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Why was he looking at her as though
he wanted to ravish her where she stood? No, she didn’t want to
think about that. He was a large man and judging by those thick
muscles, very strong. And what gave men the right to such sinfully
long eyelashes? She gathered her wandering thoughts. “I know this
is a joke, even though I don’t understand it, but it’s starting to
wear thin. Please, tell me where I am.”

“You are
in Kemet, in Egypt.
And this is my home.”

She wanted to scream. “I
know I’m in Egypt! I flew in yesterday.” Her voice rose in
frustration. Couldn’t he stop teasing? Her head hurt too much for
stupid games.

He shifted and she wondered what was
on his mind. Calm down, Alex. Don’t
antagonize him. You don’t know what he’s capable of.

Drawing in a long, deep breath she
counted to three and began again. “Okay. If you want to play games,
I have some questions.”

He sat up and the towel slipped
further exposing a longer length of perfectly muscled thigh, which
he made no attempt to cover. “I’m sure you will have
many.”

That was something anyway.
Maybe he was ready to cooperate. She dragged her gaze back to his
face and drew in a deep breath. “What dynasty am I. . .? What
dynasty did I land in?”

“Dynasty?” He frowned and
offered her that knockout smile again. “Ah, of course. This is how
the years come to be known to you. Do you mean in whose reign are
we?”

Deep
breath, Alex. “Whatever. In whose reign are
we?”

“Amunhotep the Fourth, may he live
forever.” He placed his hand over his heart. “It is the fifth year
of his reign.”

Her mouth fell open. Now she knew
for certain this was a joke. “You’re kidding, right?”

Dark eyebrows lifted in question.
“Kidding?”

She blew out an angry
breath. “Playing me for a fool.”

His broad shoulders lifted
in a casual shrug and he moved his leg one more time. Luckily the
towel didn’t move with it. “Why would I do this?”

Amunhotep
IV, who had changed his name to Akhenaten, just happened to be the
husband of Nefertiti. It was a coincidence Alex couldn’t overlook.
But her mind started wandering down a new track.
Maybe this is a ransom attempt.
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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Please, God, don’t let me
be too late.

Alexandra Kelly’s heart pounded as
she lifted her long skirt and raced up the front steps of the
rambling old wooden house. She wrenched open the front door and ran
across the foyer, almost stumbling on the staircase as she took the
steps two at a time.

Outside her grandfather’s bedroom,
she paused for breath, fighting the tears. After a hard swallow,
she tapped on the door.

A grim-faced nurse opened it and
shook her head.

Alex touched her arm.
“Thank you for calling me.” The woman nodded then disappeared down
the corridor, leaving Alex to say goodbye in private.

Blinking
furiously, she stepped inside and closed the door.
Can I face his dying?

The huge four-poster bed made him
look small and frail as he struggled to breathe. A far cry from the
man he’d once been. The lined, weather-beaten face of Declan Kelly,
the great Egyptologist, swam before her eyes. He’d always been
tough, healthy, and virile.

He opened his eyes.
“Nefert—” He frowned. “Alexandra? Is that you?” His voice sounded
so very thin.

Alex cleared her throat.
“Yes, Grandfather. I’m here.”

He lifted his head. “Oh,
you’re in costume. For a moment I thought . . .”

“I didn’t have time to
change. When Miss Western rang I dropped everything and came
straight over.”

“Did the studio mind?”

“Absolutely
not.” She hurried to his side and sat on the bed, taking both his
hands between hers—his grip weak and frail. “I would never have
forgiven her if she hadn’t phoned and you’d—” What am I saying?
“Grandfather, you’re more important than any
movie.”

He smiled. “Dressed like that you
look just like Nefertiti.”

“Hush. Don’t tire
yourself.”

He tried to laugh, but
coughed. “Too late for that now, don’t you think?”

She bit back a smile.
He may be dying but he hasn’t lost his sense of
humor.

“I wanted some time alone with you
before Brian gets here. But first, tell me. How’s the filming
going?”

How like him to put others
before himself, even now. “It’s going well. But I’m not here to
talk about the movie. I came to keep you company.”

The moment she’d read for
the part of Nefertiti the studio executives had given her the role.
It was meant for her, they’d said. She’d known even before they
offered and a strange tingling sensation had crept up her
spine.

“Stand over there by the
window.” Declan interrupted her thoughts and pointed to a shaft of
late afternoon sunlight. He tried to sit up, but the effort
exhausted him and he fell back onto the pillows. “Let me look at
you.”

“For you, anything.” She
stood, ran her hand over her sleek, black wig, and straightened the
golden diadem circling her head. After adjusting the pleats
cascading down the front of her white Egyptian dress she opened her
arms, lifted her chin, walked across the room, and turned to smile
with well-rehearsed queenly grace. “I am Nefertiti, Queen of
Diadems, Beloved of Aten, Queen of Upper and Lower Egypt, Lady of
the Two Lands, et cetera, et cetera.” She paused to give him her
news. “We go to Egypt in a month’s time for the location work.”
Guilt overtook her when excitement briefly displaced
grief.

From the look in his eyes,
his spirits had lifted. “You’re going to Egypt at last.” Again, he
tried to sit and she hurried to his bedside to adjust the pillows.
“Who’d have thought it? My little Alexandra, the ‘beautiful woman
has come.’ I’m so excited, I could die.”

Her
glance met his and her hearty laugh overshadowed his strained
attempt. Oh, how I’ll miss his wry
humor.

Exhausted, he fell back
against the pillows. “That’s what Nefertiti means you know. ‘A
beautiful woman has come.’”

She smiled and touched his
arm. “Yes, Grandfather, I know.”

“Of course you do. And she
was. Very beautiful.” His eyes glazed with an opaque hue that
frightened her.

“Grandfather?” Hurry, Brian,
please.

He lifted heavy lids to look at her.
“I’m not ready to go quite yet.”

“What’s this talk of going?”
As she leaned over him, her wig fell forward. She removed
it.

He gasped. “Alexandra! What
happened to all your beautiful hair?”

“The wigs wouldn’t sit
properly, so I had it cut.”

“Does Brian
know?”

She
patted his hand. “He might run my affairs, but he knows how far he
can push me. Even he wouldn’t want me to be that uncomfortable.”

“Maybe not. Just don’t let him take
over your life, too.”

“He’s okay. Really. It’s just that
since Mom and Dad died he can’t seem to show emotion, but I bet he
feels it just the same.”

“Beats me why you keep old
bossy-boots around.”

She smiled. “Because he
needs me. I don’t want to pull the family connection out from under
him. Protecting me is his way of showing how much he cares. But at
twenty-five I can take care of myself. If he pushes too hard, all I
have to do is give a tug on the reins.”

Alex shot
a glance at the bed. Declan’s eyes were closed. Had he heard the
last thing she’d said? She bit her lip. Keep him talking. While he talks, he lives. “Um, as I said, we go to Luxor next month. By the time we
arrive, most of the sets will be in place.”

Thin lips smiled up at her and he
opened his eyes. “A month. Just enough time for you to bury me and
get over the mourning period.”

“Grandfather!”

He patted her hand. “Don’t
be so squeamish, Alexandra. You know I’ve always believed in the
Egyptian spirit. I’ll be happy with the winged ones.”

“Yes, I know.” A wobbly
smile touched her lips as she gripped his fingers. “It was your
passion for Egypt that excited my imagination. You made it sound so
. . . colorful. All those tales of tombs and temples.” And soon
he’d take his last journey in Ra’s sun-boat as it sailed toward the
Western horizon. At least, that’s what he believed.

Memories bombarded her heart. She
kissed his thin fingers. He was the only man who’d never taken her
for granted, never asked anything of her. Yet when she needed it,
she could always count on the unconditional love and support of
Grandfather Kelly, no matter where he happened to be.

Until two years ago when
he’d suddenly avoided all social contact. He’d been available by
phone, but nothing more. Then he’d completely disappeared for two
months, refusing to answer any questions as to where he’d been. No
point asking him now. He probably wouldn’t remember.

He came awake with a sudden
surge of energy. “Oh, Alex, I hope you get there.”

Her
attempted smile failed. His short-term memory was slipping.
God, he can’t have long. Brian, where are
you?

“I’ve just said,
Grandfather, I’m going next month.”

His grip tightened around her
fingers with a strength that belied his weakened condition. “No,
Alexandra.” He paused and his old eyes lit with inner fire. “I mean
. . . the real Egypt.” The words came out on a sigh, and for a
moment the Declan Kelly of old returned.

She reached into the side
pocket of her purse and pulled out her cell phone. “I’d better
check on what’s keeping Brian.”

“No. Wait.” He took the
phone out of her fingers and motioned to the nightstand. “Before
your brother gets here, look in there. There’s something I want you
to do.”

Alex slid to her knees,
opened the locker door, and stared. An Egyptian broad-collar, at
least six inches wide, lay on a square of fine linen. The golden
collar, encrusted with turquoise and lapis lazuli, shone in the
shaft of sunlight. Another piece of rough, yet neatly folded, linen
rested beside the first.

“Take them out.” Declan shot
a quick glance at the door.

Alex complied and held the
spectacular piece of jewelry up to the light. She gasped at all the
gold. “Such a beautiful necklace. And so heavy. Just like the real
thing.”

“It is real, and I want you
to take it back to Egypt for me.”

“Back?”

The secretive smile on his
lips didn’t waver. “Yes.”

She almost dropped the
necklace. “Did you steal this from the museum?”

“I did not!” He couldn’t
disguise his hurt look. “How could I go to meet Anubis with theft
on my conscience?”

Alex
scoffed. “Hah! When the god of the dead weighs your heart against
the feather of justice, and it tips the scale, you’ll probably
argue the scale is out of whack.” Almost afraid to look at the
necklace again, she glanced down at it from the corner of her eye.
“How did you come
by this?”

Either his last outburst had
exhausted him totally, or he chose not to answer. “Never mind that.
Open the other cloth.”

Alex did so, aware of his
smile as she rubbed the coarse material. “This isn’t ordinary
cloth.” Warmth spread from the cloth to her fingers as she unfolded
the large square. “More like rough linen.” She looked up.
“Papyrus?”

He nodded and lifted his
eyebrows. “The real thing.”

Inside was a map of an
ancient temple. She glanced at him and frowned. “Where is
this?”

He eyed her levelly. “The
Temple of Thoth. In Thebes.”

Alex eased to her feet while
studying the map. “I don’t understand . . .”

Her grandfather’s breathing
became more difficult. He gasped, fell back and closed his
eyes.

The map
forgotten, Alex blinked back sudden tears. Hurry, Brian. She swallowed the lump
in her throat, and entwined her fingers through Declan’s. “If
that’s what you want me to do, of course I will.”

“There’s something else.”

His voice sounded urgent and
she tried not to let him see how close she was to tears.
“Yes?”

“Don’t let that brother of
yours have me interred. The thought of going under the ground gives
me the creeps. I want to be in my mausoleum where I can see my
beautiful things. I’m leaving some of them to you, of
course.”

She sniffed and shook her
head to clear her blurred vision. “Anything you want,
Grandfather.”

He handed her the phone
and tried again to sit up, but couldn’t make it. “Don’t patronize
me, Alexandra. Promise me.”

“All right!” she burst out,
gulping back a sob. “I promise.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t mean to upset
you.” He reached out and patted her hand. “Now, come closer.
There’s something important I want you to know.” She bent and
placed her ear close to his lips. “I’ve seen wonderful things,
Alexandra. Wonderful things.”

Dear
heaven, he can barely breathe. “Tell me
about them.” Keep him talking. Keep him
awake.

She looked into his eyes,
glazed now with his struggle for breath. “I’m so very sorry.
Keeping you apart was unforgivable.”

Now he’s
rambling. “What are you trying to
say?”

“Do you remember?” He paused to suck
in air. “A few months ago—when you saw me—in the lib—”

His grip loosened on her
hand. It went limp and he let go a long, deep sigh. As she watched,
his eyes fell closed. He’d gone.

“Grandfather!” Tears rolled
down her cheeks. “What about a few months ago? Tell me. Talk to me.
Please.”

But it was no use. Filled with
sudden abandonment and loneliness, Alex bowed her head and let the
tears fall. All she had left were memories of a wise and wonderful
man whose death rent a gaping hole in her life—and a
jewel-encrusted gold collar she’d promised him she would smuggle
into Egypt.

She
blinked. Maybe the tears had blurred her vision, but his age lines
appeared softer, and he wore a wonderful smile. His
ka was at
peace.

Brian burst into the room.
“I told you to wait for me.”

She stood and turned to face
him, dragging in a long, painful breath. “Grandfather’s
gone.”

Her brother stopped in his
tracks. “I’m sorry, Alex. You were close.” He moved toward the bed,
placed his hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. She
looked up at him through watery eyes and he pulled her into his
arms for a hug. A simple act, but it told her he shared her grief
even though he couldn’t show it.

“Thank you,” she choked, her
voice too raw for anything more.

“It’s just you and me now,
Sis. He was a great old guy, if a little eccentric.”

Grateful for the strength of
Brian’s arms, she squeezed him back. He withdrew, as though he’d
shown weakness, but it didn’t matter. He’d come through for her
when she needed his comfort the most.

“He had a right to be
eccentric. He was one in a million.”

Brian kissed the top of her head,
eased back from her and balked. “What in the world have you done to
your hair?”

The gruffness in his voice was his
way of getting his emotions under control. Nevertheless, she
sighed. “I don’t really feel like discussing it now.”

“But it’s awful,” he
insisted. “We’ll never live it down.”

“I have to wear heavy wigs.”
She turned her back to him and with one final, lingering look,
pulled the sheet over the dear face she would never see again.
“Goodbye, Grandfather. I love you.”

“Why do you have to wear
wigs? Didn’t it occur to you to use your own hair?”

“Grandfather just died. I
really don’t think this is the time or the place to discuss my
hair.” With a sigh she moved toward the door to call for the
nurse.

“Sorry. It was a shock,
that’s all. We’ll talk about it later.” He looked around the big
room at Declan’s Egyptian collection. “In the meantime, we’d better
get this stuff cleared out.” He tried to laugh. “Maybe you can even
use some of it in the movie. And I’m sorry, Alex, but we have to be
practical and make arrangements for the burial.”

Surely he could see how
badly she was hurting. Couldn’t he soften just a little? “He
doesn’t want to be buried. He’s built a mausoleum and he wants his
artifacts with him.”

Brian spun to look at her
with undisguised disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”

Anger and hurt made her want
to strike back. “Deadly.” She walked toward him, eyes narrowed. “I
love you, Brian, but you try going against his final wishes and
you’ll be looking for another job by the end of the
month.”

If Brian understood one
thing, it was just how far he could push her.

She could almost hear Declan
cheering from his sun-boat.

 


* * * *

Luxor, Egypt

One month later

 


Alexandra glanced at the crowds in
the arrival hall and spotted a small group of paparazzi off to one
side. If they expected to see Alexis Kelly, her screen persona,
they were out of luck.

With
short hair and a face devoid of makeup, she wouldn’t be recognized.
No one would notice one small woman in worn jeans slipping past.
She’d even ditched her dark glasses, usually a dead giveaway.
Anonymity would be a heady experience. She took a deep breath,
crossed her fingers, and grinned. This’ll
be so easy.

“Miss Kelly?” a male voice said as
she headed for the exit.

She
turned on her heel. “Yes?” Damn!

Had it been too much to
hope she wouldn’t be spotted? The chauffeur she’d hired to drive
her to the hotel stood at the edge of the arrival hall holding up a
sign with the codename ‘Temple’ emblazoned on it. The sign,
however, hadn’t fooled one tall, dark-haired man.

Tricky reporter.

Her heart sank as she
glanced over her shoulder at the paparazzi. With gritted teeth, she
addressed the newspaper-man. “I know you have a job to do, so let’s
make it quick.”

The reporter smiled,
nodded, and offered his business card. “The name’s Ethan
King.”

She tucked the card in her
purse without glancing at it. “Okay, Mr. King, shoot.”

He smiled. “First, my
condolences on the loss of your grandfather.”

Tears pricked the corners of
her eyes and she cleared her throat. “Thank you.” She lifted an
eyebrow in challenge. This sounded like one of those ‘I knew your
grandfather’ routines. “Did you know him well?”

“Yes, we’d met several times. I
attended his funeral.”

“Oh.” Okay,
so I was wrong to be suspicious. “I
see.”

Ethan King grinned as though
he realized he’d disarmed her. “How long will you be filming
here?”

“About three months. Much of the
studio work is done. I’ve given myself some extra time to sightsee,
so I came a few days early. I’m very excited. Egypt is as much my
passion as it was Grandfather’s.”

He nodded while he scribbled
on his pad. “Where will you be filming?”

“Just outside Luxor and at
Horizon of the Aten.”

He looked up and blew out a
breath. “It can get pretty darned hot there.”

She smiled—sweetly. “We want
authenticity, Mr. King.”

The paparazzi spotted her
and came scurrying. Alex sighed and gave in resolutely to the
barrage of questions. Flashes went off in her face and reporters
jostled each other for a few words. The sooner she got out of here,
the quicker she could take a long soak in warm, perfumed
water.

The reporters finally
dispersed, she gave Ethan King a stiff smile, and headed outside
into the bright sunlight. Sensing his gaze, she turned and caught
his curious look. He raised his hand in a casual wave.

Rather than respond, she climbed
into the air-conditioned limousine and sank into the soft leather
seat to enjoy her journey to the Ramses Hotel.

Alex peered out the window in awe.
They cruised through markets with stalls over-laden with
vegetables, bread, and fruits. She opened the window, allowing the
clamor of voices to invade her excited senses, and letting the
aromas of exotic perfumes and spices swirl around her. She made a
mental note to come back and buy some of the brightly colored
silks.

But first on her agenda was the
Temple of Thoth.

Picturesque villages flashed
by. Barely changed for centuries, they still fought a losing battle
with the sand.

Ruins of ancient monuments
stood lonely sentinel over the modern world. Alex recalled her
grandfather’s tales and tried to picture how wonderful this must
have looked thousands of years ago.

The car pulled up outside
the hotel, jerking her to the present. Porters took her luggage and
whisked her inside to reception. The concierge smiled politely and
handed her two keys. “This is for your room, Miss Kelly, and this
one is for your hired car.”

“Thanks. I’d like coffee and a
sandwich sent to my room. Cheese will do. Say in about an
hour.”

“Of course, Miss
Kelly.”

Fifteen minutes later,
Alex sank up to her neck in a relaxing bath, let go a long, deep
sigh, and closed her eyes. Oh, how she needed this. When the dust
of travel finally melted away, she stepped out, patted herself dry,
and slipped into a blue silk robe.

The first suitcase she unpacked
contained an Egyptian costume. She’d told the wardrobe department
it was intended for use in publicity photographs with ancient
monuments as a backdrop. She couldn’t tell them the truth, the real
reason.

That the map of the temple had
compelled her to take it. How could she tell them a map, a piece of
coarse papyrus, had urged her to do anything? She could hardly
believe the truth herself.

She rummaged through her
underwear and pulled out a bag containing the jeweled collar. Why
had she hidden it? The necklace was obviously a clever copy,
despite what Grandfather had said.

Frustrated, Alex blew out a breath. Whoever heard of anyone
smuggling artifacts into
Egypt, fake or otherwise? She held it against her
neck. The dress and collar sure looked terrific together. Maybe she
could wear them one last time before turning the golden collar over
to . . . Whom?

Maybe she’d misunderstood
Grandfather when he’d said he wanted it taken to the Temple of
Thoth. Nothing would be there.

Tomorrow she’d make a few
discreet inquiries. In the meantime . . .

Alex slipped on the dress,
hooked the collar around her neck, and smiled at her reflection in
the mirror. Jeez! In this getup, and with the right makeup, she
could easily pass for an Egyptian noblewoman. If this collar were
the real McCoy, it would be worth a fortune.

Come! Come!

Mild dizziness made her grab the
dresser. Heck. That voice again, echoing in her head. It seemed to
emanate from the map.

A knock on the door snapped
her to her senses. “Who is it?”

“Room service, Miss
Kelly.”

“Great.
Thanks.” Her stomach grumbled. She was hungry. Ah
. . . that explains the dizzy spell.

She admitted a slim waiter
in gray livery. He offered a little bow. “Your sandwich and coffee,
Miss Kelly.”

Instinct brought her hand up to try
to cover the necklace when he stared at it. Heaven forbid he should
think she was stealing a precious artifact from his country.
“Wonderful copy, isn’t it?” She inclined her head at the table on
the far side of the room. “You can put the tray over
there.”

The waiter did as told,
then paused discreetly by the door for a tip. She placed a handful
of gold coins into his hand, all the while aware that his gaze
never left the necklace even as she closed the door.

A small doubt nudged at her mind as
she took off the bejeweled collar and examined it. It could have
been stolen. The waiter could have recognized it from newspaper
photographs. But the necklace couldn’t be more than a few years
old.

The age of the mystery collar
dissolved with a sudden urge to go to the Temple of Thoth when the
shrill voice in her head sounded again: Come! Come!

Again dizziness overtook her. The
voice in her head called her to the temple. Immediately.

How could she even think about
going? Brian would freak out at the idea of her there alone. But he
didn’t need to know. For goodness sake, she was a grown woman. She
could do whatever she pleased. Besides, Alexandra Kelly had taken
lessons in self-defense. I can take care of
myself.

Come to me. Come to me.

“All right, already!”

Quickly changing into jeans and a
fresh white blouse, she glanced at the golden necklace. The staring
waiter had given her the creeps. It might not be a good idea to
leave such an elegant piece of jewelry in
the suite. After hanging the dress in the closet, she gulped down
her sandwich, wrapped the collar in the linen map, slipped it into
her basket, and went in search of the Temple of Thoth.

 


* * * *

Hapu Estate, Egypt

Year five in the reign of
Amunhotep IV

 


Khafra stretched full length on the
couch but couldn’t settle. Usually, being home with his family was
pleasant after being at court. It was peaceful here. He could
breathe. Unhappily, his peace would not last. The gods had spoken and he must obey. He must leave tonight.
The last time he’d gone away, he’d seen the same sad look in his
father’s gray eyes. Perhaps Rekhemire feared his son would never
return. This time, he might not.

He stood and paced, his
white kilt settling evenly about his thighs. “I’m going to walk in
the garden.”

Rekhemire sighed and put
down his rush pen. “I know that look of restlessness. What ails
you, son?”

He couldn’t meet his
father’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Father. I need to move and I know my
pacing disturbs you while you work. But I have a lion inside me
that needs taming.”

Rekhemire gave him a knowing
smile. “What you need is a good wife. One who will keep that wild
beast under control. In the marriage bed.”

Only one woman could
accomplish that, but he’d seen her a long time ago and he would
never see her again.

Rekhemire rubbed his chin. “I’m
worried about you, Khafra. You’ve changed since you returned home
from your travels.” He paused only a moment. “Why not visit the
House of Pleasure? Plenty of women there to offer sweet
delights.”

Khafra tried to laugh.
“You’re probably right.” He turned and stepped out into the early
night air. In the coolness of the garden, he took the path between
two sweet-smelling lotus pools to where the spice trees began. He
paused, enjoying the aromas, and looked at the sky, thick with
stars. He loved this garden. Its serenity could quell a man’s
restless spirit; calm the fire burning deep within him. This night
was different. Nothing could quench his fear. Even though he could
lose his life in the attempt, he must go. Egypt’s future depended
on him and him alone. He drew in a long breath. It could be the
last time he would enjoy this garden.

He had no interest in the
House of Pleasure. Neither was he in the market for a wife. Just as
well. He had more important business. Business a woman would never
understand.

Nor would
Rekhemire.

Sex could not extinguish
the dread in his heart. He’d need all his wits about him, and every
man knew that once in the perfumed arms of a woman, he could be
lost for hours. Days. Khafra didn’t have that much time. With heavy
heart he gave thought to the great mission he must accomplish. How
could he live if he failed to save Egypt from her fate?

The moon
had risen higher. Somehow he must find the right words to tell his
father he had to go away and might never return. That he could
die.

“Khafra?”

Gods. Nofret!

He groaned. His sister—the one
person he wanted to avoid the most, even though he shouldn’t. Her
heart would break when he walked away. Having to go was breaking
his. He was nothing but a lowly cockroach for thinking he could
take the coward’s way out.

Nofret
always made it plain she adored him, her big brother, the
charioteer, the warrior. But warriors are
not supposed to be cowards.

She ran to him, slipped
her arms around his waist, and rested her head against his bare
chest. “You seem sad, Khafra.”

He
managed to swallow. “Tiw.”

“Tell me why.”

Hiding the truth from his
father was one thing, but he hated lying to Nofret. “Dear one, I .
. .” The words would not come. They clogged his throat like sand
after a desert storm. Tension clawed at his gut. Gods, he never
felt nervous going into battle, yet trying to say goodbye to Nofret
tore him to pieces.

She answered for him. “You
are going away again.” When he said nothing, she eased back and
lifted her gaze to search his. “How long will you be away this
time?”

“Who can say?” He almost
choked on the words.

“Where are you
going?”

How did he answer? His
fingers brushed through her soft black hair. “A long way from
here.”

“As far as your last
mission?” She searched his face.

“Not quite that far.” But he
didn’t elaborate.

“I think you owe Father and
me an explanation.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “Can you not tell
me, Khafra?”

The situation was becoming
impossible. He kissed the tip of her nose and tried to evade her
questions. “Sweet sister, I think you should go to bed. It’s late.
See, the moon has started her climb.”

Her deep sigh wrenched at his heart.
“You will be gone by morning.”

Osiris,
give me strength. He nodded.
“Tiw.” He held her
at arm’s length and smiled. “I want you to be very brave and strong
for our father.”

No doubt
she would. At fifteen, she had more courage than some men he knew,
including himself. He pressed her to him and looked up. The moon
had climbed even higher. The gods had spoken. He must not fail or
his ka would
perish.

Be forever dead.


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


“We meet again, Miss Kelly.”
The deep, male voice from behind startled her.

She
turned from the reception desk, instantly recognizing the reporter
from the airport. What the heck is he doing
here? “Oh, hello, Mr.
uh—”

“King. Ethan King. Have you
been sightseeing?”

Why did the press presume
they had the right to ask questions that were none of their
business? She had news for Mr. Ethan King. If he thought that
because they were both American he could worm his way into her
confidence, he could think again.

“Any reason why I shouldn’t?
I’m on my own time.”

His lazy brown eyes scanned
the lobby behind her. “Did you go alone?”

She sighed—obviously.
“Hoping for a scoop? Looking for a secret hot date? Sorry to
disappoint you, but it’s just li’l ol’ me.” His inquisitive tone
was getting under her skin. “Why shouldn’t I go
sightseeing?”

“It can be dangerous for a
woman alone.”

“Thank you for your concern,
but I can take care of myself.” She dusted sand off her jeans and
gave him a sarcastic smile. “As a matter of fact I’ve been to the
Temple of Thoth.” Was it her imagination or had his face shown
sudden interest?

“I’d have gone with you, if
I’d known.”

“Not the best of pick-up
lines, Mr. King. If I were you, I’d wait for an
invitation.”

“What? Oh, no. I’m not
trying to pick you up. I also dabble in Egyptology, as you may
know.”

She
didn’t know. Or care. “Really?” She collected her key from the
concierge. “Now I have a question.”

His hands slipped into his
pockets. “Sure.”

“Did my brother send you to
keep tabs on me?”

Genuine surprise crossed his
features. “Heck no. Why do you ask?”

“You said you knew my
grandfather, which of course guaranteed you’d get my attention. But
it’s just the kind of stunt Brian would pull.” She shot him a wry
look. “He’s almost as invasive as you are.”

“Ouch!”

That
fixed you, snoop. “I’m going to my room
now. That okay with you?”

“Sure thing,” he called
after her. “I’m in room 101 if you want some company
tomorrow.”

Didn’t he
know when to take no for an answer? As she headed for the elevator, she felt his
gaze. Once she could handle, twice in one day was a little
creepy.

* * * *

In her room, Alex checked
her voicemail. Two messages—one from John, the director, wanting
some last-minute script changes. He’d call sometime
tomorrow.

The other from Brian. “Alex,
I know you’re there, or should be. Will you please answer the
damned phone? I’m calling from Cairo. I’ll be in Luxor tonight.
About seven.”

“Jeez! He’s three days
early. What is he playing at?”

She didn’t want Brian
dogging her every step and if she didn’t stand up to old
bossy-boots, as Grandfather had called him, he’d stifle her. A
deliciously wicked thought floated into her mind. What if she
weren’t here when Brian arrived? What if she went nightclubbing, or
whatever people did in Luxor at night? She hadn’t had a date in
months. Surely it couldn’t be too difficult to find a man—any man
would do just to go dancing for one evening.

“What about
that journo, Ethan King?” Dammit, she was desperate to avoid
Brian.

If he kept scaring men
off, how in blazes would she ever find Mr. Right? Why couldn’t he
get it through his thick skull she didn’t want celebrity status
forever? She wanted what every other woman had. A husband. Kids.
Privacy. A normal life with a normal man who loved her completely.
She’d be the center of his universe as he’d be the center of
hers.

Fat chance! Okay, so men
like that were few and far between. But somewhere on this planet
there had to be a man who wouldn’t see her as a meal ticket or a
brainless bimbo.

Brian would hate her asking
the reporter on a date. She grinned and dialed Room 101. No answer.
She’d try later.

As she turned, Alex noticed the map
on the floor. It must have fallen out of the bag when she threw it
on the bed. She picked it up.

Come!
Come! The voice in her head called, so
irresistibly clear she dropped the papyrus like a hot stone. The
map wanted her to go there, again? Now? “But I just got in. It’s
getting late.” As her logic resisted its call, the voice came,
louder than before. More urgent. Come! Come!

Nightclubbing was out. She was being
summoned back to the temple. But going tonight was totally off the
wall. It was getting dark for pity’s sake.

Now the voice was almost
screaming, urging her to return. Tonight. In full
costume.

No one will be there.
You’ll have the temple all to yourself.

The voice could reason?
Either that or she was going nuts.

Come! Come!

“Okay, I hear you.” She checked the
bedside clock. Six-thirty. Enough time to put on Egyptian-looking
eye makeup and skedaddle before Brian arrived. In record time, she
applied black liner and green shadow, resembling an Egyptian queen,
the way she had for the movie.

When she went to get the
dress, her blood turned to ice. Someone had been in her room. The
dress was on the closet floor, a portion of the skirt caught in the
sliding door, not quite pulled closed.

“What the . . .”

Had she disturbed someone
and they were still hiding in the suite? Alex crept to the
refrigerator, grabbed a wine bottle by the neck—ready to hit any
intruder—and carefully checked the other rooms. Reassured she was
alone, she breathed a sigh of relief.

Then she noticed her open
suitcase on the bed. Not quite how she’d left it. And the
bedclothes had been disturbed.

Prickles
skittered down her spine. No doubt the intruder had been a thief,
or thieves, intent on taking the collar and only one person knew
about it—the waiter who’d delivered her sandwich. Maybe the
necklace was real—or at least a good enough imitation to fool that little
creep.

Returning to the temple now would be
stupid. But then, staying here probably wasn’t such a great idea
either. Whoever the would-be thieves were, and she had a good idea
who one of them might be, they realized she’d taken the collar with
her this afternoon. What if they’d been loitering in the lobby,
watching to see when she reentered the hotel? If that idiot
reporter hadn’t kept her talking, she might have slipped upstairs
unnoticed.

They knew she’d have to get
back some time and that she’d be alone. They could burst through
the door at any moment. She had to get out, mingle with the other
guests in the lobby and wait for Brian.

Come now. Come
now.

She couldn’t think
straight.

Room 101. Ethan King. She reached
for the phone, then stopped.

Wait a
minute! What if he’s one of them? He’d been
watching her, hadn’t he? Did he know about the collar? He wouldn’t
be the first so-called Egyptologist to be little more than a jewel
thief.

The temple voice grew
louder, pounding in her head. She couldn’t resist its pull. Since
no one would know, she’d be as safe there as anywhere. Maybe
safer.

Quickly she donned the
dress, wrapped a shawl around her head, and placed her wig in the
basket with the collar. After checking the corridor and seeing no
sign of anyone, Alex slipped out of her room and hurried to the
rear stairs leading to the car park.

* * * *

Khafra swallowed. It was
time. Heavy-hearted he made his way to the stable. Was this the
last time he’d see his team of prized black horses? As though they
sensed something amiss, the team moved skittishly while he
harnessed them to the chariot.

“Scepter, Scimitar, you are
restless tonight.” He patted each on the neck. “Like
me.”

As he led them outside, his
gut churned. Not wanting to take them, he needed his swiftest and
strongest horses if he was to make good time. His most trusted
second-in-command of the squadron of charioteers, who’d sworn an
oath of silence, would collect the horses tomorrow and bring them
back to Hapu.

Time now to say farewell to
his family, to hold them in his arms, perhaps for the last time.
Despite fears he might never return, he must reassure them, give
them hope. They must not sense his pain.

At the sight of Rekhemire
and Nofret standing in the doorway, he choked up. They held each
other closely, but pulled apart when he entered. It would be so
easy to change his mind.

Neither his father nor Nofret would
understand what he must do, so he said nothing. He’d waited a long
time for the gods to speak. If he should fail, and his name
disappeared from eternity, at least he’d have died trying. A
warrior’s death was preferable to never having his name recorded,
and to forever roam the netherworld forgotten and alone.

He could not fail. He must
not fail.

If he didn’t go, how would
he stop the suffering? He had to succeed for their
sakes.

He cursed
his faint heart. What were these thoughts of failure? Of course he
would succeed. He must succeed.

Khafra drew in a long, deep
breath and bid his family farewell.

* * * *

Alex
frowned. What was she doing here? 

Brian would go nuts when he
found out where she was at this time of night in a foreign country.
She should turn the car around and go back to the hotel. But she
was here and the voice had quieted. So now what?

She opened the window and
listened. Deafening silence hurt her ears. Everything looked eerie
in the fading light.

In ancient times this place
would have been alive with people, jostling, laughing, going about
their business, probably giving no thought to their culture not
going on forever. There would have been priests, artisans, and
stallholders selling their wares, calling to passersby—Come. Look.
Buy.

She sighed. Sad to think
such an elegant race had all gone, overrun by swarms of invaders
wanting a piece of Egypt’s bounty. Now Egypt had been swallowed up
by history.

Come
inside, the temple
shouted.

Alex swallowed and gritted
her teeth. “Okay, two minutes, max!”

Taking a deep breath for
courage, she grabbed her basket, got out of the car, and slipped
inside the temple, past the statues she’d seen earlier, grotesque
in the fading light and etched by shadows. Faint illumination
allowed her to find the spot she’d visited earlier—a mere rectangle
of bare rock with half scratched out symbols. She could read a few
hieroglyphs, but could make out nothing except for an ibis, the
symbol of Thoth, and walking legs, which had something to do with
journeys. By itself, it meant nothing.

She slipped the collar
around her neck and donned the wig. This was crazy, but the
compulsion was stronger now.

Standing still, Alex rested
her hand on a pillar, closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath.
Egypt! The sounds of bustling humanity—their voices, their
footsteps—seemed to seep right down to her soul.

In the silence, something
stirred. Suddenly alert, she snapped her eyes open. Those were no
ancient footsteps, neither was what made them a figment of her
imagination. They were real and they were close.

“Who’s there?”

No one answered, but she
felt a presence. Gut-wrenching panic speared her. As she started to
make a dash for the car, a man loomed in her path.

“Dear God!” Adrenaline
pumped hard and fast, her stomach churned violently, and the pulse
at the base of her throat beat out of control. She tensed as the
man, his face darkened by shadows, stepped closer. He was tall and
burly, and wore a long, white robe.

He said something
unintelligible. She shook her head and backed away. “What do you
want?” The collar? Her? Or both.

Her heart
beat a wild tattoo in her chest. How far was it to the car? Could
she make a run for it? “I asked what you wanted.” A stupid
question, but getting some form of communication going could make
the difference between life and death. It was the first lesson
she’d learned in self-defense, and the words of her instructor rang
in her ears—“try to talk your way out of a
situation before taking action.”

The fat man stepped closer.
Mentally Alex went through a few defensive maneuvers.

His shoulders blocked what
little light there was and in that billowing robe he looked
ominously large.

When she saw the other
man, her heart sank. As thin as the first was fat, she hadn’t
noticed him before—the waiter. The little creep had been watching
her room. She could be in serious trouble if more of them
appeared.

“Give us the necklace,” the
fat one barked in English as he moved closer.

This was no time for false
heroics. She was alone with men who would slit her throat rather
than leave her alive to identify them. Alex lifted her arms to
unhook the collar but it jammed. Her ragged breathing echoed around
the silent temple. Her heart thudded against her rib cage and she
rubbed sweaty palms down the front of her dress.

“I’ll give it to you if you
let me go.”

The robber ignored her and
moved closer. Her head spinning, she backed up, but her retreat
came to an end when she hit a flat rock.

The fat man lunged—and
everything went black.

Alex waited, eyes closed.
Nothing happened. She should at least try to defend her honor.
Defend her life. Why didn’t he just grab the necklace and run?
Slowly, she opened her eyes.

The man in the white robe stared in
astonishment and shook his head. What was he looking at? Maybe she
could make a run for it while he stared at the rock? She eased away
and made to run. He was too quick. With lightning speed that belied
his size, he cut off her escape.

Caught by
the waist, he gripped her tightly as she wriggled and struggled
against his body. The other strong hand clamped over her mouth. Was
he going to rape her then take the necklace? Dear God, don’t let him hurt me, please.

He wouldn’t take her easily.
She would defend herself to the bitter end. Her elbow flew out with
as much force as she could muster, aiming for his ribs, but hit
what felt like a wall of iron. His powerful grip tightened over her
mouth and nose, almost cutting off her air supply. Lack of oxygen
forced her to give up the struggle. She stilled and the man slowly
released his hold on her face. Gasping for air, she dragged in deep
breaths. Surprised he’d let her go so easily, her heart pounded
with renewed hope of escape.

The man
spoke. “Em sen-jay.”

She didn’t understand. If she gave
him the collar, would he let her go? Sensing he’d give her time to
comply, she lifted her arms, easily unhooking the collar this time
and offered it to him. “Here, take it.”

He shook
his head and stepped toward her. “Em
sen-jay.” 

So
it was her they
wanted. She tried to see past him. “Where’s your little friend?
Doesn’t he want a piece of the action?” Calmer now, she tried to
think, though her head was spinning a little. “Well, you’ll have a
fight on your hands.” She held out the collar again. “Take it, and
let me go.”

Looking about for a possible escape
route, the temple seemed different. It looked newer. No, it was her
imagination although the dizziness had started to ease.

How long had she been here?
How much time had elapsed? A frightening thought occurred to her.
“Did you drug me somehow? Did I pass out?”

Ever
watchful, he merely shrugged and shook his head. And she
knew. He didn’t understand a word of
English. Maybe ‘give us the necklace’ were the only words he could
speak.

In the
robe he sure looked a burly brute. Yet, like the temple, he seemed
different too. Maybe he was. What if she had passed out, this guy had shown up
in the nick of time and chased the other two away. No, that kind of
lucky break only happened in second-rate movies.

She couldn’t make out his
features in this light, yet a change had definitely taken place.
The other man had been fat. This man, although big, was anything
but fat if the feel of his hard body was anything to go by. Nothing
soft about him. He was all muscle and sinew with the well-honed
body of an athlete.

Her heart rate eased back to
normal. She’d begun to believe, to hope, he didn’t have rape on his
mind. So, if he didn’t want her, and he didn’t want the necklace,
what was he after?

“What do you want?” She
heard the tremor in her voice as she ventured another vain attempt
at communication.

Her rescuer shook his head
and shrugged his wide shoulders, but his narrow-eyed gaze
scrutinized her.

“You don’t understand a word
I’m saying do you?” She headed for the temple entrance. “I have to
find my car.”

It didn’t matter that he
couldn’t understand—her words made her feel more in
control.

She stumbled over a stone. He
grabbed her around the waist, his fingers digging into her flesh.
But this wasn’t an attack, more an attempt to break her fall. His
strong arm held her as tightly as before, but his touch sent a
shockwave through her body.

“Jeez!”

“Ten
seneb?” From the tone it sounded like a
question, which she interpreted to mean, ‘Are you all
right?’

She drew in a deep breath and
nodded. “Yes, thanks.”

He
offered her a leather flask. “Ibbi? Sweri
mu?”

Loath to offend him at this
delicate stage of negotiating her release, she accepted, holding it
under her nose to sniff the contents. He seemed to take a dim view
of that and grumbled something unintelligible in his deep
voice.

Keep it light, Alex. She
tried for a smile. “Hey, you can’t blame a girl for checking.” It
smelled fine so she ventured a sip. It was water. “Thank you.”
Gratefully, she drank again and handed it back with a polite
smile.

Time to make a move. She
started for the entrance, aware of him close on her heels. There
was something about this guy—a magnetism, an intangible quality.
And his body felt terrific.

No, Alex.
Don’t even go there. Quickly, she shoved
the wayward thought aside.

The moon was full when they
walked out of the temple.

A full moon? Hadn’t a half
moon been rising when she left the hotel? Maybe not.

She turned and headed in the
direction of her car . . . and saw a chariot.

“What the . . .? Hey, where in
blazes is my car? I left it right here.” She glanced up at him and all thoughts of the car and rising
moons flew from her mind.

The face was a perfect match
for the body. In the half light, she guessed he was in his late
twenties. He had a fine, sharply defined nose and a firm,
beautifully chiseled mouth. His looks were nothing short of
drop-dead handsome, with a head of thick, slightly shaggy, dark
hair that reached his collar. Even through his robe she could tell
he worked out a lot. And he walked with a swagger. Heck. This guy
had every right to swagger.

But there was something
strange about all this, almost as though . . . “Wait a minute,” she
slapped her hand to her forehead, “I get it.”

Everyone knew her passion
for Egypt so the film crew had staged a welcoming committee of one,
complete with his own chariot, to make her arrival seem real. This
guy was a bit player and the whole thing an elaborate joke at her
expense. She sighed as a wave of relief washed through her. “Well,
whaddya know?”

It didn’t explain the two
robbers, but she didn’t care. Maybe they were a part of it. No
wonder this guy had grabbed her. He must have thought she’d scream
the place down when he’d only come to welcome her.

“This is terrific. Feel like
showing me around?” With a smirk, she ran a long finger over the
flimsy looking chariot. “Hey, Muscles, can you drive this
thing?”

He
grinned back and awareness kicked in. Wow!
Knock-out smile. Maybe she had a date
tonight after all.

Reluctantly, she turned her
attention to the chariot. It might not look very strong, but she
supposed she’d better get used to it. Queen Nefertiti probably rode
in these all the time and Alex was willing to bet the queen even
drove one. Heck. She would probably have to learn to drive one too.
If she played her cards right, maybe she could get Muscles as her
instructor. Brian wouldn’t like it, but this was the most delicious
man she’d met in a very long time.

The
chariot was made of wood and had leather sides. Hmm. Authentic . . . Two six-spoked
wheels were mounted at the rear of the chassis. A pair of black
horses stood between the shafts looking proud, their saddlecloths
richly decorated with blue and red beads. They pawed the ground as
though anxious to get moving. “This could be a fun ride, eh,
Muscles?”

At any moment she expected
the crew to leap out from behind the columns and yell,
“Surprise!”

She grinned up at him. “So,
I guess you’ve been hired to take me to the reception?”

Muscular legs braced apart,
arms folded over his big, broad chest, he sure looked the part,
right down to his leather sandals.

“Sorry, I forgot you don’t
speak the lingo. Oh well, here goes.”

She gripped the rim and
climbed on board. The chariot felt sturdier than it looked so she
moved to the front. Her reception committee climbed in beside
her.

“Well, Muscles, let’s not
keep everyone waiting.” She gestured ahead with a queenly wave.
“Advance.”

* * * *

Khafra’s lips twitched with
amusement. Didn’t she know he understood the games she played with
him? Didn’t she realize he’d outwitted her? He offered her a small
bow. Relieved the gods had momentarily forced him to abandon his
mission, for what reason they hadn’t told him, he had no option but
to oblige her. But he must stay alert and wary.

Although her face had been
half obscured by the darkness of the temple, he could tell her
clothing was that of a noblewoman. Or a priestess.

More likely a
sorceress.

His gut tightened. But he
wouldn’t let her see he feared her. The magic of the priests of
Amun was powerful. Their spies everywhere. Certain they suspected
him of having secrets they wanted, he guessed they’d sent her to
cast a spell over him.

Disappointment ate into his
heart, but he wouldn’t let her see how badly his confidence had
been shaken.

Had the gods played him
false?

By the moon’s dim light he
could see she was beautiful. Despite his fear, he couldn’t help
admiring the way her mouth curved upward, and the length of her
graceful neck. She reminded him of the beautiful woman he’d seen a
long time ago.

Which was how he knew he’d
almost been tricked. The priests had read his mind. Conjured her
up. No noblewoman would come to the temple alone, at
night.

Tiw. She was a sorceress, one who’d
transformed herself, even to the collar she wore. He knew it of
course. Another reason for vigilance. The priests of Amun would use
a woman of beauty and elegance to ensnare a man, to trap him into
giving up secrets. But he knew their games and he’d defend his
knowledge to the death.

The sorceress wanted him to
take her somewhere. So be it. He would drive to the marketplace and
let her off. Maybe follow her. He’d wager she’d lead him straight
to her masters. The priests of Amun had learned nothing tonight.
The woman of magic had failed. Content in that knowledge, Khafra
smiled.

His father was right. It
would be good to enjoy the delights of a woman’s body before
embarking on his perilous journey. Now that he had time, he would
go to the House of Pleasure.

He drew in a breath. Ay,
but the magician’s body was soft. Pressed against his, it reminded
him how much he’d missed a woman’s softness. His loins stirred and
he suppressed a groan. He would go to the House of Pleasure later,
and since he had a full month before he needed to think about his
quest, he would not come out for days.

He slapped the reins on
the horses’ rumps and the chariot moved faster. The sorceress
hadn’t spoken again, but he guessed what she was doing—thinking up
her next trick to rob him of his secrets.

* * * *

No
suspension. Hmm. This could take some getting used to.


Alex
stood at the front of the chariot holding on to the rim, pondering
how she’d handle a team like this. She
braced her legs to steady herself, but instead fell against her
driver’s side. “Oops, sorry.”

He caught and studied her, but it
took a while before he let her go. She shot a glance in his
direction. Great profile. Strong. Masterful. Probably the kind of
guy who’d enjoy taking complete control—of everything. He sure
played his part well.

She bet he knew what the
crew had in store, hence his silence. When they arrived at the
reception, she’d wow them all with her performance. She lifted her
chin and settled into the character of an Egyptian
queen.

The horses moved at a steady
pace through a marketplace. People were setting up stalls and
calling to one another in a strange tongue that sounded nothing
like anything she’d heard before. Definitely not Arabic.

She tapped Muscles on the
arm. “Hey, those guys are in costume.”

He looked at her, pulled a
face of non-comprehension, and shrugged.

She looked around, puzzled.
“I don’t understand. The market scenes aren’t scheduled for a
couple of weeks.” A strange awareness filtered through to her
consciousness. When she went to the temple, it had been early
evening. Faint light now tinged the sky.

Uneasiness invaded her
stomach. Where was this reception? If she didn’t know better, she’d
have . . .

She spun. If this were a
film set, where were the lights? The cameras? And why would she be
on her way to a reception when no one knew about her visit to the
Temple of Thoth?

Not the crew. Not the
director. Not Brian.

She didn’t want to admit her
thoughts. Was she dreaming? Had she fallen asleep in the car? Or
fainted in the temple and this was all a figment of her
imagination? She’d wake up soon.

But she knew that wasn’t true
because she could remember everything from the moment she arrived
at the temple, to when she climbed aboard this chariot.

The farther away they drove
from the temple, the more her heart raced with uncontrollable dread
at what could have happened to her. Somehow, some way, she’d fallen
through a hole in time, and been transported back to ancient Egypt.
Her mind didn’t want to believe what her senses screamed. She
probably had been drugged.

How could she admit, even to
herself, the hunk standing beside her could be an
honest-to-goodness, ancient Egyptian?


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


 


No. That was impossible. The two
robbers had more likely attacked her, whacked her over the head,
and now she was hallucinating. How could people travel through
time?

Her stomach tightened. But what if
she had? What would it mean to her?

She shot
Muscles a sideways glance as questions zoomed around her brain.
Questions without answers. How did she get here? Could she get back
to the 21st century? Was she stuck here? More to the point, where was he
taking her? Was she his captive? His slave? For heaven’s sake, she
was a movie star. A big name, used to getting her own way. Not that
it would mean anything here. But it didn’t matter how much of a
hunk he was, she was no man’s slave.

No point demanding anything.
She could be reasonable, so maybe she should try that approach. Use
some of her famous acting skills. “Please take me back to the
temple.” Had she come across as pleading? She didn’t want to sound
like a victim.

Yet whatever approach she
used, it was futile. He didn’t understand a word she
said.

That brought its own clutch
of worries. Not understanding them, unable to make them understand
her. How would she make this man realize, how would she convince
him or anyone else, she came from the future and wanted to go
home?

Hysteria threatened, hitting
her squarely in the solar plexus. Fingers of ice played up and down
her spine as one question wiped all others from her
head.

How would she
survive?

Her mind spun into
overdrive. What was Muscles thinking? Had she, literally,
materialized out of thin air in front of him? Like magic? Magic
played a big part in Egyptian culture and religion. Would he think
her some kind of witch?

Numb with terror, her
stomach threatened to rebel while the pulse in her throat beat
wildly. She’d never heard of witches in ancient Egypt but if they
had them, what did they do with them?

A cat darted from under a market
stall and into the path of the horses’ hooves. Already nervous, one
horse screamed and the team bolted.

“Ay,” the man’s deep baritone
growled.

All thoughts of magic and
witches fled as a new terror took over. The team took off at
breakneck speed and she grasped the rim of the chariot with both
hands. She noted, irrelevantly, the cat had escaped unharmed.
Shoppers yelled and darted out of the way of the flying
hooves.

Famed for their
maneuverability, Egyptian chariots had no brakes. They depended
solely on the skill of the driver and she could see this charioteer
had a fight on his hands trying to bring the terrified horses under
control. The chariot bumped and bounced over the rough dirt road
until the driver managed to turn the team toward the open
desert.

As they left the crowded
marketplace, she had no option but to hold onto the rim and trust
the skill for which Egyptian charioteers were famous. The muscles
in the driver’s powerful arms flexed as he fought a fearsome battle
to bring the terrified horses under control.

The landscape flew past, and Alex
held fast, her fear suddenly dissolving. She felt safe with this
man in control of the team, and admittedly there was a certain
excitement about racing across the desert—a sense of freedom she’d
never experienced before.

She glanced at Muscles from the
corner of her eye. His face was all concentration. She wanted to
laugh. For a three-thousand-year-old man, he was in terrific
condition.

The chariot bounced and
jolted over the sand and Alex looked over her shoulder. Could she
find the way back to the temple by herself if necessary? There was
no sign of any buildings now. She couldn’t even tell in which
direction they traveled.

But that was academic.
First she had to get through this exhilarating, hair-raising
ride.

* * * *

Khafra knew better than to
fight runaway horses. As they thundered into the desert, he shot a
glance at the sorceress. She looked nervous, clinging to the side
of the chariot as though her life depended on it. Hah! Did she not
know, could she not tell, that he, Khafra, was in full control?
He’d given them their heads so they could run until out of wind. On
and on they flew. Then he was running with them, free as the wind.
He knew how they felt, these kindred spirits. He’d wanted to run
like this before leaving on the quest that had come to
naught.

The crash happened so fast
he didn’t have time to alter course. One moment they were galloping
into the rising sun, the next he heard a crack as a wheel hit a
rock. Although the chariot tilted precariously, he managed to keep
it upright. Still the wheel had split.

The woman screamed and made
a strange noise as though the air had left her body. He glanced
sideways just in time to see her thrown over the side.

“Curse!”

Fear gripped his gut. Gods!
Had the woman been a sorceress, could she not have saved herself?
He must go back, to see whether she lived. But first he must bring
these poor, frightened creatures under control.

The wheel snapped and broke
in half.

Using all the strength he
could muster, Khafra turned the team in a wide arc, swinging them
back toward where the woman lay in the sand. The horses tired,
their flight made more difficult by pulling a chariot with only one
wheel.

Finally he halted the
runaways and jumped onto the sand. The sky had brightened and he
could see the woman a little way off. She didn’t move. He wanted to
run to her, but he remembered his training.

Horses first, wounded
second, for without the horses the wounded stood little chance. He
stood in front of the team, crooning softly, soothing their necks
and blowing air onto their soft muzzles. “Hush, Scimitar,” he
whispered. “Be calm, Scepter. What has possessed you tonight, hmm?
You are always so calm, so steady. Hush boys. Hush.”

Satisfied their spirits
had stilled, since their eyes no longer looked as though
netherworld fiends chased them, he left them to cool off and ran to
where the woman lay. Gods. At the speed they’d been traveling the
fall could have killed her. He knelt, gently removed her wig, and
turned her head to one side. Blood flowed from a gash just above
her ear. The wig had probably saved her life. When he saw the rock
she’d landed on, he sucked in a harsh breath.

“This does not look
good.”

She
didn’t stir. Remembering how soft her body had felt against him
when he’d held her in the temple, his hands hovered above her, as
though afraid to touch her. What is this?
The Lord Khafra, afraid to touch a woman? “Fool. She will not bite them off.”

He lowered his voice and
spoke to her soothingly. “Can you hear me? I must check for broken
bones. Do not be afraid.”

She
didn’t answer. Now he must examine her everywhere. He
groaned. Coward! He
moistened his bone-dry lips and placed his hand at her breast to
check for a heartbeat then jerked back as though her body had
burned him.

“There is nothing to fear.
She is just a woman, not a netherworld demon.”

Neither was she a magician,
so he must complete his examination in a soldierly fashion, the way
a charioteer was taught.

Her body was warm, soft,
and womanly rounded. Perhaps that was what he feared most. Was that
why his heart pounded as though it would burst out of his chest? He
took a deep breath and returned his hand to her breast.

Although her heartbeat
felt strong, she lay deathly still. Now, the sun god, Ra, had begun
his ascent in the eastern sky. He would not take long to reach his
zenith, and very soon it would be too hot to be abroad.

Khafra studied the woman.
She looked as delicate as a lotus flower and as vulnerable as a
virgin on her wedding night. His loins ached. He had been without a
woman far too long and cursed himself for having lustful thoughts
about this one who could not speak for herself. Of course she would
want him if she could choose, as others had wanted him in the past,
but he would never take advantage of anyone.

He drew in a deep breath and
his hands continued inspecting her body, quickly and with
precision, relieved to find no broken bones.

Ignoring the ache between
his legs, he promised himself he would pay attention to his own
body’s needs and visit the House of Pleasure tonight. But that was
a long way into the future. First he must get this woman back to
Hapu, his family estate, so he’d better get moving.

Looking about for the water
flask, he spotted it near the broken chariot. He stood and hurried
to retrieve it. “Thank the gods it has not split open.”

He checked the chariot’s
broken wheel and winced. It was useless. In the early morning haze,
he scanned the horizon just able to see the back of his father’s
estate.

Khafra considered his
options. He could leave the woman here, take one of the horses and
ride for help. But he’d be gone too long. Leaving her alone might
put her in danger. Anyone could come along and steal not only the
woman, but his other prized horse.

The head wound prevented
throwing her over a horse. She must be disturbed as little as
possible, which left him only one choice. He must lay her in the
chariot and walk, although the chances of them reaching Hapu before
Ra rose too high were slight.

He tore a strip of linen
from the bottom of his robe, soaked it with a little of the
precious water and cleaned the wound. It didn’t look as evil as
he’d first thought. Lifting her carefully, he laid her in the back
of the chariot, removed his robe, and covered her delicate
skin.

Now he must make haste since he wore
only his kilt. With the water flask over one shoulder, he lifted
the broken side of the chariot, and guiding the horses with his
free hand, Khafra struck out across the desert.

The sun beat down on him and
he cursed his stupidity for thinking he’d have no need of a
headcloth on his quest. Now he had no protection from Ra’s
furnace.

His shoulders on fire,
Khafra reached Hapu just before the sun approached the top of its
arc. He stumbled, cursing that the journey across the desert had
taken longer than he’d hoped. Near the outer wall of the estate,
his head started to spin. His throat was raw with thirst, having
used the last drops of water to press against the woman’s
lips.

Mercifully, a servant
burning refuse outside the estate walls spotted him. The man called
out, “Quickly. Lord Khafra comes in from the desert.”

Khafra thanked the gods for
their deliverance when several servants raced toward him. One
thrust a cup of water into his hands.

“Thank you, Ipy,” he croaked
through his dry, burning throat.

“What happened,
lord?”

He handed Ipy the reins, and
drank the blessed water. Ipy gave him the whole flask and he took
another long drink then emptied the rest of the water over his
head, letting it soak his face and trickle over his
chest.

“The chariot broke a
wheel.”

The outer door swung open. A
charioteer drove through, removed his headcloth and offered it to
Khafra.

“There’s a woman in the
chariot. She was thrown out and hit her head. I must get Sennefer
to tend her.”

Someone took the horses. “Give them
all the water they want,” Khafra ordered. “They’ve earned
it.”

“Tiw, lord.”

Khafra eyed the woman with
trepidation, sensing what was to come. Drawing in a deep breath of
courage, he lifted her into his arms. He tried not to notice how
she nestled against his naked chest, the soft swell of her breasts,
or her breath fanning his baking skin. Ah, but she weighed so
little.

Nofret rushed to meet him.
“Khafra! You have returned.” She stopped in her tracks and half
smiled. “Who is this?”

Her question rushed at him
faster than the bolting horses but he could think of no clever
answer. “I . . . we . . . had an accident.” Nofret trotted beside
him as he strode through the villa, carrying the woman upstairs to
his private apartments.

“But who is she?”

Gods!
What should he say? What could he say? For
to tell Nofret the circumstances of their meeting would surely mean
more questions which could reveal his quest and he dare not tell
her about that. “Uh . . .” He kicked open the door to his
bedchamber, and laid her on the bed. The sun had addled his wits.
He should have thought about this during the long walk back but his
only concern had been keeping the woman alive.

He could
not reveal to his sister that he had suspected the woman of being a
spy for the priests of Amun. The knowledge could frighten Nofret,
who was nervous enough of the magic power the priests held.
Especially since he knew for certain the woman was not a sorceress.
His mind raced. Gods, why is life so
complicated?

“We . . . were going to slip
away together . . . for a short time.” His lie hung in the air
between them.

Although Nofret seemed relieved by
his answer, her face flushed as she looked at him under her lashes.
“Is she . . . the woman of your heart?”

Khafra
rubbed a hand over his face, just managing to stifle a
groan. “Tiw.” Then
cursed himself for being such an accomplished
liar.

Nofret stood, hands on hips,
glaring at him through narrowed eyes. How could he blame her? “But
why did you not bring her to meet us before? Are you ashamed of
us?”

He defended himself. “Of course not!
How can you ask me such a question?” He had faced many enemies but
none could make him quake like his little sister.

She couldn’t hide her pout
of disgust. “Then why were you going away?”

I should have thought this
through. Now I must think of another falsehood to cover the
first.

“We . . .
we are married,” he blurted out. Curse! Why did he say that? It would
surely get him in trouble. But he could think of no clever way to
explain his relationship with this woman.

Nofret frowned but softened
her stance. “Married! What is her name?”

“Abana.” He grasped at the
first name that came to his mind. “Her name . . . is
Abana.”

“Abana,” Nofret repeated
softly. Then she smiled, her bad temper completely dissolved. “Such
a pretty name. But I still think you should have told us about
her.”

“I could not. We-we wanted
to be alone together. Our passion for each other is great.” He
stifled a groan as he contemplated sharing passion with this
woman’s soft body, and the flesh between his legs throbbed in time
with his heartbeat.

The untruths followed each
other too easily. Speaking them to Nofret, they sounded exactly
like the lies they were.

Nofret laughed. “It is
little wonder you were restless last night. She is very beautiful.
Her body is made for love.”

He
pressed his lips together, looked down at the woman lying helpless
on the bed, and swallowed. “Tiw.”

Nofret could not hide her
sigh. “You were gone all night. I’ll wager you spent a wonderful
night of passion.”

Must she remind him how
badly he needed to visit the House of Pleasure?

He responded by admonishing
her. To get the hound of her mind off the scent. “You are too young
to be thinking of nights of passion.”

“I am not!” she protested.
“Rahotep and I—”

“I do not think you should
tell me this.” He stopped her with a big-brotherly smile and lifted
his finger to her lips.

“Hah!” Nofret lifted her
chin and returned to the subject at hand.

Gods! She was like a dog
with a juicy haunch.

“Did you think us such
monsters we would not welcome your wife?” She regarded him with a
pointed expression. “Or that no one would understand your
passion.”

His lips twitched with
amusement. His little sister was growing up fast. “I’m
sorry.”

Nofret glanced to the still
form on the bed. “I hope all is well. Her skin looks
pale.”

Rekhemire came to the door.
Nofret held out her hand and ran to meet him. “Come, Father. Khafra
has brought his wife to Hapu.”

Khafra groaned. His sister
might have fallen for his silver-tongued lies but his father would
not be so easily fooled. Rekhemire approached the bed and, with the
look of a hawk, eyed the woman. Unable to meet his father’s gaze,
Khafra studied his feet.

The older man frowned up at his son.
“You are married to this woman?”

Khafra
swallowed. What could he say? “Tiw.”
His father didn’t look convinced but Khafra
couldn’t back out now.

Giving his son a thoughtful
look under hooded eyes, Rekhemire stroked his chin, saying without
smiling, “The lion is tamed then.”

Khafra managed a weak smile.
“Not entirely.” His smile felt as false as his words.

Rekhemire grinned. “It
pleases me to hear it.” Then he turned serious. “How badly is she
hurt?”

Khafra drew in a steadying breath.
“Her head hit a rock when she fell from my chariot. A cat ran under
the horses’ hooves and they bolted. I did what I could to make her
comfortable and summoned Sennefer to tend her.”

His father gasped in horror.
“Is the cat safe?”

“I’m well aware of the
penalty for killing a cat.” Khafra sighed. “But, yes, it escaped
unharmed.” Khafra was more concerned about the questions he must
answer when the woman awoke. He was in a dung heap up to his neck,
but he must move ahead with this foolish story.

Rekhemire straightened and
looked his son in the eye. “Odd that you have never mentioned
her.”

He couldn’t return his
father’s solemn gaze. “I . . . yes.”

Gray eyebrows lifted in
question, yet the older man said no more. Clearly, he didn’t
believe Khafra, but he would never accuse him of lying. He took in
a deep breath and faced his father squarely.

Rekhemire stroked his chin then
shrugged and smiled broadly. “Then we must pray to the gods that
she recovers quickly. I would not like to see my son thwarted in
love a second time.”

The words reminded Khafra of
when his affair with Isis ended. When he’d gone away. He learned
later she had tired of waiting and married another man. Khafra held
her blameless. Isis was a gentle soul who could never have
satisfied him.

All the same, Khafra knew he
couldn’t fool his father—neither could his father fool him. No
matter how hard he tried, Rekhemire couldn’t hide his
suspicions.

Thankfully, it bought Khafra
a little time. The woman he now called Abana lay on the bed, pale
and still.

Nofret was right. Abana was
beautiful. His body burned hot, like the sun he’d endured earlier.
Maybe passion hadn’t died in him. So obsessed with his quest, he’d
had little time to think about women.

A servant entered and
whispered something to Rekhemire, who nodded. “Sennefer is on his
way up. And I have given orders to the servants that you’re not to
be disturbed tonight, under any circumstances.”

Khafra bit back a smile.
“Thank you, Father.”

“She looks very fertile,”
Rekhemire announced with a sudden broad grin. “Tame that lion. Fill
her up with sons, Khafra. Fill her up.”

His father’s words did
little to help his painful condition.

Rekhemire made to turn away
but stopped. “Oh, one more thing.” Wary old eyes looked down at the
bed. “Her name is Abana, you say?” He held his son’s gaze.
“Strange. She is not Egyptian, yet she has an Egyptian
name.”

Gods! He
hadn‘t thought of that. “She is . . .
Phoenician and she took an Egyptian name to honor
me.”

The gray head nodded.
“When she is fully recovered, we shall hold a feast to celebrate
your marriage and invite all our friends to meet . . . uh . . .
Abana.” He slapped his son on his sunburned back. Khafra winced but
his father seemed not to notice. “I will dance at your marriage
feast, my son. It has been too long coming.”

Khafra tried to smile. What
his father said was true. He was twenty-seven years old, well past
the age of marrying. Yet there was no one he wanted—save the woman
he had seen long ago. The one he would never see again. Even now,
his heart ached at the thought of her.

He glanced at the woman lying on the
bed. She was not unlike the woman he yearned for in some ways.
Would the memory of her lovely face never fade?

Without knocking, Sennefer
let himself into Khafra’s bedchamber and examined his patient while
Khafra paced the room. The physician performed a magical
incantation, praying to Sekhmet, the goddess of healing, and all
the other gods, for Abana’s safe return to them.

The physician turned and
almost bumped into Khafra standing right behind his shoulder. He
rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “Have no fear, my lord. The
Lady Abana will live. The demons that inhabit her will leave
soon.”

Khafra blew out a breath of
thanks.

Undeterred, Sennefer
continued, “I have spread salve on her wound. I will leave the pot
here, for she will need more tomorrow.” After winding a light linen
bandage around her head he departed.

Khafra sat on the edge of
the bed, finally alone with her in his chamber. Where he’d bathed
her head, the paint at the side of her eye had come away. Unable to
stop staring, he was struck again by her likeness to the woman
who’d captured his heart in that far off land.

Curse, but her face haunted
him. His mind, his heart, his soul.

Behind him, someone coughed.
He turned to see his sister and held out his hand to
her.

“I’ll sit with her if you
would like to bathe.”

He stood and ran his fingers
gently through his sister’s hair. She was a compassionate soul who
would make Rahotep a good wife. “Thank you. I fear I badly need to
bathe. After that long walk across the desert, I probably smell
like a herd of cattle.”

Nofret giggled behind her
hand. “I did not like to say anything, but . . .”

He tapped her playfully on
the arm. “Your message is clear. I shall deal with you
later.”

* * * *

Anxious to get back to
Abana, Khafra slipped inside his bedchamber toweling water from his
hair. “Any change?”

Nofret stood. “I think she
will wake soon. She has moved and she has been moaning.”

He stopped drying his hair.
“Thank the gods.”

“I . . . I . . . washed her
face to cool her.” Nofret looked down with a frown of
non-comprehension. “Her eye paint came off very easily. Too
easily.”

Khafra moved to the edge of
the bed and his heart almost stopped. His mouth fell open. His eyes
widened. Without the wig, and now completely without eye paint, he
looked into the face of the woman he loved.

How could this be? Yet
somehow, as soon as he’d realized she was no sorceress, he’d sensed
something about her. Of course he’d always hoped, but been afraid
to believe, even though he recognized the collar as the one he’d
given to Dec-lan.

On the way out the door, Nofret
said, “I will have food sent to you.”

Dazed, Khafra dragged his
gaze from the lovely face to smile weakly at his sister. “Thank
you, dear one.”

So many questions, but no
answers.

His father would have many
more questions. Before he answered them, he needed to be clear in
his own mind about what he would say. He must think. He lay on the
bed beside her and watched her easy breathing.

But he had a more pressing
task to fear than his father’s suspicion. The knot of apprehension
tightened in his gut with each breath he took.

She would awake soon and
Khafra hoped she would understand what he’d told his family about
them had been for her protection.

* * * *

Alex moaned. Her head
thumped without mercy. Heck, it hurt like hell. She reached up and
gently fingered the bandage. So the two robbers had bashed her and
now she was in hospital. How she wished the nurse would turn out
the bright light shining in her eyes.

She touched her hand to her
throat. Of course the collar was gone—she didn’t care. She’d been
lucky to get away with her life. Never again would she do anything
so downright reckless. In future, she would listen to
Brian.

“Nurse, will you kill that
damned light? Please!” Nothing happened.

Pity
about the hunk in the chariot though. Hunk? Chariot?
Wait a minute. Didn’t I take a chariot ride with
that gorgeous Egyptian?

Sorry to disappoint you,
kid, but it was a vivid dream.

Hey!
Didn’t I get thrown from that chariot? There’s only one way to find out. A quick reality check will
clear this up right now. Open your eyes.

What if I
don’t like what I see? Open your eyes,
idiot.

Not with that light shining
in them.

Then roll over. She turned
onto her side, gingerly lifted her eyelids, and gaped. “Holy cow!”
She was in a colorful room that looked nothing like a hospital ward
and the light shining in her eyes was the sun. Slowly, her gaze
focused to scan the room.

The vibrant colors
stunned, yet soothed, her jangled nerves. Friezes of red, blue,
green, and yellow symmetrical patterns surrounded the room. On one
wall was a scene of a man, a charioteer, hunting lion. On another,
the same man water fowling—on yet another he reclined, enjoying the
fruits of an orchard and a vineyard. Her senses homed in closer.
She was on a bed, which appeared to be made of polished wood and
gilded. Chairs with legs shaped like lion’s paws, tables, and
gilded chests, all inlaid with what looked like semi-precious
stones and ebony, were scattered about the large room. Where in
heck was she?

The sound of breathing
filtered through to her consciousness, sending her rigid with fear.
She tried desperately to dismiss the thoughts racing through her
mind.

“I’m asleep and I’m having a
crazy, mixed-up dream. When I wake up, I’ll be in the Ramses Hotel.
Or the local hospital. Tomorrow, I’m meeting with John, my
director, and the script-writer to discuss script
changes.”

Shut up,
Alex. You’re babbling. But what about when the wheel smashed into a
rock and I was thrown out and hit my head? When . . .

Her stomach tightened—her
heart raced and she reached up to touch her head. The bandage was
still there, the one that went with the pain.

Alex turned over and
confirmed her worst fears. A man lay beside her. His eyes were
closed; long dark lashes fanned his cheek. He breathed
easily.

Muscles! Then he was real. And he was in her bed. She had a good mind to call
reception and . . . And what? There was no reception. There was no
Ramses Hotel. And this was no dream. She really had been
transported back to ancient Egypt.

The hunk shifted. Think,
Alex. Try to think things through slowly and logically. She tried
not to wake the sleeping man. What would he do when he woke up? Had
he touched her while she’d been unconscious?

She lay
quietly, afraid to move in case she disturbed him.
I was in the Temple of Thoth, and I fell through a
rock, or something that seemed like a rock.

Still her mind tried to deny
it. She had been on a film set, hadn’t she? They could do amazing
tricks with scenery these days. But this room was no film
set.

Her memory could see only
Muscles and a team of shiny black horses, even as logic tried to
reject the images. Like an idiot, she had climbed into his chariot.
He’d gotten in beside her and driven off. The horses bolted. He
struggled to control them, the wheel cracked, and the last thing
she remembered was being thrown out and the desert coming up to
meet her—fast.

So where in heaven’s name
was she? One thing was sure he was no ordinary thief. The bandage
felt like a professional job.

She reached out to verify he
wasn’t a figment of her concussed imagination. Gently touching the
top of his arm just above a deep gold armband, she whipped her hand
back as though scalded. He was real all right.

Oh
my. She’d been right to call him Muscles.
From his large biceps and strong forearms to his thickly muscled
chest. Whew! Tight six pack. His wide shoulders looked very red, as
though burned. He wore nothing but a piece of linen tied around his
waist like a towel.

Nah! This had to be a joke.
Somehow the film crew was playing an elaborate trick on
her.

Her
stomach growled. “Heck, I haven’t eaten since—” she couldn’t
suppress a smile—“the 21st century.”

She wanted to laugh at her own
stupidity. If she told the film crew she’d believed their little
scenario, they’d fall about laughing. How could she admit she’d
been taken in by it?

Food. She needed food.
Surely a refrigerator had to be somewhere. Where there was a film
crew, there was always food. She sat up and winced when a thousand
drums beat a tattoo inside her head. Ignoring the pain, she eased
her legs over the bed and, holding on, placed her feet on the
floor.

“Watch out for scorpions,” a
deep male voice warned from behind.

“Aargh!” She fell back onto
the bed and lifted her feet off the ground.

Then the truth hit
her.

Muscles had spoken in
English.

 



 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


 


“Okay,
joke’s over. I knew this had to be the crew’s idea of a prank.”
Alex blew out a breath of relief and laughed at her
gullibility. “I
don’t know how it’s been accomplished, but”—she rolled over to face
him—“you’ll never believe what I thought.”

Muscles propped up on one
elbow. As he did, one leg moved, and the towel wrapped around his
waist slipped, revealing a long length of muscular thigh. His mouth
looked serious yet he couldn’t disguise the amusement twinkling in
his beautiful tawny eyes. “What did you think?”

Now that she’d started
laughing, she couldn’t stop. “I was actually starting to believe
I’d traveled back in time to ancient Egypt.”

His eyes held hers with a
steady gaze. “You have.”

“How can you say that with a
serious face? And you really are an ancient Egyptian.”

Still his eyes didn’t
waver. “If that is what you choose to call me,
then—yes.”

His voice
was deep and husky. Jeepers he was gorgeous, big and muscular. And
. . . She cleared her throat as something warm moved in the pit of
her stomach. “What would you
call you?”

One bronzed shoulder lifted
with casual ease. “I am Egyptian. But as you can see, I am neither
old nor ancient.”

“Don’t be
funny.” And he’s way too
close.

He moved nearer. Alex wasn’t
sure she liked the gleam in his eyes and pushed to her feet,
putting a safe distance between their bodies. Quickly she scanned
the floor. “Are there really scorpions?”

He laughed, a deep, sexy sound that
rumbled up from his chest. “Hah! No. I tease you.”

“Do you?” Why was he looking at her
as though he wanted to ravish her where she stood? No, she didn’t
want to think about that. He was a large man and judging by those
thick muscles, very strong. And what gave men the right to such
sinfully long eyelashes? She gathered her wandering thoughts. “I
know this is a joke, even though I don’t understand it, but it’s
starting to wear thin. Please, tell me where I am.”

“You are
in Kemet, in Egypt.
And this is my home.”

She wanted to scream. “I
know I’m in Egypt! I flew in yesterday.” Her voice rose in
frustration. Couldn’t he stop teasing? Her head hurt too much for
stupid games.

He shifted and she wondered what was
on his mind. Calm down, Alex. Don’t
antagonize him. You don’t know what he’s capable of.

Drawing in a long, deep breath she
counted to three and began again. “Okay. If you want to play games,
I have some questions.”

He sat up and the towel slipped
further exposing a longer length of perfectly muscled thigh, which
he made no attempt to cover. “I’m sure you will have
many.”

That was something anyway.
Maybe he was ready to cooperate. She dragged her gaze back to his
face and drew in a deep breath. “What dynasty am I— What dynasty
did I land in?”

“Dynasty?” He frowned and
offered her that knockout smile again. “Ah, of course. This is how
the years come to be known to you. Do you mean in whose reign are
we?”

Deep
breath, Alex. “Whatever. In whose reign are
we?”

“Amunhotep the Fourth, may he live
forever.” He placed his hand over his heart. “It is the fifth year
of his reign.”

Her mouth fell open. Now she knew
for certain this was a joke. “You’re kidding, right?”

Dark eyebrows lifted in question.
“Kidding?”

She blew out an angry
breath. “Playing me for a fool.”

His broad shoulders lifted
in a casual shrug and he moved his leg one more time. Luckily the
towel didn’t move with it. “Why would I do this?”

Amunhotep
IV, who had changed his name to Akhenaten, just happened to be the
husband of Nefertiti. It was a coincidence Alex couldn’t overlook.
But her mind started wandering down a new track.
Maybe this is a ransom attempt.

“Okay.”
Fighting to keep panic out of her voice, she took a deep breath. He
was big and powerful and could probably do her a lot of
damage. Talk nicely. “How did I get here?”

“The Time Portal was
open.”

At least it was an answer, however
screwy. “Ah . . . the Time Portal, of course.” She nodded, feigning
agreement. “And why didn’t you speak English at the
temple?”

“Because I thought you were
a sorceress, a spy for the priests of Amun. They could have created
you.” He frowned in all seriousness. “They are watching me. I could
not give myself away.”

This is
worse than I thought. “Why do you think
they’re watching you?” And why don’t you
cover up that damnable gorgeous thigh?

Thankfully he moved nothing
more than one shoulder. “Because I have knowledge they want. They
believe everything of value belongs to them.”

Please,
let me ask the right questions. “And . . .
it doesn’t?”

He shook his thick head of
hair. “Not this.”

Alex
lifted her chin and looked him straight in the eye. “Care to tell
me what this is?”

In one swift movement, he rolled
across the bed and sprang to his feet in front of her. For a large
man, he sure could move fast. The towel resumed its normal position
and she got the impression if it fell off he wouldn’t bother to
replace it.

She raised her hands in a
gesture of surrender. “Don’t lose your cool. Sorry I
asked.”

He stood,
looking down his arrogant nose, arms folded across his well-muscled
pecs. His stomach could rival a six-pack in any fitness magazine
she’d seen. But she refused to let him intimidate her. She glared
up at him, even though the top of her head only reached his
shoulder. “Look, Muscles, I don’t know who you are, but where I
come from, a man just doesn’t take—”

“I am the Lord Khafra.” His
deep baritone cut off her words. He straightened and squared his
shoulders. “I am captain of his majesty’s most noble squadron of
charioteers, the Heroic Archers. I am the son of Rekhemire, vizier
to His Majesty Amunhotep the fourth, may he live
forever.”

Alex froze. Egyptians were
sticklers for titles and, she had to admit, this guy was starting
to sound on the level. He looked like a lord, standing with his
arms crossed over that magnificent chest, muscled legs braced
slightly apart, bare feet planted squarely—and that towel hanging
on for all it was worth.

Her gaze locked onto his.
“And what do you do, Lord Khafra, with spies of the priests of
Amun?”

Finely chiseled lips
couldn’t hold back amusement. “Feed them to the
crocodiles.”

“Dear God!”

Myrrh colored eyes twinkled
as though he was having difficulty keeping a smug smile at bay.
“Perhaps not in this case.”

Did he have to look at her
under those long, dark lashes, like he wanted to ravish her? “Why
not in this case?”

He unfolded his arms and
planted his hands on his almost naked hips. “Because I no longer
believe you to be a spy.”

Thank heaven. The crocodiles
faded into oblivion. “Why not?”

“Your eye paint was neither
kohl nor malachite, but a useless, cheap imitation.”

Her sense of pride bristled. “Cheap?
That’s the best money can buy.”

“But it cannot protect the
eyes from the sun.”

* * * *

Khafra watched her face
turn from puzzlement, to anger, to indignation, and finally to
disbelief in the space of a heartbeat. When she folded her
arms—hiding her beautiful breasts from his gaze—and glared at him,
she looked like a wildcat. Such a fiery spirit. It made him smile.
He wanted to confide in her, tell her everything, but first he must
assess her reaction.

I will wait. She might not
take the knowledge well.

“Don’t play me for a fool,
Muscles. I don’t know what’s going on around here, but as sure as
eggs is eggs, I intend to have some proper answers in the next few
minutes, or so help me it’s gonna hit the fan.”

Her beautiful green eyes
flashed fire. Gods, she was angry. But, what strange expressions
were these? She was speaking a tongue unknown to him. Her words did
not belong to the English language he’d learned. “There is no fan,
but if you are too hot I can summon a fan-bearer.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake!” She
spun away, her shoulders heaving with every breath. Jaw thrust out,
she swung back and stepped toward him. Did she mean to threaten
him? If so, he would not retreat. The Lord Khafra never retreated.
Nor did he show fear. If the Hittite hordes could not frighten him,
then why a woman would think she could, astounded him. “Okay,
Muscles, try this on for size. In 1300 BC, there was no English
language, so either you think I’m stupid, or . . .”

His arms dropped to his
sides. “I am sorry.”

She had
forced him to abandon his quest for another full lunar month, until
the moon would again rise. What was she doing in
Kemet? The time for truth
had come. He could never tell her she was the woman of his heart,
yet he owed her the truth as she did him. But his truth would be
difficult for her to accept. He must tell her slowly, one step at a
time.

“What I say, you will find
difficult to comprehend.”

Her beautiful eyes narrowed.
“Try me.”

He held his breath, knowing
he must trust her with his secret. How could he not, since she was
in such difficulty? And who could she tell?

“The truth, Lord Khafra, or
whatever your name is. I want answers or I’ll scream this place
down. There must be someone around who’ll hear me.”

“Of course. There is my
father, Rekhemire, my sister, Nofret, who is beloved of my good
friend, Lord Rahotep, and a house full of servants. Alas my
brother, Karem, is away campaigning against Hittite raiders who
constantly raid our western borders.”

“Hittites?” she yelled,
rolling her eyes at the ornate, painted ceiling. “I’ve had enough
of this fooling around.” She planted her hands on her hips. “You
say your family is here? That we’re not alone in this
house?”

“Nen. No.”

He could tell she was
considering his answers and it gave him a little time to regroup
his thoughts. He must lead her gently to the truth. “It will be a
great relief to have someone to talk to. To confide in.”

“Confide?” She regarded him
with caution. “No one else knows what you know?”

He lifted his shoulders in a
lazy shrug. “There could be others but I know not who they
are.”

She shuddered. “If it means
the crocodiles, I don’t want to know either.”

Hah, but she made him
smile. He liked a woman who could make him smile. “No crocodiles, I
promise.” He had much he wanted to tell her, he could barely
contain his excitement. Had the gods taken pity on him and sent the
woman of his heart for him to talk to? Having been forced to keep
his own counsel for so long, at times he’d felt very alone,
isolated.

He began to speak slowly
so there could be no mistake. “When the time comes, I will take you
back to the Temple of Thoth.” He paused and waited until he had her
complete attention. “And thence to your own time.”

“My own . . .?”

Her mouth fell open and now
he must finish quickly. She needed to understand.

“I have been to your
time.”

* * * *

Was he
saying he’d been to the 21st century? How absurd. It was
the craziest thing she’d ever heard.

Humor him Alex. Agree with
anything he says, but don’t tell him he’s a fruitcake.

After all, she was an actress,
trained to watch people, read and understand body language. Nothing
she saw would make her run screaming from the room. He stood with
the towel clinging to his hips, arms folded across his muscled
chest, watching her with his hot, dark-eyed gaze.

A memory nudged at the
edges of her mind. She’d seen eyes like that before, but where
temporarily escaped her. She took a deep calming breath. “How long
were you in . . . my time?”

“Two years.”

She hated to admit it, but
this guy was starting to make sense. Did that make her as crazy as
him? “Enough time to learn the language,” she conceded.

“I have a talent for
languages. I speak Assyrian, Babylonian and Phoenician.” He looked
at his bare feet then brought his gaze back to meet hers. “It makes
me useful to the king, may he live forever.”

“I see.”

“I understand your
skepticism.” He stepped toward her. “But who knows what magic the
priests are capable of? Pharaoh strips them of their power and
turns his back on our gods. This makes the priests of Amun angry.
They suspect everyone and everything.”

Lord
Khafra might have spent two years in the 21st century but his beliefs would
be deeply rooted in Egypt where magic was a very real part of
religion.

“And you think they suspect
you of . . .”—she had difficulty getting it out—“knowing how to . .
. uh . . . travel through time?”

He nodded. “There is one,
yes. His name is Serapion. Unfortunately, I do not know which gods
he favors.”

Curiosity
took a quantum leap. This was the most bizarre, most exciting thing
she’d ever heard. She was probably crazy too, but she wanted to
know everything. Questions flew around in her head, uncontrolled,
unstoppable, while some managed to tumble out of her mouth. “But .
. . how did you manage in the 21st century? What about the
language? How did you make yourself understood?”

How had he managed to
contain himself? How long had he carried around this information,
unable to tell anyone? He sat on the edge of the bed and patted it
for her to sit beside him. He was like an eager puppy obviously
keen to talk about his experiences. His dark eyes glittered with
enthusiasm. The towel slipped open exposing one big thigh. In her
eagerness to hear all he had to say, she chose to ignore
it.

“I am a student of Thoth,
the god of writing, knowledge and recording, and many other things
of the intelligence.”

That much she knew.
“Right.”

“He is also a Time Lord. I
was searching his temple for some papyri for further study, when I
came upon one at the bottom of a chest. It was very old and worn.
On it were written

. . . instructions. At
first, I didn’t understand them, but finally realized what they
were.” He shot her a glance. “I, like everyone else, had thought
them to be an ancient myth.”

Excitement bubbled inside
her. “Go on.”

“The knowledge is not made
known to all. Many others could have seen the papyrus but ignored
it. It is revealed only to a student who is pure of heart. The one
who came upon it was instructed to go to the temple and speak the
written words. There were also some mathematical calculations to be
mastered, based on years and phases of the moon. This I finally
accomplished. The student was commanded to speak the
incantation.”

All this information came
out in a rush, as though he had been keeping it bottled up for
years and now it burst from him in a stream of unending
words.

When he paused for breath,
Alex was forced to prompt him, “And?”

“For a moment my head felt
dizzy, but when it cleared I knew I had moved forward in time by
several years.”

By now she was totally
mesmerized. “Weren’t you afraid?”

He shook his head. “No, I
was merely curious.”

Alex was willing to bet this
captain of charioteers would be afraid of nothing. “How did you get
back?”

“It was as Thoth’s
instruction said. I simply asked the god to return me from whence I
came.” Eager brown eyes searched hers. “This may be difficult for
you to understand, but please know I tell you the
truth.”

She tried
to hide her nervousness with a little laugh. “Lord Khafra, it
sounds far-fetched enough to be
the truth.”

As though to reassure her, he took
her hands in his. They were warm and firm and strong. “You believe
me? Abana, this is wonderful.”

Her eyes jerked to his.
“Abana?”

“I . . . told my family your
name is Abana, since I knew no other to call you.”

Their gazes met and locked.
“It’s a pretty name.”

Clearly embarrassed, he
released her hands and looked away. “Guided by Lord Thoth, I made
two more journeys through the portal.”

She gasped, eyes wide.
“You’ve . . . traveled . . . three times?”

“Tiw. My second journey was five
hundred years into the future. The third, to your
time.”

Alex frowned. “Why there? It’s more
than three thousand years.”

“I know not, Abana. I
allowed myself to be guided by the god.”

This was the most amazing
thing she’d ever heard, yet . . . “I’ll bet it was a real culture
shock.”

He nodded. “The changes in
Kemet, in Egypt, saddened
me. I could not believe the temples were in ruins, or that our gods
no longer guided us. I wanted to know how Egypt came to be no
more.” He swallowed but he couldn’t disguise the catch in his
voice.

How tragic he could tell no one. Who here would
believe him? They
might even stone him to death as an evil magician.
Discovering the truth must have been a very sad,
and a very lonely time for him.

“What did you do, when you first got
to my time?”

He recovered quickly and
shot her a devastating smile. “I wandered in the ruined temple. I
did not like what I saw.” He paused, then his gaze locked onto
hers. “A man stood in my path. His face bore a look of wonder. When
I spoke, of course, he did not understand me. But he knew from
whence I had journeyed.”

She had the strangest
feeling she knew who that man was. Her gaze held his. “And, did
he?”

He
paused. “Tiw.
Later, when we were able to understand one another, he told me that
he, too, had searched for the writings of Thoth, to no
avail.”

Alex held her
breath.

“The man had a kind face and I put
my trust in him. He gave me food and shelter. We stayed at his camp
for several months. From him I learned English.” He took a long
breath and watched her face. “The man’s name was . . .
Dec-lan.”

Even though she’d known
he’d say that, it was still a shock. All doubt evaporated and she
found herself wanting to exchange stories. “I’m . . . Alexandra.
Declan’s granddaughter.”

He looked away briefly.
“Yes. I have seen your likeness. And . . . I have seen two of your
films.”

Her laugh bordered on near
hysteria. Here she was, in ancient Egypt, talking about movies with
an . . .

“Something amuses you?” He
folded his arms, looking offended.

Crocodile snouts nudged
into her mind. “No, I’m sorry. I just think it’s bizarre, Lord
Khafra, that I’m talking to you about my movies in 1300
BC.”

He lowered his gaze. “You do
not believe me?”

How could she not? She
smiled at him and rested her hand over his. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to cause offense.”

He lifted his gaze and
smiled gently. “You could not offend me.”

When dark
eyes looked into hers, a hint of recognition surfaced. Where
had she seen those eyes
before? She smiled to offer him encouragement. “As a matter of
interest, which two films did you see?”

He cleared his throat. “I
saw one in which babies were exchanged and in the other you were
being chased by evil men.” He smiled. “But when they came to an
end, all was well. I wanted to know
everything about your time and Dec-lan said I should see them. You
gave him much pride.”

“As he did me.” She glanced
at him sideways. “What did you think about the movies?” She didn’t
ask people but this was a special case.

“At first I was afraid. It was like
looking at . . . souls. The people were there and yet they were
not. I thought I could see your ka. But when Dec-lan explained the
miracle, I was no longer afraid.”

* * * *

Abana being here was another
miracle, one he had not thought could ever happen. But here she
was, in his home. Yet he could not tell her the only magic he’d
seen was in her face. In her eyes. And in that brief moment, she
had become the woman of his heart.

Neither could he admit his
reaction to her had been swift and powerful. It would have been
embarrassing had the building not been in darkness. The flesh
between his legs had ached badly, as it ached now.

From that journey into the future,
he had learned of the mission he must undertake now. But Thoth
wouldn’t be happy with him if he told Abana the reason.

Khafra
remembered what he had told his family, remembered their reaction.
What might hers be? He had already seen the way her green eyes
could spit fire. Maybe this woman could make him quake—just a little. No
matter, he must finish his story. He could barely contain his
excitement at finding her, at being able to talk to his
heart-mate.

“So many miracles, so many
wondrous things. The first time I saw an auto-mobile, I could not
move away. I thought the gods had sent a demon to strike me
down.”

She laughed. “You wouldn’t
be the first person to think that.” Then her laughter stopped as
quickly as it had begun. “Wait a minute. Where did you see my
movies?”

He ran a hand over his hair
and across the back of his neck. “Several months, after I had
become acquainted with the way the world had become, Dec-lan took
me to . . . America.”

“What?” She gaped at him.
Had that squeaky little voice been hers?

“We flew to America,” he
repeated slowly.

She couldn’t disguise her
look of total surprise. “You flew to the United States? In an
airplane?”

He lifted one shoulder and
frowned in puzzlement. “How else?”

“That’s not what I meant.
How did you view flying? As a wonder? Something to be terrified of?
As magic? And how could you have traveled? You’d need a passport.
Papers.” Her questions tumbled over her tongue as her mind
raced.

Khafra laughed. “Please,
Abana. Not so fast.”

“Sorry.” She didn’t mean to
keep getting ahead of herself.

“Dec-lan got papers for me.
I do not know how. He told me I should not ask, so I did not. But I
suspect . . .”

“Jeez! You must have been on
information overload . . . What did you think about
flying?”

“I did not like the idea of
traveling through the air inside a piece of metal.” He shrugged in
his eagerness to explain. “But . . . I was an eager student. I
wanted to learn everything so I put my trust in Thoth’s wisdom,
knowing, if the god had not wished these things for me, I would not
have been there.”

She fell back on the bed.
“Everything you’ve told me is absolutely incredible.”

He had expected her
amazement but waited before revealing the next piece of
information. “I understand this is not easy for you to
accept.”

As it was difficult for
Khafra to believe his heart-mate was here. With him. His soul had
ached for her, and yearned for her when Dec-lan told him he must
return. Now his joy at finding her would be short-lived. His
happiness was not to be. She could not stay here.

Neither could he. He had
his mission to complete—to save Egypt’s knowledge from the
fireships, hundreds of years in the future.

For the next month he would
enjoy her company. For too long he had been forced to keep to
himself the knowledge of how the world was destined to change.
Unless he could stop it. Sometimes the excitement and despair were
too much to endure.

Thoth had sent her to him
for a short time as a comfort and a confidante. Though he could
talk freely to her, he was sure the god intended his quest remain
secret.

What little desire he’d had
to go to the House of Pleasure had long since vanished. Beautiful
Abana was more pleasurable to look upon than any painted harlot who
could never satisfy his hunger.

Gods! He must tell her what he had
told his family. A newly married man stayed home and made love to
his wife. But she was not his wife, nor
could she ever be. If he must suffer, then so be it. He ached to
take her in his arms, hold her against his heart. He had wanted her
for so long, but she could never belong to him.

This was a test. The gods
had sent her to test his courage and strength of purpose. They knew
once he had tasted her, he would want her forever. He dare not even
think about making love to her. His body stirred to life but he
willed it into submission.

He must also tell her that
she could not go back to her time for a month. Quickly he changed
the subject to vanquish his moment of truth. “Dec-lan is
well?”

* * * *

Alex bit her lip and blinked
away tears. “No.” She shook her head. “He died a little over a
month ago.”

Khafra
lowered his gaze. “I’m sorry. As a teacher, and as a man, I owe him
much.” He took a deep breath. “His ka is happy?”

“Yes.” Memories flooded her soul.
“It is.” Her stomach growled, making her
laugh, relieving the sad moment. “Sorry, but I haven’t eaten for
almost . . . three thousand years.”

He slapped a hand to his
forehead. “Forgive my lack of manners.” Clearly he hadn’t
understood her joke. Looking embarrassed, he sprang to his feet.
“You must think me a thoughtless wretch. I will find out how fares
the food.”

As he turned to leave she
called to him. “Thank you, Lord Khafra. And I could really use a .
. . uh . . . bathroom.”

“Am I totally lacking in
courtesy?” He looked at his toes and hesitated. “I fear it will not
be what you are used to.”

“I’ve a fairly good idea
what to expect. Believe me, I can handle it.”

“Then come with me. You will
also want to bathe. I will summon bathing attendants.” He smiled
cheekily. “It will be just like taking a shower. Come.” He ordered
crisply and held out his hand.

She took it, feeling the
warmth of his skin envelop hers. Across the room he paused to open
a small, jewel encrusted box on a table near the door, took out a
fine stick, and handed it to her. It was mashed at one end and
sharpened into a fine point at the other.

“For the teeth.”

She grinned. “Hey, is this
the first toothbrush?”

“No, I have many,” he
answered in all seriousness and placed a small pot in her hand.
“Toothpaste.” She looked up at him and saw his eyes were smiling.
“Not what you are used to, of course. It is natron and already has
some oil of myrrh mixed in. To freshen the breath.”

It came as no surprise.
Egyptians were big on cleanliness and smelling sweet. It was quite
literally next to godliness, body odor being treated as impure.
Thank heavens. “Well, it seems I have everything,” she said with a
grin. “Lead on, McDuff.”

“Khafra,” he corrected
without smiling.

She sighed and rolled her
eyes. He might speak English but was clueless when it came to
colloquialisms. “That was a joke.”

He gave her a long look
under his lashes. “Hah!”

Alex followed him along a
passageway, looking up at the columns beautifully decorated to
resemble pink and blue lotus blossoms, and the kaleidoscope of
vibrant colors adorning the friezes around the walls. A hollow
dripping sound caught her attention. “Is that a water
clock?”

He smiled over his shoulder.
“You are knowledgeable about our culture.”

“As you said, grandfather
was a good teacher.”

At the end of the corridor,
Khafra led her to a small room at a corner of the house and pointed
out an adjacent bathroom. “Have no fear. The bathing servants know
you do not speak our tongue. They are used to serving
foreigners.”

“I take it Declan was one of
them?”

“Tiw.” He nodded. “We entertain many
guests. Return to my apartments when you are
ready.”

Left alone, Alex turned her
attention to the matter at hand. Having expected the worst, she was
surprised by the pleasant perfume. The toilet seat was made of
limestone and rather cold but other than having no flush it was
clean. From her studies, she remembered a limestone chute carried
the contents down to the desert. When she came out, two servants
went in with pitchers of perfumed water.

A female bathing attendant
stepped forward. Dressed only in a long skirt tied at the waist,
she showed no embarrassment in her upper body nakedness. It was how
things were. Alex smiled and moved closer. Oh, how she was looking
forward to this.

The walls were painted in
blues and greens with lotus flowers entwined among papyrus in a
depiction of a garden pool. Red and gold fish darted among the
plants.

Alex stepped into a small
pit hidden by a series of wide linen cloths forming a bathing
stall. Her modesty protected, and avoiding her bandaged head, she
succumbed to being sluiced with cool water. No one looked; no one
cared she was naked. After she rubbed soap paste over her body, the
bathing attendants again sluiced it away.

Her heated skin refreshed,
the attendants patted her dry with linen towels and with hand
gestures, invited her to lay on a table. She sighed with
contentment as a masseuse worked jasmine scented oil into her skin.
Strong hands massaged muscles, smoothing away knots of tension. Now
that she had the chance to relax after the scary excitement of
falling through a hole in time, obvious thoughts began to
surface.

She tried to imagine Declan
when he first realized where Khafra had come from. He wouldn’t have
wanted to share his knowledge, or Khafra, with anyone. Especially
not the press. Not even her. Who would have believed him? Would
she?

Now she knew why grandfather
had remained so elusive—he’d been educating Khafra. Why Declan went
missing for two months—the charioteer had returned the favor.
Khafra had brought him to Egypt.

Her mind
buzzed. More questions popped into her head. Why me? Why now? Panic
gripped her. Can I get
back?

Answers
began finding their way into her consciousness. Of course I can. Khafra said so, didn’t he?
Declan got home.

She thought back. Right
before Declan had disappeared, she’d tracked him to a Los Angeles
public library. He’d barely been able to disguise his shock at
seeing her. He’d kissed her on the cheek but apologized, saying he
had to rush away because he was late for an appointment.

Then she’d seen the man.
Broad shouldered, dressed in jeans and a dark blue sweater, sitting
in a chair, reading. When he’d looked up, their gazes had met and
locked. His dark brown, all-knowing eyes, full of blatant perusal,
had seemed to beckon her. They’d touched her soul and she’d fallen
in love in an instant.

Declan had murmured
something and hustled the man out a door on the far side of the
library.

Dejected, Alex had fought
tears at her grandfather’s hasty departure. The beautiful man with
him had glanced back. Then they had disappeared.

She’d never seen him again
but his eyes had haunted her for months. Eventually life got in the
way and although she’d intended to ask grandfather about the man,
Declan’s disappearance prevented her from doing so. When he’d
returned to Los Angeles sick, all thoughts of the man
vanished.

The masseuse left and Alex
straightened, certain she’d found the mystery man in the
library.

The dark eyes were those of
Lord Khafra.


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


 


When Alex returned, Khafra
had exchanged the towel for a proper white kilt. Easier on her
equilibrium, but he was still bare-chested. He stood when she
entered the room.

“You enjoyed your
bath?”

She tried not to notice his
marvelous taut, bronzed skin. Instead she blew air up and over her
face. “Yes, very refreshing. And the massage was
incredible.”

He smiled and motioned to a
chair. “The food has arrived. Come and eat.”

Clean, relaxed, and
dressed in a fresh, white linen shift supplied by the bathing
attendants, she felt ready to face almost anything. “Before I do, I
want to say how sorry I am for being rude.”

He shrugged and offered her
a plate. “There is no need.”

“Yes, there is. It’s just
that I felt so—alien and afraid. I was angry because I believed the
film crew was playing a joke on me but I couldn’t work out how
they’d done it.”

“I understand,” he said
softly and glanced at her under those sinfully dark lashes. “And
now? Are you still afraid?”

“Not as much. I’m getting
used to the idea.”

“This is difficult for you.”
He smiled and motioned to the table laden with food. “Now come.
Eat.”

He moved another chair
close to the chest serving as a table where several platters were
set out. “I have tried to make sure the food is suitable for your
palate. Roast duck, bread, dates, and honey cakes. And of course,
wine.”

“I’m sure I’ll manage.” She
broke off a duck leg and took a bite. The meat was tender and
succulent.

Although life had intervened
since she’d seen him in the library, she had not forgotten the
soulful look in those dark eyes. And now she knew why she hadn’t
dated since then. Deep down she’d harbored a secret hope that
somehow, some way, she would see him again. Now, knowing where he
came from, she knew they could never be together.

“How fares head?”

“It’s throbbing but I can
live with it.” She looked across to find him watching her with a
deep intensity. “I have many questions.”

“I know and I will be happy
to answer them.” He hesitated. “But before your questions, there is
something I must explain to you.” He sucked in a deep breath and
blew it out quickly.

Alex held her breath. “Go
on.”

“Because of the
circumstances of how we came to be together, I have told my family
that we are—married.”

The piece
of bread she’d just broken off dropped from her fingers.
“You what?”

Arms folded across his broad
chest as though to defend himself, he continued. “I was forced to
tell them this since I could think of no other way to explain our
meeting. By the time I realized you were not a sorceress, you were
unconscious.”

Sorceress! Alex got the feeling he was
keeping something from her but from the shuttered look on his face
it would do her no good to pursue the subject. He wouldn’t
answer.

This sexy, half naked man in the
short, white kilt seemed afraid of her. Yet he was her only
lifeline to the 21st century. She was the one who should be afraid.
Maybe it would help steady her nerves if she teased him, just a
little bit.

“Tell me, husband,” she said with a
sly smile in an effort to unravel the knot in her stomach. “I don’t
recall going through any wedding ceremony. How come I missed
it?”

When he cleared his throat
and shifted in his chair, she knew she was right.

“We do not marry the way you
do,” he finally answered. “We have only to agree to cohabit to
become husband and wife.”

“Cohabit!” She chewed over
the word. “Cohabit. Did I agree to . . . cohabit with
you?”

“Do not mock me woman!” He
threw himself to his feet and glowered at her, feet braced apart,
arms folded across his broad chest. “In truth you did not.” He sat
again and glared at her over the table. “I told my family that
merely to ensure you remain at my side for the time you are here.
These are dangerous times. If we were to be separated, it could be
unsafe for you.”

Aware of how serious he
was, she gulped. “Any time can be dangerous.”

“Perhaps I did not make
myself clear, Abana.” He spoke with quiet deliberation and leaned
one elbow on the table. “You could not survive on your own. You are
a foreigner and any foreigner suspected of being in league with
Amunhotep could be in jeopardy from the priests of Amun. You do not
speak our tongue. This makes you vulnerable. It will help if I
teach you some Egyptian.”

Already she regretted her
frivolity and churlishness. “Thank you, Lord Khafra, but I’ll be
going back soon, won’t I?”

His
glance slid away. She had a bad feeling about this and hoped she
hadn’t misread the expression on his face. “I can go back, can’t
I?”

“Of course, Abana—just not
yet.”

She plunked her goblet on
the table. Red wine sloshed over the side but it was the least of
her worries. “What do you mean ‘not yet’?”

He lifted his tawny gaze to
look into her eyes. “You must stay for one full lunar
month.”

“A month?” she shrieked.
“How . . . how can I stay that long? As much as I’d like to. This
is the opportunity of a lifetime for me, however, I have
obligations. A contract. A movie to make. Not to mention a brother
who probably thinks I’ve been kidnapped for ransom. Or worse,
dead.”

“I am sorry, Abana. I can do
nothing to send you back until the next full moon. You have no
choice but to stay here until then.”

“No choice!” Okay. Lord
Khafra had traveled before. Obviously, he knew what he was talking
about. Inhaling deeply, she mulled over the situation. Goodness,
what would Declan say to see her behaving this way? How many people
got the chance to travel to ancient Egypt? The fact she was here at
all was a miracle. Perhaps the movie would be better for it. Maybe
she would learn to appreciate Brian more.

Alex swallowed. What would she do
for an entire month unable to understand the language? She should
make the most of it, just as Declan would have expected of her.
Breaking off a chunk of bread, she dipped it into a small, blue
faience bowl of olive oil. “So, how exactly did I get
here?”

Finally he smiled. “This is Hapu, my
family estate. I brought you here when the chariot hit a rock and
you hit your head.”

She’d been lucky. He could
have taken her anywhere. Memories crowded back. “I do remember
terrified horses and a broken chariot. I fell out.”

He nodded and poured more
wine. “We had to walk.”

“I don’t
recall walking anywhere. What you mean is you had to walk.” She glanced at his
red raw shoulders and winced. “That is how you got sunburned, isn’t
it?”

He set down his goblet. “It
is no matter. The sting has gone.” He shot her a cheeky grin. “No
man would leave his wife alone in the desert.”

She wasn’t certain she liked
the way he said wife. The idea would take some getting used to even
if it was in name only. As sexy as Lord Khafra was, Alex wished
he’d get the idea out of his head. Did he have to sit there naked
from the waist up looking totally terrific? She
swallowed.

“Well, I thank you for
saving my life twice in one day.”

“Twice?” He leaned
forward.

“I was in the Temple of
Thoth and two men came after the necklace. I thought they were
going to kill me.”

“They tried to kill you?”
His anger palpable, he sprang to his feet and kicked his chair out
of the way. “Who were these men?” he snarled. “I will take them
apart with my bare hands if they hurt you.”

Goodness! Her hero really
did exist. “They weren’t here. They were in my own
time.”

He took a few deep breaths
to calm himself and resumed his seat, consuming another mouthful of
wine. “What were you doing in the temple?”

“I don’t know. It was
creepy. A voice kept calling to me, urging me to come. I had no
power to resist it.”

His shoulders straightened,
his back stiffened and he nodded as though he
understood.

“What do you think it
meant?”

“I know not,
Abana.”

So why didn’t she believe
him? Maybe it was the way his eyes darted from side to side. Or the
way he chewed the inside of his cheek. If she asked, he wouldn’t
tell her. “I don’t even want to think about what might have
happened if you hadn’t appeared.”

He reached out and rested
his hand over hers. “Then do not think. It is better not to dwell
upon bad thoughts.”

“You’re right.” Exhaustion
overtook her and she sighed. It had been an eventful night, all
things considered, and she needed some time to herself. Her meal
finished, Alex got to her feet and stretched. “That was wonderful.
Now I feel like I could sleep for a week. I guess you’d better show
me to the guest quarters.”

Khafra stood too. “Guest
quarters? Abana, my family thinks we are husband and wife.
Therefore you must stay here with me.”

“With you?” Maybe this was
payback time for saving her life. Okay, so he had the greatest pecs
and abs she’d ever seen, and he had a fantastic butt in a white
kilt, but that didn’t mean she was a pushover.

“Did I not make it clear?
You are in need of my protection.”

She got the definite
impression he would bar her way should she attempt to get past him.
“Even in your house?”

“Who can say where evil
lurks? And, you cannot move into the guest quarters,” he continued
with a small smile of amusement. “My father will think you have
rejected me and he plans a wedding feast for us.”

“A wedding feast?” she
squealed. “Who’s going to protect me from you?”

He tried to hide his
glittering gaze behind a mask of hurt but it didn’t quite work.
“You are in no danger from me, Abana, I swear. Unless you choose to
be.” He leaned forward with purpose. “You must believe there are
dangers for you in Egypt. It will be safer to stay by my side at
all times.”

Khafra hadn’t lied to her
thus far. She should listen to him and bow to his knowledge of the
times. “Maybe you’ve got a point. I may live to regret this but I
won’t move from your side.” His lips twitched with humor. “But,
Lord Khafra, let’s make one thing clear from the outset. If you
think I’m going to cohabit with you, then you are very much
mistaken.”

“But, Abana,”—he uncrossed
his arms and opened his hands in a silent plea—“where am I to
sleep? The servants will expect you to sleep in my bed. Would you
humiliate me in front of my family?” He paused with deliberate
intent. “The servants are such gossips.”

There had to be a way around
this. She could hardly kick him out of his own room. “Well . . .”
Her lips twisted. “I wouldn’t want you humiliated in front of your
family.”

He grinned shamelessly and
leaned back in his chair, stretching his legs out in front of him.
“Thank you.”

“However, I sleep inside the
sheet and you sleep outside. Is that clear?”

His grin disappeared in an
instant but his eyes still shimmered with mirth. “You have a heart
of stone.”

She had his number. “Take it or
leave it, it’s my final offer.”

He sighed and groaned
playfully. “Yes, Abana.”

* * * *

His ka was
happy. Truly, the gods had sent her. She was as gracious as any
Egyptian noblewoman, with the courage of a lion. He could talk to
her about all the wonders he had discovered in her world, knowing
she would understand. He could tease her and she would not scold
him with bitterness on her tongue.

But the one thing he could
not tell her was how much he loved her. That he had loved her since
the first moment he had laid eyes on her. There would be no point.
Were the gods cruel to cause him such suffering?

She would
not remember the time when their eyes had met in the library. When
he had looked up from the book he was studying and seen the most
beautiful woman in the world. He had wanted to meet her but Dec-lan
had warned against their meeting. Already his heart, his body,
wanted more. If he dared to hope, then his quest, and his
ka, would be in deadly
peril. Despite his needs, he must deny all his
desires.

Yet, surely, she would not
be here if the gods had not willed it. Perhaps they needed proof of
his strength of purpose before finally calling him to his journey.
Had they placed temptation in his path to test him? How was he to
know?

Khafra poured himself
another goblet of wine.

* * * *

Alex stretched, opened her eyes, and
looked straight into Khafra’s sleepy, dark gaze. He was leaning on
one elbow watching her breathe—as he had for the past two days. Her
heart almost turned a somersault. He always looked so warm and
inviting, his shaggy hair tousled, his body still warm from sleep.
She was starting to get used to seeing him upon awakening that it
was all she could do not to lean across and kiss him good
morning.

“What are you looking at?” she asked
with a slow, sleepy smile.

“I like to watch you.” He
smiled, rolled off the bed and stood. “And now, I must bathe. Today
starts our wedding feast.” He cocked his head to one side. “I would
very much like to bathe with you, but,”—he groaned and gave an
exaggerated sigh—“unhappily, we are not married.”

“No, we’re not and neither
are we going to be.” She wiggled to a sitting position, pulling the
sheet up to her neck.

He put on his most soulful
look. “How can you show affection for me publicly, as is fitting
for the marriage couple? We have not even—”

“Nice try.” She laughed.
“But I’m a competent actress. If necessary, I can show you how to
stage kiss.”

His hands slapped onto his
hips. “What is this stage kiss?”

“It’s an old movie trick.
The couple looks like they’re kissing but their mouths don’t really
touch.”

The news seemed to please
him. “Then—you did not really kiss the men in the films I
saw?”

Alex moistened her bone-dry
lips. “Of course not. We were pretending.”

His grin widened, lighting
up his face. “Ah.”

“And don’t worry,” she
added, as though reading his mind. “I can playact at being married
for one evening.”

“One evening?” Dark eyebrows
lifted playfully and he stepped toward her. “Did I not tell you? We
feast for two days.”

Her eyes widened. “Two
days?”

“This is our
custom.”

These guys sure knew how to
party. Almost every day of the year was a feast day, or week,
depending on the importance of the god. Briefly, she wondered if
there were a god of deliverance from fake wedding
feasts.

“First, I must go to the
chapel of my mother and take her a special offering. This is a
happy day for the family so she, too, may enjoy the feast with
us.”

She liked the way Egyptians
honored and paid homage to family members who had passed. “May I
put an offering there for my parents.”

“Of course, Abana.” Something she
couldn’t quite fathom appeared in his eyes. “I’m sure my mother
would be honored to share the feast with them.” He held out his
hand to her. “Come.”

She took the proffered
hand and he led her outside to the kitchens where he loaded a small
tray with duck, honey cakes, and beer. At that moment, Alex felt
very close to this man who so honored the women in his life, not
just her but also his sister and mother. Illogically, she caught
herself wishing the wedding feast were real.

The chapel was located in
the garden, beyond a small pool covered with pink lotus flowers and
a pink marble surround. “Lotus is her favorite flower,” Khafra
explained. The chapel stood open to the garden except for a roof
supported by a blue and gold striped column at each corner. At its
center was a small dais upon which rested the statue of a
woman.

Khafra knelt and laid the
tray in front of the small bronze memorial then bowed his head.
Alex did likewise. He stood and stepped back with Alex copying all
his moves. He recited a few words before turning to Alex and
smiling. “She welcomes you to this house.”

“I thank her.” Alex
experienced yet another pang of regret that this was all pretense.
She should be used to make-believe by now but it didn’t stop
butterflies of excitement taking wing in her stomach.

Over the past two days,
she’d learned a few Egyptian words and phrases and even some
etiquette. Khafra had taught her the names and titles of his father
and sister and, although tired of the repetition, she took pride in
her accomplishment. She knew how to summon a bathing attendant, how
to ask for a drink of water, beer, or wine, and how to request
food. Thank heavens the wedding feast would allow her scrambled
brain some respite.

It was a relief to finally
get rid of the bandage clinging to her head and wash her hair.
She’d readily taken to the daily routine of having perfumed oils
massaged into her skin. A girl could get used to this.

Body servants dressed her
in a gown of white linen as fine as gossamer. She stood patiently,
allowing the servants to drape pencil thin pleats across her body
at the hips and under her breasts. They painted her eyes with kohl
and malachite, and fitted a wig of shining black hair. They crowned
her with a golden diadem that had tiny droplets of gold cascading
from the headband, and placed a wide gold collar encrusted with
rose quartz around her neck.

When Alex turned to thank
them, the servants dissolved into the shadows. Then she saw
why.

Khafra stood in the
doorway. He didn’t speak; he simply stared as though awestruck.
Maybe it was the clothes she wore, or the perfume between her
breasts, but Alex felt the sexiest she had since her tumble through
time.

Her heart kicked at the
sight of him. His white kilt was a snug fit on his hips,
accentuating the bronzed muscles of his broad chest. The tops of
his arms bore bands of gold, as did his forearms. His skin had been
anointed with oil of sandalwood.

“Abana,” he whispered. “You
look . . .” She felt the heat of his gaze, just as she’d felt it
once before—across a library reading room.

She lifted her chin and
tried to smile. “Like an Egyptian?” Her voice sounded hoarse to her
own ears.

“Tiw, Abana,” he said, low and husky.
“Just like an Egyptian.”

He had
enchanted her, cast a spell over her as he had then. She couldn’t
hold back the question any longer. “That was you in the library that day,
wasn’t it?”

The room
seemed to crackle with static electricity. He nodded imperceptibly.
“You do remember.”
His voice had thickened, softened with emotion.

“How could I
forget?”

“Dec-lan knew I wanted you.
He knew you were the woman of my heart. That is why, I believe, he
hurried me out that day.”

The woman
of my heart? Now Grandfather’s final words
made sense. Alex smiled. “On his deathbed he tried to apologize to
me for keeping us apart but he died before he could finish. I
thought he was rambling. Now I understand what he was trying to
say.”

“This is why he sent you back with
the collar. Perhaps he believed something would come of our union.
That we should be given the chance to find out for
ourselves.”

She nodded. “Yes.”

Briefly he closed his eyes. She
moved close to him and laid a hand over his forearm. “One thing
bothers me about this wedding feast.”

He opened his eyes. “Yes.
What is it?”

“What if you want to marry,
really marry, after I’ve gone back? What will you do? How will you
explain to your family where or why I’ve gone?”

Just before he slid his gaze
away she saw the pain and hurt in his eyes and sensed there was
something he wasn’t telling her.

“It will not be necessary. I
shall not marry.”

“How do you know
that?”
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