

Behind them, the army battled its way forward, heartening as the Djinn wavered at the impact of Khai’s men. Arrows flew but Irisi couldn’t help them with magic if she was defending the King.

Emu circled behind her, crouching low to creep around to attack from the rear.

His eyes glowing red, Kamenwati looked at his cousin the King and the High Priestess Irisi. He laughed.

Chilled by both Kamenwati’s expression and voice, Narmer stared at the man he’d once considered as close as a brother. 

He remembered wrestling together as boys, fishing and hunting together. The betrayal went deep.

“Kamenwati,” was all he could say.

“Did you think these are all there were, my Lord King Narmer?” Kamenwati asked, derisively, as he lifted something from the floor of his chariot. “Pray you don’t survive. I’ll let the Djinn decide your fate.”

The man lifted something to his lips. 

It was a horn, a great copper-chased ram’s horn, but a horn like no other Narmer had ever seen. In color it was a deep crimson. It was studded with rubies with hearts of darkness and dark jewels whose depths glittered red in the sunlight.

Kamenwati blew.

The sound that came out of that Horn was eerie and terrible. The potency of the magic in it pierced like a knife. 

It nearly drove Kahotep to his knees. He wavered as Irisi did, as Djeserit did, emerging from the ranks of soldiers. The priestess’s eyes glimmered red, and Irisi knew she fought the blood lust.

Like a ripple of wind through grain, Irisi watched as the army shuddered when the sound passed over them. In that one moment the army was decimated as the Djinn took advantage of that momentary weakness.

Irisi braced herself against her chariot, steeling herself against that blood-curdling wail.

“Watch him die,” Kamenwati said to her, viciously, wrenching at his reins and driving his chariot toward her. “The Djinn will tear him to pieces. And you will watch.”

There was no doubt who it was Kamenwati meant.

Khai.

Kamenwati knew. Her heart locked.

With her own life forfeit, Irisi dared not look or Khai would have no chance whatsoever.

She wrenched her horses’ heads around, turned them out of the way of Kamenwati’s chariot by mere inches, shifting her weight within her own chariot to tilt it if only a little. Securing the reins to take up her sword, she twisted to avoid the slash of his, catching it with her own as he went past, slashing at him on the backhand and had the satisfaction of opening a gash across his chest as she did.

Then he was past, riding through and over the army as men scattered and tried to scramble out of his way.

Irisi dragged her horses’ heads around to go after him…and then caught sight of the King’s expression.

The King stared past her, aghast.

Irisi turned.

Darkness flooded the hills behind Khai’s divisions.

More Djinn.

Somehow, Kamenwati had called up more Djinn with that blow of the ram’s horn.

And Khai was caught between them.

Her heart went cold, but suddenly she understood. 

Kamenwati had created the Horn to summon the Djinn. The Horn was the key.

Calling up the wind, she sent a burst of it after Kamenwati but the line of Djinn closed around him and the gust struck them instead, bowling a few of them over but causing no real harm.

It was disaster.

Narmer saw that clearly. 

Their only chance now was to take advantage of this brief wavering, fight and pray to survive. And fight he would. He had no choice.

Narmer shouted orders, rallying the army.

Irisi looked at the Djinn closing on Khai, glancing back to the King. Had Khai seen them, did he know of the danger closing behind him? 

He had to be warned.

Seeing where her gaze went, knowing that if Khai was caught off guard they were surely lost, Narmer shouted, “Go!”

“I’ve got him,” Djeserit called, as she ran to the King’s side.

Irisi lashed at her horses, her lions racing alongside. Dodging soldiers and chariots, she slashed at the Djinn who tried to intercept her.

Alu caught one, tumbling with it out of sight among those fighting.

She couldn’t stop to see if Alu was all right…as much as it grieved her.

Then Kahotep drove up beside her to guard her flank, his strong face grim. She glanced at him.

He met her look.

Whatever came, he would have her back. Heartened, she tightened her hand on her sword, her other firm on the reins of her chariot.

As always it was Irisi’s hair that caught Khai’s attention, the long brilliant golden of trail of it gleamed in the sunlight, streaming behind her like a comet’s tail as she drove through the lines.

By God or by all the Gods, she was beautiful.

At the same instant her eyes met his. She straightened to stand taller in her chariot, pointing with her sword toward the back of his lines.

Khai, his heart sinking, turned to look.

To see a mass of Djinn closing on his rearward divisions.

Shouting orders and gesturing signals to his commanders, he turned those divisions to face the enemy just in the nick of time.

Now it wasn’t just his troops who were caught in the pincer but the Djinn as well. It wouldn’t last long, the numbers were too great.

Irisi…

He turned to look as she fought her way through a knot of Djinn, her sword flashing and slashing to drive the Djinn away, her lions tearing into them as Kahotep guarded her back,.

Signaling to his men Khai sent a group to help them cut their way through to him.

“Irisi,” he shouted as she turned toward him.

“I know how Kamenwati’s doing this. He’s created a Horn that will call the Djinn.”

He stared at her in near disbelief.

“We have to get it, or he can simply summon more.”

She looked at him, her blue eyes steady, resolute…accepting…

A silence seemed to settle around them despite the shouts and cries, the clash of swords. 

Her moment had come…

“If I can reach him,” she said, “if I can get the Horn…I might be able to stop this.”

She would have to go into the heart of them, fight through them somehow.

Khai felt his heart go still…

Blood, gore, and ichor spattered she was so beautiful. Her glorious hair streamed in the breeze, her eyes were determined, and her love for him was brilliant in them.

Irisi’s throat was tight, looking into Khai’s dark eyes, the sun warming the gold in them. Everything she needed was there in them.

“I love you,” he said.

“And I love you,” she answered.

Khai looked out across the battlefield around them, hearing the sounds of battle now behind and around him as well.

It was suicide, but either way they would die. She and this – whatever it was she planned – was their only chance.

He called up a squad of archers and two squads of his foot soldiers.

There wasn’t time for much instruction.

As much as he wished he could go himself, he couldn’t. The battle wasn’t over. Someone had to lead the Army. Someone had to guard her rear, to give her a place to retreat, if she could.

And if she failed...  

Someone else had to try…

He could only pray that part of the prophecy was true.

Prophecies weren’t written in stone… It had been a warning, not a guarantee.

Irisi looked into Khai’s eyes, drawing strength from the steadiness she saw there in them. She drew in a sharp breath. 

It was time.

They had a moment only to reach out, for their fingers to touch. 

Khai’s eyes met hers.

Without breaking that glance, Khai gave his orders. 

Some of his men formed up in a great flying wedge with archers in the center around Irisi and Kahotep. Four of his best men guarded them.

It was the best protection he could offer.

Behind him, his men were falling and the line in front wavered. 

He had to go, to shore them up.

“At all costs,” he said, looking at his men, “You must get her there.”

He pointed.

Among them not an eye blinked, although he knew that they all knew it was likely their death. They would be cutting into the very heart of the Djinn, where so many had already fallen. It was suicide and every man and woman among them understood that. 

The price for failure, though, would be paid by those they loved. 

Not a one backed down.

Khai couldn’t have been more proud. 

He signaled to the front lines to close up, to push forward as best they could, and directed the archers to focus their fire.

“Go,” he said.

Commanding the woman he loved into the heart of the enemy.

Irisi turned her chariot and went… 

Her hair streamed behind her like a banner, her reins secured, and her swords in her hands.






  








Chapter Twenty Nine
 

 

At Khai’s command the men in the forward lines pounded forward as the archers behind them sent a hail of arrows into the mass of Djinn to clear the way for Irisi’s attack. That forward line slammed into the mass of Djinn, the surprise of the attack buying them cubits. Many died. Surprise held those who survived. They fought and parted to let Irisi’s wedge pass. Khai’s men at the fore braced themselves behind their shields as they drove into mass of the Djinn, spears thrusting and swords hacking.

It was horrific. The men before her seemed almost to melt away before her eyes as the Djinn cut them down. Still the army advanced, driving forward into the mass of Djinn, the soldiers clearly understanding that this was the only hope for the rest of the army and all of Egypt.

Even so, it nearly broke Irisi’s heart to watch them die.

She called up wind and water to lash at the Djinn as they howled and shrieked, driving the enemy back a little.

From behind her, arrows whirred, striking the force ahead of her. Djinn fell, staggering and snarling, but not all died. 

Her lions took their own toll, but Alu had yet to find them again. In the back of her mind she feared for him.

Even so, it was a battle of attrition, gaining only a body length for each who died. They fell away at a terrible rate.

The archers took their toll but the Djinn still whittled steadily away at the foot soldiers. Soon the archers would be forced to draw their swords.

Irisi looked ahead, her heart catching… She wasn’t certain they would make it in time. They were still too far…

And yet they must.

Kamenwati, focused on the main body of the army which pressed forward in response to Narmer’s exhortations, turned, becoming aware of his more imminent danger.

A gesture and Baraka fell from his chariot, dead in an instant. In stunned shock, his men faltered, before one of Baraka’s commanders stepped up and began to shout. 

But it was a blow.

The front line wavered, gave on that flank.

At the same time, Kamenwati lifted the Horn once again.

Irisi didn’t know if Kamenwati could use the Horn to call up more Djinn, but if he pulled enough of them around him they wouldn’t have a chance of getting through, and then all these soldiers would have died for nothing. 

So would everyone else. Khai, the King, Kahotep, Djeserit, Paniwi and the baby, gentle Nafre. If not now, then later as Kamenwati and the Djinn took Egypt and ground it beneath their heel, and after Egypt, the rest of the world. And they would. Kamenwati was greedy, and there would be nothing to stop them.

It was as if the soldiers around her understood her sudden urgency, even though she’d said nothing. Something seemed to communicate it to them. As one, they put on one more push, one more surge, driving themselves desperately forward into the ranks of the enemy. One of the men took a wound that at any other time would have been grievous, yet he pushed forward, driving ahead even as his legs buckled and gave out beneath him.

An ifrit took another, but his comrades cut the thing and him down before they could attack.

Closer, just another few feet closer…

Kamenwati’s head turned… He saw her…

Dark magic flared…

As her own magic did even as she tossed her sword up into the air, caught it, and threw it like a spear…

Kamenwati gestured and slapped it out of the air.

Half the archers redirected their efforts from the Djinn around them and turned them on Kamenwati…

Irisi felt the dark magic release. Something moved past her. A flash of magic intercepted it.

Behind her she heard Kahotep grunt as he took the brunt of the magical blow.

Then, to Irisi’s shock, one of her horses stumbled as a ghul took out its front legs and she was falling, tumbling out of her chariot.

Instinctively, she tumbled, rolling in mid-air to take the worst of the fall on her shoulders. She came to her feet with her swords already swinging… 

Emu and Kiwu were beside her, guarding her back. 

Then there was only the battle to stay alive, to reach her goal. Khai’s men formed up around her, all of them pushing forward through the mass of Djinn ahead of them.

Watching from the field, drawing his people into the main body of the army to bolster those still fighting and save what he might, with his heart in his throat Khai saw Irisi’s brilliant head disappear among the darkness that was the Djinn. Only Kahotep could be seen still mounted, hacking furiously around him, trying to reach her.

The Djinn closed tightly around the band of men.

Turning in his saddle, Khai shouted orders, calling up another wedge, fury and grief driving him.

 

As one, Khai’s soldiers fell in around Irisi, and one by one they fell away from around her, too.

She spun and fought, going berserk as she had all those years ago. It was part of who and what she was.

A sword slashed her arm, but she didn’t feel the pain. 

Emu came out of seeming nowhere to take the arm of the ghul that had done it at the shoulder. 

A sila turned to smoke but the man it tried to possess fought it, driving his sword into his own belly to stop it. She took the man’s head so he wouldn’t suffer. Anguish twisted her heart, but her eyes were fixed on Kamenwati’s chariot as they fought ever closer.

Another sila swarmed her. Choking, she drove it off with a flash of light, a burst of magic from Kahotep helping.

Claws raked her shoulder, but the one that wounded her was gone as a soldier ran it through even as he fell to it.

It was all horror – the changing shapes and forms of the Djinn, watching some of them feed on the fallen while some of their victims rose as ghul themselves.

She closed her mind to it, fought her way forward…

Suddenly there was space in front of her…and Kamenwati.

The Grand Vizier turned, clearly stunned to see her emerge from the mass of Djinn. 

His face darkened with fury and his eyes glowed like embers as rage lit them.

A Marid Djinn leaped at her in response to Kamenwati’s gesture.

Diving and rolling to escape it, Irisi saw Kiwu pounce on the Marid and get flung away even as Irisi herself spun away from Kamenwati’s furious attack, his sword hammering down at her. Kahotep dove from his chariot at Kamenwati. His weight drove Kamenwati back a step, throwing Kamenwati off balance, before Kamenwati took him by the throat and tossed him back into the heaving mass of Djinn. 

A dozen of them turned and descended on Kahotep.

In a flash Kiwu spun and leaped after the priest to help as Irisi scrambled to her feet, her sword braced to catch Kamenwati’s next attack even as she turned, spun and shifted to drive a kick into the face of an oncoming ghul.

“Don’t kill her,” Kamenwati growled at the surrounding Djinn. “I want her alive.”

It was clear Kamenwati had forgotten who she’d once been.

He glared at her as he battered at her with his sword, his dark eyes glowing red even in the brightest sunlight. 

“But you’ll wish you had died, for a very long time,” Kamenwati said, his words a promise. “I’ll make you beg for death.”

Each blow made her hands sting, go numb. He was stronger and faster than she’d expected. She didn’t so much parry the blows as deflect them, turn them, her very life dependent on her speed and agility. She spun, fought and turned the attacks on her.

Cold fear swept through her but she put it aside…there was no time for it. There was only fighting and surviving.

The Djinn circled, closed around her…

If they wouldn’t kill her, she had the advantage. She needed to reach Kamenwati’s chariot. They had a chance if she was quick enough.

Then someone else was there to buy her time…

Khai with the remnants of his own wedge around and behind him, his people spreading out to drive back the Djinn.

There was blood on his face, more on his arms and body.

Almost all his men were gone but Khai drove himself on… 

Until he saw a flash of golden hair swirling in the sunlight and the darkness that had closed over his mind lifted…

Irisi…

Her eyes met his…

And attacking her, Kamenwati.

Over the clamor of battle Khai heard Kamenwati’s words…

Sensing the danger behind him, Kamenwati looked at Irisi, smiled and said, “Watch him die.”

He turned as quick as a snake…

Irisi’s heart went cold.

A Marid Djinn leaped for Khai even as Kamenwati reached for power and threw it at him. 

Khai felt a small jolt go through him as the amulet on his chest turned hot… Irisi’s charm…

A golden blur, Nebi hit the Marid before its claws touched Khai and Khai cut down the next.

The spell Kamenwati had cast was turned away, striking one of the ghul… Shock was clear on Kamenwati’s face.

He was distracted.

Irisi dove toward Kamenwati’s chariot and the Horn, closed her fingers around it. A hand caught her ankle and jerked her out onto the blood-soaked ground. Wrenching herself around onto her back she looked up into Kamenwati’s face, thrusting her left hand sword up to shield herself from the blow… Her arm went numb from the force even as Khai grabbed Kamenwati’s shoulder to yank him back…

Kamenwati spun then drove his blade toward Khai’s stomach…

Fear punched through her.

Blocking the thrust, Khai locked swords with the man, trying to push the Vizier’s sword away…

The shocking strength of him nearly caught Khai off guard. His sword reverberated with the force of the blow. How had Irisi taken it? 

Bracing himself, he put both hands to the hilt to take the next.

Furious, hate peeling his lips back from his teeth, Kamenwati hammered at him as the Djinn closed behind and him, his men falling one by one.

Spinning, Khai turned from an ifrit’s attack, driving another Djinn off with a kick even as he eeled away from Kamenwati’s thrust.

Khai. 

Terror for him, for all of them, ran through Irisi.

A Djinn leaped for her.

Raising the Horn to her lips, Irisi blew…

It raised a thin, eerie, gut-wrenching wail, the sound piercing… So close it made her ears ache, set her teeth and her bones painfully on edge, a horrible screeching.

The sound drew Kamenwati’s attention… His body locked as one half of him warred with the other…

Khai hit him hard across the jaw with an elbow, following it with his left clenched around the hilt of his sword. The finger guard caught Kamenwati hard in the face and the Grand Vizier went down.

As if from out of nowhere there rose a great and terrible wind, howling, blinding, the sand in it thick. That wind scoured the battlefield, and when it passed the Djinn were gone.

All of them.

The battlefield was empty.

For a breathless moment everything went still, even the breeze.

Khai turned.

Dropping the Horn, Irisi scrambled to her feet. She ran toward him.

For a time Khai had thought she was dead…

Irisi.

Catching her up in his arms, he buried his face in her brilliant sun-warmed hair, oblivious to the blood and gore on her, as she clung to him in return.

“Khai,” she whispered.

Drawing his head back, Khai touched her face. “I thought you were dead...”

She touched his face, her hands shaking, and he saw the glimmer of tears in her eyes.

“And I was afraid you very nearly were…”

He pulled her close, his hand buried in her hair, his face in the curve of her throat.

Alive…She was alive.

He could breathe again.






  








Chapter Thirty
 

 

Voices rose and fell but there was no common consensus, only more argument and debate among the King’s ministers, advisors, the priests and the priestesses. No unanimity, except that everything they should do they couldn’t, or shouldn’t, do.

Narmer listened, watching them, his chin propped on his hand.

“Destroy it,” one of his ministers advised. “Destroy the Horn and it’ll be done.”

Kahotep shook his head. “We can’t. It may be our only means of controlling the Djinn if they mass again.”

“Control them?” another minister said, his tone incredulous. “They’re raiding across Egypt. How are we controlling them?”

“Use the Horn to call them,” another said, “and then kill them.”

Glancing at the King as he paced, Khai shook his head, “We can’t. More than half the army was lost in this last battle with the Djinn. Even with conscription and hired mercenaries, there aren’t enough trained men to kill them all. We’d be slaughtered.”

“Even with the Horn to call them,” Awan pointed out, “I doubt very much it can hold them while we kill them indiscriminately. Look what happened after Irisi blew it…they were momentarily frozen, and then they disappeared back to their own realm. Only to return, as we’ve since seen.”

Nafre added quietly. “It would be murder as well, to kill them out of hand. They are a race unto their own. As we all know, the Djinn have free will as do we, save for the call of the Horn. How would we know which ones rightly deserve punishment and which do not? They were compelled by the Horn. There are good Djinn as well as bad. Which does the Horn call?”

“And if we don’t kill them all,” Djeserit said, “we’ll have created an even more implacable enemy by slaughtering those who do answer. One filled with righteous anger at being so slaughtered. Now they only wish to feed… What would they’d be like if they were used so?”

Djeserit understood that better than most of those here, sharing the same hunger. Save that when she fed, the souls would still pass through the underworld to the afterlife, where the Djinn consumed them.

“That’s an enemy you don’t want to create,” she warned. “Give them reason to hate us and they will, even as men do. That will make their current raids look as nothing.”

With a sigh, Khai nodded. “Even if we had the men, the army cannot be everywhere, as much as we wish we could. We either kill them all, or risk creating an enemy even more merciless. Striking everywhere, anywhere, randomly, as they do now, but not yet in numbers. They remember, and they’re clearly learning. What will we do then?”

“What of Kamenwati, too?” another voice asked. “He should be punished for what he’s done.”

They knew now Kamenwati had been behind the assassination attempt as well as creating the Horn. His servants had been more than glad to speak. A search of his manor had found his writings, his defilements of the Book of the Dead and the Book of Life, and his own grimoire. 

The penalty for such crimes was swift and sure – death.

Something within Narmer went still. 

Part of him still remembered the cousin he’d grown up with, never knowing of the envy Kamenwati had harbored in his breast. Had it been his own blindness, or had Kamenwati concealed his hatred and envy that well? He didn’t know, but a part of him missed the man he’d thought he’d known, even as he remembered seeing that one’s true face.

At the moment he knew Kamenwati awaited the outcome of this meeting, sitting shackled in a cell below them, blindfolded and warded with spells.

Irisi took a breath and then let it out, glancing at Khai. “He should be but we dare not. We don’t know how closely tied he is to the Horn.”

Questioning eyes turned to her. 

She looked back at all those assembled there.

“We know he allowed himself to be possessed by Djinn,” she said, in response. “How much that aided his control of them we don’t know, but it must have. If we execute him as we must by law, we diminish what little control we might have over the Djinn if we were to use the Horn. We might use the Horn to summon the Djinn but then have no control over them once they appear.”

“Nor,” Awan added carefully, his heart aching, “can we leave the Horn where any can reach it, where an enterprising thief might gain possession of it, or another like Kamenwati who seeks power. It’s far too dangerous. We can’t just store it or set it aside on a shelf.”

He rose to his feet, slowly, feeling every inch of his age.

Everyone in the room sat up at that.

Khai met each and every eye there. “Awan is correct. We can’t leave the Horn unprotected or where there will be the temptation to use it by those who don’t understand the danger. Or even those who think they do.”

Even the idea of the Horn worried him. The temptation for some would be great. Even those with the best of intentions.

He looked to his King.

Narmer met his eyes.

Both understood the danger, Khai knew, they’d discussed it. 

A time would inevitably come when they might face an enemy they couldn’t easily defeat. The temptation would be there to use the Horn…but to what result?

Perhaps they might summon the Djinn, let them ravage and destroy…

How then would they put the Djinn back in the bottle?

“Can anyone here tell me they can be sure that the one that uses it can control the Djinn once they appear?” Khai asked.

Kahotep shook his head, as did Djeserit, Awan, even Nafre.

“All we can be sure of is that the Horn summons them,” Irisi said. “I’m not even sure that when I blew it that was what sent them away. It called something…”

“So,” one of the ministers said, his exasperation evident, “what then do we do? Just let them run loose? Let them continue their raids?”

Khai shook his head and looked to his King. “No.”

He looked to Irisi. She nodded her encouragement. She and he had talked of this at length while curled in bed together.

“My lord King,” he said, quietly, “I very much fear these raids are just preparation. The dark Djinn are learning. Once they were content only to lure the unwary, to prey on travelers, but that time is past. They’ve discovered what it is to work together to gain what they want… We can’t un-teach them the lesson Kamenwati taught them. They learned it too well.”

The tales from Aswan and the lands around it had been terrible. 

Now new tales were being told.

Narmer inclined his head in agreement. He’d been concerned about that as well, as he’d told Khai in their private conversations.

“Kamenwati unleashed a force upon us that cannot be reckoned with easily,” Khai said.

“And yet we must,” Awan said quietly. “Or it will only fester and grow as do the wounds the ghul inflict on their victims.”

Who then turned into ghul, to ravage their families and friends.

Narmer looked at Awan, his oldest advisor, save for Kahotep.

“What do you suggest?” Narmer asked.

Taking a breath, Awan said, “We must seal the Horn away where none can reach it and with it the Djinn who would answer to it or else watch their power grow until we can no longer contain it.”

In this Khai was with Awan, as was Irisi, he knew. They’d spoken of it long into the night. The scattered Djinn were regrouping into small bands now. It was only a matter of time before they grew larger. 

Khai looked to the King. 

“That’s been my fear as well,” Khai said, in support of Awan. “As the Djinn learn, so they also learn how to fight us. In time, we won’t be able to defeat them, not as they are. With their greater strength, their ability to shift form, in time they’ll learn to overcome us. They very nearly did, but then they had Kamenwati to direct them. Now they’re learning to lead themselves.”

None of them had forgotten. The wounded from the battle were still being tended. 

Awan nodded. “The Horn must be rendered as safe as can be against those who would seek to use or misuse its power, for now and for the future…”

His voice trailed off.

Narmer frowned, gesturing at Awan to continue.

Carefully, Awan built his argument, as much as he hated it, but the conclusion was and had been inevitable.

“Then there is Kamenwati himself. So long as he lives, he’s tied to the Horn. If he dies, though, whatever control we may have through him to the Horn dies with him. So, too, however, he should be punished for what he’s done…”

His heart burned at the memory.

They’d found the priest Saini. The man had told them of Kamenwati’s boast that he’d summoned the Djinn that killed Banafrit. Awan’s beloved wife.

“His attempts on the life of the King, the Queen-consort, and the King’s son,” Awan continued.

Heads nodded.

“Even the Grand Vizier cannot escape the laws of Egypt,” someone intoned.

Narmer nodded as well.

Whatever they’d been to each other once Narmer dared not leave Kamenwati live after what he’d done, as much as it pained him. 

His mouth tightened but he waved at Awan to continue.

Awan folded his hands and looked around at the assembled gathering.

“Yet, if we kill him as prescribed by law,” Awan said, “we very well may lose control of the Horn. He made it and he’s clearly tied to it.”

What had been found at Kamenwati’s estate had horrified all who’d seen it. As with many who possessed power and money, his sense of entitlement had been obvious throughout, but his callous disregard for the lives in his care had been appalling.

But what had been done below floors…

They were even now trying to reconstruct what he’d done, and then burning his notes so no other could reconstruct them. Knowledge was precious, but not this knowledge.

Heads nodded.

“So the Horn must be protected as well,” Awan said, his heart aching, knowing what had to be, what must be, done, “so that it can’t be misused. We know even the tombs of the dead aren’t safe from bandits and thieves. So we must set the power of the Gods to protect them.”

There were murmurs of assent from around the room.

“A guardian must be set against even that,” he said. “To be sure the Djinn will never be set free to prey on mankind again.”

Reluctantly, Kahotep nodded and added. “And no simple Guardian either. Swords alone will not suffice…”

One of the advisors said, “Men can and have been bribed. This guardian must be unassailable.”

“More than that. It must be someone who knows the will of the Gods,” Awan said. “A priest or a priestess with magic enough who is willing to bow to that will.”

“Nor can Kamenwati be set free,” Awan continued, fighting his own grief and anger. Whatever his or her own pain, a life or lives were at stake here. “Kamenwati must be punished. But if we execute him as he deserves, his influence over the Horn is gone.”

“By law,” another said firmly, “he must die.”

Awan nodded acquiescence. “And so he should, yet also he must also be punished… Even so he must not die in this life or the next until we have the Djinn under control. And so he must die and yet not die.”

His tone was significant, as if he knew something the others in the room did not. 

As he should, as priest for Osiris, the Lord of the Underworld. 

Every eye was on Awan.

What he planned was just in one way to turn Kamenwati’s own spell against him, and yet… Awan’s heart was heavy.

“Kamenwati should not stand before Ma’at to have his heart weighed, his soul judged so he passes through the underworld to the afterlife… Not after what he has done.”

He kept his eyes on his hands on the table before him. “There is a way, one he himself showed us. It is in the Book of the Dead and the Book of Life. If he doesn’t have a heart to be weighed he cannot be judged. Without it his spirit won’t be allowed to continue the journey into the afterlife, and so he’d be condemned to wander throughout time… Dead and yet not dead.  So long as his spirit continues, the Horn will continue to bind the Djinn, and both purposes would be served. Would that not be appropriate punishment?”

There were murmurs of approval from those assembled.

Only a few cringed at the notion, including Awan himself. He looked to the other priests and priestesses, including Irisi. Her expression stark, knowing, even she nodded.

“And so, the Horn must be sealed safely away, where even a thief cannot steal it, the Djinn held where they cannot do us harm, and a guardian set so none can penetrate to release them once again. So the world can be safe from the depredations of the Djinn and Kamenwati justly punished for his crimes in a way that doesn’t release his control of the Horn, before the Djinn mass again for an attack we cannot defeat…”

The room went still as Awan spoke the fear none of them had yet dared raise.

Khai took a breath. Only he had dared.

He looked to the King. Who knew it as well.

If the Djinn were to mass and attack that very day, the army would fall. The last battle had claimed too many men, they were far too few. Of that Khai had no doubt and so he’d informed his King.

His eyes went to Irisi.

It had been Irisi’s fear as well. And if so, Khai would go to fight it as he must, though failure was certain. 

The thought made her heart ache...

“Even now, we struggle to contain them. If they come again in any force,” Khai said, looking around the room, “the army will almost certainly fall.”

There was a collective gasp from those assembled, all eyes staring at him.

What he didn’t tell them, for fear of panic, was that it would be more than a year before the army would be ready to face any kind of force. Egypt was vulnerable as it had never been.

They’d lost too much and too many in that battle, more than men, but knowledge and skills as well. It would take time to replace the men, to give them that experience...

Especially with Baraka gone as well.

“And yet prophecy guides us,” Awan said, carefully, and slowly.

Khai went still.

The prophecy… 

Something in Awan’s voice, a heaviness, sent a chill over him.

Khai’s eyes went to Irisi, sitting suddenly so still, like a statue. She might have been carved from purest alabaster. This day she’d let her hair down. The gilded shimmer of it gleamed around her shoulders. Her blue eyes were so sharp, so clear. 

His heart caught.

Irisi heard it, too, the sense of inevitability in Awan’s words. 

She looked to Awan, even as the weight of his words, the sure knowledge of his meaning, settled over her, and the hands of fate came to rest on her shoulders.

He’d laid his case before them, brick by brick leading them down this path. And yet, it was the only solution.

Echoing Kahotep, knowing what it was he did, Awan intoned, “A darkness rises, O King, 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.”

To Irisi it was as if each word were a hammer sealing the lid of her sarcophagus over her, even as the truth of them rang within her, and so she kept her silence.

Even Narmer went still… The implication took his breath away. 

The other advisors nodded, heedless of the personal price another would pay for their safety, especially those who remembered the prophecy when it had first been spoken. Relief and hope were on their faces.

If the embattled people of Egypt knew of it they would demand it, too, Narmer knew. 

Even or especially those who’d made no sacrifice at all as yet, in fear of having to do so. Could he blame them for not wanting to consign their sons and daughters to such a destiny? He thought of his own son and prayed he’d never face such a trial, or such a decision.

Narmer was not so blind that he hadn’t seen what passed between his General and the High Priestess. And yet, it seemed he would be forced to ask for another kind of sacrifice from them. His cousin had much to answer for, and his fate seemed less terrible with each moment Narmer reflected on it.

“To stand against the darkness for all time,” Awan repeated. “So the prophecy says.”

He paused, torn, but he could see no other path.

“There is a way. It doesn’t have to be forever. Their power, Kamenwati’s power, must surely fade over time. And they would each and all have the choice to return to the grace of the Gods.”

“How?” a voice demanded.

A dozen faces turned to Awan in hope, while others went still. 

Kahotep’s heart clenched. 

Of this Awan had said nothing, nor could Kahotep deny it… He felt the force of prophecy as much as he wanted to pretend he did not.

Her eyes closed, Djeserit wanted to refuse it as well and couldn’t. She’d already lost one beloved friend to fate, now she would be asked to surrender another. 

Awan’s voice was steady, for all the abiding grief in him, for his beloved Banafrit, and now for another. “It can be done…”

Irisi’s throat tightened and her breath caught as the net of reason and logic closed ever more tightly around her. 

Everything Awan said was true. She and Khai had talked of it late into the darkest hours of the morning once the Djinn attacks had begun. His fears and hers…but never this.

The arguments continued, but to an inevitable conclusion.

Knowing nothing of what it truly meant, the councilors were strongly in favor of it.

Khai argued desperately and found his own words turned against him. Nor he could deny them.

No matter how they argued, the conclusion remained the same…

The Horn must be sealed away where it couldn’t be found, the Djinn and Kamenwati with it, and a guardian set over all so neither could be unleashed on the world again. 

Irisi’s breath came short.

Suddenly she felt cold, and rubbed her arms against it, but couldn’t dispel the chill. Her throat was tight. Her gaze went to Khai, longing for his arms around her, but she knew even he couldn’t warm her now.

Nor could she deny the simple truth of it. This was what the prophecy had meant all along.

She’d seen what had been left behind in Aswan after the Djinn… She’d been to the sites of the recent attacks as both High Priestess and healer.

The dark Djinn couldn’t be allowed free…

If all their fears were true…there was no choice at all.

“Prophecy has spoken. There is only one,” Awan said, “who is both priest and warrior, who holds both swords and crown. … A guardian who is both warrior and a servant of the Gods.”

All eyes turned to Irisi.






  








Chapter Thirty One
 

 

Staring across the bowl of garden outside her chosen tomb, Irisi reflected that she hadn’t thought she would see it again so soon. It was still beautiful, a precious cup of life hidden amidst the stone in the heart of the desert. The palm trees waved in the breeze from the escarpment above. Around her grass grew thickly, in rich greens and brilliant golds. 

What creature or chance of wind had brought the seeds for these here, she wondered. 

It gave her something to think about other than their purpose here.

Four marble pillars stood, larger and higher than she’d anticipated, each imprinted with the cartouche – the ran or name – of her lions. Ashai’s doing. Grief whispered through her. She didn’t know his true fate, only that none had seen him since the first attacks by the Djinn. The southern fort had become a nest of dark Djinn and so had been abandoned rather than risk the lives necessary to reclaim it. 

Nebi nosed at Alu’s pillar before spotting something in the grass beside it and pouncing on it. Real or imagined, Irisi didn’t know. She smiled. The others were exploring.

Then Khai was beside her, sliding his arms around her waist to draw her into his arms. She was glad he did; her knees were oddly weak.

She looked up into his dark eyes as she slid her hands over his shoulders, feeling the sun-warmed skin beneath her hands, seeing the pain and the love there as he must see the same in hers.

Khai wrapped his arms around her as her arms draped around his neck. She pressed her face against his throat. His tightened his arms around her. He heard the sound of the others coming and loosened his grip. He looked into her blue eyes and bent his head to give her a quick kiss.

Taking a steadying breath, Irisi welcomed the warmth of Khai’s mouth as she touched his face briefly, her thumb brushing across his bottom lip.

All save the new architect waited respectfully, but the architect’s impatience was nearly palpable.

With a glance of wry resignation at Khai, Irisi let out a breath and nodded. Her hands were cold. She clenched them together.

Awan hesitated, his heart wrenching each time he looked at her, even knowing she’d accepted that it had to be done.

They all did. The attacks by the Djinn increased daily.

Irisi looked at him.

She couldn’t fight this, nor could she deny it, that was useless.

“Tell me what it is you plan,” she said, Khai at her side as they walked into her tomb in the wake of the architect, who was already striding ahead of them.

Her courage nearly broke Awan’s heart.

Progress had already been made, the floor leveled, the walls smoothed and plastered. Painters were at work on the hieroglyphics, trying to finish as quickly as possible. She wouldn’t need them for some time, she hoped… But someday, perhaps… Someday she could begin her journey to the afterlife, and see Khai again once more. At least when he passed, and she prayed that his passing would be a long time coming, he could see and watch over her.

The thought gave her a measure of hope.

She knew part of what was planned, if only because she’d participated in the basic rituals herself. 

Some of it she could guess, but out of respect, Awan, Kahotep, Djeserit and the other priests and priestesses hadn’t discussed the details of what was to come and they didn’t now. 

Anticipation would make it no easier, no better. It would not be easy.

It was Kahotep who spoke, finally, his voice as even as he could keep it.

“The lower chamber, the one we didn’t explore on our first visit, is quite large as we thought. That’s where we’ll call the Djinn when the time comes and we’re ready.”

He looked to the architect, Sinuhe.

“I’ve been assured the entrance to the chamber can be closed, securely?”

The man nodded, impatiently. “The gates are iron, as you instructed, a great deal of iron, banded with silver and gold to seal them, but they will close, and the locks will secure them.”

Iron to hold the Djinn, Isis’s silver and Ra’s gold would fortify them, while a series of measures would insure the doors would not be opened easily.

“Kamenwati will be interred in the chamber before it, with his Books and his canopic jars stored in niches within the final chamber,” Awan said.

The sacred Books couldn’t be destroyed and so had to be hidden. The changes Kamenwati had made to the spells were too dangerous and explained too much of what he’d done. No other would be allowed to repeat them.

“Once he’s ready, a signal will be given to the one with the Horn. That one will blow the Horn, summoning the Djinn. Once the Djinn have entered, we’ll close the doors and seal them. It will have to be done quickly.”

The implications rang through Irisi’s mind – the reason for the quickness – but she wouldn’t think of it, her breath clogging in her throat at the thought.

Below them they heard the workmen setting the great iron doors, others in the passageway to the lower chamber, and yet still more outside.

A gentle hand rested on her shoulder. 

Awan.

“This room will be prepared for you, for the time when you can set down your swords and join us in the afterlife,” he said, his eyes soft.

She let out a breath, smiled a little. 

At least there would be that.

Someday.

“You know the spells you’ll need?”

Irisi nodded. She’d memorized them while they rode, to be sure of them.

Without them…

A thought occurred to her.

“Who will blow the Horn of the Djinn?” she asked.

For that person it was a sure death, their chance of passage through to the afterlife much diminished without the Book of Emerging into Daytime to read from, to give them instruction for their safe passage through the underworld. Ironically, that one would be buried, in a way, in the soil of Egypt…but their fate once they stopped blowing the Horn, trapped with the Djinn…

Even with her own fate known, that thought made her shudder.

Below she could hear the scrape of metal, the thud of mallets pounding the pins for the hinges into the holes in the rock that had been prepared for them.

Other workers moved around them, setting the pillars for the figures of the Gods. The Gods would stand here to aid and guide her, and as further seal and protection against what lay below. 

Carefully the priests and priestesses of each brought in the precious statues wrought of precious ivory, stone or carved wood, painted and gilded so each seemed almost alive, and set them in their appointed places around the room.

They chanted, calling to the Gods, waking them…

It was going so quickly but that was probably best.

Around her more priests and priestesses swarmed, laying out the things she would need for her journey to the afterlife, should she ever achieve it…

The plates and dishes for the food she would need, the coffer that held her jewels, a fine new kalasaris…

Khai slipped his hand into hers, finding her fingers cold now as they rarely were.

She glanced at him gratefully.

As much as his heart cried out that this couldn’t be and shouldn’t be, he couldn’t stop it. Not now.  There were moments when he just wanted to snatch her up into his arms and carry her away somewhere where they couldn’t do this.

There was nowhere they would go in any case, and nowhere they could, that the Djinn couldn’t find them. 

If the Djinn weren’t checked here they would find them sooner or late anyway as the Djinn spread…and then he and Irisi would fight them alone…

In honor neither of them would, not least of which because of all the deaths they would carry on their souls.

It was their duty, their honor. It was the King’s order, the fate of all of Egypt, and all of those outside of it, in their hands.

Once word of this reached the people of Egypt – and it had – there had been no stopping it. They clamored for protection, for security, and prayed to the High Priestess for help.

No other solution had been found.

If Khai could have stood in Irisi’s place he would have, but he hadn’t been chosen by the Gods of Egypt, he wasn’t a priest, nor did he have magic…and so he could not.

No more than he could leave her alone with this, however terrible it would be for him to watch…

In answer to Irisi’s question, Kahotep shook his head. “We haven’t chosen that one yet. We thought to do it by lot, a drawing of straws…”

An unfamiliar voice behind them said, quietly, shakily, “I will do it.”

They all turned.

Irisi’s breath caught as she saw the one who spoke. Her heart ached at the sight of him.

“Saini,” she said, softly.

The older Healer looked battered and disheveled. He wore little more than a grimy loincloth. It was clear he hadn’t eaten for some time, he’d grown much thinner, nor had he been grooming himself. He was filthy.

Her heart went out to him. Whatever punishment there might have been for his aid to Kamenwati, it could never match what he’d done to himself.

When Irisi’s eyes settled on him, the kindness and sympathy in them made Saini bow his head in shame. He wanted to grovel but he didn’t. He’d come for a better purpose.

Learning what they meant to do, he’d followed their train out into the desert, alone.

He lifted his eyes to meet hers.

“I’m sorry, my Lady Irisi,” finally naming her title as he should have from the first. “Give me this task. It’s only right.”

No one could have denied him that, nor would they. 

If the Goddess Ma’at were kind it would perhaps even his scale with her, if he ever reached her to be judged.

Irisi looked at him, and then laid a hand on his shoulder. She looked into his eyes. 

Saini met her gaze as steadily as he would. No worse torture was there than his own thoughts. He would blow the Horn, and keep blowing until Egypt was safe once again.

Irisi tightened her hand on his shoulder, understanding, and nodded.

She desperately needed fresh air.

A new addition stood in the garden outside, a stele, stood tall on a low pedestal.

Coming around to look on the face of it, Irisi’s breath caught once again.

It was so strange to find her face carved there, a good enough likeness that it was like looking in a mirror. She stood frozen a moment. There were slots in the pedestal base for her swords.

Her mouth tightened involuntarily, feeling the weight of them at her back.

As was proper the priests and priestesses feasted with her that night, and although she couldn’t eat, she was allowed to drink wine – heavily laced by Djeserit with the water of life and herbs both calming and preparatory.

Irisi, tasting them in her cup, gave her friend a grateful glance. There would be more laced wine in the early hours of the morning. For now, she didn’t want to drink too much or too deeply, but both the wine and the herbs eased her enough so that when they retired to their tent she could think only of Khai, her beloved husband, on this their last night together.

She wanted only to look at him, to gaze into his dark eyes to find the traces of gold there and to touch him, running her fingers over his face, tracing his beard and lips with her fingertips. She ran her hands over the strong muscles of his chest, curling close to feel his body against hers one last time.

Grief tore through her.

Khai looked at her, his beloved Irisi. His throat was tight as he caught a strand of her silky hair in his fingers and let it run between them. He looked into her face, so beautiful to him, and into the sky-blue eyes that had haunted him from the first, wanting to touch and hold her again. To possess her once more. And forever.

As if she’d read his mind, she opened for him, her legs tangling around his as he filled her. Her smile was radiant, and his breath caught at the beauty of it, of her, of the feel of her…

Irisi slipped her hands over his back, to run them along the long, strong muscles there, sliding them down to draw his hips closer, to pull him deeper into her.

Their eyes on each other, they rocked together with greater and greater intensity, the need for connection, for completion, filling them, becoming nearly desperate.

Pleasure rose slowly and sweetly, building within her as she felt him harden…

Khai felt Irisi tighten around him, saw her smile brighten as she felt him swell within her, and he thrust up, harder, deeper. She cried out softly and he felt the muscles within her close around him as ecstasy took her. Her body stroked him, pleasured him, and he followed her into bliss, emptying into her gloriously, pouring himself into her as he tightened his arms around her and buried his face in her hair.

They fell asleep that way, joined together for one last time.

In the torch-lit pre-dawn hours of the night they came to prepare her, Djeserit standing with a cup in her hands.

“It’s time,” Awan said gently.

Irisi fixed in her mind the spells she would need to get through this.

“Drink,” Djeserit said, her voice thick with emotion, but soft all the same. Her eyes were dark with emotion. “All of it.”

Irisi took the cup and drained it to its dregs, the wine faintly bitter from the herbs laced through it. Those herbs would help ease her.

Keeping her mind focused, she chanted the words of the Book of Emerging into Daytime that she would need. 

She settled into trance.

Cradling her in his arms, Khai held her as the drugs and herbs took effect. Then he stood, lifting his beloved Irisi in his arms.

He glanced warningly at the others. No one but he would take her on this final journey. 

And so he did.

He laid her on the altar and stepped back, reluctantly, painfully.

Under Rensi’s supervision the priests and priestesses stripped her to bare skin. 

It had been necessary to make changes to the standard rituals if this were to succeed. 

As her closest friends Awan, Kahotep and Djeserit bathed her gently with warm, natron-enhanced water, their touch reverent and respectful, as they would for any other beloved friend they were preparing for the journey to the afterlife… For Irisi would begin that journey, she simply wouldn’t complete it… 

They sang the spells that would preserve her.

Others chanted to the Gods, calling them, awakening them to the morning. 

The familiar sound of the ritual greetings was soothing to all of them, including Irisi.

While they washed her, the warm water calming, Irisi closed her eyes and sank deeper into trance as she had a thousand times before in the temple, aided by the drugs and herbs in the wine Djeserit had given her. The words drifted over her as they painted her face and brushed out her hair so it spilled over the sides of the altar.

She felt Djeserit lift her head to pour more of the wine between her lips to ease her, but not enough to dull her wits or her will. These herbs were also more bitter, numbing her against the coming pain.

And pain there would be, she knew. There was no help for it.

More numbing salves were painted on her wrists, beneath her breastbone and down her belly.

Chanting steadily, so the sound of it was like the river washing against the shore, or the wind through the grasses, those attending spread a clean white linen sheet over her body and stepped away to give her and Khai a moment.

Khai had never seen Irisi as beautiful as she was at that moment, her lovely face serene and still, her kohl-rimmed eyes closed so that her eyelashes lay dark against her rose-blushed cheeks. Her fine lips had been darkened with color. Her glorious hair streamed down the sides of the altar like molten gold. Her strong slender hands had been folded neatly over her breast. Her swords were laid to each side of her.

His heart shattered.

Djeserit bowed to him, giving him leave this one last time to do as he would, as they had so seldom beneath Kamenwati’s threat.

Distantly below them, he heard that one’s furious cries of protest. On this day, throughout Egypt, all reference to his name would be erased as if he’d never been. And that was only right, Khai thought fiercely.

Now, though, now for him there was only Irisi.

The scent of Khai’s skin was another balm to Irisi’s spirit. 

She opened her eyes to find him there, stroking her hair back from her face. 

Irisi smiled softly. 

She wouldn’t leave him with tears.

It was that smile that broke Khai’s heart, that finally, she would give him that at the end.

Khai clenched his fingers in her hair, and willed himself to be as strong for her as she was for him.

Slowly, he lowered his mouth to her warm lips…savored them…lingered there, if only for a moment.

His heart ached, grief burned in his chest…

Djeserit came, touched his hand reluctantly, tears glimmering in her eyes.

He wanted to protest, but he could not.

Compassion in her gaze, Djeserit held something in her hand, a small curl of gold – a single lock of Irisi’s hair.

Reaching up to the amulet at his throat, the one Irisi had wrought for him to keep him safe – successfully – Djeserit opened it and tucked the curl within it. 

Khai’s throat tightened as he closed his hand around the little charm. It had saved his life more than once.

With a nod to Rensi, High Priest of Anubis, and to Awan, High Priest of Osiris, Djeserit stepped away and Khai went with her.

Djeserit’s part here for the moment was done. She was needed below to aid Kahotep. Kamenwati fought them fiercely. Equally fiercely, she vowed he would not win.

With a blessing kiss to her beloved friend’s forehead, she turned, resolute, to face the Darkness below.

The warmth of Khai’s lips was gone. 

Irisi felt the press of Djeserit’s on her forehead, and then she, too, was gone.

It began.

Awan’s hands were as gentle on her as possible. 

She felt the sharp sting of the knife nick her skin at her wrists and ankles. Reeds slipped inside her veins to allow the natron- and herb-laced water inside her as well as the blood to flow freely out. In her mind the spells she needed seemed to appear, she could almost see them as they were written. She chanted as well, silently, in counterpoint to that of those around her.

Below in the cold torch-lit darkness, Saini squared his narrow shoulders and entered the lower chamber, the Horn of the Djinn in hand.

The echoing expanse was empty, the huge gold and silver encrusted doors wide. 

He was alone.

“It’s time,” Awan, High Priest of Osiris said.

His voice echoed.

Saini blew.

The sound of the Horn a saw-toothed wail in the darkness.

In the chamber above, some gasped.

They turned, to watch in horror.

Darkness flowed like a river, a great and terrible shadow that streamed through the entrance down into the dark places below them like a shadowed waterfall. 

It seemed to go on forever.

Awan, Kahotep and the others shook themselves.

It began… 

Irisi felt a sharp pain below her breastbone, dulled somewhat by the herbs and drugs, and then the invasion of her body. There was a fullness inside her, invading her chest... She couldn’t breathe, it was too much, too big… 

Desperately, she fought for focus even as she knew what it was they did. 

She concentrated on the chants, on the spells she needed as something moved within her. 

Her breath grew short…

Awan and Rensi worked as quickly as they might, she knew.

The pain was sharp…

Djeserit returned as they took it from Irisi’s breast. She was the only one fast enough and with enough magic to take it where it needed to be as the Horn blew its eerie wail, summoning the Djinn.

Forms moved in the dark flood, ghul, ifrit, all of them. The marid went eagerly, their eyes avid.

In the chamber below the great iron doors closed with a final thud.

Djeserit set the seal in place, the final piece in an intricate puzzle that would secure the doors, lock them, and what was behind it, forever. Then she rejoined the others, brushing Khai’s shoulder with her hand as she passed in sympathy and shared grief.

Irisi felt the moment they took her living heart, still beating, from her breast. Magic flared… She knew it would go quickly now…

They lifted her, her life and spirit suspended, and tipped her upward. She slid, gently, into warm fluid.

Stillness, as darkness closed around her and her body floated in the Water of Life. 

Her body twitched, its last efforts giving way as Irisi surrendered herself to the will of the Gods. 

She gasped, but there was only more natron and herb-laced water to breathe. 

Her body fought. There was nothing else to do as the drug, herb and natron-enhanced fluid filled her lungs, the hollow in her chest, and more…

But she wasn’t completely alone. 

Isis held her hands in comfort against the pain, as did Osiris. Each of the Gods came to her to give her their gifts. Irisi’s body twitched with each invasion, her struggles weakened… Irisi herself welcomed them.

Those outside were running out of time. If they weren’t done before her body began to die... 

Isis bent her will to hold back death, Osiris at her side as well, keeping the door of spirit open. Horus came, his touch loving and gentle, to give Irisi vision, clear Sight. The sense of her friend Kahotep gave Irisi comfort. Thoth came to give her knowledge, and gentle Hathor, to let her dream of the world beyond the stone to keep her mind from losing its way. Anubis came also, of course, the God of mummification, to help preserve what lay within the stele.

Last of all came the Goddess Sekhmet. Hers was the final gift. The one she’d denied Irisi at the beginning.

Her lambent eyes glowed within the depths of the stele.

“That you might live forever,” she said.

Sekhmet laid her warm lips on Irisi’s throat to give her the Goddess’s kiss and with it the gift of everlasting life.

Irisi’s skin parted beneath the Goddess Sekhmet’s teeth with a gentle pop. 

The Goddess fed, deeply, drawing the last precious drops of Irisi’s life-blood from her, so the herbs and natron filled Irisi’s veins and arteries completely. 

Irisi’s last thoughts were of Khai, of his sweet touch, of her love for him… Her body twitched once more at the memory... She grieved for him…

Pleasure flooded through Irisi with that last touch of the Goddess, feeling herself emptied with each motion of the Goddess’s throat as Sekhmet drank her life away. 

Her struggles were at long last ended…

She floated.

All that was left now was her will, holding against that which lay below…

It was done.

The stone of the stele gave no sign of the struggle within, nor did it give any sign when that struggle ended.

As the sun sank below the western horizon, the last of the priests and priestesses made their way through the cleft in the rock.

Khai looked back once, his heart aching. He’d set her swords himself, driven them down into the places in the stone set for them. They would be there for her when she needed them.

In the fading light of the sun, the figure painted on the stele looked almost alive, looked almost like his Irisi, her hair gilded in the light, but the painted eyes were lifeless…

To each side of her on the avenue were the statues of her beloved lions, Nebi as always at guard.

Awan and Djeserit with Rensi’s assistance had magiced them there. At least she wouldn’t be completely alone, not without some comfort.

Khai would miss Nebi’s faithful presence as well. He’d become accustomed to having the great cat at his side, watching his back when Irisi could not…

Grief shot through him, nearly driving him to his knees.

Irisi…

Gone but still here…forever…

He stepped outside entrance to her tomb…

With levers and effort, the priests and priestesses rolled the great outer stone into place, sealing it forever.

Or so they hoped.

Time passed.

Within the tomb there was only the stele, stillness, and time…standing guard… Days passed, months… Years.






  








Chapter Thirty Two
 

 

 

The physicians could tell Khai nothing he didn’t already know. His time was short. He found he couldn’t grieve for that. In fact, he was almost eager for it.

He looked out the window of his estate house to the south and west. It wouldn’t be long, but he couldn’t be sorry for it, or mourn. He’d given three sons and a daughter to a widow who mourned for her husband as deeply as he did Irisi. All she had missed of her husband had been children and so he’d given them to them both. His sons were strong and skilled, his daughter a warrior. He took pride in that. They would see that he was laid to rest as he wished.

Years before, but not long after the Djinn had disappeared, he’d contracted with Sinuhe the architect to build him a tomb. It stood just at the entrance to Irisi’s. If he couldn’t protect her in life, he would protect her as much as he could in death.

So his own tomb awaited him outside hers.

Awan, of all the priests, had preceded him in death, joining his beloved Banafrit at long last, as Khai longed to join his Irisi.

Of all the statues commissioned of him, every one showed the empty place beside him, all showed his undying love for her.

And though he knew Irisi still lived, in a way, at least now he could watch over her, guard her, or at least the entrance to her tomb, and that of the Djinn.

It was midday, but the light grew dim. 

Khai sighed.

His children appeared at his side. His daughter brought his sword to him, laid it at hand.

Looking at her, his Kemisi, he smiled and clasped her hand. 

He loved her well, as he loved his sons.

“I’m proud of all of you,” he said. “Remember.”

They were the last words he spoke in life. 

His children took him to his last rest, with Kahotep and Djeserit in attendance.






  








Chapter Thirty Three
 

 

The wind blew down into the little hollow and across the grasses, ruffling them in the stillness of the night. Like dancers the palms swayed high above. Moonlight touched the marble figures of lions, limned the lines of the stele in an argent glow. 

Peace reigned.

A sound broke the silence, broke the endless waiting….a scraping…

Something…a sense of greed, avarice…covetousness…

The spirit in the stele awakened as it should. 

What lay within shivered briefly, then stepped down from within the stone to take up the swords that waited there…

Curious…it stalked through the night…

Darkness and shadow, dappled with moonlight… 

She frowned. 

Another small sound… She smiled tightly, it felt good to move again after so long still... 

Effortlessly, silently, she moved toward the sounds…

There was another…more… the warmth of a body… She’d been cold so long.

With a gesture, she summoned Nebi down from his pedestal and set him to stalk the others, following the small sounds nearby…

She could almost smell the thief…the grave robber… His movements were stealthy, tentative. 

The darkness unnerved him.

Curious, she followed, aware of the others with him…

His name was Djal.

The thought of the gold and jewels they might find in this place had Djal’s blood running hot and quick. Still, there were rumors of curses and such about this place. Supposedly, there was a sacred guardian of the temple within. There was always such talk about these places. This wasn’t the first tomb he’d robbed. Nor would it be the last, it was easy work. He liked the thrill and excitement of it. There was the pleasure of prying open the tomb and seeing the first glitter of gold.

A spark of light startled him, a strange red glow, but he realized it was just the reflection from his torch.

So far he hadn’t found anything good, though, no gold, no jewels, nothing.

This wasn’t the temple yet, it was just the open place before it. He’d never seen anything like it before though. It was kind of pretty in the moonlight.

It was a little eerie with the statues of the lions on their high pedestals staring down at them from between the palm trees, and too open to the sky above. One of the pedestals was empty. For a moment a frisson of fear touched him. 

The statue must have fallen off into the high grass, he told himself.

Even so it felt as if he were being watched and yet there were only the cold stars above him and the others with him.

Following, the Guardian found herself panting like Nebi, drawing in the scent of the man as much through her mouth as through her nose. Tasting him in the air, musky, warm. 

She was suddenly incredibly hungry and thirsty. So parched, so dry…and so very, very hungry. 

Her need was so intense it was very nearly sexual. In a way, she was aware, conscious, but only faintly. She moved more on instinct than thought.

She could hear a faint drumming sound…his heartbeat… 

Fascinated, she drew closer, listening as it hammered, quickening as he sensed her presence.

She was so thirsty…

The man was there before her, nearly close enough to touch, almost as if he were etched in red against the night sky. 

His pulse pounded so hard she could hear it and little else. 

She turned her head a bit to hear it better. It throbbed in her ears…a little rapid, eager, but steady…excited. His blood was hot, pulsing in his veins.

She needed to take him swiftly and silently, so he wouldn’t warn the others…

Quick as a snake, she struck, a hand over his mouth to prevent his outcry, drawing him back into the deeper shadows beneath the crooked break in the stone above. Her hand over his mouth drew his head to one side, leaving his throat bare, exposed…and vulnerable. His pulse beat there, steadily…

Her eyes locked there, enthralled by the throb of it…

Satisfaction filled her as her fangs pierced the thin skin, felt it part and give beneath them, and she knew what it was for Nebi, the others, to feed this way. Her teeth drove deep as warm coppery fluid jetted into her mouth. The glorious taste of him overwhelmed her, filled her, so rich, so sweet… She was so thirsty, so parched, so hungry. So very hungry. His hot blood hit the back of her throat, coursed down it. Wonderful. So good. She sucked, drew on him. There was no time to savor him – she was starving. Instinctively her throat worked. Her eyelids fluttered with pleasure as the man moaned softly, ecstatically. The taste changed, shifted, deepened… It was wonderful. She clasped him more tightly against her as he sagged, trembling deliciously against her.

Strength and life flowed in her veins, her mind was working again, but oh dear gods he tasted so good. 

Drawing great draughts of his blood into her throat, she drew in more, listening to his heart hammer, shudder, slow, her hand over it to feel it, and it was glorious. 

She drew harder on him, seeking every last drop and still didn’t feel sated. It was incredible…

More. She wanted more. 

Her mouth worked, drawing every last delicious drop out of him, listening to his heart hammer, trying to pump the fluid that filled her mouth, but finding nothing there. Her tongue slipped over her lips to lap up every drop of what she’d missed in her eagerness.

Suddenly she felt energized, every cell awakened, springing to life… 

In the distance she heard Nebi’s coughing roar and a sudden shout.

She smiled and drew her swords… 

Nebi had found the grave robbers.

There were others invading the Tomb. 

She couldn’t, wouldn’t allow that. 

Still hungry after all the centuries, she feasted on one after another.

When it was done she faded back into the stele again…to wait… 

It had hardly been a challenge. 

Even so she felt more aware, a part of her awakening again, remembering who she was as she fell into the dreaming once more…

Years passed, decades…

Irisi dreamed of the world, and of the past…of Khai…

Pain moved through her, grief as he passed…and she did not…

Khai.

If she’d had tears to grieve…

Time passed, but not her grief…now there was only her duty, and Egypt.

 

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. Like Hakim.

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 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, Hakim was the one most likely to find the traps. He was also the one most likely to miss one or trigger one but Abdul knew Hakim dared not show his dismay in front of the men or else 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, his torch held high, Hakim led 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?”

The man nodded.

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, and when to flee. 

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

That wasn’t nearly as frightening as what caught him.

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. 

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

“We go,” Abdul hissed to the other two men, his guard.

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

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

From within the rift came cries and shouts, the screams of those within it. 

Those outside fell back. Some turned to run, far too late.

A great cloud of dust and stone erupted from within the escarpment to swallow up those beyond. 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.

It was 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 they 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.

Even so 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 and 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.

 

A noise awoke her. The Guardian found a barrel filled with red-dyed beer and shook her head… 

That had been the Goddess Sekhmet’s downfall, and while she served both Goddesses now, she wasn’t Sekhmet…that trick would only work once…

It didn’t work this time, as the grave robbers who’d been unlucky enough to stumble on the tomb discovered to their dismay and horror.

Time passed. 

When next she found a young man tethered inside the garden her fury was nearly unbounded…

He had been staked near the entrance to her gardens.

Warily, she looked around, her mouth tight.

She could sense his pulse pound, scented him, and her hunger roared. But there was no malice in him, no greed, just fear, a terrible fear… 

Those that waited just outside, they were another matter.

With one strike of her sword she slashed the ropes that bound the boy…for he was little more than that.

She looked at him.

He was frozen with fear. The scent of it filled the air enticingly.

Once, and only once, had she tried not to feed, to resist Sekhmet’s gift… She shivered, remembering…

Looking at him, she said, “Run.”

The man just stared at her, terror holding him trapped.

She fixed her gaze on him. “Forget you were ever here. Now, I’m very hungry, so…Run…”

Eyes widening, he looked at her, the eldritch glow of her blue eyes glimmering. 

“Run,” she shouted.

He did…

Fury spurred her – that they should sacrifice an innocent to her as if she were some dark goddess…

Deliberately she went in search of the leader, stalked him, tormented him, herded him…so he should know what it was like to be hunted.

She took him down like a lion with an antelope, letting him know that to her he was food, prey, nothing more, showing him as much mercy as he had the boy, feeding from him in great gulping swallows…

His fear turned the taste brilliant, heady, glorious… more…

In horror, she stepped back, her breath catching as she realized what she’d done, what she was doing…

Only the stars saw her tears…






  








Chapter Thirty Four
 

 

Present day, Gilf Kebbir, Egypt

 

The last of the thieves fled the menacing shadows, bursting out into the early morning sunlight that spilled through the cleft in the rock above them. It had taken all night but they were the last of those that had come. It had been centuries since she had awakened. A thousand images spilled through her mind – the gifts of Horus and Hathor, that she would dream of the world beyond this place. 

So much had changed.

But this man puzzled her… 

Laughing with relief, he looked around at the sunlight that surrounded him as he spun to face her.

“Dawn. It’s dawn. I’m safe, safe. You can’t touch me now. I’ll be back,” he shouted, “and I won’t be alone. Your time is over. Over, do you hear me?! Too many know, too many are looking. Even you, even the Guardian of the Tomb cannot stand against so many. They’re coming. It remains only to be seen which comes first – the Americans? The German and his fanatics? The Egyptians? Or those who watch and follow all of them? If nothing else, they’ll bomb this place down around your ears.”

Frowning a little, baffled at his words, his conviction, she stepped out into the sunlight, wishing she could feel it on her skin, truly feel it, the warmth of it…

He gaped, all of his bravado running out of him abruptly as he stared in shock and horror.

“That’s not possible,” he whispered.

Light poured through and into her.

Frowning, she looked at him.

“Why would light deter me?” she asked, advancing on him with her lions at her heels. “I am and have always been a Servant of Light. That is my purpose. To defend against the Darkness of that which lies below. I have no fear of the Light of Ra.”

After all the long years of dreaming there was little else she knew about herself. 

She was the Guardian, her will held those below, she still defended…but her sense of self had faded, her name, her memories…had vanished…

Even this man’s terror held nothing for her. It stirred neither pity nor remorse and somewhere deep inside of her some part of her grieved for that, longed for what was gone, for what she’d lost and was losing…

She looked to Nebi, who brushed his great head against her hand and felt a stirring within her of something she couldn’t name…

It was clear this man believed what he said, as he’d believed she couldn’t face him in sunlight… But his belief in the other, despite the obvious contradiction of his first assumption, seemed irrefutable.

Considering it, she approached him.

“I would know more…you will tell me.”

There was no emotion in her face, it was as still as the stone of the stele, as cold and blank…save for a slight frown.
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