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Dedication
To Ashley, granddaughter who was tied to my hip for years,
and to Chelle Cordero, who has influenced me greatly.
Tira wanted three things in life and she had little chance of gaining any of them. She wanted to be financially independent. She wanted to go to Egypt and study the ancient ruins. And she wanted her sister to stop using drugs.
The last desire brought memories of this morning’s quarrel. Luci had taken the money Tira had squirreled away to see them through the rest of the month. “Luci, why?”
“You don’t understand,” Luci screamed.
True. Tira didn’t understand why her sister needed to escape into a drugged stupor instead of studying and working to step onto the road leading from the slums. Tira’s hands stung with the memory of slapping her sister. And the words she’d shouted as she slammed out of the apartment echoed in her thoughts. “I hate you. I wish you were dead.” Tira shuddered. She hadn’t meant those words. As soon as she reached the apartment she would tell Luci.
With a sigh she turned back to the museum display. The Egyptian artifacts awed her. For a short time she allowed the beauty of the objects to carry her into dreams of pyramids and temples, of gods and pharaohs and of digging in the earth to uncover treasures of the past.
The dream hovered beyond her grasp. Her chances of gaining a position on a dig in Egypt were slim. Positions were avidly sought by students who had chosen the right colleges and the right professors. Those choices had been beyond her financially. She sucked in a breath. Instead of adventure, when the summer ended, she would take her place in front of a classroom teaching history at an inner city high school.
A glance at her watch said dreamtime was over. She had to reach the apartment in time to change for her evening shift at a restaurant several blocks from the cramped fifth floor efficiency she shared with her older sister. Once again flashes from the morning’s quarrel exploded in Tira’s thoughts. She’d been so upset she’d missed her martial arts session at the local center.
Tira cast her dream self aside and donned the role of practical sister. She hurried to the exit and stepped from the past into a steamy August day. Heat shimmered from the sidewalk. The air hung heavy and carried the odors of the city and the noises of traffic. She strode along the crowded area taking advantage of every opening.
Ten days to dream. Ten days to walk the halls of the museum. Ten days to study the artifacts that had become her lodestones. She breathed the aromas of real time, spices of cooking foods, metallic scents of passing traffic and the odors of people, some pleasant and some not.
Several blocks from the apartment building the crowds thinned. In an alley she glimpsed furtive movements in the dark shadows. She hurried past. On the corner across the street a group of gang members gathered. She sucked in a breath and held her head high. For all her twenty three years she’d avoided the gangs. As she strode past she heard the usual crude remarks about her body and her attitude.
Get a life, she wanted to scream.
When she saw the ambulance and two cop cars in front of the building where she lived she halted so abruptly she stumbled. A hand caught her arm. Tira saw the gray-streaked beard of one of the winos who slept in the doorways or the alley. “Get your hands off me.”
“Don’t go home,” he whispered. “Lose yourself in the crowd and keep your head down.”
Tira saw a keen intelligence in the man’s dark eyes. Who was he? He wasn’t as old as she had imagined either. “Why?”
“Your sister’s dead. Cops’ll be looking for you. They heard about the fight.”
Tira’s stomach clenched. She blinked away a rush of tears. Though hearing about her sister’s death wasn’t unexpected another dream shattered. There would be no rehab for Luci. “Junkies O.D. every day,” she said.
“She was murdered.”
A chill slithered down Tira’s spine. A rush of acid burned her throat. What? Why? Who? Keeping her eyes on the ground she inched away from him.
“Murder. Murder.” The murmured word spread through the crowd gathered on the sidewalk and stung like attacking wasps.
The EMTs wheeled a gurney from the building. When Tira saw the body bag strapped to the frame her nails bit into her palms. Despite the heat of the day she felt chilled. A wave of guilt made her knees buckle. She stuffed her fist against her mouth to keep from crying aloud.
What now, she wondered. The apartment was a crime scene. Until the cops finished their investigation she wouldn’t be allowed inside. An officer stepped from the building. “Move along, folks. There’s nothing to see here.” He stepped from the stoop. “Anyone seen her sister? We have some questions for her.”
“Most evenings you’ll find her waiting tables at Louie’s,” someone said.
Tira hunched her shoulders. As people dispersed she slunk away. All her life she’d avoided trouble. Even if she wasn’t a suspect she knew too much about Luci’s friends and suppliers to be safe. She needed to hide and think. Where could she go?
As she retraced her steps she noticed the home boys had vanished from the corner. Show’s over or just about to begin, she thought. She feared she was destined to become the star in a life or death drama. She continued the slow amble away from the apartment building.
Every instinct urged her to run but that would attract the attention she didn’t want. As she passed the alley someone grabbed her arm and dragged her into the shadows. The man who held her arm and the other at his side were large and scary but not as menacing as the slender man who joined them.
Tira fought to control rising panic. She felt as though she would faint. Center. She had to escape. All she needed was an opening. Her muscles tensed in preparation. “What do you want?” Had her voice remained calm or had fear coated the edges?
“My drugs. My money.”
“I know nothing about either.”
The slender man laughed and the sound chilled her. “She was your sister. She told you everything.” His smile turned feral. “Her last words were, ‘Tira knows.’”
Anger flared and slashed the fear and grief holding her immobile. “And you believed her?”
“Why not?”
His silent companions edged closer. One held a knife. The other reached for her. Tira sucked in a breath. She whirled and kicked. The toe of her sneaker caught the knife holder’s arm. Her sudden movement pulled the second man off balance. She grabbed his arm and knocked him into the knife man. They landed in a tangle.
Tira ran. As she darted around the corner something whizzed past her. She didn’t stop to learn what. Where to go? Just ahead she saw the steps leading to the subway. She pulled her Metro card from her pocket and bounded down the steps. A shout sounded. She kept running. At the gate she swiped the card, ran onto the platform and into a waiting car. A bell dinged. The doors closed.
As she peered through the smudged glass she saw one of the thugs reach the platform. She breathed a sigh of relief. For the moment she had escaped. Where did the rattling car take her?
Was there a way to get the things she needed from the apartment? The drug dealer’s men would keep watch. Who could she ask? Not the cops who either believed she had killed Luci or wanted information she didn’t have. She barely knew the neighbors. She and Luci had moved into the building in June. Could she sneak into the building after the cops left? Doubtful. Her few friends from college wouldn’t be willing to enter the scene of a murder.
Tira sank on a seat. Once again tears threatened. Why had Luci lied? Tira swallowed convulsively. When she understood the reasons for the betrayal she could grieve. Now wasn’t the time.
For seconds or minutes Tira blocked the groping fingers of fear. At the moment she was safe but she couldn’t ride the subway forever. She considered her options. She had some change, her Metro card and the twenty she always kept for emergencies. Not enough to rent a room. Going to work at Louie’s was out. Until her first pay check from the teaching job arrived she was broke.
Think. Plan. Where was the nearest homeless shelter? Sure they could be dangerous but she could protect herself. Tira wiped her hands on her jeans. Even if she could hang out for ten days she couldn’t begin her first day as a teacher wearing dirty jeans and a sweat-stained tee shirt.
On the seat beside her she noticed a crumpled piece of paper. Curiosity stabbed. She smoothed the wrinkles and read the words twice.
Life got you down? Have you unsolved problems?
Looking for escape? The answer is in your stars.
A counselor is available night and day.
Dial 1- 800 – 555 – ASTRO
Tira frowned. She could answer yes to all the questions. Had the paper been left for her to find? She smiled at her magical thinking.
When the car stopped at the next station she grasped the paper and rose. She followed people to the street. Should she take a chance? Did she have a choice? Across the street she saw a coffee shop. She had to consider her options.
She jogged to the small restaurant and entered the dingy place with the paper clutched in her hand. A flutter of nervousness settled in her chest. What to do? Call or not call? Go to the cops? Find a shelter? She sat at the counter and ordered coffee. As she sipped the bitter brew her thoughts raced. The answer to the last two options was a definite no. She frowned. If the answer was in her stars they certainly hadn’t brought her a sliver of luck. Would making the call produce a change?
Tira swallowed the last of the coffee. She would make the call. If the paper was a hoax she would devise another plan. She stepped outside and opened her cell phone. In the fading light she read the number and dialed.
“Can I help you?” a woman asked.
“I can answer yes to all your questions.”
“Do you need help?”
“Yes.” She wasn’t sure what this woman could do. By accepting the offer she would be off the street and buy time to plan.
The woman gave an address. Tira repeated the street and house number.
“We’ll be waiting for you. Ring the bell. Remember, the answers are in your stars.”
At the corner Tira looked at the street sign. Fourteen blocks. Not that far. Unless a bus came along she would walk. Though the neighborhood wasn’t the greatest, hers was worse.
She walked briskly and directed her attention to the surroundings. Occasionally she glanced over her shoulder to check for followers. Once she glimpsed a large man and nearly froze. Her heart skittered but the next time she looked he had vanished.
Her imagination took fire. The drug dealer might not know where she had left the subway but the route was known. He could have snitches everywhere. He believed she knew where his drugs and money were hidden. Luci, what did you do?
She glanced at the numbers on the buildings she passed. Would the drug dealer’s men try to discover where she went? Probably a given. By the time she neared her destination her heart pounded. She saw three men behind her and knew she’d been made.
A rush of heavy footsteps sounded. She dashed up the steps of the brownstone. With a staccato rhythm she pressed the bell. Hurry, she thought. She glanced over her shoulder. One of the men was the knife wielder from the alley.
“Tira,” he called.
The door opened. An elderly woman pulled her inside. “Welcome.” She closed the door. “Why have you come?”
“The answer is in my stars.”
The woman’s eyes held kindness. “What is your name?”
“Tira.” The woman’s eyes, her voice and smile eased some of Tira’s fears. No matter what happened here she would rather face this woman than the men outside.
“Follow me. We have time to find your proper place.”
As Tira walked down the hall she noticed a series of photographs on the wall. One caught her attention. A temple with statues of cats perched on plinths and a crook behind them. Hieroglyphics were carved above the feline. She traced the figure.
The woman turned back. “So that’s the world to hold your interest.”
Tira smiled. “Reminds me of ancient Egypt, a place that’s always fascinated me.”
“Perhaps your stars will show you the way there.” The woman beckoned. “Come along. We must be ready when the planets align.”
Tira inhaled the aromas of cooking food. Had she interrupted the woman’s dinner? Tira’s stomach rumbled. She’d had nothing besides the coffee since noon when she’d bought a hot dog from a street vendor. They entered a large room. The woman indicated a table. “Sit. Food is on the way.”
Tira stared at the wall across from the table. A large circle divided into twelve segments covered most of the wall. She moved closer and saw this was a horoscope wheel. She had no idea what the wheel could be used for.
“Sit, child.” The woman tapped a bell.
A second woman arrived with a tray of food. Plates and glasses were taken from a buffet. “Help yourself.”
Tira studied the tray. Rice, meat and vegetables. Once she filled her plate the second woman poured a fragrant beverage into three glasses. The women joined her at the table. Little was said until the meal was finished.
The oldest of the women smiled. “When were you born? We need the day, the month, the year and the time as accurately as you know.”
“May tenth, twenty three years ago. My mother said my cries greeted the dawn.”
“Aries.” Both women went to the wheel. They turned an inner segment and placed colored balls in segments of the circle. “A warrior born. Quick to anger. Speedy in action. Sometimes given to rash decisions. A seeker of justice. A lover of adventure. Now tell us about yourself and why you called for help.”
Some quality in the woman’s voice eased the tension and fear riding Tira’s spirit since she had arrived outside the apartment building and learned of her sister’s murder. Between sips of the fragrant tea she spoke. The reality of her sister’s betrayal slammed into her awareness. Her voice broke. “Luci, why?”
The second woman touched Tira’s hand. “She did not mean for you to be hurt. She was afraid and reached for your strength.”
“How do you know?”
“The seeds of the betrayal were written on your chart. This aspect has passed but you must release your pain.”
Tira drew a deep breath. Without warning the tears she had held inside gushed forth. Sobs racked her body. She cried until no more tears came. A cloth was thrust into her hands and she wiped her eyes. Another glass of a different beverage appeared.
The older of the two women clasped Tira’s hand. “If you could go to ancient Egypt tonight, even if the Two Lands was not the one you studied, would you go?”
If, Tira thought. A dream she had desired but impossible. “Maybe.”
“Even if you had to remain there for all your days?”
This had to be a joke. Tira could think of nowhere she would rather be. There was nothing left for her here. “I guess.”
The second woman stood behind her. “Drink.” She touched Tira’s shoulder. “The price of the journey is a quest you must undertake. The only knowledge you take with you is what will fit in the time period you reach except for your fighting skills. You will be unable to speak of this world or of modern conveniences.”
“Tell me more.”
“Many years ago invaders swept through the Two Lands usurping the rule and spreading unrest and chaos. The army lay defeated. The pharaoh became a prisoner. The priests of the invaders brought their god, Aken Re, and sought to make him supreme. The people rejected the new god. For years the land and the people were crushed beneath the sandals of the foreigners. Twenty years ago the men of the Two Lands rose and drive the aliens away.”
The older of the two women nodded. “The sacred symbols of the rule were hidden and the location lost. Though the invaders were driven away some of their priests remained. They scheme to place a pharaoh of their choosing on the chair. Should this come to pass the Two Lands will be destroyed.”
Tira felt confused. Their stories deviated from anything she had read about Egypt. Remnants of her flight, her fear and her grief coalesced. “And if I don’t go?”
“You will leave this house and face whatever waits. Will you go?
Tira thought about the men who waited outside. If she left the house she would die.
“Will you go?” The women spoke as one. “If so, drink.”
Tira lifted the glass and swallowed the beverage. What choice did she have? As she drifted into a fog she saw the giant wheel on the wall spin.
Kashe of Mero sat on his bed in his chamber of the family compound. His head pounded. When he opened his eyes he saw the day had progressed into late afternoon. The bright light made him wince. He recalled the past night’s celebration for the retirement of the family’s arms master. Tuten had been Kashe’s mentor and friend. From the older man he had learned the skills of a warrior. Last night Kashe had finally defeated his mentor with weapons and a capacity for beer.
“Kashe.” His father’s voice stabbed like a dagger.
He groaned and sat up. The drum in his head banged. Leave me alone, he wanted to shout. The nomarch of Mero’s anger toward his middle son was nothing new. What did he want now?
As second son Kashe had been marked for the priesthood. He had no desire to become a priest. He found satisfaction in his role as a warrior. Yet, duty called for obedience.
If any other temple had been chosen he might have agreed. He had no taste for this newly risen cadre of men seeking to force their god into the circle of goddesses and gods of the Two Lands. Aken Re had been unknown until the invaders had arrived. The army of those men had been defeated so why did their priests linger?
The beaded curtain jangled adding cacophonic notes to the beating in his head. “Answer me.” The nomarch entered and halted at the foot of Kashe’s bed. “Rise and present yourself in the central hall. We have guests. Your older brother has news of importance.”
Kashe groaned. He and Pian were a year apart in age and generations in philosophy. In embracing the new religion Pian had seen an advantage for bringing his ambitions to fruition. He believed the priests would smooth his path to the pharaoh’s chair.
Kashe sat on the edge of the bed and considered his brother and his plans. Pian was slender and shorter than Kashe. Pian fit the picture of an ideal pharaoh in appearance but not in character. He was cruel and selfish. His sense of justice and honor were lacking. He had no love for Kashe. “Throwback” was the mildest of the names Pian used as needles to jab his younger brother. Kashe had strengths Pian lacked. Every match on the training field had ended with Kashe as the victor.
He rose. He couldn’t help that in stature and build he resembled the Nubian ancestors his father and older brother chose to forget in their desire for power. If Pian became pharaoh the nomarch of Mero would become his son’s chief advisor.
“Are you coming?” his father asked.
If he said no who knew what would happen. Kashe stretched. “As soon as I wash and dress.” Though he would rather have bathed he would make do here. He glanced in the polished metal mirror. His warrior’s braid was neat enough. He poured water from a pitcher into a basin and washed. After donning a fresh kilt he fitted wrist and arm bands and selected a collar necklace.
As Kashe left the family sleeping quarters, he braced for the evening meal, the main one of the day. He entered the central hall and hid a desire to duck behind one of the pillars. On the dais his parents sat with a pair of priests. Their gold medallions glittered in the torch light. Pian stood before the men.
As Kashe neared the platform he noticed the robes were embroidered with gold-rayed discs representing their god. The pair were opposites. One was rotund, smiling and fluttering his hands while speaking. The other was lean with a hawk-like nose and a somber expression. Kashe noticed his younger brother lingered in the shadows near the dais. If anything was to be learned Namose would know.
The nomarch gestured. Kashe strode past his sisters who were engaged in a board game and gossip. When Pian’s voice took on a tone both servile and arrogant Kashe grimaced.
“My lords, Oris Aken Re and Hebu Aken Re, has the daughter been found? I so desire to look in her face and claim her as my chief wife. The honor you offer humbles me.”
The rotund priest’s smile broadened. “As yet we have not found her but the signs point to where she is hidden. When the auspicious hour arrives we will claim her.” He turned from Pian to the nomarch. “You know the price.”
The nomarch pointed to Kashe. “My lords of Aken Re, this is Kashe, my middle son. He is skilled with weapons and has a vast knowledge of strategy. He will enter your temple as a priest.”
Both men studied Kashe. Their gazes moved from his head to his feet. Embarrassment and shame over the avidity of their appraisal made him flush. He was not some piece of livestock or a slave to be purchased. A cauldron of anger bubbled.
Oris Aken Re rubbed his fleshy hands. “Indeed, he is magnificent.”
The thin priest’s eyes narrowed. He addressed his companion in an unfamiliar language. “Nomarch, he will do nicely,” he added.
Kashe wanted to rub his arms to ward off a sudden chill but he wouldn’t allow the pair to see his distaste and fear. He kept his gaze steady and examined the thin priest. Hebu’s eyes were serpent-like, dull and flat. Kashe’s hands formed fists. Though Oris had been named as the chief priest, his companion was the more dangerous of the pair. Another thing became clear. Hebu belonged to the defeated enemy. Kashe had heard that language from a prisoner his father had brought to the compound as a slave.
Oris nodded. “He will be the perfect battle leader for our men.”
Pian made a face. “He will be yours when I become pharaoh.”
The nomarch shook his head. “He will be theirs when I decree.”
Kashe drew a deep breath. “Father, I beg you to change your mind. I have no desire to serve in any temple. I’m no scholar and have no knowledge of portents and omens. I’ve no wish for easy living or in having my days ordered by rituals that allow no freedom.” He turned to leave.
His father grasped his arm. “You will obey. Your sacrifice will undo all your willfulness and the shame your tainted heritage has brought to me. When this new moon completes the cycle you will enter the temple of Aken Re.”
Though Kashe remained until the evening meal ended, his thoughts centered on finding a way to escape his father’s command. He had to leave home but where would he go? He listened to his father, older brother and the priests as they made plans. Finding the missing daughter of the last pharaoh was their goal. The priests sought her. So did his father. The one who found her first would control the future of the Two Lands.
As soon as the meal ended Kashe retreated to his sleeping chamber. He had no desire to listen as more schemes were hatched and scenarios developed. He thought of escaping to his favorite beer house but not tonight. The entourage accompanying the priests was quartered on the roof of the house and in the garden. He had no desire to have his departure noted.
Kashe parted the beaded curtain and strode into his chamber. A pile of scrolls stood on the low table. He opened one and crushed the thin papyrus sheet. “The Ways of Aken Re, the True and Only God.”
Distaste curved his mouth into a scowl. He wanted to burn the scrolls or slash them to shreds. Not a good idea, he decided. Know your enemy. His mentor had repeated those words until they were engraved in Kashe’s mind. Though Tuten had meant this advice for contests of arms Kashe believed they applied to his current situation. He would read the scrolls but not tonight. The crescent moon didn’t provide enough light. Neither would the saucer lamp. He retired to bed for a night’s sleep filled with dreams he wanted to forget.
For two days Kashe read. The contents of the scrolls disgusted him. The priests of Aken Re had diluted and twisted the teachings of the temples of the Two Lands and skewed them to fit their version of the world. They intended to make their god supreme. There were tales in the scrolls telling how Aken Re had defeated the ancient goddesses and gods of the Two Lands, major and minor and eaten their essences.
He finished the last scroll. What now? Did the rotund priest intend to remain here until the moon ended? The serpent-eyed one had vanished. Most of the entourage was now housed near the river. The departure of the strangers had relieved some of Kashe’s fears. Not all, for he had no plan to escape the fate his father had decreed.
With a scowl he scooped the scrolls and carried them to the west loggia. There, he dumped them in a heap on one of the low tables. As he neared his chamber he heard two of the slaves speaking. Their gossip made him smile. The remaining priest planned to leave in two or three days.
Kashe returned to his chamber and went to the window. When a large hawk landed on the sill he stepped back. He stared at the avian. The bird made no attempt to attack. Kashe held out his arm. The hawk dropped a scroll and an amulet that landed on the floor with a click. The avian settled on Kashe’s wrist cuff. He stared into its eyes.
“Horu,” Kashe said.
The hawk’s head bobbed as though in answer. “Horru.”
Did hawks have names? “I’ll call you Horu Ba, soul of the god of the skies.” The bird returned to the window. Kashe picked up the gold amulet. A grin crossed his face as he read the hieroglyphics. “Chosen of Horu.” Here was the perfect reason to refuse his father’s plans for him. Would the nomarch and Pian accept the calling? Kashe was sure he would learn.
He lifted the scroll and read the words.
Three will come from afar, warrior, ruler and advisor will be joined by three from the Two Lands. United they will drive away those who seek to destroy the land and the people. Success brings prosperity. Failure means death. During the time when each pair works to complete their task they may not join flesh to flesh. Celibate they must remain until their quest ends lest disaster strikes the Two Lands.
He walked from his chamber into the central hall where the family and the priest had gathered for the evening meal. His father gestured. “You’ve been hiding in your chamber for days. Have you decided to obey?”
Kashe shrugged. “I’ve been reading the scrolls. They’re in the loggia. The words left me with no desire to become a priest of Aken Re. What I read sounded like lies.”
Pian jumped to his feet. “You will not usurp my place. I will be pharaoh. All the power and wealth of the double crown will be mine.”
“I have no wish to rule or serve the priests.”
The nomarch glared. “You have been promised to them. Your battle skills will be needed to bring the stubborn people of this land to worship the one and only god.”
Oris Aken Re smiled. “You cannot resist. You are ours.”
Kashe sucked in a breath. We’ll see, he thought. The amulet burned against his chest. He leaned forward and wondered why they didn’t see the medallion. Was it invisible for a reason? He ate and fled to his room. As he walked down the hall he heard the slap of sandals on the stone and braced for an attack.
“Kashe, you must listen to them,” his younger brother said. “If you disobey Father, the priest will send serpents after you.”
“Don’t fret, little brother. Come to my chamber. I’ve something to show you.” Kashe parted the curtains so Namose could enter first. “This is why I can’t go.” He held out the amulet. “A hawk brought this to me.”
Namose studied the gold circle. “Chosen of Horu.” He looked up and gasped. “At the window.”
Kashe grinned and extended his arm for the bird. “Horu Ba, this is Namose, my younger brother.” The hawk tilted his head. “As you see I’ve been selected by the god of the skies.”
Namose nodded. “And you will leave home.”
“I believe I must.”
“I want to go with you.” The youth’s dark eyes held a plea. “If you can’t serve them I fear Father will send me or one of our sisters to their temple. The priests have a son or daughter from every nome except Mero in their service. They want Father and Pian to follow their orders. Our nome is the largest and richest of all. I don’t trust the priests. If I must serve a god I would choose Toth, the god of wisdom.”
Kashe looked away. Since he had no idea where to go, how he could take a boy who had just reached his fifteenth year? “You must remain here until I can find a safe place. Then I will send for you.”
“Do you mean that?”
“Yes.” Kashe studied his younger brother. Here was the male member of the family with a strong knowledge of the land. If only their father didn’t favor Pian. The oldest son was their father’s favorite. Namose, the youngest, was ignored by the nomarch and favored by their mother.
“When are you going?”
“Not tonight. I’m going to a beer house to think.” He pushed Namose to the door. “Better if you don’t see me leave. If they discover I’m out you can truthfully say you left me in my chamber.”
Namose paused outside the curtain. “Good thinking.”
Kashe waited until his brother vanished before crossing to the window. He slipped out and crept across the garden to the rear gate. Once beyond the wall, the hawk landed on his wrist guard. Kashe strode to the riverside village. A few mugs of beer and a good fight might be an outlet for the energy coursing through his body.
Tira opened her eyes and stifled a gasp. Where was she? The surface beneath her was softened by a thin pad. She turned her head and bumped her temple against a hard surface. Some kind of headrest prevented her from appraising her vicinity. The substitute for a pillow wasn’t very comfortable. The cover felt like linen rather than the thin cotton sheet she used. She raised herself to a sitting position and the sheet slid to her waist. Light streamed through a series of openings set high on one of the white plastered walls.
Her heart fluttered in a series of rapid beats. Think. Had she been kidnapped and sold as some kind of sex slave? She drew a deep breath. Why did nothing smell familiar? She was Tira. Tears trickled down her cheeks. Someone had died. Why couldn’t she remember who had betrayed her?
Tira wiped her face on a corner of the sheet. With that word memories prickled with the same sensation in her head as when an arm or leg woke after falling asleep.
If you could go to ancient Egypt tonight even if the Two Lands is not the one you’ve studied, would you go?
She had agreed. Had she somehow been transported to another Egypt? So far she’d seen nothing to prove or disprove the theory. The bed and the headrest had been pictured in books she’d read about the ancient land of the pharaohs.
Now what? She couldn’t remain in bed and she definitely couldn’t leave this room in the nude. Clothing was her first objective. She slid from the narrow cot and nearly fell. The bed stood on a wide platform. Tira visually explored the room and noticed a stack of near-white cloth on a backless bench. She wrapped the sheet around herself and crossed the room.
On a low table she found a pottery pitcher and a bowl. She dipped a cloth taken from the rim of the bowl into the water and washed. The heated air dried her skin.
As she studied the bench she noticed the legs were shaped like the feet of a feline. She drew a deep breath. She had arrived in ancient Egypt. One by one she lifted the pieces of cloth from the bench and studied them. Get dressed and learn where you are and why you’re here.
After several attempts she managed to clothe herself. One strip formed a breast band. A second, she used as a loincloth. The third was a wraparound short skirt rather like a kilt. A leather belt held a knife and a pouch containing a black substance she decided was kohl. Since she had no idea how to apply the stuff she decided to pass.
She looked for shoes and found sandals. She sat on the bench and slipped a foot beneath the leather straps. She drew the shin guards up her leg and fastened the leather ties. Surprisingly they fit. The leather soles didn’t slip on the stone floor when she performed a series of warm-up exercises.
The beaded curtains in the doorway rattled. Tira slid into an attack position. Two elderly women entered the room. Tira stared. Were they the ones who had sheltered her for a time? They looked similar.
One of the women wore the same clothes as Tira. Her graying hair was cropped short like Tira’s but the woman’s didn’t curl.
The second woman’s hair was dark and cut shoulder length. Was it a wig? The woman’s ankle-length sheath bared her breasts. A collar necklace covered her upper chest.
When Tira tried to talk about the world she’d left the words wouldn’t form.
The only knowledge you can take with you is what will fit into the time you reach except for your fighting skills. You will be unable to speak of this world or of modern conveniences.
She glided toward the women. If they proved to be a threat she would attack.
“Welcome to the Two Lands,” the older of the two said. “I am the chief priestess of this temple of the goddess Bast, protector of women and children.” A cat with a cream-colored coat wove a path around her legs.
Bast. She had read about the goddess, one of the minor ones in the ancient Egypt of her world. Was Bast a major player in this time and place? What other changes would she find? She swallowed a gasp. How odd that she understood the language. “My name is Tira.” She could speak it as well. She crouched and allowed the feline to sniff her hand.
The priestess smiled. “Come and join us for a meal. We will tell you why you are with us. You are one of the awaited ones. There is a task the goddess has set for you.” She turned to her companion. “Do you have the amulet that marks her as a warrior of Bast?”
“I do.” The other woman smiled. “I am the head of the warriors of this temple. Do you willingly accept your task?”
Even if you must remain for all your days.
Again she heard part of what the elderly women of the brownstone had asked. She was here and there was no possible return. “I do.” She met the woman’s gaze. “What if I fail?”
The priestess shuddered. “There will be imprisonment or death.”
Tira swallowed. But she would have found the same future in her own world. “I won’t fail.” She made the vow aloud and silently.
The warrior held a chain of silver links with a large silver medallion hanging from the center link. Tira studied the piece. A cat formed from smoky blue-gray gems formed the center of the circle. Above the image were lapis hieroglyphics. Tira read them. “Chosen of Bast.” She bent her knees so the shorter woman could slip the chain over her head.
“Where in the Two Lands am I?”
“In the nome of Mero.”
Tira pictured a map of the Nile and didn’t recognize the name. Was she in the north or the south? “Where exactly is this nome?”
“Near the first cataract,” the chief priestess said.
In the south, Tira thought.
“Come.”
Tira followed the women along a corridor. The wall on the left was higher than the one on the right. Did the left wall form the rear of the temple?
They entered a large room where ornate columns braced the roof and allowed a view of the garden. Backless stools were arranged in clusters. Women dressed like the chief priestess sat near small tables.
The priestess chose seats in a secluded niche. “Sit. Food will be brought.”
Before long, women carried plates and trays of food to the table. Tira selected from a variety of dishes, some she recognized and some she didn’t. There were lentils and chickpeas, beef and some type of fowl, a variety of lettuces, onions both cooked and raw, and cheese. Wine and beer were offered. Tira accepted beer. She sipped the bitter brew and put the cup down. The alcohol content of the beverage was more than the kind she knew. She needed food to counter the effect of the alcohol. Once she finished the food on her plate honey-sweetened dates appeared.
She swallowed the last of the beer and looked from one woman to the other. “What would you have me do?”
“You are our hope,” the priestess said. “With the help of the goddess you were brought from a far land to this troubled place. The invaders came with their horses and chariots. Like a plague of locusts they swept through the land leaving destruction behind. Three treasures, gifts from the major gods, were removed from the pharaoh’s house. Before those who took the symbols of the role were able to report their location they were killed. Their deaths took place in the Valley of the Pharaohs. Thus the flail, the crook and the double crown were lost.”
The warrior took up the tale. “Twenty years ago the invaders were driven from the land. The pharaoh and his sons were killed. We have sought the symbols and have unearthed a clue as to where they were hidden. At present the land is divided and the nomarchs vie for the rule. Your quest will help us establish a new dynasty with ties to the beginning.”
Tira looked up. “How can this be done?”
“Though the pharaoh and his sons reside in the afterworld one woman of his house remained alive. She fled the estate and vanished in the desert. Word came that she gave birth to a daughter. That child, now a young woman, can trace her lineage to the first dynasty. The man who weds her will sit on the pharaoh’s chair.”
“Where will I find her?” Tira asked. “How will I know her?”
“She is not your quest. When the time is right she will be revealed.” The priestess leaned forward. “Your quest is to find the hidden symbols. When you leave the temple, seek the compound of the nomarch of Mero. Among his scrolls I believe you will find information to aid your search. During the rebellion against the invaders he carried many scrolls from the temple of Toth. When you reach the town near his estate you will meet a warrior of Horu, the god of the skies. He will join you in the search.”
Tira frowned. “How will I identify this companion?”
“He will wear an amulet marking him as Horu’s choice.”
Tira closed her eyes. “Can you tell me more about these symbols?”
The priestess rose. She crossed the room and entered an alcove. A short time later she returned with a small scroll. After unrolling the papyrus she showed Tira the pictured objects. Tira studied them. Beneath each of the symbols she saw another picture. There was a cat, an ankh and a hawk.
The priestess rolled the scroll and tied it with a strip of linen. “Take this with you to help in your quest. Other clues will be found.”
Tira had seen pictures of the flail, the crook and the double crown in books. In the images on the small scroll she noticed small differences from the ones she remembered but she thought she would recognize the objects when she found them. She accepted the scroll. “How do I find this nomarch and his compound?”
“You will be shown a road.” The priestess leaned forward. “Be wary. Ramis of Mero is no friend of the goddess. He is an ambitious man and wishes to see his eldest son named pharaoh. Though Mero sits at the gateway to trade with the dark lands, Ramis wants more wealth. With his son as pharaoh he will become the power behind the chair. As vizier he will gain power. To achieve his goals he has allied with the priests of Aken Re, the abomination.”
“If he is the enemy why will he allow me into his house?” Was the quest for the symbols a true one? Did the priestess want her to spy on the nomarch and the priests?
The warrior smiled. “When he sees your amulet he will offer his help. He will act like a friend. He plays a double game and wishes a sandal in each camp. He may try to learn what you know. He might decide to give you to the priests. Do not trust him. Learn what you need and depart as soon as you have the knowledge.”
The chief priestess nodded. “You are a woman who will remind him of a past he chooses to ignore. His ancestors were slaves from Nubia who won their freedom and through marriage rose to power. You are also unlike the women on his court for you will not bear to be confined and controlled.”
Tira swallowed. She had known men with the same nature as the nomarch and she hadn’t liked them. “How far must I travel to find this compound?” Another thought arose. She had never ridden a horse. Driving a chariot was beyond her imagination.
“You will be guided to a path along the river. If you walk north you will reach the town where traders come and workers live. Anyone you meet can direct you to the nomarch’s compound. You should be there by dark.”
Tira rose. “I’ll leave now.”
The priestess clasped Tira’s hand. “May the spirit of Bast guide and guard you.”
Tira paused. “When I have these objects should I return here?”
“The goddess Bast and the god Horu will guide you. There are other temples to the goddess.”
The warrior beckoned. Tira followed her down the hall. The older woman slipped into one of the rooms along the hall. She returned and handed Tira a heavy pouch and a bundle she could fasten on her back. “A blanket and five changes of clothes. Coins for the journey.” She strode along the hall.
Tira pushed the small scroll into the bundle and fit her arms through the straps. The warrior opened a door into what Tira believed was the main temple. Drawing a deep breath she entered, halted and stared. A huge mural on the back wall showed the goddess surrounded by a variety of felines. One of the views showed Bast as a warrior, one within a circle of children and another of her offering the crook to a man and a necklace to a woman.
The beauty of the mural held her attention until the warrior touched her arm. “Come.”
They strode along a walk with plinths on either side leading to an open doorway. The highest pair flanked the mural. On each pillar an image of a cat stood. Some were created from preserved skins, some modeled from clay and others carved from wood, semi-precious stones and various rocks. Had there been any temple like this in the Egypt she had studied? She couldn’t remember reading of one.
One of the statues appeared to be carved from a smoky gray stone. As Tira passed, the cat stretched, yawned and leaped to the ground. Tira knelt so the feline could smell her hand.
The cat nipped the skin between Tira’s thumb and fingers. A shock of awareness swept through her body. Truly she had been chosen by this feline as a companion. As Tira rose the cat rubbed her legs. Tira lifted the feline into her arms.
The warrior laughed. “Bast Ka has chosen to become your spirit guardian. She will go with you.”
A rumbling purr vibrated against her chest. Bast Ka leaped to the ground and padded to the temple entrance where pillars carved into likenesses of cats flanked the rectangular doorway.
Tira followed. Though she would have loved to remain and explore the temple an urgency to be on the way filled her. She would return another time. This was her world until death claimed her.
That thought remained as she trailed Bast Ka from the temple. Occasionally the cat turned and stared at Tira. Beyond the entrance they passed walled enclosures where lions, leopards, cheetahs and a tri-colored breed she had never seen roamed. The huge cats moved toward the low wall. Bast Ka halted and yowled. The large felines retreated.
The warrior waited at the end of the walk. “This is your road.” She pointed to a path of packed earth. “Good fortune to you. May we meet again in this time and place. If not, surely in the afterworld. Remember all we have told you. I leave you now. Good hunting.”
“I’ll do my best.” Tira set off along the path. How much knowledge did she have of this new world? The spoken language was hers. She recognized and seemed to understand the things the priestess and warrior had told her. She knew what most of the foods had been and she had easily figured how to dress.
Wish I had a car. She could think the words but when she tried to utter them she couldn’t. She had been warned that would happen. She could bring nothing from the future of the other world into this one.
The sun moved toward mid-afternoon. To the right she saw the rushing water of the river. The sound of the cataracts seemed distant. On the other bank she saw granite cliffs. Along the edge of the path reeds grew.
Would she encounter crocodiles or other unfriendly creatures? She edged closer to the cliffs. She was alone but this wasn’t unusual. She seldom allowed others to cross the barriers she had erected. Her sister had been close but Luci had cared only about drugs and escape. In this time and place Tira regretted her sister’s death and the loss of a life poorly spent. Bast Ka purred. The sound brought comfort.
As she continued to walk, the sun sunk lower in the west. She wondered how far she had walked since leaving the temple. One thing she discovered was how much easier walking on dirt was than the concrete sidewalks she had known.
As the sunset flared in brilliant colors the river turned red and orange. When the light faded the water darkened. Tira smiled. She was almost where she had dreamed of being. Here was a different Egypt and a different time but she felt as if she belonged.
A crescent moon edged above the horizon. Stars appeared, more than she’d ever seen. There were no city lights to dull the night sky.
The cliffs on her left were further from the river. Ahead she saw the outline of buildings. Her stomach rumbled. Perhaps there would be a place where she could buy a meal and find somewhere to sleep. Were there restaurants and hotels in this land? She hoped to find someone to ask. Though she was wary of speaking to strangers perhaps the amulet would protect her.
Bast Ka jumped from her arms. The cat yowled and took the lead. Tira trotted after the feline. Where were they going and what would they find?
Kashe sat on the edge of his bed and stared at the sky. Ever since the priests of Aken Re and the hawk from Horu had arrived he had felt restless. One night he’d managed to escape and find relief at his favorite beer house. Three wins at arm wrestling had eased his edginess. His problems remained. He had to leave the compound before this moon ended to escape being further enmeshed in his father’s plans. Something held him back. He wasn’t sure what loomed ahead but he hoped he would soon learn.
The moon was a quarter full. The days until his father’s command must be obeyed oozed away. Kashe wore the Horu amulet and wondered why the remaining priest, his father and older brother had failed to see the medallion. Several times he had tried to inform the nomarch about being chosen by the god of the skies and discovered he couldn’t speak the words. Was there a reason? How would his father accept the news that his plans to rid himself of his troublesome son had failed?
With a groan Kashe walked to the window and searched the sky for his unusual companion. Hawks were birds of the day but Horu Ba flew by night. Why was the avian different from others of its kind?
Kashe studied the bundle he had prepared for a stealthy departure. He considered what weapons he should take when he left to find a temple of Horu. He intended to find one even if he had to travel to the delta.
A whisper of wings and a harsh cry announced Horu Ba’s arrival. Kashe held his arm for the hawk to land. Instead the bird’s cry demanded action. Kashe slipped through the window. The avian flew toward the rear gate. Kashe followed.
Just as they reached the edge of the village Horu Ba shot into the air. Kashe checked the area. What had caused the hawk to depart? A group of burly men swaggered from a beer house. He noticed one of them had a club. He searched for some way to avoid them. He had no desire for a fight. The gang surged forward.
When they parted Kashe saw the reason for his uneasiness. Hebu Aken Re, his father’s recent guest, walked with the men. Why?
“That’s him,” the serpent-eyed priest shouted. “Bring him to the house on the waterfront where I’m staying. You will be rewarded.”
So Hebu wasn’t content to wait until the moon ended. Did this man of the enemy have an agenda different from the other members of his priesthood? Kashe slid his knife from the sheath and prepared to fight.
Hebu paused. “See that he arrives alive.”
Though those words brought a lessening of Kashe’s tension, the odds against him were eight to one. Still he intended to fight. The first of the attackers sped toward him. Kashe waited until the man’s intentions were clear. He slashed with his knife and a line of blood appeared on the enemy’s chest. The man howled and retreated. Kashe moved to the side in an attempt to prevent being encircled. He ducked a swung club. The dodge saved him from a knife wielder. Instead of Kashe, the club bashed the man with the knife.
A cat yowled. An eerie shout answered. For a moment the attackers froze. A stranger kicked one of the enemies beneath the chin. An ally, Kashe thought. Another attacker charged the new arrival. In a blur the man flew through the air and slammed against the street. Kashe evaded a fist and dove forward. He connected with an attacker’s stomach. His ally faced another of the enemy and slashed the side of a hand against the man’s throat. Before long the eight river men sprawled on the ground.
Kashe drew a deep breath and turned to thank his ally. He stepped over fallen bodies. “Don’t know who you are or where you came from but you have my thanks.’
“No problem. You were in trouble.”
His eyes widened. The new arrival was a tall beautiful woman. Her skin was a warm brown several shades darker than his. Black hair, clipped short, formed tight curls. Her eyes were as dark as night. Her gaze filled with desire.
She strode toward him. Her eyes glittered and he saw her beaded nipples press against her breast band. His body responded to her scent. He was primed and she seemed willing.
He pulled her into his arms and pressed his mouth against hers. The touch felt as hot as the growing season’s sun at midday. He cupped her rear. The aroma of sweat and woman surrounded him. Her nipples tightened against his chest. She fit against him perfectly.
She slid her arms across his shoulders and stroked the skin beneath his warrior’s braid. He slipped a hand under the edge of her kilt and pressed her closer. With his teeth he tugged on her lower lip and gained entrance to her mouth. His engorged member throbbed with an urgent need for release.
The cat yowled again. Horu Ba screeched. Awareness of where he was and what he’d been about to do slammed into Kashe. He drew a deep breath and released her.
“Don’t stop,” she murmured.
He didn’t want to let her go but continuing wasn’t for here and now. “Not a good idea. The river men are stirring. We must go.”
She drew a deep breath. “You’re right.” She moved away and retrieved a bundle.
As she slid her arms through the straps moonlight glinted on the amulet she wore. Kashe examined the medallion. “Are you one of Bast’s warriors?”
“Sort of.” A smoke-gray cat bounded from the shadows. She lifted the feline. “I am Tira and this is Bast Ka.”
Kashe held his hand for the cat to sniff. Ka, he thought. Was the feline akin to the hawk? Did Bast Ka hold part of the goddess’ soul? He led Tira into an alley between two houses. “What are you doing away from the temple? I thought the warriors remained to guard the priestesses. I’ve never seen one travel alone.”
She coughed several times. “I was sent.”
“You can’t be an imposter. You wear the amulet. The sacred cat would not accompany any pretender.”
“I was brought from a far land to undertake a quest.”
He frowned. Was she one of the three he’d read about in the prophetic scroll Horu Ba had delivered? If so he had to temper his lust. “I see.” They left the alley and stepped onto a street. “Why did you come to this town?”
“I was sent here by the chief priestess.” She studied him and smiled. “You wear the wings of Horu.”
He nodded. “I’ve been chosen by the god of the skies though I do not know the purpose.”
“The chief priestess of Bast told me to visit the nomarch of Mero and ask to see some scrolls he has obtained from a temple of Toth.”
He laughed. “Your luck is good. The nomarch is my father. I’ll take you to him but not tonight.”
“Why not?”
“A priest of Aken Re visits the compound. He leaves tomorrow.” Kashe halted. “Why were you sent at such a late hour? The compound gates are locked at sunset.”
She grinned. “Perhaps she knew you would need help.”
He laughed. “Maybe she did. To the gods and goddesses we are but pawns.” He paused. “Why did they send you to my father? Couldn’t the information be discovered in some other place?”
“The chief priestess knows he favors Aken Re but she believes he would like a sandal in each camp. Will he refuse the favor I ask?”
“Not for an instant.” Kashe considered the priestess’ view of his father’s nature and knew she had spoken the truth. “He will help and ply you with questions. He’ll set my brothers on you. Namose will be discrete and Pian will resort to seduction. My father will seek to learn what you are doing, especially if the knowledge will advance his plots.”
“Plots?”
“He’s sure to have a number. My father has great ambitions. If giving you to the priests of Aken Re will advance him he will have no difficulty in aiding them. Those priests have no love for any of the gods and goddesses who guard and guide the people of the Two Lands.”
“Just who is this god?”
“According to his priests he is the sole god and rules all lands. I believe this god arrived with the foreign invaders.”
She frowned. “What should I do? Is there a place where I can pay for a room for the night? I can’t sleep on the street.”
“If you’ll trust me I know where you’ll be safe. My friend has a house nearby and no wife or family. Come with me.”
Tira nodded. “The priestess told me one of Horu’s warriors would join me on the quest. Perhaps you are the one.”
Kashe grabbed her arm. “I intended to leave my father’s house not long after the hawk came to me but something kept me here. He held his arm for the bird to land. “This is Horu Ba.”
Tira touched the hawk’s head. “So you also have an animal companion. Why didn’t you leave?”
He shrugged. “Maybe I waited for you.” The hawk took wing.
She grinned. “Then I believe we will travel together.”
Perfect, he thought. This was his escape. “If you can keep me from those priests I’ll gladly join you.” He led her to a small house where he knocked.
The door opened a crack. “Kashe, go away.”
“Let us in.”
“Us?”
“Yes.”
“Are you drunk?” The crack widened.
“Not a drop. Tuten, this is Tira, one of Bast’s warriors. She has been sent to examine some scrolls my father took from Toth’s temple. Going to the compound tonight wouldn’t be safe for her.”
“The priests still there?” The balding man looked from one to the other. “Appears you’ve been practicing your arts. Against each other.”
Kashe shook his head. “One of the priests, the one I swear belongs to the defeated invaders, set a group of river men to capture me. She jumped in and took down two or three.”
The cat leaped to the ground and wove a path around Tuten’s legs. He stepped aside so they could enter. He touched Kashe’s amulet. “This is new. How did you come by Horu wings? There are no temples or priests nearby.”
Kashe turned and braced for Horu Ba’s landing. The hawk swooped into the house. “The night the priests of Aken Re arrived at the compound the hawk came to me and dropped the medallion on the floor.” He didn’t mention the scroll with the prophecy.
Tuten laughed. “Looks as if your father has a son who will be a priest in a temple he has rejected.”
“I’m no priest nor do I intend to become one,” Kashe said. “I’ll serve Horu as a warrior.”
“Horru,” the hawk called.
Tira gasped and pointed. The cat sat on a cushion with the hawk perched on the table. Kashe laughed. “Just like the god and goddess they are allies.”
“Companions,” Tira said. “Just as we may be.”
Kashe nodded. He tamped a surge of desire to have her in his arms again. Lust had no place on a quest especially when the prophecy held a warning. If he repeated those words often enough he would believe.
Tuten ushered them into a room where leather covered cushions surrounded a low table. “Sit and tell me why you arrived at my door.”
“Can Tira spend the night? Going to the compound would endanger her.”
Tuten nodded. “I’ll sleep on the roof. She can use my sleeping chamber.”
Tira looked at the floor. “Could I buy a meal?”
Tuten laughed. “Buy, no. I will feed you.” He left the room and returned with a pitcher and three cups. He filled them with beer.
“Do you have water?” Tira asked.
“I’ve none left from the village well.” Tuten placed barley bread, cheese, sliced onions and dates on the table. “I’ve no wine, only beer.”
“I’m not much of a drinker.”
Tuten laughed. “Kashe will drink your share. He has made a study of beer.”
Kashe raised his cup. “Only because my life has been aimless since my father refuses to allow me to lead his guards. And remember, beer is food.”
Tuten cut a piece of cheese and wrapped it around a date. “Eat and tell us what you seek. Could you be the young woman who will wed the man who will become the pharaoh?”
She shook her head. “I’ve no relationship to any dynasty of this land. I’ve been called as a warrior of Bast.”
“Do you seek the lost daughter?”
“That isn’t my quest.” She leaned forward. “How do I know I can trust you with the secret I’ve been sent to unearth?”
“You can.” Kashe tapped his amulet. “I am the chosen of Horu as you are of Bast. Tuten was my mentor and is my friend. He can gather the supplies we will need when we leave here.”
She met their gazes. “I seek what was hidden when the invaders came. These objects are needed to seat a new dynasty.”
Tuten raised his head. “Symbols of the rule?”
Tira fed the cat a bit of cheese. “How did you guess?”
“The staff, the crook and the double crown have not been seen since the arrival of the invaders in the Two Lands. I was with the nomarch’s men when the people of this land united to fight. The pharaoh wore a war crown. He carried a spear and a mace.”
“Why are you so hesitant to confide in us?” Kashe asked.
“I’ve learned to keep my own council.” She drew a deep breath. “For too long I’ve faced life alone.”
“Have you no family or friends?” Tuten asked.
Tira shook her head. “They’re all dead.”
Tuten bowed his head. “I also have no living family but I do have friends. So does my large companion but they’re seldom members of his family.”
“There is Namose,” Kashe said.
“Young and powerless.”
Kashe turned to Tira. “I believe you have traveled a distance to reach the Two Lands.”
“You could say that. How do you know?”
“You’re taller than most of the women of the Two Lands. Your skin is darker. Are you from Nubia?”
She laughed. “From a more distant land.” She stared at her hands. “I can never go home.”
“So you became a warrior of Bast.”
“Something like that.” She covered her mouth to hide a yawn.
Tuten refilled his cup. “After you meet the nomarch where do you go?”
“I’m not sure. The chief priestess of the temple thought the Valley of the Pharaohs.”
Tuten drained the cup. “I’ll show you where to sleep.” He pointed to Kashe. “Go home, my friend.”
Kashe rose. “After the priest leaves I’ll return and escort you to my father.” As he walked toward the compound he wondered how his father would react when a warrior of Bast appeared at his door.
Once again Tira woke in a strange place but with little of the confusion of the last time. She sat on the edge of the bed and felt a moment of panic. Was this a dream and would she wake in jail charged with murdering her sister? Would she be a prisoner and forced to give answers she didn’t have? Even if you must remain there all the days of your life? The echo of the old woman’s voice brought her new reality into focus. This world was now her home. This Egypt with similarities and differences was where she would remain.
She stretched and rose. After finding a pitcher and basin, she washed. What she wouldn’t give for a shower. An impossible dream. Even if she could speak of one she had no idea of how they were manufactured and installed. The technology wasn’t present in this time and place.
After donning clean clothes she washed the ones she’d worn in the basin. The linen cloth should dry quickly in the hot dry air. Already she felt warm. She wondered about the seasons. In the ancient Egypt of her world there were three— inundation, sowing and harvest.
She carried the wet things into the room where she’d eaten the night before. Tuten sat on a cushion near the table. Before joining him she stepped outside to lay the wet clothes on a bench in the tiny garden. “Good morning.”
“And to you.” The older man pointed to a bowl of eggs. The shell of one he’d eaten sat on the table before him. “I boiled water for you to drink.”
“Thank you.” She didn’t imagine there was coffee or tea. She noticed slices of melon in a bowl near the figs and dates. She took one and bit into the sweet fruit. After eating several slices she peeled one of the boiled eggs.
What would Tuten think if she asked for raw eggs, oil, a skillet and cheese? Would he consider her insane? She opened her mouth to speak. Once again no words emerged. She released a held breath. There was no way she could bring any idea from her former world to this one except her knowledge of martial arts. Her skills were engrained in her muscles and her mind. Accept what is, she decided. She bit into the egg. “What happens now?”
“Kashe will arrive as soon as the priest leaves.” He scowled. “For those of us who remain loyal to Horu, Bast and Toth, the Aken Re priests serve an abomination.” He leaned forward. “Warrior of Bast, I have a question for you.”
Tira swallowed. “If I can I will answer.”
“Once you have found the symbols vital to a united Two Lands where will you go?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps the goddess will reveal what I must do when my quest ends.” She bent her head. She could enter one of the temples of Bast but she wasn’t sure this kind of service would suit her.
“Before you and Kashe arrive at the Valley there is a hidden temple of Horu. This is where my name was given to the gods. The priests there may be able to aid your search. Kashe should go there and give his name so the priests can carry it to the god.”
Tira nodded. Could these priests have knowledge she could use in the search? Did they have the keys? She closed her eyes to think. Was Kashe truly the companion chosen by the god? His presence on the quest would present a problem. She was more attracted to him than she’d ever been to a man. She had no idea about the customs of this land. In the Egypt of the world she knew there were women’s courts. Men often had more than one wife. Being confined in such a place wasn’t to her taste, nor did she think she could share.
Kashe had been chosen by Horu. What would happen if his name wasn’t known by the god? The nomarch had promised his middle son to the temple of Aken Re. Would that promise hold if Kashe’s name wasn’t heard by Horu? Maybe she only needed his help until she gained access to the scrolls. She might need to continue the quest alone.
She met Tuten’s gaze. “Are there prophecies about these days?”
He laughed. “Omens, prophecies, rumors and lies abound in the Two Lands.”
“Tell me what you know. I want to understand.”
He nodded. “The priests of Aken Re cry doom on those who refuse to embrace their god. They warn of plagues and pestilences to come that will smite their enemies. Yet the priests and priestesses of the Three proclaim the land is on the brink of rebirth. I pray when you find the symbols of the rule a way will be found to drive these foreign priests and their god to join their defeated people.”
Tira frowned. He asked too much of her. She didn’t think changing the rule was her role. Or was it? Another thought bubbled to the surface. Was this Aken Re the one worshiped by the Hyksos? She tried to recall what she’d read about these mysterious invaders. Were they the same here? “Where did these invaders come from?”
“Out of the east but the exact location of their origin is unknown.”
She drew a deep breath. Did it matter where they had arisen and who they were? They had been defeated. “Last night you mentioned the daughter of the last pharaoh and that through her the Two Lands would be united. Do you believe she lives and she is who she will claim to be?”
“Always in the times of greatest trouble when a dynasty ends a daughter is spared. Young Namose, Kashe’s brother, can tell you more. He’s a scholar in training and studies the past.”
Tira finished her meal. Maybe this Namose should be her companion. She might need his knowledge. Except, Kashe had been chosen by Horu and she’d been told a warrior of the god of the skies would join her. She cleared her place at the table. A memory of the kiss she and Kashe had shared heated her body. She wanted him to travel with her. She wanted what his lips had promised.
The sound of flutes, sistrums and drums drew Tira to the door and toward the town’s main street where people gathered. She slipped into the crowd. Bast Ka sat at her feet. She lifted the cat into her arms and watched the procession. A group of young women wearing pleated dresses played the instruments. Four guards walked before a palanquin carried by four men. An obese man whose white robe glittered with gold rayed circles sat behind the open curtains. Four more kilted spear-carriers followed.
A sound between a hiss and a growl vibrated against Tira’s chest. The priest turned his head. She ducked into the shadows. The scent of incense wafted toward her. She dashed away and returned to Tuten’s house before a fit of coughing revealed her to the priest’s eyes.
Tuten met her at the door. “Why did you go out?” A frown appeared on his round face. His dark eyes shone with concern.
“To see. Who are the fat man and the others?”
“The chief priest of Aken Re and his entourage. The parade was to show the people of town how powerful he is. Those priests try to convince everyone their god should be the sole spiritual guide of the Two Lands.”
“I don’t think a parade would persuade anyone except those people who are foolish.”
Tuten bowed his head. “But the people of Mero know the nomarch sides with this priest. The nomarch controls their lives.”
“Where does the priest and his entourage go?”
“They will travel by barge to the temple they stole from Toth with the nomarch’s help.”
“What do you mean?”
“Though the invaders were driven away many of their priests remained. These men visited the nomarch and made promises for his help. He took a group of guards and followed them.”
“Were you there?”
Tuten’s hands clenched. The muscles in his forearms rippled. “I remained to guard the compound and family. I only continued as one of the nomarch’s guards until my service time ended. I can’t follow this new god.”
Tira met his gaze. “The priest is evil. What about the nomarch?”
“Not evil but a man with great ambitions. He craves more wealth and power than he has now.”
Tira gathered the dried clothes and rolled them in her bundle. As she sat at the table she wished Kashe would come. The sun had passed beyond midday when he appeared at the door. He leaned against the door frame. “Are you ready to meet the nomarch of Mero?”
His grin warmed her. She lifted her bundle. As he straightened she admired the way the arm bands made his biceps seem more powerful. Her gaze lingered on the amulet centered between his pecs. The man was potent and she had to resist his allure lest she be drawn from the quest. She lifted Bast Ka and turned to Tuten. “Thanks for the bed and the food. The blessings of Bast on you and your house.”
The older man bowed. “I am pleased to help. I’ll find a chariot, a horse and supplies. They’ll be upriver at the abandoned house. When will you leave?”
“Ask the warrior,” Kashe said.
Tira shrugged. “Until I study the scrolls I won’t be sure the Valley of the Pharaohs is my destination. Though the chief priestess believes that’s where the symbols were hidden the area may only be the site of more clues.”
Kashe nodded. “I’ll try to send word but I’ve a feeling we’ll depart in haste.”
“Then I’ll begin at once.” Tuten caught the pouch of coins Kashe tossed.
Tira carried the cat and walked beside Kashe. “Will Tuten find trouble for helping us?”
Kashe shook his head. “He is clever and is an honored veteran of my father’s guard. He’ll have a good reason for his purchases.”
“Where’s your bird?”
Kashe pointed to the distant cliffs. “Maybe there. Unlike ordinary hawks he seldom appears during the day.” He brushed her arm with his hand. “About my father and older brother. Don’t be fooled by their fawning manner. They are sworn to Aken Re and will do what they can to promote that false god.”
Tira met his gaze and saw sadness in his dark brown eyes. In a way he had been betrayed by his kin as she had been by hers. “I’ve spent a lifetime knowing how most people act for their own gain.”
“And where was this?”
His question caught her by surprise. In another world and another time she wanted to say. She had been betrayed by the only family member who had remained alive. There was no way she could say these things. The words were in her thoughts but never on her tongue.
She stared at her hands. “My sister blamed me for an ill deed she had performed. She thought her life would be spared by the person she cheated. Enemies killed her and I was forced to flee.”
“Just as I’m being forced.”
She nodded. That explanation was best. “Just don’t be fooled if I act naďve. Until I find the information I need, I can play a foolish woman.”
The walk to the compound led away from the river. They passed fields where the green shoots of plants rose above the earth. She had no idea what grew there. In the city most of the plants she’d seen had been trees and weeds. Once beyond the gardens she saw sheep, goats and cattle grazing on lush grass.
At the gate to the walled compound a guard stepped from a square tower. He bowed to Kashe and straightened. His eyes focused first on Bast Ka and then Tira. “Warrior of Bast.” He turned to Kashe. “Does your father know about this guest?”
Kashe grinned. “Her arrival is a surprise.”
After gaining entrance Kashe led her along a path toward the family’s residence. She pointed to a small building with pillars fronting the entrance. “What is that?”
“The family temple,” he said.
What gods were enshrined there, she wondered. Had the new replaced the old or had the rayed disc been added and given a prominent place? Though she would have liked to discover the answer, Kashe strode toward the sprawling mud brick building. They reached an inner courtyard and a set of shallow steps. She glanced into a garden lush with greenery and flowering plants. She was reminded of the botanical gardens she had visited several times. “How beautiful.”
“The garden is my mother’s pride. Every year she adds new plants.”
They entered the front loggia. Kashe gestured to a short woman. “Inform my father that our house is honored by a visit from a sacred cat and a warrior of Bast. We will await him here.”
The servant scurried away. Before long an older man, not as tall or as dark-skinned as Kashe, beckoned them into the central court. Pillars touching the ceiling broke the area into sections. On the older man’s heels a younger and shorter version sauntered.
“Father, this is Tira, a warrior of Bast. Tira, my father, the nomarch of Mero and my older brother, Pian.”
“Welcome to my house,” the nomarch said. “How can the house of Mero assist you?” His smile reminded her of ones she’d seen on the faces of men she didn’t trust.
“The chief priestess of the nearby temple of Bast says you have an extensive collection of scrolls. There is information I need to aid a quest.”
The younger man’s mouth curved into an appraising smile. Pian’s dark eyes shone with lust. “A woman as beautiful as you are should not travel alone. All the nomes but Mero are filled by dangerous men seeking to become pharaoh.”
Tira arched a brow. “I am a warrior. I have no fear.”
The nomarch chuckled. “What scrolls do you seek?”
She fought to keep her expression bland. “Ones brought from Toth’s temple near Tebes.” She couldn’t allow her distaste for these two men to show. “The chief priestess said you aided those of Aken Re capture the temple and you brought many scrolls here.”
“What else could I do when the priests sought my help? They brought news vital to the Two Lands. They know where the daughter of the last pharaoh can be found. Without her the land is doomed to remain a number of small nomes fighting among themselves for control.”
Pian puffed his chest. “The priests made sacrifices and read the omens. I will be the next pharaoh.”
“How interesting,” Tira said. “What if the daughter doesn’t choose to wed you?”
“She has no option. Aken Re has spoken.”
Tira’s hands curled into fists. Perhaps this false god had spoken, but the Three hadn’t. She stared at the floor to keep from revealing her thoughts.
The nomarch smiled. “With such auspicious news how could we refuse to honor their god?” He stepped back. “There are prophecies that speak of an avatar of Bast who will appear during a time of chaos to bless a new dynasty. Do we have the avatar as our guest?”
“I’m a warrior, no more, no less.” Tira smiled. “I’ve been sent to search your scrolls for the location of an object missing from our temple, one that was loaned to the temple of Toth.”
“The scrolls are open to you.”
Tira turned to Kashe. “Show me where they are. The sooner I begin the quicker I can be on my way.” She prayed she could read them. She had already noticed a slight difference from the hieroglyphics she had taught herself to read.
Pian laughed. “Kashe is no scholar. He will be no help in reading the scrolls. Let me be your guide.”
The nomarch scowled. “You can show her to the west loggia where the scrolls are kept. Namose is the scholar and will assist her. Kashe, find your younger brother. He is on the training field with the arms master and the recruits. Pian, once you have shown her the scrolls you will join me. We have matters to discuss.” He bowed to Tira. “Warrior, allow one of the slaves to take your bundle to a guest room. Surely you will need several days for your search. I will see you during the evening meal.”
Before handing the bundle to the woman Tira slipped the small scroll free and tucked it in her belt. As she walked with Pian she wished Kashe had been her guide. The oldest son walked too close. He was too smooth for her taste. He reminded her of the men who had given Luci drugs for favors and who had been responsible for her death.
Bast Ka remained silent and alert. Tira wondered what the cat thought about her escort. The feline growled. My feelings, too, Tira thought.
Pian led her from the central hall into a room where torches provided light. Pigeonhole slots covered one wall from floor to ceiling. Rolls of papyrus filled the slots. Tira sighed. How would she know which ones to select? The priestess had given her no clue.
“I’ll leave you now,” Pian said. “My youngest brother will be here soon. I’d be pleased if you would share my table for the evening meal.”
Not if I can help it, she thought. She put Bast Ka on the floor.
The cat padded to the shelves, stood on hind legs and snagged two scrolls with a claw. Tira picked them up and carried them to the table. The first revealed a map of the Valley of the Pharaohs. The second was a complete plan of the temple of Toth. She looked at the feline and wished the cat could talk. How had Bast Ka known which ones to select? Did the map show where the symbols were hidden or did they mean another search?
The twang of a dozen bows greeted Kashe when he entered the training grounds. A row of young men shot at the targets. He spotted his younger brother at the end of the line and watched while Namose took another shot. Though slight of build the youth had begun to develop muscles in his arms and shoulders.
He leaned against the wall and thought about his father’s reaction to Tira’s arrival. He could almost see the schemes buzzing in the nomarch’s thoughts. Had the priests of Aken Re any idea about the identity of the new guest? Was his father’s cordiality aimed at learning her intentions so he could report to his allies?
What troubled Kashe was not knowing if Tira could handle his father’s skillful manipulations. His older brother’s interest in Tira also bothered Kashe. Could she withstand flattery and seduction? Pian reacted to every beautiful woman is the same way. He pursued until his seduction succeeded. Then he laughed and walked away.
Thoughts of Tira falling for Pian’s smooth and false interest upset Kashe more than he cared to admit. He ached to have her naked in his arms but he couldn’t allow sex to divert him. Not until the quest ended. He groaned. Tira’s response to the kiss had to be forgotten. She was a warrior on a quest. He was her companion chosen by Horu, not a lover.
Namose hurried toward the target to retrieve his arrows. He turned and waved. When he finished the retrieval he ran to Kashe. “Have you come to practice?”
Kashe shook his head. “Father wants you.”
“Why?”
“To help a warrior of Bast search some scrolls.”
Namose made a face. “And report everything she reads. What should I do?”
“Tell him part but not all.”
“I can do that.” Namose unstrung the bow and put the quiver on a shelf. He told the arms master about the summons. When he reached Kashe they walked toward the house. “Will you and the warrior spar?”
Kashe shook his head. “She has a unique way of fighting. She doesn’t use weapons. I saw her grab a man’s arm and flip him on his back. She also used her hands and feet.”
“Do you think she could teach me?” Namose looked up. “I’m only average with weapons.”
“You’re young. With practice you’ll improve.”
Namose heaved a sigh. “Maybe not. Will you ask her?”
“I don’t think she’ll be here long enough.” Kashe pulled his brother into an alcove and checked to make sure no one was close enough to hear. “Father and Pian want to know what the warrior seeks. They’ll report to those priests.”
“Do you know?”
“Yes and I won’t say.”
“I’ll be careful. I promise.”
“Good.” Kashe walked with his younger brother to the west loggia where Tira waited. He noticed she had several scrolls on the table. Kashe paused in the doorway. “Tira, this is Namose.”
She smiled. “The scholar.”
His face reddened. “Just a student.”
Kashe left the loggia. His mother beckoned. The lady Kyia glared. “So my son, you have brought a guest to our house. Why has a warrior of Bast arrived? Do you think she plans to cause trouble for this household? You know your father’s leanings.”
He nodded. “She’s here because the chief priestess sent her to search for some scrolls. I met her in town when she asked directions to the compound.”
“Are you sure she’s what she claims to be?”
“A sacred cat accompanied her.”
Lady Kyia frowned. “A slave said her coloring and stature are like your father’s distant relatives.”
“And mine. She is Bast’s warrior.”
“How long will she stay?”
Kashe shrugged. “You must ask her.”
She sighed. “I do not like this hosting of priests and warriors. Their presence stirs Pian to thoughts of grandeur.”
Kashe aborted a desire to laugh. “Mother, if the stories I’ve heard are true Pian arrived demanding to be exalted.”
She patted his hand. “I fear you are right. My son, take care. You must obey your father. Being in a temple is better than being hunted as a rebel.”
“Sometimes hard choices must be made.” He strode to his room. A harsh cry greeted him. Kashe went to the window. The hawk tapped the amulet. Kashe frowned. "I have no desire to be a priest but I will follow Horu and use my skills as a warrior in his service.”
The hawk shifted from foot to foot. What did the bird want him to do? “I’ll help Bast’s warrior complete her task.” The hawk flew to the bundle Kashe had prepared.
“All right.” Kashe fastened the bundle to his back. The bird swooped out the window and hovered. Kashe slipped from the room. Horu Ba shot toward the training ground. Kashe followed and entered the weapons’ room. He took a bow and a quiver of arrows, a spear and a mace. With his spoils he left the compound. When he reached his friend’s house he left his things. Tuten would add them to the supplies he had gathered.
With haste he trotted back to the compound knowing the ordeal of the evening meal must be faced. As he approached the house he saw Pian slip a scroll to one of the household’s messengers. In hopes of hearing what was said Kashe hid behind one of the pillars.
“See this is delivered as quickly as you can,” Pian commanded. “You will find him at the river men’s house. Run before the barge leaves.”
“Yes, master.”
Kashe frowned. Who was this news intended for? The chief priest’s barge had already left. Kashe remained hidden until Pian strolled to the garden. Like a lighting strike Kashe’s suspicions coalesced. One of the priests of Aken Re must have remained. Tira must be warned to complete her search of the scrolls so they could leave.
He walked to the bathing room. After covering his body with a cleansing paste he lay on the stone slab. A slave poured water over him and used a cloth to scour away the dirt. Once clean, Kashe donned his clothes. He hung the Horu medallion around his neck. Drawing a deep breath he strolled to the central hall.
As he feared, Pian had cornered Tira. When Kashe strode toward them the nomarch called his name. “Come to the garden. There is news for you.”
He walked down the shallow steps beside his father. “News?”
“Rather a command.” The nomarch paused beside the lotus pool. “You will leave in the morning and travel by barge with Hebu Aken Re to the god’s temple in the Valley of the Pharaohs.”
Kashe squared his shoulders. “You gave me until this moon ended.”
The older man glowered. “The priest demands you accompany him. Do not defy me. You are my son and you will obey. Much depends on your obedience.”
“Why are you doing this?” Though he wanted to shout of his ties to Horu Kashe found he couldn’t speak.
The nomarch stroked Kashe’s face. “Because I command you. Not only are you a physical reminder of the ancestors generations of breeding have sought to eradicate you have the same stubborn nature.”
Kashe squared his shoulders. “Have you forgotten their courage and honor are what raised our family to our present position?”
“Hah! They allowed themselves to be made into slaves and forced their offspring to find the road to walk from being among the dregs of the land to becoming the elite. Your older brother will take the final step and bring our family to greatness.”
Kashe looked away. Nothing he could say would turn his father from his chosen path. This thought brought sadness. So be it.
Tira strolled from the house. Bast Ka followed. “Nomarch, my search is complete. I’ll leave in the morning.”
The nomarch scowled. “Surely you can wait until I arrange an escort. This is a dangerous time.”
“I don’t want or need an escort. He who travels alone travels fastest.”
“You can’t leave. Word of your presence has been passed to a high priest of Aken Re. He has questions and information to aid you in finding the daughter.”
Tira crouched and stroked the cats’ head. “I’m not seeking the daughter nor do I need help from Aken Re. My orders come from Bast.”
The nomarch smiled. “You must wait and tell him what you seek. Aken Re is the true and sole god of all lands. All other claimants are creatures of myth. Hebu will show you proof his god has been given the rule of the Two Lands.”
Tira stepped back. “I won’t be foresworn.”
The nomarch’s lips thinned. “I refuse to allow an unarmed woman and a sacred cat to leave my compound alone.”
“Pit me against your best fighters. Two or even three,” Tira said.
Kashe grinned. He’d seen her fight. He imagined she would win easily.
“No,” the nomarch said. “If you insist on leaving Pian will go with you.”
Tira shook her head. “Along the way I’m to meet one chosen by Horu.” She turned and walked away.
“You will obey,” the nomarch said.
Kashe walked behind his father. Tonight, he thought. After the house settles they must leave.
When he reached the main hall he saw Tira engaged in a conversation with Namose. Kashe joined two of his sisters. When the meal ended Tira slipped from the room. He rose to follow.
“Kashe, a word about tomorrow,” his father said.
Kashe used a signal he and Namose had developed to thwart Pian. “Yes, Father.”
Namose dashed across the room. “Father, the warrior said something interesting about the scrolls she read.”
The nomarch leaned forward. “Tell me.”
Kashe used the diversion to slip into the hall leading to the guest chambers. He came upon the scene he had feared. Pian had Tira pressed against the wall. Kashe prepared to intervene.
“Listen, pal, step back or be sorry,” Tira said.
Pian crushed his mouth against hers. Just as Kashe was about to pry his brother away from her Pian yelped. His lip bled. He stepped back. Tira crouched and prepared to attack.
“You’ll regret this.” Pian drew his knife.
“Is this the way to treat a guest?” Kashe asked.
“I obey Father. She is to remain here. The gatekeeper knows she is not allowed to leave.”
Pian lunged toward Tira. She kicked out and hooked her foot around one of his legs. With a hand she slashed his arm. The knife flew across the floor. Pian landed on his back.
Tira stood over him. “Do not touch me again.” She walked away.
Kashe crossed his arms on his chest. “You heard her.”
Pian glared. He scrambled to his feet. “I warn you, throwback. Don’t report my failure to Father. He told me what I must do. She will remain here. When she leaves I’ll be her escort. So will Hebu Aken Re.”
“She won’t accept Father’s plans for her.”
“She is a woman. She will obey.”
Kashe laughed. “She is a warrior who has bested you. Be glad the sacred cat only watched. Bast Ka could have ruined your handsome face.”
With the quickness of a striking asp Pian lunged. Kashe stepped aside and wheeled. His older brother plunged past. “Don’t challenge me,” Kashe said. “I’m more skilled with weapons than you are. Will you face me on the training field?”
Pian stormed away. “The priests are welcome to you. With the flail they will beat you. Then you’ll cease to anger Father and cease trying to usurp my place.”
“I have my orders.” Kashe didn’t mention his commander was Horu. He touched the amulet and turned toward the guest chambers to speak to Tira.
Namose popped into the hall. “Are you leaving now?”
“Soon.”
“Father has ordered the guards to watch the walls. Mother refused to allow them into the garden. Thought you should know.”
Kashe sucked in a breath. There remained a chance for escape. “Thanks.”
“Take me with you, please.” The boy’s dark eyes clouded with unshed tears.
“I can’t.”
“How can I stay here? Father and Pian will force me to go to the temple of Aken Re.”
“If that time comes, run to Tuten. He will help you.”
Namose nodded. “Father and Pian believe Tira is the avatar of the goddess. They want to give her to the priests. Father thinks the priests will kill her and the worship of Bast will end.”
Kashe leaned against the wall. “What did you tell Father just now?”
“About the scrolls she had me read about Bast, Horu and Toth. She knows little about the Two Lands. She wanted me to tell her about the country since the founding of the first dynasty. I didn’t tell Father about the scrolls she took.”
Questions swarmed in Kashe’s thoughts. Where did she come from? She denied she was from Nubia. Did it matter? “What scrolls did she take?”
“A map of the Valley and a plan of the temple that was Toth’s. She also had a small scroll she hid inside the map.”
“Little brother, if possible, do not mention that one.”
“Why?” Namose frowned. “What if he demands to know and threatens to beat me?”
Kashe sighed. “Just do your best.”
Thankful for her escape from Pian’s unwanted attentions, Tira hurried into the hall leading to the guest chambers. Bast Ka padded after her. She looked at the cat. “Why didn’t you scratch him?”
“Merup,” the cat said.
“You’re no help.” The feline wound around her legs. “Yah, I know I can defend myself.” She chuckled. As if the cat could understand.
Tira paused outside the west loggia where she and Namose had spent the afternoon reading scrolls. After he’d explained the two the feline had chosen, they had discussed the history of the Two Lands. The information had explained many of the differences between the Egypt she’d studied and the one where she now found herself. One of the main differences was in the hierarchy of the gods and goddesses. Here there was no Osiris, Isis or Seth. Neither was there an Amon.
She liked Namose. To her surprise he hadn’t protested when she’d taken the map of the Valley of the Pharaohs and the plan of the temple of Toth.
Tira thought of the small dark room where her bundle resided. A narrow bed, a low table with a single cushion and a saucer lamp completed the furnishings. There was a small bathing room where a servant had attended her before the evening meal. On a whim she took one of the torches from the wall in the loggia.
She had to leave tonight but she had no idea of how she could escape the compound without being seen. Pian’s threats echoed in her thoughts. Be with him and he would protect her from the priests of Aken Re. Refuse and she would be sorry.
She had refused and she wasn’t sorry. She had no liking for being used. She grimaced. Being eaten by a crocodile would be preferable.
As she moved toward her room her thoughts returned to escape plans. The gate was guarded. She might find a way over the wall. Could she find Tuten’s house in the maze of streets and alleys of the town? She had to try.
Kashe appeared to be the promised companion but he was as trapped as she was. The guest rooms had no windows, just narrow openings high on the walls. The guest chambers were in a dead end hall. She had to wait for the house to settle, creep into the garden and find a way to climb over the wall. Instead of Tuten’s, she needed to find the deserted house and the promised supplies. Could she, and if she did, could she drive a chariot?
As she pushed the beaded curtain aside she found a bracket on the wall for the torch. The dark room filled with eerie shadows. Tira went to the bed and examined her bundle. To her relief nothing seemed to have been disturbed. She took the scrolls from the bundle and slid the small one free.
Before Namose’s arrival she had tried to read the words. The pictures beneath the symbols were labeled with the word for keys. A cat, a hawk and an ankh. Did she have to find these in a physical sense before she could locate the symbols of the rule? Did the answers lie in the scrolls Bast Ka had pulled from the shelves?
Would the Valley of the Pharaohs and the Toth temple be anything like the pictures she had seen in books? In her world those places had been relics of the past peopled by broken statues and ghosts.
The flail, the crook and the double crown must be found before a new dynasty can be established. Those words echoed in her thoughts.
The nomarch and the priests of Aken Re believed a consummated marriage to the daughter were the only necessities to establish a new rule. Tira sighed. She needed to read the rest of the words on the small scroll.
Bast Ka leaped onto the table. Tira unrolled the papyrus. The small circle of light from the saucer lamp wasn’t bright enough. She carried the scroll to where she’d placed the torch and slowly read the hieroglyphics.
These are the keys. On three necklaces they will be found. The words continued. In the days when the gods and goddess first spoke to the people of the Two Lands, Bast, Horu, and Toth blessed a young woman. From her womb the rulers of a united land would arise. She was from the south. From the north a young man was chosen.
The gods and goddess brought the pair together. Thus the first dynasty was founded. To insure the rule would always have ties to the first dynasty this pronouncement was given.
Should a dynasty fall the oldest daughter descended from the first pharaoh and his queen will wed the man who will form the new dynasty. Each of the three objects presented to the first pair, the flail, the crook and the double crown will mark him as the new ruler. The woman will wear the tiara, collar and armband given to the first queen. Without these there will be no unity in the land.
Tira rolled the scroll and tucked it in the bundle. Namose had pointed out a number of scrolls that spoke about the symbols but nothing had told her where the three could be found.
She wished there was time to read more of the scrolls the nomarch had brought to the compound. Namose had read many of them. He could help her understand the mysteries of this Egypt. She sighed. She almost wished he could be her companion but he was a boy and could offer no protection or real knowledge of the land.
Finding the symbols was her goal but curiosity about the daughter stirred. The idea of being able to trace a heritage for generations brought a trace of envy. She only knew of her parents and grandparents.
Where was this young woman to be found? Pian and the nomarch believed the priests of Aken Re knew. Pian expected to wed her and found a new dynasty. Did he realize marriage was but half of the requirements needed?
Tira sat on the cot and removed her sandals. She wasn’t ready to attempt her escape from the compound yet. She closed her eyes and recalled what she’d seen of the garden. Could she climb the wall there? Though she wished she knew where Kashe slept she didn’t think exploring the family’s quarters was wise. Bast Ka leaped to the cot and curled beside her. “Wake me when it’s time to leave,” she murmured.
Were any of the nomarch’s sons suited to become the ruler of the Two Lands? Pian looked the part but he had a selfish and bullying nature. He was also under the control of the priests of Aken Re. For him to become pharaoh raised in her a fear for the land now to be hers. Kashe had a warrior’s nature. The Two Lands needed more than a military commander. Namose, though a scholar, was a boy. Her eyes closed. None of the nomarch’s sons was qualified to sit on the pharaoh’s chair.
A faint sound pulled her into alertness. She prepared to attack the intruder. Muscles coiled. Pian would regret using the cover of night to complete the assault he’d attempted earlier.
“Tira.”
Her tensed muscles relaxed so quickly her lungs felt empty. She gulped a breath and then another. “Kashe?”
“We must leave.”
“I know. I was waiting for the house to settle. I’m glad you came since I had no idea how to reach you.” The torch had burned out. Her eyes adjusted to the dim light from the saucer lamp. She sat up and resisted the urge to run to him and seek comfort and more in his arms. Bast Ka leaped from the bed. “Give me a moment. What have you learned?”
“Pian sent a message to one of the priests of Aken Re informing him of your presence in the compound. Just before my father retired I heard him read a message to my brother. Came from Hebu. The priest ordered them to keep you here.”
As she tied the sandals Tira’s fingers fumbled with the leather thongs. She reached for a calm center. “Why?”
“He plans to take you aboard a barge and deliver you to their temple near the Valley. They’ll torture you until you reveal the daughter’s hiding place.”
“Fools. I have no idea where she is. She is not my quest.”
“They won’t listen to your denials and if they learn about the symbols they’ll have all the pieces they need. With Pian as pharaoh and under their control the Two Lands will have a new god and there will be a reckoning that further splinters the land.”
Tira fastened her bundle to her back and lifted Bast Ka. “I’m ready.”
Kashe led her from the guest room, past the west loggia to the central hall. He paused. “Use the pillars to hide. I usually leave by the window in my room but we can’t chance the family quarters. There may be slaves about tending to chores.”
Slaves. That word made her uneasy. While she knew in her world some forms of slavery had existed for centuries and her ancestors had been held in bondage the idea was distasteful. There was little she could do about the customs of this land.
Cautiously she followed Kashe as he slipped from pillar to pillar. Only the quarter moon provided light. They reached the garden. With stealth they hurried past flowering plants and shrugs and strode past the lotus pool. Finally they reached a gate behind an arbor for grapevines.
Outside the wall Kashe straightened. “For now we’re safe.”
“What are we going to do?”
“Hide in Tuten’s house for the rest of the night and spend the day there. We’ll leave in the afternoon for the abandoned house.”
“What if they learn we’re gone before then?” She wanted to be away from here at once.
“I’ll think of something.”
“Can we go now?”
He met her gaze. “We could but the safest route is along the river and there are crocodiles. There is a longer route that passes the marshy areas but on that one near the cliffs travel can be difficult.”
They strode along the road near the town. Tira watched the hawk circle overhead. Just after they reached a cluster of houses the bird screeched and angled down. The avian landed on Kashe’s wristband. “Horru. Horru.” The cries sounded like a warning. Bast Ka yowled.
Kashe pushed Tira into an alley between two houses. “Hide.”
Tira put Bast Ka on the ground and removed her bundle. She pressed against the mud brick wall of a house and edged forward until she could see what occurred and be prepared to help Kashe if another group of men attacked.
A thin man wearing a white robe embroidered with rayed circles stepped from the shadows. Had he seen her? The man’s sharp features reminded her of a vulture. A large gold disc like those decorating his robe hung on his chest. As he neared Kashe she saw the priest’s expression. She shuddered. Evil formed a darkness around him.
Kashe leaned against the wall of the house near the alley where Tira hid. Horu Ba perched on the roof above him. He prayed the priest hadn’t seen Tira. Kashe hoped he could convince the man the night had been spent in a beer house so she would be safe from discovery.
What rotten luck, he thought. A few minutes more and they would have been safe at Tuten’s house waiting for morning to pass so they could escape. A cat yowled. Had Tira’s feline companion added a warning?
“Hebu Aken Re,” Kashe said. “Out late again?” Kashe scanned the shadows and saw no one. The priest had come alone. Why had he failed to bring a band of bullies? But the ones the priest had used the other time had been river men and might be away from the town.
“Well met,” the priest said.
Kashe crossed his arms on his chest. “Really. Are you without protectors?”
The priest smiled. “I was on my way to your father’s house. We have much to discuss.”
Kashe braced. “Nothing you can say interests me. Excuse me, I have places to go.”
Hebu laughed. “I think not. The beer houses are closed and you have visited none.”
The malice glittering in the priest’s eyes chilled Kashe. He forced himself to remain calm. “There are other places for a man to visit. Hear what I say. I have no desire to enter your temple.” He struggled to keep his voice low and even.
“Why not? There is so much we can offer you.”
Kashe wanted to rub his arms to erase the chill he felt. He dare not let any sign of his uneasiness show. “I don’t want to serve your god.”
The priest stepped closer. “Aken Re is the one and only god. None is greater. You cannot fight your destiny. Your father pledged your service to our temple. You will come with me and take your place in our ranks. If you wish once we have questioned the mysterious warrior of Bast you may have her as a reward.”
Kashe lowered his arms. “My loyalty is pledged elsewhere.” He touched the amulet.
“False vows to a false god.” Hebu sneered. “Join us. Wealth and power will be yours. You will be the greatest commander who ever led the armies of the Two Lands. Your older brother will admire and honor you. Your father will extend the blessing and love you crave.”
Kashe drew a deep breath. Those had been his childhood dreams but he was now a man. Those dreams had died beneath his father’s neglect and Pian’s scorn. The only person whose blessing he needed was his own.
He stepped forward. “Even if your promises were possible to fulfill I won’t accept your god. Your ilk thought to conquer the Two Lands by force. You failed. And you will fail in this attempt to destroy the gods who have ruled here since the land was united.”
Hebu’s eyes narrowed until his heavy brows formed a straight line. His nostrils flared. “Be warned. When the sun rises on a new day you will belong to Aken Re. Don’t be a fool. Your father and brother are the god’s possession. As pharaoh, Pian will declare Aken Re as the sole god of the Two Lands.
Horu Ba swooped from the roof and dove toward the priest. The hawk’s wings brushed Hebu’s head. The talons caught in the man’s hair. As the bird soared into the air the priest screamed and staggered back. In haste he scurried into the darkness and vanished.
Kashe held his arm so Horu Ba could land. Strands of dark hair fell to the ground. Kashe soothed the bird’s ruffled feathers. The bird took wing. Kashe wadded the hair into a ball and tucked it into his pouch. “I will never go to Aken Re. I am a warrior sworn to Horu.”
“Horru,” the hawk cried.
Kashe felt the warmth of a blessing infuse him.
Tira stepped from the alley. “That priest is evil.”
Kashe nodded. “And so are all who serve a false god.”
“All the priests of the temple may not be willing servants. Some could have been forced to join the priesthood or been lured by the promises of wealth and power.”
“You could be right.” Kashe looked at Bast Ka. “Your companion shares our opinion of Hebu.” The cat’s fur had risen until the feline appeared twice as large as usual. Horu Ba screeched and the cat yowled.
Tira lifted Bast Ka. “We should go before he returns with men to take you prisoner.”
“He was alone and I think Horu Ba scared him off.”
He clasped Tira’s hand and they hurried to Tuten’s house. He left her in the main room and used a splinter of wood to light several saucer lamps. He entered his friend’s sleeping chamber and carefully woke him.
“What’s wrong?”
“Tira and I had to leave the compound.”
Tuten rubbed his eyes and reached for his kilt. “When do you go to the Valley?”
“I had hoped we could wait here until afternoon.”
“All is prepared at the vacant house.” Tuten walked to the cooking area. He returned to the main room with the makings for a meal.
Tira looked up. “I think we should leave now.”
“Why?” Kashe asked.
“Remaining here will risk our capture and put Tuten at risk.”
“Why do you say that?”
Tira peeled an egg. “The priest will go to the compound and wake your father. When they learn we are both gone this is the first place they will look.”
“She’s right,” Tuten said. “Your father knows of our bond of friendship. He will come here. If you stay he will take you.”
“What will you do?” Tira asked.
Tuten smiled. “Misdirect them. As soon as you leave I’ll join a friend who fishes each morning. They’ll waste a day waiting for me.”
Kashe rose. “Then we’ll take the longer and slower route and eat as we go.” He clasped Tuten’s hand. “Fare you well. Should Namose seek your help will you be there for him?”
“I will and I’ll speak to those men of the guard who can be trusted and who will remain at the compound to protect your mother and sisters when your father leaves.”
“Thank you.” Kashe gathered eggs, bread and cheese into a cloth.
Tira selected fruit. She slung her bundle on her back and lifted Bast Ka. “Thanks. Take care.” She pressed Tuten’s hand and followed Kashe.
He led the way past clusters of houses onto a narrow rock strewn path that skirted the edge of a towering cliff. Though the light from the moon was dim this path was safer than the one along the river for a time.
“What is Horu Ba doing?” Tira pointed at the dark shadow of the bird.
“Checking our trail both back and forward. He’ll warn us of danger.”
By the time they reached the deserted house the sun had risen. They sat on the grass and ate part of the food they’d brought from Tuten’s. Kashe drew water from the well and offered some to Bast Ka. Once the cat lapped the water Kashe filled a dipper for Tira. “It’s safe to drink. We’ll need to fill these small sacks for water along the way.”
She took the dipper, drank and then finished her share of the meal. She rose to fill the water flasks. “We shouldn’t linger.”
Kashe studied the sacks of food and prayed there was enough to see them well on the way. While he might have the good fortune to bring down a bird or two or catch some fish, they would need to purchase food along the way. He pulled the chariot from the shed.
“I’ll bring the horse,” he said. “Pack the things in the chariot. Be sure to balance them.” He strode to the small pasture. When he returned he watched Tira’s face as she examined the vehicle. Had she never seen one, he wondered. Bast Ka perched on the sacks Tira had loaded into the chariot.
She looked up. “Are you sure this is safe?”
“Perfectly.” He fastened the horse into the traces. “You’ll need to stand behind me and keep your arms around my waist. There are larger chariots where you could stand at my side but we must be content with what we have.”
She nodded. “Where did Tuten find this one?”
“I didn’t ask.” Kashe buckled the last of the straps. “We’ll travel until we tire, rest and continue. Time to be on our way.”
“Do we ride after dark?”
He nodded. “Unless the moon is hidden.”
“Won’t that be dangerous? There are crocodiles.”
“There are but we’ll attempt to pass marshy areas during the day. We must trust the Three to aid the journey and pray there are no storms. If you have any hope of success we must make haste. The Valley of the Pharaohs is many sun turns away. If we had wings we could fly. Alas, we don’t.”
She opened her mouth but she didn’t speak. Instead she cleared her throat. “Then let us depart.”
What had she been about to say, he wondered. He took his place. “We won’t take the chariot the entire way lest we encourage those sworn to Aken Re.” He grasped the reins.
Tira stood behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. The chariot bumped over the uneven ground as the horse moved toward the road. Would they be pursued? If so, anyone following would be part of a day or more behind, especially if they had remained to speak to Tuten. Kashe knew the distance they could travel between stops depended on his endurance and on the horse’s stamina.
The warmth of Tira’s body and the brush of her breasts against his back brought an awareness of desire he had to suppress. Until the quest ended he couldn’t embrace what shimmered between them. He signaled the horse to turn onto the hard packed road. When Tira’s nipples beaded he searched for a diversion.
“My father and Pian are convinced you are Bast’s avatar. So is the priest of Aken Re.” She laughed and her body moved on his. Kashe nearly dropped the reins. Definitely not the diversion he wanted.
“Why would they think that?”
“Because of the sacred cat. Bast Ka is a rare color. Temple cats often accompany a priestess when she travels in the company of warriors but I’ve never heard of one traveling with a lone warrior. My father and Pian have their idea about your identity. They also wonder what would happen if you died.” Her shudder made him wonder if the others weren’t right.
“If I die before we find the symbols disaster will befall the Two Lands.”
The timbre of her voice caused him to gulp a breath. Had she just uttered a prophecy? “What do you mean?”
“Finding the symbols is why I was sent and is vital to the unity. Even if the daughter is found, without the flail, crook and double crown there will be no true dynasty.”
Kashe frowned. “Do you think the priests of Aken Re are aware of the need?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged. At least he thought she had. He wished he could order her to stop moving. He urged the horse to a faster pace. “We must keep them from learning. Then their plans will fail.”
“Maybe not. There are enough pictures of the symbols on scrolls. They could make replicas.” He groaned. “I’m sure there are murals on the walls of Toth’s temple.”
“Could they believe the daughter knows where the symbols are hidden?”
“How could they think that? From all I’ve heard her mother died giving birth. Who would tell the girl these things?”
Tira sighed. “They could convince people these things are no longer needed since there is a new god in the land.”
Kashe shook his head. “The people of the Two Lands are bound by tradition. Change comes slowly. They won’t accept the pronouncements made by the priests of Aken Re without being forced. Everyone knows the story of the days when a daughter from the south and a son from the north were wed and the symbols presented by the gods and goddess.”
“Are the ones we seek truly that old?”
“Yes. The flail was Horu’s gift and is the giver of justice. Bast presented the crook and offers protection to the people and the land. Toth brought the double crown. With this the pharaoh has knowledge and authority.”
“Does—” Tira hesitated. “Why does a dynasty end?”
What had she meant to say? He didn’t ask. To do so might add more mystery to her identity. “To end a dynasty there can be an abuse of power by a pharaoh. The land can be invaded and the pharaoh killed. A pharaoh can die without a son. Some pharaohs have no will to rule. I’m sure there are other reasons.”
Tira rested her forehead on his shoulder. “From what the chief priestess told me I believe the objects are hidden in the Valley of the Pharaohs or in the temple of Toth. Three men carried them away. They died before their secret was revealed.”
“How do you expect to find this hiding place?”
“Clues were left. I have a scroll that speaks of keys. The next clue may be hidden in Toth’s temple.”
Kashe shuddered. “Why do you think that? Did something you found in the scrolls Father took from there give you that idea?”
“Not really. Bast Ka picked two scrolls from the collection. One is a map of the Valley and the other a plan of the temple.”
“What are the keys?”
“A cat, a hawk and an ankh used as menats for necklaces. I may need to enter the Valley to find them.”
Kashe stiffened. “There lies danger. The priests of Aken Re reside there.”
“Do they have other temples?”
“Not that I’ve heard. At least none in the Two Lands unless there is a hidden one near the delta.”
“What happened to the scholar priests?”
“Many died, for they are not fighters. Some escaped and found refuge in other temples. Those of Aken Re were foolish. Toth’s priests keep the records of the dynasties. They record the ebb and flow of the river. They study the skies, make sacrifices and read the omens. Most of the scrolls you saw at the compound were brought from there.” He groaned. “By saving them from destruction my father did one good thing.”
“Who keeps the records now?”
“There are other Toth temples. Each of the Three has more than one place.” Kashe frowned. He knew she came from a distant land but her lack of knowledge surprised him. “Didn’t you learn those things during your training days?”
“I wasn’t trained at the temple. I was called there and given this quest.”
Kashe’s brow furrowed. Maybe his father was right and she was an avatar. Who summoned her to the temple? Would he ever know the answer?
Some time later the horse slowed. The sun shone bright. Kashe glanced at the sky. Well past midday. He looked for a stopping place beside the road where the horse could graze and he could safely lead the animal to the river. Once the horse rested, they had to continue.
Before long he found a spot where acacia trees grew to provide shade. He unharnessed the horse and took it to the river. On his return he looked for Tira. She moved through a series of exercises. Her supple body and the graceful dance stirred his desire. She spun and kicked. When she leaped into the air she flipped and whirled like a dust devil on the sand. She finished and sank to the ground. A few moments later she rose and poured water over her head and wiped her face on one of the linen towels Tuten had added to a pack.
She dropped to the ground beside him and accepted bread, cheese and dates. Kashe offered her the leather flask of beer. She shook her head and drank water.
Once they finished the meal Kashe harnessed the horse. They took their places and set out again. They traveled until the moon rose, stopped and slept.
This routine became the pattern of their days. Though Kashe wanted to rush, he kept the horse to a steady pace. One sun turn ran into another. Sometimes they passed farms where workers toiled. Twice they encountered travelers. Each encounter brought a fear they would be remembered and a casual mention would reach the ears of the priests of Aken Re.
When the road skirted marshy land he noticed Tira’s tension. Twice he brought down birds and several times caught fish. As soon as they passed the marsh her body slumped against his. They rode through several villages where those who tended the flocks and herds lived. He timed their passing so they drove through at night so only a few dogs noticed their presence. One evening he left Tira and the chariot near a village when he went to purchase eggs, onions and cheese.
Soon they would reach a market town located in another nome. He planned to sell the chariot and horse and purchase camels. Following the river road would bring them to their destination but the closer they came to the Valley the greater the chance of discovery. The time had come to approach their goal from another direction.
The visit to the village had given him a welcome time away from Tira. His desire for her grew with every hour. In so many ways she was his match. She had none of the simpering ways of his sisters of the daughters of the other nomarchs he had met. She had none of the servile manners of servants or slave girls who had shared his bed. Tira’s method of fighting fascinated him. He also admired her courage and persistence.
That evening she removed her sandals for her practice session. Unshod she was quicker and moved like a whirlwind. Finally she sank to the ground to rest before joining him to eat the fish he’d caught.
“Why no sandals?”
“This style of fighting is often done with bare feet.” She extended hers. “Notice the outer ridge. Thus the foot is a weapon. I will wear sandals but I wanted one free practice.”
Kashe nodded. “I understand.” He cut a piece of fish. “We’ll reach a market town tomorrow and remain for several days to prepare for the rest of our journey. I’ll trade the horse and chariot for camels and gear,”
Her eyes widened. “Camels, but—” Her mouth snapped shut.
What had she been about to say? These strange silences troubled him. What secret was she hiding? “I suppose you’ve never seen one.”
“I’ve seen several but I’ve never ridden one. Why can’t we continue the way we are?”
“Too dangerous. There’s another way to reach the Valley that I believe is a safer route.”
“Oh.”
Kashe stared at the flickering flames of the fire. Where had she come from and how had she reached the temple?
Tira sat at a low table in the rear of a dimly lit beer house. The aroma of cooked and raw onions permeated the air. For a moment she allowed herself to dream of deep-fried onion rings. Alas, catsup was unknown here. No tomatoes, potatoes or corn on the cob existed in this place. Her memories of other missing treats were triggered as she sipped warm beer. She yearned for the bite of icy cola, the bitterness of black coffee or the soothing flavor of iced tea. Here there was water, warm milk, beer and wine made from dates, pomegranates or grapes. Was there alcoholism in her future?
She heard a stir outside and tensed. Was there a back exit that allowed for her escape? Kashe planned to meet her here once he traded the horse and chariot for camels. Another difference from the ancient Egypt she had studied. In that land camels hadn’t appeared for more than a thousand years after the time period she believed she had landed in.
The noises from outside changed to a dull buzz. She yawned. Two restless nights spent listening to Kashe’s snores had left her muddled. Her eagerness to share the room they had rented in one of the houses hadn’t produced the results she had envisioned. He had slept on the floor leaving the bed for her. She had tossed and turned while fighting memories of heated kisses and the smooth feel of his muscular body. She had tried seduction and caught the scent of his arousal but he had rejected her overtures.
“We can’t,” he’d said. “There is a prophecy. ‘There will come from afar.’ Those words are carved in my thoughts and so is the admonishment. ‘During the time they work to fulfill their destinies they may not join flesh to flesh. Chaste they must remain until their quest ends lest disaster strike the Two Lands.’ Thus we cannot indulge our lusts.”
His reasoning made sense if there had really been such a prophecy. He said there was a scroll but he’d given the papyrus to his younger brother. Tira groaned. Her need for Kashe had become an itch impossible to scratch.
She looked up and gulped. A man stepped into the room. He wore a white robe and on his chest lay a gold-rayed disc. She shrank into the shadows. Was this priest of Aken Re searching for Kashe and her? She needed to leave the beer house and warn him. Could she find him before their presence was discovered? Maybe she should go to the room they had rented. All their provisions were there. If they had to flee how would they survive?
For what seemed like an eternity the priest studied the occupants of the room. His glance moved past her and she fought the panic rising in her gut. Finally he left. Tira’s shoulders slumped. The release of tension kept her seated. She gulped deep breaths until she was in danger of passing out. Think. Plan.
She rose and edged to the door. Before stepping outside she scanned the area for the priest. When she didn’t see him she slipped around the corner into an alley. The stench made her gag.
With caution she crept to the end of the alley and peered into the market square. Women with baskets moved from stall to stall. Vendors shouted their wares. A wave of homesickness engulfed her. Images of store fronts where fruit, vegetables and clothes spilled onto the sidewalks flashed in her thoughts. She could almost smell the spices wafting from restaurants and open apartment windows.
Her hands tightened into fists. How long would images of a lost world haunt her? She had chosen to come here. She had selected life over imprisonment or death. The world she’d left, like this one, had been full of danger but they were dangers she knew.
Tira leaned against a wall. Luci, why? Grief for her dead sister battled with anger over the betrayal. Luci had been weak. Had she really believed turning her sister over to the drug dealer would spare her life? That idea had been foolish.
She pushed away from the wall. Tension built like a forming storm. The priest stopped at every stall. Two men wearing warrior’s kilts flanked him. Fear gathered in the air. These priests of Aken Re sowed terror instead of awe colored by joy.
Tira edged away from the alley and scurried down the lane between two clusters of houses. She ducked around the corner of the house where she and Kashe rented a room. She glanced back and saw the priest and his guards enter the lane. Tira ran to the rear entrance of the house. She slipped past the family quarters and soon reached the room she and Kashe shared.
Would the house owner betray them? She shoved bundles and packs beneath the bed’s platform. Bast Ka rose and stretched. “I must warn Kashe but I don’t know where the animal market is,” she said. “Maybe I should stay here and spy.”
The feline nipped Tira’s hand and bounded to the window. Tira wondered what had caused the cat to run. She saw Bast Ka speed down the lane. Was the feline seeking Kashe?
Tira shoved the last bundle beneath the bed. She crept from the room and slid into a dark alcove where she could see the front door. The priest stood outside and spoke to the house owner.
“It is known you rent rooms in your house. I seek a man and a boy who was stolen from his family. An enemy beat the youth. The evil child stealer took the boy before he could obey his father and enter the ranks of the priests of Aken Re. Have you seen such a pair?”
The owner shook his head. “My room was taken by a young couple. If this boy is ill, you should seek the physician’s house. He lives in the next cluster.”
Tira’s tension ebbed. He wasn’t seeking Kashe and her. Then she straightened. Would the priest ask about the couple?
“I will seek the physician.” The priest turned back. “I will remain in town for several days. Should you see the pair I seek send word to the compound of the nomarch of Sebili.”
Good, Tira thought. He wasn’t staying nearby. She heard the cat’s meow and returned to the room. Horu Ba perched on the window ledge. Bast Ka tugged on one of the sacks.
Tira shook her head. “What do you want?”
“Pass the bundles to me.”
Tira yelped. “Where did you come from?”
“I heard a priest was in town. Then Bast Ka arrived at the animal sellers. She nipped my foot until I followed. We need to leave.”
“The priest was here. He doesn’t seek us. Are you sure we must rush away?”
Kashe leaned on the sill. “He’ll hear about the pair of warriors, one a woman. He’ll hunt us down. We’ll take our things to the animal sellers’, load the camels and head into the desert.”
Though she wasn’t ready for a camel ride or to venture into the desert, Kashe knew more about these priests and their ways than she did. To be captured would end the quest and bring death or imprisonment for them. This time there would be no escape into another world.
The hawk perched on the end of the bed. Bast Ka paused on the window ledge and jumped to the ground. Tira pulled bundles and sacks from beneath the bed and passed them to Kashe. After handing him the last one she turned toward the door. “I’ll let the house owner know we’re leaving.”
“No need. Come this way.”
“Must we depart like thieves?”
“We’ve paid for two more nights. We come and go without seeing the owner. If we leave without speaking no one will know we’re gone until he comes for more money. By then no enemy will be able to follow us.”
She made a face. “Unless the priest seeks us.”
“There is that.” He held his hands to help her through the window. “We’ll have the rest of today and tomorrow to travel. Though the animal seller might note our direction, once we’re out of sight our route will change.”
Tira groaned. “I’ve never ridden a camel.”
He grinned. “We won’t travel beyond sunset.”
Tira climbed over the sill. Kashe caught her around the waist. She curled her arms around his neck. As she slid to the ground she felt him quicken. She pressed her lips to his. He made no move to release her.
His scent intoxicated. His tongue flicked her mouth. She tasted his lips and he moaned. Desire built with an intensity she felt would turn them into flames.
Kashe groaned. “We can’t. The prophecy.” He loosened his clasp on her waist.
“I wish I could see this mysterious scroll.”
“What I’ve told you is true. If you could ask Namose he would tell you.”
“He isn’t here.”
Kashe lifted one of the sacks. “You know I want you but this isn’t the time.”
Tira frowned. She wished she could believe him but she feared his rejection belonged to her role as a warrior of Bast. She’d seen his mother and talked to his sisters. To them she’d been an oddity. Maybe he felt the same. Maybe he wanted a woman like those he’d seen every day.”
Reluctantly she stepped aside. For now she would accept his reasons, but one day they needed to talk. Maybe then there would be a time for them. She slipped her bundle on her back and hoisted several sacks. Bast Ka walked beside her.
Kashe carried the remainder of their supplies. He led the way along streets and through alleys. The pungent aroma of manure told her of their nearness to their destination. She grimaced and breathed through her mouth.
Kashe lowered his burdens to the ground. He led three camels to where she waited. The shades of their brown coats varied from pale to dark. He tapped the darkest of the three with some kind of prod. The camel knelt. With Tira’s help the sacks and bags were loaded on the camel’s back.
He lifted two rolls of cloth she hadn’t seen before. “What are those?”
“Tents.” He added bundles of wood to the load. With this done he hoisted a pair of leather sacks and strode toward a cluster of palm trees. “Wait here. I’ll bring some food so we can eat before we leave.”
Tira sat with her back against one of the trees. Bast Ka perched on the pack camel’s back. The hawk landed on a post where the three beasts were tied.
Before long Kashe returned with meat on skewers, bread, onions, melon and cheese. He filled two cheap pottery mugs with beer from a leather flask. Tira wondered how much time would pass before she stopped hoping for the aroma of coffee or the taste of an ice cold beverage.
Kashe slid his meat and onions onto the bread and rolled it. “Tell me the whole story of the priest and how you sent Bast Ka to find me.”
Tira looked up. “I didn’t send her. I spoke aloud about him and how I needed to find you. She ran off.”
“How odd.”
Tira swallowed the last of her rolled bread. She began to talk of how the priest had arrived in the doorway of the beer house. She continued and related his conversation with the house owner. “He seeks a man and a boy. Do you think the daughter travels disguised as a boy?”
He frowned. “I can’t believe any girl of the Two Lands would do that. Why would she come here? She would seek the temples of the Three in Tebes.”
“I don’t know any answers.” Tira leaned back. She reached for a piece of melon. She was still learning the customs of this land.
“I wonder—” He shook his head. “A stray thought that makes little sense.”
Tira chewed the sweet melon. “The boy was sick or injured. I wish we could help him. Anyone the priests choose to harm could be a friend.”
“We can’t abandon our quest to champion a new one.” Kashe concentrated on finishing his share of the meal. He rose.
“Do we have to leave this instant?”
“Soon. I’ve an uneasy feeling that if we linger we’ll find trouble. We need to fill the water sacks.”
Tira walked to the well and used water to wash her hands and face. She was uneasy, too, but she believed the sensation was caused by her worries about riding a camel. Even so, she had to face this new experience.
Kashe dropped the leather sacks beside her. He lowered a bucket into the well.
“Why must we bring so much water? Aren’t camels able to travel without needing any?”
“They can, but we must carry enough to last until we reach a small oasis I know.” He lifted the bucket and poured water into the container.
Tira found a second bucket and worked beside him. Once the bags bulged Kashe added them to the pack camel’s load. He led the three animals to a trough and allowed them to drink. Then he used a prod to tap the riding pair behind the knees.
He pointed to the one with fur almost as pale as the sand. “This is yours.”
Tira stared at the camel. “Do I have to ride alone?” The saddle atop the hump looked hard. She moved closer and lifted the woolen cloth. Beneath the tapestry she saw hardened leather and wood.
Kashe nodded. “If you want to reach the Valley before the next moon ends you will. Don’t worry. You’ll soon become used to the gait. I’ve even slept while on a camel’s back.”
“If you say so.” Tira gulped a breath. She thought of the kinds of vehicles she had used. Subway, taxis, buses. Even a bicycle would be preferable to a long legged beast with a strange shape. But she wasn’t in her world. She had to accept this creature. “Might as well get this over with. Help me up.”
Kashe assisted her onto the saddle. “Grasp the front handle and hold tight.” He handed her a slender hard leather baton. “This prod is used to control the camel. For now, trust the beast to follow mine.”
Tira nodded. She clutched the bar. Kashe waved the stick. The camel’s rear legs straightened. Tira pitched forward and feared being catapulted over the animal’s head. She gasped, too scared to scream, as the front legs straightened. The movement jerked her back. A seatbelt would be nice.
Do not look down. She opened her eyes a slit and disobeyed the silent order. She gripped the front of the saddle until her knuckles blanched. The ground seemed miles beneath her perch.
What was wrong with her? The fifth floor walk-up had been further from the ground than this. So was the Empire State Building where she’d ventured once. Except in those places her feet had been firmly planted on a solid surface.
Kashe mounted and made the process seem easy. He led the way. The pack animal followed. Hers became the caboose of the small procession.
As she grew accustomed to the swaying gait of the animal her death grip loosened. Once again her thoughts drifted to her lost world. She drew in a deep breath. Today was not the moment for dreams of what might have been. If she hadn’t responded to the flyer she would be on the run, in jail accused of a murder she hadn’t committed, or dead.
Tira sighed. Being in this new land was in some ways better. She enjoyed the challenge of the situation. Here she had a companion and a friend. She hoped he would become more.
She locked the past away and concentrated on the present. They had left the grass and scrub behind. Heat shimmered from the sands, turning them into a glittering sea of gold. In the distance she saw rolling dunes. Outcroppings of stone, some tall and others flat dark spots, broke through the sand. They formed a pattern reminding her of a crazy quilt. Far to the left she saw a dark outline against the sky. Were they cliffs like the ones they had passed along the river road? Did they surround the Valley?
Her thoughts turned to the quest. Finding the three symbols of the rule was a vital step in establishing the unity of the Two Lands. She needed the keys. Without them the search could take years. The scroll given to her by the chief priestess of the Bast temple gave no clue to where the keys were hidden. She had the map of the Valley Bast Ka had pulled from the nomarch’s shelves. The cat had also chosen a plan of the temple once dedicated to Toth. Must she and Kashe go to the place now the center of worship for Aken Re?
They rode until sunset. As the heat of the day bled away Tira shivered. Kashe halted his camel near a cluster of rocks. The beast knelt. So did the pack animal. Hers remained standing. There must be some signal. She pulled the prod free and tapped the camel. Nothing happened. Kashe approached. Slowly the beast folded its legs. What had he done?
Though her steed was kneeling Tira couldn’t move. Her shoulders hurt. Her legs were numb not to mention other parts of her body.
Kashe grasped her waist. “Swing your leg over.”
“I can’t.”
“You must.”
“The beast wouldn’t kneel.”
“In time you’ll learn the signals.”
“Right.” Slowly she raised her leg. She slid into his arms. When he released her she sank on the ground. Numbness stormed to life. A moan escaped. She forced herself to stand. Though tears lurked, she refused to allow them to fall. Curses rose in her thoughts but those she wanted to shout refused to emerge. She removed the camel’s saddle and joined Kashe.
Once her tent had been pitched she crawled inside and collapsed on the blanket. In the morning she would eat and practice. Her bones and muscles ached too much to allow her to move.
When Tira staggered into her tent Kashe kindled a small fire with pieces of wood he’d carried from the market town. The pungent aroma made his stomach rumble. Though they’d ridden no great distance, Tira’s exhaustion troubled him. How soon would she be able to tolerate longer rides? The distance to their destination would take a moon of sun turns at this rate. He groaned. How ever long, they had no choice.
He placed lentils, onions and meat in a clay pot that he buried in the sand. He placed some of the coals over the lid. As he drank a mug of beer and ate a cold meal he watched the fire die. How far from her homeland had Tira traveled? What kind of transportation had she used? Though she bore a great resemblance to his Nubian ancestors he also noticed differences in the curve of her lips and in the shape of her nose.
He shrugged and got to his feet. Inside his tent he allowed his speculations about his companion to lull him to sleep.
The odd shouts Tira shouted as she practiced her fighting style woke him. He left the tent and watched her lithe movements. His morning erection pulsed with a need he pushed aside. Now wasn’t the time to engage her in a different kind of encounter.
Tira spun and danced across the sand using the embedded rocks to propel her body into the air. Her feline grace brought his control of his desire toward the fracture point. He wanted to join the dance. That idea was wrong. The fate of the Two Lands lay like a boulder on his shoulders. They must succeed. If the priests of Aken Re won the battle, people would suffer.
Kashe went behind a spire of rock and relieved himself. He had been called by Horu to be the warrior’s companion. After they found the symbols she might vanish as quickly as she had appeared. Chilled by that possibility, he rubbed his arms. He wanted her to stay. He wanted to spend the rest of his lifetime learning about her in love and in friendship.
Tira sank to the ground. For a time she remained still. When she rose, she dusted sand from her clothes. “You seem interested in my method of unarmed combat. If you’d like, I could teach you.”
He would definitely enjoy sparring with her but not to learn a new fighting style. Temptation slithered in serpentine patterns through his thoughts. He clenched his hands. He wouldn’t give in to the escalating rise of lust. “I’m adept at wrestling and am an expert with bow, spear, mace and knife. Now isn’t the time for me to learn new ways.”
“You never practice. Are your skills so well honed they emerge after weeks of idleness as perfect? Think of how much more you could be if you mastered what I can teach. For me, having a partner would help.”
He met her gaze. “Each time we touch my desire grows.” He saw passion flare in her eyes. He looked away and dug the pot from the sand taking care not to add ashes or sand to their meal.
“I feel the same.” She took a bowl and dished a share of the stew.
“We will use our own ways so we don’t divert our energies from the quest.”
She poured water into a cup. “What you say makes sense but keeping at a distance distracts me. I think about you as much as I do the quest.’
Kashe bent his head. How could he answer her? One of his reasons for keeping her at a distance was the warning he’d read in the scroll. The other seemed as important. What if she was Bast’s avatar? Though she denied holding that role he couldn’t be sure her denial was true. He had no wish to incur the goddess’ wrath. He pressed his amulet. Horu, god of the skies, give me the strength to resist.
A voice rang in his thoughts. The god Horu and the goddess Bast walk the Two Lands.
He nearly dropped his bowl. What guise did they wear? Had he already encountered them?
Tira cleared her throat. “Are you all right? You look like you’ve seen some dread spirit.”
“Just startled by a stray thought about Horu.”
She finished her food and rose. Kashe gulped a breath. The cloth binding her breasts was dampened by sweat and the dark color of her nipples showed. He looked away. Why were covered breasts more fascinating than the exposed ones of the women he’d seen daily? Was a mystery always more intriguing that an open display? His body responded. He looked up.
Tira’s expression showed she knew the direction of his thoughts. He finished eating and began loading the pack camel. At least while riding he wasn’t in danger of touching her.
Again they rode until sunset. As soon as they ate the evening meal, Kashe retired to his tent. As he prepared for sleep his thoughts drifted to the priest who had appeared in the market town. Who had he sought and why?
Tira thought the daughter had disguised herself as a boy. Kashe didn’t think any girl of the Two Lands would take such a step. But the daughter had been raised by the nomad clans of the desert. Would that make a difference in her behavior? Was the boy another claimant for the pharaoh’s chair? Though the idea of another candidate pleased Kashe he knew no boy could claim the daughter. The next pharaoh must be a man. Still, a wish grew stronger for another man to appear and upset the plans of the priests, Pian, and the nomarch of Mero.
Kashe groaned. An impossible dream. There was no chance for any of their ambitions shriveling like crops during a drought. His spinning thoughts became a web of dreams.
They slept late. As they prepared to leave, Kashe climbed one of the rocks to study the sands. When he faced the way they had traveled he saw a moving dark spot in the distance. He flung Horu Ba into the air. With a flutter of wings the hawk sped toward the traveler. Who approached? Kashe jumped to the ground and joined Tira. “There’s someone on the way.”
“Just one?” she asked.
“I see only one camel.”
“Do you think it could be the priest?”
Kashe shook his head. “Didn’t you say he traveled with two guards?”
“Yes.”
“Then he would never be alone.”
“Who could it be? Do you think we were spied on and someone who wants to keep us from completing our quest is on the way?”
“The rider is too far away to tell.”
“Should we load the camels and run?”
“We wouldn’t get far enough to escape. You’re not up to racing on your steed.” Kashe reached for his spear. “Even if we rush to pack, whoever comes could follow our trail.” He looked at the rock. Bast Ka sat at the top and stared toward the rider. The hawk returned and landed beside the cat. Neither of the animals seemed alarmed. With a shrug Kashe strode toward the approaching camel. He held the mace in one hand and the spear in the other. Better to be prepared for any situation.
As the camel neared Kashe saw the rider held a smaller figure in front of him. He turned and shouted to Tira. “I think the rider seeks help for a child or someone who is ill. I don’t understand why they came to the desert.”
“Could they be the boy and the man the priest sought?”
Kashe frowned. “There are no physicians out here.”
Horu Ba shot into the air, circled Kashe’s head and flew toward the approaching camel. Kashe ran. When he reached the beast he stared at the man and his burden. “What happened to my brother?”
“Beaten. Pian and the Aken Re priest.”
“My father?”
“Did little to help or hinder.” Anger tinged Tuten’s voice. “The priest was furious to learn you and Tira had left. He ordered the village searched. Your father sent men into every home. When I returned from fishing they questioned me and learned nothing other than your dislike of becoming a priest. Pian insisted Namose knew something. The boy refused to speak. Your father was called away, so the priest ordered a flailing. Pian wielded the flail and the priest asked questions.”
“What then?”
“Your father returned and discovered what they pair did. He ordered Pian to cease.”
Kashe’s jaw clenched. “They will pay.” He walked beside the camel. “Where are they?”
Tuten shrugged. “They left the compound by barge. Your father joined them. He took a barge of guards.”
“Which men went with father?”
“None of the elite. They remained to guard the compound. Once the nomarch left, your mother summoned the physician for Namose. When your brother woke he asked for me. The guards brought him to the house. They gave me coins, supplies and a camel. Namose and I left to find you.”
“Were you followed?”
Tuten shook his head. “I don’t think so. We avoided the river road and took to the sands until we neared the market town.”
Kashe frowned. “A priest of Aken Re sought a man and a boy in the town. How did he know you had fled?”
“Spies. Two priests came to the compound the day your father left. I heard they were there to study the scrolls. Namose didn’t believe that was their reason. He thinks they are there to control your mother and sisters.”
Kashe continued to walk beside the camel. “When Pian beat Namose, how much did my little brother tell them?”
“He tried his best not to say anything but he did tell them you were headed for the Valley of the Pharaohs.”
Kashe drew a deep breath. “Did the priest in the market town spot you?”
“I don’t think so. Since I traveled alone and left Namose with a friend they wouldn’t connect me to him or to you.”
“How did you find us?”
“Saw the horse and chariot and figured you would take the back way to the Valley. Some quiet talk gave me your starting direction but I knew you would change your route. The hawk appeared last night. Guided us to the remains of your last camp.” He halted the camel beside the others.
When the camel knelt, Kashe took Namose into his arms and carried him to the fire. Dried blood stained the white linens on the boy’s back. The dressing reeked.
Tira crouched beside them. She brushed her hand over the youth’s skin. “I must examine him.”
“Are you a physician?” Kashe asked.
“No, but I know a bit about the care of wounds.” She turned Namose to his stomach and untied the bandages. “Heat some water so I can clean his back.”
Kashe looked up. “The crusts of healing have formed. Do you want him to bleed again?”
She pointed to two areas of red and swollen skin. “There is poison here and here. His sleep is that caused by fever.”
Kashe stared at his hands. He had heard how poisoned wounds burst and left areas that didn’t heal. Maybe she had learned about healing in her land. Maybe she was the avatar and could heal with a touch. “Is there more I can do?”
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