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      July 1871, Lowestoft

      Rachel clutched the newspaper in one hand with the front page turned to her shirt, the headline hidden against the shell buttons. Her fingers creased the cut edges as she drew a deep breath and made a decision. Raising her automaton arm, she knocked. Metal knuckles made an odd, hollow noise against the wood.

      “Enter,” a deep voice said from beyond the panelled door.

      Steeling her spine, Rachel pushed open the door to enter the country office of Nathaniel Trent, the Viscount Lyons. His study was decorated in navy blue accented with dark wood. The deep colour scheme was masculine, soothing, and hid blood stains. The faint odour of linseed oil used to polish the furniture wafted past, and she inhaled the comforting smell.

      Unlike many other men who would situate their desk before a window, Nate positioned the large piece of furniture so he sat with his back to a wall. The sprawling desk (large enough to hide three children underneath) sat opposite the fireplace and with the window to his right, the door to his left. This was a man who kept a wary eye in the direction an enemy might approach, despite the protective wards around the estate.

      Rachel dragged a ladder-backed chair away from the side of the desk and into the beam of sunlight drifting across the rug. Then she plonked herself down with the newspaper still pressed against her chest.

      Nate glanced at his daughter, arched one eyebrow, and then dropped his attention back to the dispatches on his desk. Pen in hand, he made notes in the margins as he sorted through the day’s correspondence.

      Rachel loved her adopted father because he didn’t bombard her with questions. He didn’t need to say a single word, as he possessed the capacity to read her like a familiar book. He would carry on with his work and leave her to speak whenever she was ready. Such had been their way since the day she entered his life. While others found his silence unnerving, Rachel gathered comfort from it. When Cara was taken from them, and everyone avoided Nate during his dark days filled with rage, Rachel had sat on the floor at his feet with her colouring pencils and paper.

      She sat in the sun and mused on the two halves of her life. Her early days were segregated in her mind as B.C.—Before Cara. Today was Rachel’s eighteenth birthday and it had been nearly ten years since Cara and Nate claimed her as their own. With one finger, she rubbed the dragon pendant that always hung around her neck, given to her the day Nate finally married Cara.

      Over time, Rachel’s previous life had faded into a dim nightmare. Born in a small, cramped house in the St Giles Rookery, once Rachel had played outside in the street with her gutter-rat friends and scavenged amid rubbish for something to fill the void in her belly. She couldn’t remember her biological mother, lost bearing a child in the squalid conditions only two years after Rachel was born.

      Then Nate had touched her life with his work to sweep the filth from the rookery, and made their lives better than that of many other working-class poor. While attending the school he founded, Rachel caught Cara’s attention and events were set into motion that brought her into the fold of a new family. Rachel left the closed world of the rookery behind. Along with a part of her.

      The metal hand clenched into a fist. Sunlight through the study window glinted along the steel. Nate had spared no expense and enlisted the best artisans and watchmakers to craft the arm for his daughter. The outer casing was etched with an intricate pattern of climbing roses with thorns and buds among the leaves.

      The arm concealed a range of devices from a compass hidden in a rose bud, to a blade that could be triggered by a hand signal. The arm itself was powered by a small artifact protected within the casing. She had only to think what she wanted the hand to do and it obeyed. Almost like real flesh and bone. Almost…

      Her adopted father ensured she barely noticed the missing limb. But the one thing he couldn’t do was stop the ache that tormented her some nights. White hot pain wove a gauntlet over her wrist and forearm. Her fingers would curl in a cramp without any relief. The agony used to wake her up in tears as sobs tumbled over her lips.

      Worse was the monster who heralded the pain. The hunched, shadowy figure who leapt upon her and dissolved her world into one unrelenting scream.

      “I hated him long before he knelt on me that day,” she whispered.

      Rachel had been seven years old when her father knocked her to the floor, knelt on her back so she couldn’t escape, and took an axe to her arm. All to make her a more pathetic beggar. Life on the streets was a brutal battlefield. Some parents did far worse to turn their children into pitiful wretches. Children had their heads bound between planks to deform their skulls. Or their eyes put out. Or limbs severed. All to pull the heart strings of the middle classes and make them dip deeper into their pockets as they hurried by.

      In her new life, Rachel’s adopted family gave her room to grow and unfurl her wings. Unlike most poor children, Rachel received the marvellous gift of the opportunity to become whoever she was meant to be.

      She also had a dragon.

      She studied the sharp lines and square jaw of the man she considered her true father. To the world he was known as the Villainous Viscount, a noble who rebuilt his family fortune by dark and illicit means. Whispers relayed how not a flicker of emotion would pass behind his eyes as he tortured someone to death.

      As part of his close-knit family, Rachel saw behind the mask. Nathaniel Trent wasn’t the sort to gush about his affection for his family, but he loved deep and with a fierce intensity. Instead of flowery words, he used actions to show his love. He smoothed their path in life, resolved problems, and destroyed monsters that haunted their nightmares.

      Rachel rose from the chair and dropped the newspaper to the desk. The headline article was about an unfortunate pulled from the Thames. Or rather the bits of him that were recovered: a head, a left forearm with a distinctive tattoo, and a toeless right foot. The pieces had snagged in a net spread to catch fish. Sufficient lumps of flesh were hauled up, aided by the unusual tattoo, to identify the victim as the man who had contributed a few moments of exertion to create Rachel.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “Happy Birthday,” Nate said with his legendary mask in place.

      He pushed his chair out from the desk and held out a hand. Rachel placed hers in his and Nate pulled her into a hug. As she curled into his lap, his love flowed over her and the ache in her hand dissipated. Others feared him, but to Rachel he would always be the monster who cared for her and who protected her. He had permanently silenced one nightmare, but another remained.

      “Have you decided what you will do now that you are eighteen?” He shuffled papers, concealing the contents from her curious eyes. The papers might contain a secret diplomatic mission from the queen, or the latest bounty from a pirate airship raid.

      The working-class girls Rachel once played with had left school years ago to enter service, become shop girls, or take on the hard labour in factories. Noble girls would enter society and be paraded like broodmares, and were expected to marry and do their duty for their husband—an heir and a spare.

      Rachel had the luxury of picking her own path. A myriad of strands stretched out before her, each leading to a different future. All she had to do was pluck one to follow.

      Both Oxford and Cambridge universities were keen to have her as a student to further her education. They were even prepared to overlook her sex and admit a woman. She wondered if it was her intellect or Nate’s money that compelled them. Or perhaps neither dean wanted to be fish fodder if they refused her.

      “I’ve spent years studying. I think it’s time for an adventure.” She loved learning and that would never change. But she had spent years in a classroom under the tutelage of the best teachers in the world.

      Watching her parents reminded her that there was more to life than what could be learned in a book. It was time to exercise something other than her mind. Before she embarked on years of serious study to earn her doctorate, Rachel wanted a flirtation. In no small way encouraged by the biggest flirts ever—Nan and Nessy, who filled her head with scandalous stories of their antics at her age.

      “An adventure?” Nate arched one dark eyebrow. “Well, you are overdue one if you are anything like Cara.”

      Rachel had dreaded this moment, imagining that Nate’s protective bonds wouldn’t allow her to fly free. She hadn’t been prepared for acceptance of her plan. “You’re not going to refuse and lock me in my room?”

      He picked up the newspaper and tossed it in the rubbish bin beside his desk. “I have had a few years to consider this precise moment. I considered various scenarios from locking you in your room to securing you in the Pit until you turned thirty. But I believe you have Cara’s knack for escaping, and trying to lock you away would only result in smothering you.”

      “Instead you made sure I can protect myself,” Rachel said.

      Nate stroked her hair. “Yes. You and the boys will be equipped to deal with most things life will throw at you. I can’t protect you from everything; I can only hope I have done enough.”

      He had spent years teaching her to use a knife and a pistol. Like Cara, she sparred with his men and learned to throw a punch. As a young teen she discovered that a metal left hook could drop the largest man.

      There was something else Rachel had to protect her back. “I also have Pavlin.”

      Nate laughed. “Yes, an overly protective dragon hovering over you should keep you safe. It’s almost like I planned it that way. In turn, you must keep her safe from bounty hunters.”

      An ache took up residence inside Rachel. She loved her extended family, and the twins were only now getting to an interesting age and creating chaos. She would also miss the quiet moments, when they read together as a family curled up in the drawing room before the fire. But she was ready to explore the world on her own. “Cara was eighteen when she headed to America.”

      “I remember. That was the second time I encountered her. The first time she was up a tree, firing acorns at an Enforcer trying to dislodge her. The second time was on that airship to America and she was about to throw a passenger over the side for touching her.” His long fingers tapped on the leather desk blotter.

      Rachel smiled at the story, now part of the family history. Cara was somewhat impulsive whereas Rachel prided herself on being more level headed and objective. She hugged Nate. “Thank you for understanding.”

      He placed a kiss on her head and let her go. “As much as I want to keep you all safe, I know you have to live your own life. Cara, on the other hand, is going to take issue with letting you fly the nest.”

      “Can we fight that battle over dinner? Right now, I’m going to take Pavlin to check the perimeter,” she said.

      Nate nodded. “Cara is organising your birthday dinner, so I suggest not coming back until later this afternoon. Then we will both figure out how to stop your mother from ordering you locked in your room for the next ten years.”

      Rachel kissed his cheek and skipped from his study. She headed for the back of the house and the room they used for their outside clothing and dirty footwear. From two pegs, she grabbed her flying jacket and hat, both made of insulated leather to keep her warm. Then she headed out the rear door for the barn. Her heart’s companion sunned herself on the lawn, and Pavlin called out a greeting as Rachel emerged from the house.

      Rachel walked to the little dragon—although little was only apt when she stood next to Kirill and Calypso. Pavlin possessed a body the size of an elephant and wings that spanned over twenty feet. Her scales shimmered an iridescent brown with a green and blue swirl like the eye on a peacock’s feather. One wing hung at an awkward angle as a result of bounty hunters firing a harpoon through it. Rachel had nearly lost Pavlin that day, and shared suffering bound the two tight.

      There was no sign of Kirill and Calypso, the other two dragons that called the estate home. They might have been flying their own patrol or holed up in their caverns dug in the cliff facing the sea. More and more over the last year the other two dragons had kept to themselves and left Pavlin to seek Rachel’s company.

      “Let’s go for a ride, girl.” Rachel rested her cheek against the dragon’s face and scratched the top of Pavlin’s head with her hand. She inhaled the unique scent of the dragon that sent peace flowing through her veins. A combination of fresh pine needles, salt from the ocean, and a soft musk almost like cinnamon.

      The dragon ambled behind as Rachel found the riding harness in the barn and attached it around her friend. It secured behind the front legs, but in front of the wings. A small leather pad like a jockey’s light saddle gave the rider a place to sit. Rachel wore a belt with dangling straps that clipped to the harness. Pavlin bent a leg to allow Rachel to climb up, and once settled she secured herself to the harness.

      She exhaled and curled her hands into the leather, and Pavlin leapt into the sky. She let the dragon pick their route, and she veered off and headed for the far inland corner of the estate.

      Rachel leaned into the wind brushing over her face as they flew over the forest and shimmering lake that hid a unicorn. Or so Aunt Amy claimed, although the children had spent hours trying to find it. The forest gave way to rolling pasture dotted with fluffy and plump sheep. Pavlin flew slower over them and Rachel patted the dragon.

      “Afterwards. You know flying on a full belly makes you nauseous.” The wind snatched the words but Pavlin didn’t need to hear Rachel to understand her.

      There was another reason why Rachel wanted to leave the estate. After years of blessed silence, a voice had returned. For some months now, whispers had disturbed her sleep. The voice urged, cajoled, and pleaded for her attention. The voice promised to make her whole, if only she would do the same for what remained of him.

      As she lay awake in the dark hours, Rachel had pondered what to do and what had triggered the insistent voice. Nate had been moving the artifacts to a new home, and perhaps it was disturbed. She should have told Cara, but didn’t want to add to her mother’s worries. She could run and leave the voice far behind. Or, as the daughter of Nathaniel Trent, she could stand and fight. There would be a way to turn the tables and make the hunter the prey.

      The whisper curled around her ears as a husky male voice called her name. She pressed her left thigh against the dragon, and Pavlin circled left, spiralling over the house.

      “I’m coming for you Rahotep,” Rachel shouted on the wind. “And when I find you, I’m going to make you shut up for once and for all.”
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      That night, Cara leaned on the door frame to the dining room and closed her eyes. She let laughter and conversation flow over her. To think she had spent years running away and erecting barriers to stop anyone getting close to her. Now she couldn’t imagine anything better in the whole world than a room filled with her friends and family.

      Nan and Nessy, both into their seventies, had moved from the Leicester estate to live permanently with the family at Lowestoft. Age might have worn down their bodies, but nothing could suppress their fire. They had a favourite spot outside where they liked to watch the gardeners work, and they could often be found yelling how warm it was and that the lads were overdressed.

      The twins, now eight years old, sat on the rug in front of the fire playing with toy soldiers and a miniature of Kirill. It looked like the soldiers were losing and being fed into the dragon’s belly. Cara frowned and hoped the dragon wasn’t covertly snacking on the locals. Or perhaps Nate had a new method to dispose of inconvenient bodies.

      Rachel sat at the end of the table, opposite Nate. They ate a marvellous dinner to celebrate Rachel’s birthday. Nate had given her a blade, the handle ornately carved in the same climbing rose vine as the one winding its way around her mechanical arm. The slight, six-inch blade discreet enough to hide around her person, but lethal enough to add another layer of protection.

      Cara knew her daughter well enough to understand the young woman sought a gift far more valuable and dangerous than a knife—freedom. At the mere idea of letting Rachel go, worries multiplied in Cara’s stomach like rabbits after a fertile summer. Her breath caught in her throat at the thought of Rachel leaving them to attend university. Cara enjoyed her daughter’s company, even if they more frequently butted heads.

      You have to let go some time, she chided herself.

      Nan clinked her fork against her wine glass, and everyone fell silent to give the family matriarch their attention.

      “Nessy and I thought long and hard what to get our darling birthday woman, who has all the material things she could ever desire,” Nan said from across the table.

      “So we decided to give her the benefit of our experience,” Nessy added and she raised her glass to Rachel.

      “Indeed. We decided to bestow our vast experience upon you, my girl.” Nessy stood and reached across the table, slipping something into Rachel’s hand.

      The young woman leaned back in her chair and unfurled a small slip of paper. She glanced up, blushed a deep shade of red, and shoved the piece of paper into her pocket with a muttered thanks.

      A warning tingle shot down Cara’s spine. Mischief followed wherever Nan and Nessy sprinkled their special brand of magic. “Do I want to know?”

      “In this case, best not to, my darling.” Nan winked at her and then toasted the birthday girl.

      Cara took her chair at Nate’s left; Jackson sat to his right. The two men were engrossed in conversation, but her husband reached out one hand to rest on her knee under the table.

      “You’re not asking Rachel to find you naughty foreign books again, are you?” Cara rested her hand on top of Nate’s and raised an eyebrow at her grandmother. Far from mellowing with age, the two older women seemed to be getting worse.

      “We don’t need to, not once we discovered Jackson’s lovely stash of Japanese… lithographs.” Nan fixed the henchman with a sparkling stare.

      “What’s a lithograph?” Gideon asked, pausing with the toy dragon mid-flight.

      “It’s a type of drawing,” Cara replied. Nate filled her champagne glass and humour flowed along their bond.

      “Can we see your picture books, Uncle Jack?” Lucien asked.

      Fortunately, Cara hadn’t taken a slip of her champagne, or she might have spat it across the table. Too late, she realised what sort of Japanese lithographs Jackson would possess that intrigued Nan and Nessy. The henchman and his wife had a particular interest in a type of Japanese rope work called kinbaku. While Cara didn’t understand the fascination with being bound, she did possess some knowledge from her whispered conversations with Amy. Not that she wanted to explain it to the young ears hanging on every word. Let Nate and Jackson have that talk with their sons in the far-off distant future.

      Amy made a startled sound and turned a darker shade of pink. “Children,” she gasped, as she struggled to keep her laughter in check. On either side of her were the much younger Teddy and Ant, both unaware of the turn the conversation took.

      Jackson clenched one large fist around the delicate stem of his glass and the other covered his face. He appeared to be trying to disappear into the wallpaper at his back.

      “I think Jackson has picture books about some war that happened centuries ago, and the Japanese warriors are called Samurai. I think you boys would like them.” Cara plucked a plausible explanation from her brain. The extensive library did hold such a volume, and she remembered Jackson borrowing it.

      “Yes! It’s about Samurai. I’ll dig it out for you boys. They use different types of swords to us.” The tension in Jackson’s shoulders eased at worming his way out of the predicament.

      “Come on my little lords, time to come back to the table for Rachel’s birthday cake,” Nan called out.

      Both twins inherited titles. Due to the loophole created decades earlier by King William at the request of the woman he loved, Gideon had acquired his great-grandfather’s title of Earl of Morton, although he wouldn’t inherit the estate until he reached his majority. Lucien had the lesser title of Baron Appleby that came from Nate, until he succeeded his father as Viscount Lyons.

      Conversation rose and fell around Cara as the staff cleared the table to make room for cake and desert. Unlike some families, theirs was a loud dinner table and the children were encouraged to speak their minds. At last two footmen entered the room, bearing a tray between them. On it, a cake version of a curled-up Pavlin.

      Delighted cries went up from the boys and Rachel put a hand over her mouth. The men lowered the tray onto the table before the birthday girl. Gold candles stuck out from the dragon’s spine and the tiny flames flickered from the movement of the cake.

      “It’s gorgeous. But surely you don’t expect me to cut into and eat my friend? That’s a bit dark, even for this family,” Rachel teased.

      They sang happy birthday, and a laughing Rachel leaned forward to blow out the candles. When asked if she made a wish, she blushed again and darted a glance to her great-grandmother. Nate took up a knife, and Rachel looked away with a grimace as he adeptly sliced the cake dragon into pieces. Plates were passed around and the rich chocolate dessert distributed to the extended family.

      Champagne was poured for all for more toasts, except the young children who received apple juice.

      Nate stood and turned to his daughter. His mask was discarded as he openly showed his love and pride in the young woman. He raised his glass. “A toast to Rachel. A fine young woman who Cara and I are proud to call our daughter.”

      Everyone repeated, “to Rachel,” and toasted her.

      “Did you decide what university you want to attend?” Cara asked as she speared a piece of cake with a small fork.

      “Yes and no,” Rachel replied.

      “Oh?” Something in her daughter’s tone alerted Cara to a potential bump in the road ahead.

      Rachel ran a finger around the rim of her glass and avoided meeting Cara’s gaze. “I’m not going to university, or at least not right away. I have decided to undertake some travel first.”

      Cara set her fork down on the plate and smoothed a wrinkle from the linen tablecloth. “And where might we be going?”

      “I…”—the young woman stressed the pronoun—“haven’t exactly decided yet. Perhaps Russia or China to search for other dragons.”

      The breath came short in Cara’s chest. The words over my dead body bubbled up in her throat, but she didn’t get to say them aloud. Freedom, she reminded herself, was a gift rather like the knife. It could cut if you tried to hold it too tightly. As much as it sliced her heart, the time had come for her to loosen her grip and let Rachel go.

      “What a marvellous idea!” Nan exclaimed. “I’ve been saying for months that you should have an adventure. Cara had run off multiple times by the age of eighteen. She got quite a distance one time by dressing as a cabin boy. It took Gideon weeks to track her to the particular vessel she stowed away on.”

      “How exciting, Rachel! You should travel and taste exotic fruit. I think you should go to India. They have a picture book there that is very popular…” Nessy’s sentence was cut off by Amy who accidentally nudged the older woman’s arm.

      “We’re not discussing picture books at the dinner table. Remember?” Amy smiled as she wiped Ant’s fingers, chocolate covered from shoving cake into her mouth with her hands.

      Cara glared at Nessy. Her daughter would not be tasting exotic fruit, not when she could dine on… local cuisine. Cara blanched as the underlying meaning sank into her mind. What inappropriate stories had Nan and Nessy been telling Rachel? What was the slip of paper about? Then she narrowed her eyes at her daughter. The young woman surely wasn’t ready for a romantic relationship. Was she?

      She turned to Nate, expecting the overprotective father to send Rachel to her room and lock the door. Maybe when their daughter was older she could travel without them. Forty sounded like a sensible age.

      Instead of an ally, Cara found her husband decamped to the enemy’s side. “I think Rachel deserves some time to explore the world before she heads off to university. It will give a new perspective to her studies.”

      Cara cast around at her family. Had they all gone insane to even contemplate Rachel alone in the world?

      Rachel let out a sigh and raised her gaze. A glint of determination crept into her hazel eyes. “It’s not like I will be entirely alone, Cara. Pavlin will be going with me.”

      Cara was sure Rachel sought to reassure her, but the words had the opposite effect. “Take Pavlin? Absolutely not. Despite the international treaty declaring them a protected species, there are bounty hunters waiting for an opportunity to kill one of our dragons. Besides, wouldn’t she rather be with Kirill and Calypso?”

      “No, she wouldn’t. Pavlin tells me they started mating some time ago and she’d rather not have to listen to that in their weyr.” Rachel glanced to Nate and then she straightened her spine and resolve burned in her eyes. “Putting that aside, Pavlin will not stay here without me. You cannot stop her following me unless you plan to make us both prisoners.”

      Nate took Cara’s hand. His thumb stroked her palm. “Cara, they both need to spread their wings. We will do what we can to ensure they both stay safe, but we cannot chain them in a tower to allay our own fears.”

      She glared at him for the underhand choice of words. Years ago, they had rescued the dragon eggs from the Tower of London where the queen had intended to do exactly that—keep the dragons chained up as curiosities. Cara had risked much to ensure the dragons lived free and were never imprisoned.

      She hated it when Nate talked sense. Her heart ached at the idea of Rachel and the small dragon out in the world. There were monsters beyond their boundary who would seek to prey upon the young woman and her dragon. If only Cara could keep all her family safe from everything.

      Freedom. The word whispered through her mind. No one had told her that the worst part of being a parent was the pain of letting a child go.

      Cara recognised the aura of determination radiating off her daughter. The young woman would go regardless. She might not be Cara’s blood offspring, but she was the child of her heart. Apparently stubbornness rubbed off after prolonged exposure. If she were refused permission, no doubt Rachel would climb out her window one night and take off on dragon back. Better to have some involvement in her decision where to go than be left guessing.

      Cara blinked back the tears that moistened her eyes at the thought of her child flying the nest, and tightened her grip on Nate’s hand. “Pavlin can’t fly long distances. If you intend to travel between continents, I would suggest you consider an airship with a large cargo hold. I’m sure Nate can arrange passage to wherever it is you want to go as a first leap.”

      Rachel squealed and jumped from her chair. She threw her arms around Cara. “Thank you, I knew you would understand.”

      “Why does Rachel get to go on an adventure?” Lucien asked and he screwed up his young face.

      “Because she is eighteen and following in Cara’s footsteps,” Nate said.

      “Does that mean Lucien and I get to go on the same adventure you did at eighteen, Papa?” Gideon asked Nate.

      Nate nearly choked on his drink and Jackson burst into laughter.

      “What’s so funny?” Amy asked, looking from one man to the other.

      Jackson gestured to Nate. “When this one was eighteen, he started a riot in Spain. Then he got me shot and dragged me out of a burning building, only to haul us onto the deck of a pirate airship where we were taken prisoner by that arrogant miscreant, Loki.”

      “Oh! I like the sound of that. Let’s do that, Gid.” Lucien’s face brightened.

      “Over my dead body,” Nate muttered into his coffee cup.

      “Not so funny when the shoe is on the other foot, is it?” Cara cast Nate a smug look.

      The family discussed potential routes for Rachel’s adventure over dragon-shaped cake and coffee. The young woman had a long list of countries she wanted to experience before she returned to a classroom.

      “There’s more to life than what one learns in books. I hope you have a few experiences that make your heart jump and your head spin.” Nan raised her cup.

      “And don’t forget you need to write to us and tell us all about it. With lots and lots of detailed pictures.” Nessy grinned.

      “Yes, don’t forget to write to us,” Cara whispered. She plastered a smile on her face but inside, her heart broke a little.

      Nate squeezed her fingers. Reassurance flowed along their bond, but it did little to ease the knot of fear that hunkered down inside Cara.
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      As Cara had breakfast in the sunny yellow morning room the next day, the aethergraph burst into life on the sideboard and spat out a length of tape. She wandered over with coffee in hand and popped the end of toast into her mouth to free up a hand to tear off the strip. She scanned the message while walking back to the table and handed the piece of paper to Nate. Then she removed the toast so she could speak. “It’s from Marco. He has found something that he needs to show me.”

      She didn’t mention the topic out loud. She still struggled to form the syllables of his name. The man who had taken to haunting her dreams. Rahotep. The obsidian box might be buried under tonnes of rock beneath the manor, but whispers wormed their way upward and crawled into her mind at night.

      Nate took her hand and brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “It’s time to end this, Cara. It sounds as though Marco has finally found a scent for us to follow.”

      Cara leaned into him and inhaled. His warmth combined with a unique blend of spicy aftershave and coffee that tickled her nose. She exhaled against his neck. “Change is in the wind.”

      Nate slid an arm around her waist and tugged her onto his lap. Then he took the coffee from her hand and placed it on the table. “Business calls me to London, but I can put off the meeting if you want me to accompany you to the bookstore?”

      A silent chuckle lightened Cara’s mood. Ten years later and Nate still harboured a vague sense of jealousy whenever she visited the handsome scholar. Not that he ever doubted Cara’s loyalties, but he suspected Marco would leap upon her and drag her behind a bookshelf for a thorough ravishment. “I will be fine on my own. Marco has no interest in old married women with a gaggle of children at foot.” She sighed and pressed a hand to her temple in a gesture of despair.

      “Really? I find my fondness for such creatures grows deeper every day,” he murmured. With one hand at her nape, her pulled her closer to kiss her neck.

      A bolt of heat shot through Cara, running from her toes to tingle over her scalp. For a blissful moment, she left thoughts of the twins and Rachel’s impending departure outside the door. She arched her neck as Nate kissed his way up to her ear. Then she gathered up all her concerns and pressed her forehead to Nate’s. “Work first, play later. Tonight, you can show me how appreciative you are of tired and undervalued mothers.” She slipped from Nate’s grasp and stuck her head out the door to ask a passing footman to relay the order to prepare Bobby, the small airship.

      Some hours later, Cara sat in a carriage being pulled along London’s streets by mechanical unicorns. Nate had finally given in to her sense of whimsy and commissioned the fantastical beasts to pull the carriage, instead of his ordinary brass horses. A small jolt heralded their stopping at the end of the street. Cara jumped down before the footman could rush to open the door and she waved him away.

      The lane was too narrow for the wide vehicle and she preferred to approach the store on foot. Each step along the old cobbled lane transported her back in time. The little street had escaped the Great Fire and the buildings were constructed of thick, dark timbers with whitewashed walls. Tall and narrow, they leaned on one another over head and blocked out most of the sky and bustle of London beyond.

      The uneven cobbles could trip anyone in a hurry and forced a slower pace upon the few people venturing down the dim lane. Thick, mottled panes distorted the view inside the shops, and items on sale had their edges blurred and colours ran together. A few curious pedestrians shared the narrow road with her, stopping at store fronts to press their noses to the windows as though they promenaded along a display in a museum.

      The ancient bookstore never changed, despite the passage of years. The front timbers still bore the scars from surviving the fire two centuries ago. The heavy front door blocked out all intruders, whether natural or manmade.

      Cara pushed inside and the small bell over the door tinkled at the movement. She closed her eyes and drew the essence of the shop into her lungs. Paper, beeswax, lavender, and the crisp tang of ink. If she could bottle the aroma that settled her restlessness and soothed her soul, she would insist Nate wear it as a cologne. Not that he needed to be made more irresistible.

      “Marco?” Cara called as she walked down the central aisle.

      The shop, for once, stood oddly silent and empty. Since Marco took over from Malachi, the number of women, both young and old alike, who urgently needed a rare book had jumped markedly. She had learned, through embarrassing experience, to call out before she peered down a row in case she stumbled upon Marco assisting a customer.

      “Cara! My favourite client.” A rich voice wrapped around the end of a shelf.

      Cara stopped as his form appeared, a book clutched in his long fingers. Marco possessed the same charm as his grandfather—but in a younger and more devastating package. With a penchant for wearing natural linen suits and crisp white shirts that accented his bronzed skin and perfect teeth, he made Cara think of explorers off to exotic climes. His dark hair draped over his forehead and the silken locks issued a siren call for a woman to step close and brush them to one side.

      “You have something for me at long last?” She tried to effuse enthusiasm into her words although cold dread was running up and down her spine.

      “Yes.” He gestured toward the tall and long desk that occupied the back of the store.

      A pang of longing washed over her as she stared at the empty stool. She missed Malachi and his impish smile, impertinent questions, and encyclopaedic knowledge. Time fought an unseen battle against her friends and had claimed Malachi the previous year. Her tutor passed in his sleep, with a large grin on his face and a nubile widow at his side.

      Part of her had imagined that the bookshop sat outside of time and that as long as it occupied the space on the narrow lane, then its owner would likewise be eternal. The Fates played a cruel trick on her, letting her believe that she could keep all her friends and family forever.

      Malachi’s funeral had been a joyous affair, as his extended family and numerous friends gathered to celebrate a life well lived. But the ache of his loss dwelt inside her, and she wished there were a way to share her prolonged lifespan with all those who owned a piece of her heart.

      Cara rested a hand on the desk and sent her old friend love, wherever his soul dwelt now.

      “We all miss him,” Marco said from beside her. “For a short man, he left big shoes to fill.”

      “I’ve heard the stories and I think you’re doing an admirable job. I am surprised to find you alone here, given the steady stream of ladies who seek your help with their literary needs.” Cara dropped her satchel the floor and pulled out the spare stool to take her usual seat.

      “I own a bookstore; helping customers find what they seek is my purpose.” He grinned.

      Cara’s heart stuttered at his good looks and easy manner. She might be a happily married woman who loved her husband, but that didn’t stop her from appreciating a fine specimen of manhood when one stood before her.

      “I’ve heard many of your customers leave empty handed but looking rather satisfied. How is that possible?” Cara stared at the ceiling and tapped a finger to her chin. She didn’t venture into society often, but had caught the whispers about the expansive knowledge and firm guiding hand that the handsome bookstore owner offered.

      Marco laughed. “Ah. If only you weren’t so happily married.”

      “Malachi used to say the same thing. Tell me what you have found, before I completely forget why I am here.” Staring into his dark eyes for too long was like standing on the golden sand and gazing at an azure Mediterranean ocean—it made you want to strip naked and plunge in.

      “I have spent years reviewing any documents and books from Egypt. I finally found a clue in a letter an explorer sent home a hundred years ago. He journeyed to a canyon beyond a small village. He had heard rumours of an ancient temple carved into the rock with most unusual drawings and depictions on its wall. The few who had seen it said it showed the work of a nameless priest who they referred to as the holder of hearts.”

      A chill washed over Cara’s skin and she rubbed at her arms. She didn’t need to hear anything else as the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. “It’s him.”

      Marco unfolded a sheet of paper and smoothed out a crease with a fingertip. “The explorer wrote to his wife of his experience, along with a drawing he copied from the cave wall, showing the Nameless One.”

      Cara stared at the faded and crinkled pencil sketch. It depicted a tall, lean figure who wore only a linen kilt. An aquiline nose jutted out from his face and black kohl lines ran from his eye to temple. A top knot gathered his hair and it swung down his back. Jewelled cuffs covered his upper arms. In his outstretched hands, he held a strange object.

      She leaned closer to make out the thing he held. Rounded, it had a pointed bottom and a dip at the top like an apple where it joined the stalk. The item had what appeared to be lines or straps around it and one part jutted out the side. Recognition flared in her mind.

      “Nefertiti’s Heart.” The fist-sized mechanical diamond that Rahotep created for Nefertiti. “He’s offering it to someone, or showing it off?”

      “That I do not know. But I believe we have found those who may have the answers you seek. The explorer writes that in the nearby village lived a small and devoted following to the Nameless One, led by a priestess who believed that one day, he would be restored to life.” Marco pulled out another page of spidery script that accompanied the drawing.

      Cara stared at the pencil sketch. After ten years she had a vague face to put to a name. She’d thought he would have been taller.

      Her attention wandered over the rest of the drawing. The artist had sketched a vague background of vertical lines and squiggles to denote hieroglyphs. A doodle in one corner caught her eye. A scarab with a heart in its middle sat atop a pillar. Odd rays punctuated its body and emerged from the heart shape. They shone down upon Rahotep and the heart.

      “Do you know if this is accurate or artistic?” She tapped the tiny insect.

      Marco leaned closer and Cara inhaled his fragrance that held an undertone of tangy citrus. Working with Marco made her wonder if all of Malachi’s offspring inherited his irresistible charm. “Impossible to say without seeing the original drawing. Why, does it seem familiar to you?”

      “Very. I found a scarab among the Curator’s possessions. Its middle section is cut away and holds a heart-shaped piece of blue glass.” While the object didn’t have the tingle of an artifact, a piece from ancient Egypt with a heart in it had intrigued her. A small voice whispered that it couldn’t be coincidental and so she had kept the metal insect.

      “Do you still have it?” Marco asked.

      She flashed him a guilty smile. “Yes. I have it on my desk and use it to rest my drink on.”

      “You use an artifact that is thousands of years old to sit your cup of coffee on?” His eyes widened in horror and he regarded her like some sort of monster who would likewise leave coffee rings on the pages of a book.

      Cara cringed. “I didn’t want to damage my desk. Anyway, it’s metal, I didn’t think it would do any harm. Do you know where this village is located?” She moved the conversation on from her abuse of antiquities.

      “Yes. It is called Sewet and is still there after all these years.” He moved the page out of the way and fetched a rolled map. Marco laid the map out and anchored the corners with the ink pot and small cuboid weights. Before them was a detailed map of Egypt.

      He traced the Nile and tapped at a spot on the northern side of Amarna. “The village is about one hundred and fifty miles from Cairo and not far from Amarna. The canyon is in the Eastern Desert and part of the wall is a carved temple. From the letter, it seems the cave is hidden beyond. You need to make an offering to the priestess to be shown the room that contains the drawings.” His finger moved to the darker, wavy lines indicating the outcrops.

      “At long last I can become the hunter, rather than the rabbit,” she murmured as she stared at the map. Another thought popped into her mind. Perhaps Rachel could start her adventure in Egypt?

      She reached out for the drawing and letter. “Can I take this?”

      He smiled. “Of course, I made duplicates. I will send you what I know of the village.”

      “Add anything new about Amarna that you have discovered.” If she was going all the way to Egypt, she may as well trace Nefertiti’s steps and see if she could discover what truly happened there.
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      That evening, after tucking the boys into bed, Cara flopped on the chaise and lifted her feet up onto the cushion. Rachel had her feet curled under her as she read in the armchair opposite. Cara mentally traced her daughter’s profile and committed the image to her memory. Nate was right of course. The time had come to let Rachel test her wings—she had only to loosen her mothering instinct.

      “How do you feel about a trip to Egypt with your mother before you and Pavlin head off over the horizon?” Cara said.

      “Egypt?” Rachel breathed the word and her eyes shone as she peered over the top of her book. “Most definitely.”

      “Who is off to Egypt?” Nate walked into the room.

      Cara imagined him dressed as a sheik and riding a camel and decided she was long overdue for another adventure. “We are. Marco finally has a starting point for us.”

      Nate poured himself a brandy and then lifted Cara’s feet to take the end of the chaise, replacing them on his lap. He rested one hand on her ankle. “We can take the Isis. She arrived today in London with Miguel at the helm. I’m sure he won’t mind a family detour before their next commercial journey.”

      Cara hadn’t seen Miguel for some months. “How is he settling in as captain, now that Loki prefers to stay in Aotearoa?”

      Nate sipped his brandy and cast a glance to Rachel, who had set aside her book to listen to the conversation. “I would describe Miguel as quietly efficient. He is a very different captain to Loki.”

      Cara snorted. “No one is quite like Loki. I’m glad to hear Miguel has found his feet. What do you say, Rachel, to travelling under Miguel’s command?”

      The young woman’s eyes lit up and she murmured, “I think I might find that tolerable.”

      An idea sprang into Cara’s mind. Miguel had always been an excellent escort and companion for Rachel. He would keep her away from the exotic fruit Nan and Nessy thought the girl should be sinking her teeth into. Yes, she would ask Miguel to keep close to her daughter, to ensure she stayed well out of trouble.
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      Two days later, Rachel sat on the lawn under a spreading elm. Pavlin warmed her back, and both woman and dragon raised their heads to watch the shadow playing among the clouds above. A ring of golden sunlight appeared as an airship broke through the clouds, then she dropped lower as she neared the manor.

      Isis, the namesake of the vessel, protected the prow. Her arms spread and angled back, as though she held the vessel behind her. The sun lit the gilding on her body and turned her into a radiant figure. Her wooden shift had been carved so expertly that it seemed to flutter with the breeze buffeting the airship.

      Lower and lower the vessel sank toward the ground. Lines were thrown over the sides and black-clad crewmen rappelled to the ground. The Lyons estate was equipped to cater to the airborne craft that formed the backbone of the business. Part of the lawn acted as a landing field, with enormous iron rings planted deep in the ground in a circular pattern. Ropes were secured to the tethering points.

      Rachel’s heart leapt as a familiar figure stood at the railing. Of a lean and athletic build, auburn highlights flashed in his short hair. Two crewmen approached the figure and orders were issued by Miguel Volkov, their captain.

      As a young man, Miguel had once blamed himself for Cara ending up strapped to a killer’s table. His handsome face was a regular sight around the family’s Mayfair home. As the youngest of Nate’s men at the time, he had been given the job of following behind the young Rachel. All that changed when he was promoted to Lachlan Hawke’s second.

      Growing up, Rachel had thought there was nothing more dashing than a man in the black crew uniform. Miguel, with his kind eyes and patient manner, had fuelled a childish crush. But she had left such foolish longings behind a few years ago, when a humiliating event made her realise her young affections were not returned.

      Besides, she had a dragon and no need for airship travel or a captain. No matter how handsome and intriguing that captain might be. It was only the ghostly residual of her silly infatuation that refused to stay buried, that made her breath catch in her chest at the sight of him.

      The crew winched the Isis to within two feet of the ground and the stairs were extended. The captain trotted down the metal steps as Cara emerged from the house and waved.

      “I suppose I should go say hello. That is the polite thing to do, after all.” Rachel leaned on Pavlin as she rose to her feet and crossed the lawn.

      The dragon shook herself and then padded behind, shadowing Rachel’s footsteps.

      “Miguel!” Cara rushed across the short grass to greet him.

      Miguel leapt the last few feet to the ground and with a broad smile on his face, he swept Cara up in a hug. Then he placed her back on her feet and kissed each cheek in the continental fashion.

      “I’ve not been home for so long. Where are all the children?” Then his attention turned to Rachel and interest lit his hazel eyes. He bowed in her direction. “Rachel. I hardly recognised you, although not many women are followed by their dragon.”

      Rachel reached out and rested her mechanical hand on Pavlin’s hide. In an abstract way, the metal conveyed the warmth of the dragon and the texture of her scales. Then it registered the faint rumble of possession that vibrated under a steel palm. Pavlin considered Rachel her human.

      “Good to see you Miguel,” Rachel said coolly. “I’m no child any longer. I turned eighteen this week.”

      “I meant no offence. I was enquiring after the twins and Jackson’s children.” Warmth simmered in his eyes as he regarded her.

      Rachel resisted the urge to squirm under his inspection and turned to hide her face against Pavlin’s scales. Conversation washed over her as Cara asked about the flight. Rachel hung back and wondered why she didn’t receive a kiss on each cheek like Cara. Her greeting seemed rather off-hand, not that she had offered any indication of wanting a hug, or more. That proved he had no interest in her, whatever her age.

      “Did Nate tell you that we are to go to Egypt at last? Fitting that the Isis should carry us there.” Cara linked arms with the captain as they walked toward the house.

      “It is always an honour to have you onboard. It should be a pleasant voyage, and I’ve not lost you for ten years now.” Miguel glanced behind him as he spoke.

      Cara gestured for her daughter to catch up. “Rachel and Pavlin will be joining us for the first leg of their adventure. Do you think the Isis can accommodate a dragon?”

      Miguel turned to address Rachel over his shoulder. “The Isis has a large cargo hold that should provide ample room for Pavlin and a comfortable place for her to bed down. The rear cargo doors can be opened during flight if she wishes to stretch her wings instead of being cooped up. Perhaps we could confer later, Rachel, to ensure all Pavlin’s needs will be met?”

      “Of course. She is rather particular about her bedding.” Rachel’s heart beat a little faster. No doubt due to the excitement of their impending trip and nothing to do with the prospect of a quiet moment alone with the captain.

      Once inside the house, Cara marched Miguel over to Nate’s study and closed the door behind them.

      “Guess I’m not required, then,” Rachel huffed as she stared at the door handle. What to do? A gloomy mood swept over her. She turned eighteen but in many ways, Cara still treated her like a child. “Things are going to change, whether she likes it or not.”

      Rachel occupied herself in the library, curled up in an armchair with, for a change, a novel rather than a weighty non-fiction tome.

      As the sun spiked low through the window, a footman appeared and coughed into his hand. “Excuse me, Miss, but Captain Volkov asked if you had time to discuss Pavlin’s requirements for the forthcoming trip?”

      “Of course. I’ll be there directly.” She put a fabric strip in the book, marking the spot where the hero had been about to rescue the heroine from being tied to railway tracks. A foolish place to end up, she thought. Any woman who carried a knife would have been able to rescue herself.

      Rachel slipped from the house and headed across the lawn toward the airship. Men worked around the hull and more climbed over the air bladder, undertaking routine maintenance and checks before her next journey. The rear hold doors were open and Pavlin peered within and snuffled while waiting for her human.

      “It’s perfectly safe, girl. The airship will allow us to travel further distances without tiring your wings, and we can explore the world.” Rachel threw her arms around the dragon’s neck and whispered against her scales. Perhaps somewhere out there, they would find a mate for Pavlin to ease the loneliness deep inside the small dragon.

      While Pavlin had recovered from her injury and regained the ability to fly, the broken wing tired easier than the other. Rachel would never leave the estate without her constant companion, nor would she risk the creature’s health. Using airships for the longer hauls would conserve the little dragon’s energy reserves.

      Rachel climbed up into the hold and gestured for Pavlin to follow. “See, it’s perfectly safe,” she crooned.

      Pavlin snorted again and then, folding her wings against her sides, hopped up into the storage area.

      The wooden floors were roughened to offer traction in flight and to stop the cargo sliding around. Nets were rolled and packed against the sides and even the ceiling. A high-pitched snort came from Pavlin as she surveyed her surroundings. Her eyes spun at the nets overhead as though she expected them to drop down on her.

      Halfway along the hold, a narrow set of stairs led to the upper level. Pavlin snorted again at the sound of a faint tread, then Miguel appeared.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked in a soft tone as he approached.

      “She doesn’t like the nets. They remind her of when the bounty hunters tried to capture her.” Rachel leaned against the side of the agitated dragon and sent her calming thoughts.

      “I’ll have them removed. The hold can be divided up, and if it is acceptable to Pavlin, we can close the partition and store the nets on the other side.” Miguel pulled a segment of the wall away to show how the panels unfolded to separate the space. “Will that give her sufficient room?”

      Rachel assessed the space. The hold could accommodate a much larger male dragon, so long as he kept his wings folded, and there was more than ample space for a small female. “If we can push them back farther, and divide it into one third and two thirds instead of halves, then she will be more comfortable. She needs enough to turn around without putting her tail through the side.”

      “There is another track. I’ll get the crew to move the panels over.” Miguel gestured to the metal track laid in the floor. The panels sat in the groove for additional stability. “What does she require in terms of bedding?”

      “Straw, and a good depth. Imagine you are bedding down a large horse.” Rachel smiled at her friend and stroked a hand over her side.

      The dragon calmed, but stayed close to Rachel and kept a wary eye on the overhead nets. Pavlin turned and nuzzled Rachel’s shoulder. The image of water appeared in her mind. Rachel scratched Pavlin’s head. “Of course, I will tell him. She will also need a plentiful supply of fresh water.”

      “She talks to you?” He tilted his head and curious eyes regarded her. While not overly tall, he still had a few inches over her.

      “Yes. Sometimes in images, other times it’s a feeling and I simply know what she means.” Rachel shared a similar bond with Pavlin that Cara did with Kirill, only deeper and more intuitive.

      “Not a language someone else can learn, then.” Miguel leaned against the curved wall and studied them. He had a gift for languages and made the effort to become proficient in the native tongue wherever he travelled.

      Rachel never consciously sought to understand Pavlin; the awareness simply grew inside her the more time they spent together. “She understands us, but we cannot learn her language.”

      “But you found a way. You have a remarkable bond with her,” Miguel said.

      Rachel shrugged and ducked behind the dragon to hide from his intelligent gaze that saw more than she wanted to reveal. When the bounty hunters harpooned Pavlin, she spent every moment at the dragon’s side. Fear had eaten at Rachel that with a broken wing, Pavlin would be deemed unfixable and put out of her misery. A tight bond sprang up between the two and for a long time, Rachel slept in the barn curled up beside the dragon. No one could persuade her to leave the injured dragon until she knew the wing healed and no one was going to shoot her.

      “I listen, and she speaks in more than words or sounds.” There was more to it than that. Girl and dragon had both been broken and they leaned on each other to heal, not that most people would understand.

      “Listening is a rare skill.” A soft shuffle came from the other side of the dragon and then two polished black boots appeared in Rachel’s line of sight, right next to her. “Does she require anything else? What of food supplies?”

      Her gaze wandered from boots, up over thighs, past a narrow waist and broader chest. Rather than making eye contact, she concentrated on his strong chin. Meeting his patient stare roused all sorts of unfamiliar feelings within her. Rachel closed her eyes and considered all that her dear friend needed to be comfortable. “With a long flight, Pavlin will restrict her intake as a full stomach affects how they fly over long distances. Fishing will keep her sustained while we travel, and she will eat sheep or cattle when on land.”

      Miguel held out a hand for Pavlin to sniff as though she were a curious dog or horse. A long tongue licked his palm and wrapped around his wrist. “If there is nothing else, I will ensure the hold is made ready for her. Cara is keen to leave by the end of the week.”

      “Of course.” Rachel walked to the edge of the hold.

      Pavlin hopped down and gave a cry over her shoulder, before flapping her wings and taking flight. Rachel’s talk of fish had given the dragon a hankering for some and she circled toward the sea.

      As Rachel crouched at the edge of the floor ready to jump down, a warm hand clasped hers and she gasped at the contact.

      “Careful. Sometimes a draft catches the ship and she can lurch up unexpectedly.” Miguel held her right hand and steadied her as she lowered herself.

      “Thank you,” she muttered. Once her feet hit the grass, she ran across the lawn. She clenched her hand and held it to her chest. It tingled as though she pinched a nerve in her elbow.

      That night, Rachel sat on the floor in her room. A small square of paper jutted out from the pages of a book beside her bed. It was the slip Nan had passed to her during her birthday dinner. Rachel plucked it free of the book and ran a finger along the edge. There was very little on the scrap, only a name and three words.

      
        
        Miguel

        Patient. Gentle. Thorough.

      

      

      A month ago, emboldened by too much wine that she had snuck during dinner, Rachel had confessed to the two women that she wanted a romantic adventure. Nan and Nessy were delighted that the younger woman sought their expertise on the subject of exploring her sexuality. Like two generals planning a war campaign, the women had declared they would consider all the young men working for Nate and determine who, if any, was worthy to be Rachel’s first.

      “Miguel,” Rachel repeated the name out loud. Then she snorted. “Ridiculous. He thinks I’m a child and besides, he’s too short. I want a tall man like Nate.”

      She screwed up the slip of paper and tossed it into the fire. The flames ate the name until only blackened ash remained. Having dispatched the paper like an unwanted spell, she turned to contemplate the open trunk in the middle of her room.

      Rachel needed to select everything that might be required on a grand adventure. Dressing like a man in trousers was more practical for both riding dragons and taking control of the path she walked. But she conceded there might be the odd occasion where propriety demanded she dress like a woman instead of a lad. In the end, she settled on filling the trunk with practical items such as trousers, waistcoats, shirts, and boots. Only two skirts were rolled up and squished into a corner. Her collection of corsets was left in a drawer of the tall dresser. They would not be required.

      Next came the miscellaneous things that would see her through long nights or snowy days. She gathered up an armload of books, trying to decide which to take, when an idea struck her. Instead of weighing down her luggage with books, she grabbed a blank journal. She would write her own adventure. A second blank journal joined the first. She would write an account of how travel and different diets and climates affected Pavlin. Perhaps one day she could publish a scientific study of dragons for the rest of the world, who would never know the pleasure of dragon companionship.

      As she gathered items to wedge into the remaining space, a restless urge crept through the carpets and nibbled at her toes and made her pace back and forth. A low whisper drifted from under the door and wrapped around her. It tugged, urging her out to the hall. The seductive voice spoke in no language she knew, but like Pavlin, it made her understand its intent.

      “Cara is going to hunt you down and silence you forever,” Rachel told the disembodied voice. Then she slammed the lid on the trunk and quiet reigned once more.
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      Cara strode across the rug in her study and plucked up the metal scarab. Roughly the same size as her hand, the metal beetle had a flat back and little, inch-long feet—which is why she used it to rest her coffee on. Enamel around the edges ran from deep navy to a bright green, mimicking the iridescence the insect had in life. A heart-shaped piece of blue glass, approximately two inches across, filled the hole in its back exactly.

      “I don’t know that you do, but it appears you may have a role in this journey,” she told the object before she slipped it into her leather satchel.

      Nate walked through the open door and wrapped one arm around her waist. With his other hand, he placed a finger under her chin to tilt her face. “I’m going to take Miguel to fetch the box.”

      She kissed his lips and savoured the warmth he breathed into her bones. “Any chance we could accidentally drop it into the ocean along the way?”

      “If we did that, you would never know what is inside,” Nate murmured against her lips.

      Damn man. Her curiosity was a double-edged sword. As much as she loathed the black stone container, a part of her simply had to know what it held. “I’ll go say goodbye to Amy and the children.”

      Nate let her go and Cara hugged her arms around her torso to replace his warmth. Anxiety churned inside her at leaving the safety of the estate. Another part of her worried about Rachel leaving them. Cara didn’t feel ready to not see her daughter every morning at the breakfast table, even if lately Rachel scowled more often than smiled.

      Making a decision, Cara headed along the hall to the drawing room and her extended family. She paused at the doorway and took in the scene.

      Amy sat on the floor, surrounded by their assorted children. Teddy played with Gideon and Lucien, the younger lad in a hurry to grow up and match the older boys’ antics. Little Ant sat by her mother and fussed with a doll. Cara thought she undressed the doll to change its clothes, but on listening to the conversation, it appeared the toy was being prepared for surgery. The child grew more like her doctor mother every day.

      With a smile on her lips that didn’t quite reach inside her, Cara walked in and sat on the rug beside Amy. “We’ll be leaving soon.” She picked up a tin soldier and turned it over and over in her fingers.

      Amy folded a tiny dress and set it by the small patient. “You know Jack and I will look after those two as though they are our own.”

      “I know.” Cara reached for Amy’s hand and squeezed her fingers. “It’s just…”

      “You’re scared,” Amy pitched her voice low and the adult conversation flitted past the children’s ears.

      Cara swallowed the lump in her throat. “We don’t know what we will find.”

      “Peace, that is what you will find. After all these years, you will finally have answers.” Amy smiled, and her love and belief in her friend overwhelmed Cara.

      She leaned in and hugged Amy and took the opportunity to wipe away a tear before anyone saw it. “I hope so.”

      “Why are you sad, Momma?” Gideon put down his handful of soldiers and walked to Cara.

      Cara grabbed him and dragged him onto her lap. “Because Papa and I are going away, and I shall miss you all terribly until we come home again.”

      “What will you bring us back from Egypt?” Gideon’s serious gaze focused on Cara’s face.

      She racked her brain for potential ideas. “How about a wooden camel to go with your soldiers?”

      Lucien walked over to them and placed a small arm around her shoulders. “I want something from a tomb. Something dead.”

      “Eww!” Ant screwed up her face. “Boys are horrid.”

      “Yes, they can be.” Amy smoothed her daughter’s hair and shared a smile with Cara.

      They helped each other to their feet and gathered up the children.

      “Come on, let’s go see the Isis leave,” Amy called.

      The children raced each other to the door. Amy gripped Cara’s arm and held her back. “Come back to us unharmed, all of you.”

      Cara’s smile faltered as she realised they wouldn’t all return. Rachel embarked on her great adventure and who knew when, or even if, she might return to the family nest.

      Melancholic thoughts settled over Cara as she walked through the house and out to the lawn. Nate and Miguel appeared from a side door, carrying a small metal trunk between them. Cara held her breath as they passed and only a mild sting brushed over her skin. The heavy lead container held the smaller obsidian box covered in runes. The lead insulated Cara from the effects of whatever rested inside the box.

      The lead would also, she hoped, deaden the voice that whispered in her dreams. It teased and cajoled, daring her to join it. Challenge accepted, she finally answered back.

      The Isis had a safe in the captain’s quarters that would be used to house the special metal trunk. Cara and Nate had their own cabin in the forward compartment of the vessel, with a curved window that let the world drop away beneath them.

      With final hugs to her children and dearest friend, Cara climbed the stairs and bordered the airship. In the bridge, she stood at the window as Miguel issued commands to his crew. Cara marvelled how the shy youth had flourished under Loki’s tutelage. Always a serious and studious man, Miguel had developed a gleam to his eyes that hinted at learning more from the notorious rogue Lachlan Hawke than how to captain a vessel.

      With red accents in his hair, hazel eyes, and a similar lean build and face shape to Cara, many commented on their physical similarities. Whether they shared the same father or not, a secret known only to his deceased mother, Cara considered him a younger brother. Although he now appeared slightly older than her, as he entered his late twenties.

      Cara had walked the earth for thirty-two years, but Nefertiti’s Heart froze her body as it had been ten years prior when her blood activated the artifact. Nate’s body was also suspended in time as they shared one supernaturally long life. In the years to come, even their children would age past them. An ache settled in Cara’s bones when she cast her mind forward in time.

      Shaking away the sad thoughts, Cara continued her inspection of the changes evident on the bridge. The crew sat at their consoles and Miguel leaned over one, looking at dials and gauges as he engaged in a hushed conversation. The entire room had an aura of quiet and calm. Even the machines made muted dings and blips as though someone had turned down the volume.

      When Loki captained a vessel, he filled the bridge with both his voice and presence. Orders were shouted, even if the person stood next to him. He would burst into song and everyone else, including the machines, operated at a louder pitch to compete.

      “It’s so… quiet in here.” Cara eyed the far wall and sighed in relief when she spotted the familiar coffee machine. At least that hadn’t changed.

      Miguel glanced at her and flashed a smile. “Unlike Loki, I prefer to hear myself think and I’m not afraid of being alone with my thoughts. I also don’t shag passengers in the map cupboard.”

      Cara snorted and tried to suppress that memory. She preferred a noisy bridge when bangs and cries emitted from the store closets.

      A crewman handed a clipboard to Miguel and he ran an eye over the sheet of paper. “Rachel and Pavlin are secure in the hold and we are about to cast off, if you want to go on deck for a last look.”

      Nate appeared in the doorway and the crew stiffened as he walked past. Cara suppressed a smile as the crew reacted to his presence. Dials were tweaked harder and pencils scratched deeper into paper. He took her hand and drew her away from the bridge.

      “Miguel might be captain, but you retain command,” she murmured as they walked out onto the deck that encircled the main cabin.

      “If only my children showed me the same respect as the crew.” Nate tucked her closer as they stood at the prow.

      “They say familiarity breeds contempt. Perhaps the separation of our trip will bring a magical change over the twins and we shall return to obedient and respectful boys.” She rested her hands on the brass railing warmed by the sun.

      Nate narrowed his eyes, and his deadpan look somehow managed to convey his utter disbelief in her theory.

      “Yes, well, their breeding would suggest otherwise,” Cara admitted with a laugh.

      Below, men on the ground cast off the anchor ropes and the Isis rose into the air. Cara waved to her family until the boys turned into ants, scurrying over the lawn as they chased the airship.

      Kirill and Calypso shot up from the ocean and flew alongside the ship. Cara waved to her friends. “Look after the family and we’ll look after Pavlin,” she promised.

      The two dragons cried out and circled away near the edge of the estate and the invisible barrier that kept their enemies out. A chill washed over Cara’s body as they passed through and she rubbed at her arms, but the cold seemed to reside deep in her bones.

      Will we return? she wondered as they headed over the water.

      “Let’s go back inside, where it’s warmer. The temperature will drop as we rise higher and cool air will wash off the sea,” Nate said.

      “I think this chill will be with me even if I sit in front of a roaring fire.” Cara watched England’s coastline drift farther away from them.

      Strong arms wrapped around her as Nate pulled her against his chest. “Don’t let your imagination run away with you. When we open that box, I suspect we will be disappointed. It’s probably his childhood rock collection that he wanted Nefertiti to have,” his voice murmured by her ear.

      She turned in his embrace and rested her cheek against his wool jacket. “This is more than the box, but I can’t explain the fear that flows through my veins.”

      Nate lifted her face and kissed her eyelids. “Remember, he doesn’t stand a chance against both of us.”

      They headed inside and Rachel joined them in the lounge. The young woman buzzed with the excitement of starting her journey. Cara tried to smile as they played cards, while inside she treasured every shared moment.

      They ate dinner with the crew as they travelled onward to their first stop. The Isis would dock at a station in France for the night, before carrying on in the morning. Miguel excused himself, saying he would take the first night-time shift on the bridge.

      Later that night, as silence settled over the vessel and others slumbered, Cara stood on the deck and pulled her jacket tight around her. The moon lit the waves beneath the airship and they glided above a silvery path.

      Nate joined her and took her in his arms. “Your thoughts are as deep as the ocean,” he murmured by her ear.

      “I’m trying so hard, Nate, but I can’t do this,” she whispered.

      His grip tightened around her as though he feared she would jump over the railing. “Do what? I suspect you don’t mean travelling to Egypt.”

      A shudder worked through her frame. “I can’t watch our friends and family grow old and leave us. I miss Helene and Malachi. One day, it will be Nan and Nessy. After them, Jackson and Amy and the children…” The words dried up in her throat. The glittering points on the sea were tears in an ocean full of sorrow for those who passed. “I’m not strong enough to lose them all.”

      Nate rested his chin on her head. “You are far stronger than you think you are, but what do you propose? We could destroy the heart and let time flow through us once more. If we take that course, have you considered what we will lose?”

      His love flowed through her veins along with a hint of icy determination. They would lose the magical bond that allowed one to feel what the other experienced, and to project their emotions onto the other person. The bond didn’t only extend their lives, but had saved them both.

      “Do you want to live for hundreds of years carrying so much pain with you?” She turned in his arms and placed one hand on his chest and the other on the side of his face.

      He took her hand and kissed her palm. “Loss cuts as deep as you love, Cara. You cannot have one without the other. But we can remember them, and we have been gifted possibly hundreds of years of wonderful memories to keep them alive within us. Or would you render your heart as cold and hard as that diamond?”

      Why couldn’t she have love without the hurt? Cara buried her face in Nate’s jacket and inhaled his fresh scent mixed with the trace of wool and salt rising from the sea. “If we are ageing, it is very slowly. Already people have commented on it. Soon we won’t be able to hide the lack of change within us. Although I see the twins have somehow managed to give you grey hair.” She reached up to trace a line of silver at his temple that made him more dashing and distinguished. “Or do you plan to be the queen’s immortal servant, bound to every monarch to come?”

      A silent laugh huffed in his chest. “Not likely. I have been planning for the future and how we can step back. I can continue to run our enterprises by using capable managers as the day-to-day face of operations.”

      She should have known he had a plan in action. Even with her, Nate still played his cards close to his chest. She searched his gaze. “Victoria has a long reach. She won’t let us go easily.”

      Nate nuzzled the side of her neck. “I am unfailing in protecting those I love. I have a plan that will keep the queen happy and allow us the freedom to decide our own future.”

      Cara arched her neck to give him better access to lavish his kisses. “Care to let me in on this plan?”

      Laughter rumbled through him. “You know part of it. I am establishing an alternate secure location away from Lowestoft for the artifacts. But I won’t tell you anything else until it is ready to be unveiled, and I shall keep you in suspense.”

      “Tease.” Knowing he plotted something, all she could think about was how to weasel the details out of him.

      Nate swept her into his arms and Cara gasped in surprise. “I’m no tease. I always follow through.”

      With that, he carried her to their cabin and proved his point. Most thoroughly.
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      Life on the airship fell into a routine of getting dressed in the morning, followed by hours of boredom broken only by meals. Cara, never good with being confined, paced. She performed endless circuits of the deck under Nate’s watchful eye.

      Her grip tightened on the railing every time the rear cargo doors opened and Pavlin and Rachel plunged over the edge. The dragon fell clear of the airship before opening her wings and soaring upward. Cara’s heart stopped, until strong strokes carried dragon and rider into the clouds. A child might leave the nest and spread their wings, but Cara wished it weren’t quite so literal in this case. Odd that it never worried her when Rachel rode the dragon over the estate. Perhaps it was the prospect that they might not return that gnawed at Cara’s insides.

      Over the next four days, they travelled 2,500 miles from England to Egypt. The airship docked for regular stops along the way. Sicily was the last rest before starting the final leg of their journey to Egypt. Cara stood on the bridge and pressed her palms to the glass as the Isis glided over the Mediterranean Sea and finally reached Egypt, where golden sand replaced deep azure water. Anticipation, excitement, and dread churned within her and for the first time ever resulted in a bout of airsickness.

      Miguel had his fingers wrapped around the brass wheel and his gaze on the horizon. “We’ll be in Cairo soon. They have an airfield on the edge of the city.”

      “We’re staying at the Imperial Hotel for the two nights, while we plan our next move. We can either stay with the Isis or switch to a steamer and travel the Nile.” Nate rested one hip on the wide windowsill.

      “Oh, let’s take a boat. We’ve come all this way, we may as well enjoy the journey. Not that I have any objection to the Isis, but a slow journey on the water sounds romantic,” Cara said. It would also mean slightly longer with Rachel and Pavlin before they started their solo flight.

      “Have you been to Egypt before, Miguel?” Rachel sat on the other side of the wide window.

      He flashed a smile at her. “Not for a few years. Hopefully I haven’t lost too much of my Arabic.”

      Rachel stared at the haze of buildings that emerged in the distance. “Pavlin will need to hunt, now we aren’t flying at such high altitudes.”

      “We’ll find out where she can dine or who we can pay for her meals, before she starts terrorising the countryside,” Nate said from his spot in the sun.

      They had lunch on the airship and arrived in Cairo not long after. Cara stayed on deck as the airship approached the landing field. Voices drifted up as the men on the ground took hold of the ropes dropped over the sides. The lines were attached to steel bollards to secure the vessel, and she was dragged closer to the ground as they were wound tight.

      Heat wafted off the sand as though they hovered over a stove, and Cara breathed in the warm air. She had changed into a light linen shirt and cotton trousers. Brown boots were laced to her knees, and on her head she placed a pith helmet with a long red silk scarf tied around the brim. Her pistols were slung around her waist in a worn, brown leather holster.

      “My favourite explorer,” Nate murmured as he joined her on deck. He was attired in linen shirt and dark caramel trousers with black boots. A red and white chequered scarf was tied around his neck. A leather holster strapped to his leg contained a large knife and a smaller one poked from the top of one boot.

      Whatever he wore, he managed to appear deadly and delicious at the same time. Cara wondered anew at how her love for the man seemed to strengthen and grow with the passing of each year and challenge. Although it amused her no end that given all his exploits, it was raising children that finally touched his hair with silver.

      Miguel walked around the curved deck and approached. His one accommodation to the sultry temperature was undoing the top button on his jacket. He nodded to Nate. “We are made secure, if you wish to disembark. The hotel is only a short stroll from here.” He pointed to an imposing two-storey white stone building with deep verandahs and surrounded by bright green grass and lush trees.

      “I’m going to take Pavlin for a flight to stretch her wings.” Rachel appeared, dressed in a similar fashion to Cara but with a leather jacket hanging open and a cap with goggles in her hand.

      “Bring her back to the airship afterwards, she’ll be safer here with the crew to watch over her,” Nate said. Then he pulled Rachel into a quick hug before releasing her.

      “I’ll arrange dinner for her, for when you return. Will one sheep be sufficient or two?” Miguel fixed his attention on Rachel.

      “One, please, otherwise she will gorge and make herself ill. We won’t be any longer than an hour.” The young woman nodded to Miguel before hurrying down the stairs to the hold, cramming her hair up under her cap as she went.

      “Will they be safe?” Cara worried about the little dragon and her rider.

      Nate shrugged. “We could fit a Gatling gun to Pavlin, if that would make you feel better about them out there alone?”

      Cara elbowed her husband in the stomach. “Don’t you dare pretend you don’t have a single worry niggling at you about their welfare.”

      “A small Gatling gun would be possible. We could mount it between Pavlin’s shoulder blades,” Miguel said with a straight face, but his eyes gleamed with mischief.

      Cara narrowed her eyes at Nate’s unexpected accomplice. “How can you two be so cavalier about her safety?”

      Miguel stared after where Rachel had disappeared down the narrow internal stairs. “Rachel has grown into quite an extraordinary woman, with her adopted mother’s ability to tackle anything life throws in her path,” he murmured.

      “She’s also a capable young woman riding a dragon. Remember the other objective of this adventure—allowing Rachel to test her wings, cara mia.” Nate cupped Cara’s face in his hands and kissed her with a heat that rivalled the haze from the sand.

      After he released her, Cara tucked away her worries and took the metal stairs with measured steps. She poised on the bottom one and stared at the mix of sand and dirt beneath the Isis.

      Egypt. For years now an ancient artifact had bound her life force to Nate’s. The story of Nefertiti and Akhenaten was wound around them, and now they hunted the shadow who loomed over the long-ago royal couple. What would they find in this land? Answers, or more mysteries that stretched back thousands of years?

      Taking a breath of hot air, Cara stepped onto Egyptian soil for the first time. As her boot sole touched the ground, a pulse shot up through her legs. It speared through her torso and kept going, until it fired in her brain. A thousand images collided in her mind at once and Cara gasped and caught at the railing as her knees threatened to buckle.

      “Cara! Are you all right?” Nate took her hand and steadied her.

      She drew a deep breath through her nose as the pressure in her head reached a crescendo. Then second by second, it faded away.

      “Yes. It’s going now.” Whispers tugged at her, snatches of conversation in a language she didn’t understand. An impassioned voice urged her to do… something. But what? Pictures raced behind her eyes too fast to catch anything more than a blur of colour and vague impressions.

      “What happened?” With an arm around her waist, Nate walked her to the shade thrown by a large square of canvas stretched between four poles. Under the tent, folding chairs with brown canvas seats were set out for people waiting on airships.

      Cara didn’t quite know what had happened. She dropped into a chair and the thick supporting fabric creaked. “When my foot touched the soil, all these scenes bombarded my mind. I’m sure it was simply things I had seen in old books about Egypt or relics at the museum. It was as though someone else’s memories rushed through me in an instant.” Cara waved away his concerns.

      How did everything seem so familiar when she had never been here before? It had to be a simple trick of her mind. Egypt had taken up residence in her thoughts ten years ago and its ancient magic seeped into her bones.

      Or it is Nefertiti reaching across the centuries? a voice from the depth of her mind whispered.

      Cara rubbed her temples until the noise in her head dissipated. Nate pressed a glass of water into her hands and she drank, savouring the cool moisture as it soothed her throat, as though she had been the one screaming inside her head.

      “We have time to acclimatise before we continue down the Nile to find this village. I thought you and Rachel would like to explore Cairo a little first.” Nate gestured toward the grand hotel that overlooked the water.

      “I’d like to have a wander before dinner and stretch my legs. Airship travel is convenient but I hate being stuck onboard.” She took his offered hand and they strolled toward the hotel.

      “Miguel feared you might wear a hole in the deck with your pacing, and the crew were taking bets if you would leap over the edge.” Nate laced his fingers with hers.

      Cara snorted. “I wouldn’t jump over the railing without a dragon to land on.” She had contemplated asking Rachel if Pavlin would take her for a flight so she could escape the airship, but didn’t want to come between the two when they needed the time outside too. Besides, she at least had Nate to help her release pent up energy once the sun went down.

      Cara drank in their surroundings as they approached the hotel. Palm trees soared over head and encircled the grand building. A lush green lawn stretched out, at odds to its surrounds. Cara wondered if a team of gardeners went out at night with watering cans to keep the grass alive. A long, narrow pond set in the lawn held bright spots of pink from flowering waterlilies.

      A group of ladies emerged from the hotel, dressed in flowing linen skirts and crisp white blouses trimmed with lace. They carried parasols to protect delicate complexions and servants trailed behind, no doubt ready to carry purchases or protect them from marauding sheiks looking for delicate virgins to carry off to their desert tents.

      As they passed, they stared at Cara with an assortment of frowns and pursed lips. Cara grinned at them. Let them disapprove of her attire. Their fashion choices made it obvious they had no intentions of exploring, except for gentle forays to the market. She planned to ride a camel and scramble over rocks to hidden tombs. Their gazes changed as they roamed over Nate and heads bent together as a twitter went up among them.

      Then a shadow covered the ground and blotted out the sun. The ladies looked up and gasped. They grabbed at each other, parasols falling from limp fingers or clutched like shields. One lady stumbled backwards in a dead faint, to be caught by a servant.

      Pavlin called out as she flapped her wings and skimmed low over the hotel. The sunlight caught the iridescence of her scales, and the peacock eyes flashed green and blue as though a thousand eyes looked down on them.

      “That’s my daughter and her dragon!” Cara called out with pride.

      Obviously, the women weren’t used to dragons. Pavlin did a slow circle over the hotel and where the airship was tethered, before dragon and rider struck off over the desert. The fainting women weren’t the only ones unaccustomed to dragons. Excited cries and shouts went up all around them. A few brave men and boys jumped on camels and horses to pursue the dragon across the sand.

      “Rachel is making quite a stir in Egypt already.” Cara scanned the crowd charging after her daughter but none appeared armed.

      Bounty hunters scoured the land for dragons, and the protection treaty only increased the size of the purse offered for one. Pavlin was on the small side for a dragon, but she still made a large target.

      “They’ll be fine. Pavlin can outfly anyone on the ground, and Rachel is too sensible to take any risks. Let’s check into our room and then we can head down to the market if you wish.” Nate tugged on Cara’s hand and she followed him into the cool interior of the hotel.

      “Lord and Lady Lyons. It is our pleasure to welcome you to Cairo.” A man approached them and bowed. He wore a long white linen shirt, or gallibaya, that came to his knees. Underneath were loose-fitting trousers of a pale blue. He grinned and revealed perfect white teeth. “If you will follow me, please, your suite is prepared for you.” The man seemed oblivious to the excited chatter around him and the people rushing to glimpse the receding dragon from the tall windows.

      They climbed the wide stairs, the risers inset with tiles patterned in blue, cream, and green. At the end of a long, polished wooden hall he paused at double doors and then pushed them open. “If you require anything, please ring.”

      Cara gasped in delight at the light and airy suite. The warm glow of the floor was relieved by cotton rugs in cream with fringed edges. An enormous bed had muslin draped between the posts and swagged at the ends. Fans whirred high above to circulate the air. Double doors were thrown open to the deep verandah that shaded the room from the worst of the sun outside. Cane furniture and tables invited a guest to sit and contemplate the view toward the water.

      Another door led to a spacious bathroom with a deep, square bath that would easily accommodate two. “The trip over might only have been three nights, but I can’t wait to have a bath and scrub myself clean.”

      Nate stood behind her and kissed the side of her neck. “As ever, I offer my services for bath duty.”

      Cara laced her fingers with his and wondered about having a bath before exploring the market. “You never volunteer for bath duty when the boys need wrangling.”

      Laughter rumbled through his chest. “That’s because I much prefer bath time with you. I swear Lucien has weaponised soap. Last time he blinded me with suds in both my eyes, and by the time I washed it out, he had scampered. I had to chase him naked and soapy down the hall. It was like trying to capture a greased pig.”

      “I do remember. His escape gave Gideon an opportunity to scarper in a different direction. Why do you think I always ask their nanny to watch the door when I give them a bath?” For a man who ran an efficient criminal operation, she thought Nate would be better prepared for wily escape attempts. Part of her suspected he enjoyed giving the twins the scope to hatch a plan simply to see how devious they were.

      “Why don’t we have a drink on the verandah and then head out to explore? If we linger any longer here contemplating messy baths, I won’t get to experience the markets.” Cara slipped out of his grasp and walked back through to the wide balcony. She calculated the time back home to determine what the family might be up to. It was still early afternoon there, so the boys would all be outside playing. Probably knights and dragons with Kirill, their favourite game.

      A shadow fell over her and a chill washed up her arms. Cara rubbed it away and glanced around. Odd. There was no fan to explain the icy touch.
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      Sweat trickled down Rachel’s back under her wool-lined flight jacket but she didn’t care. Nate spared no expense in fitting out the Isis in luxury, but the airship had confined both young woman and dragon. Wherever Rachel went onboard, she found traces of Miguel in his actions and impact on the crew. The captain confused her, despite her assurances to herself that she buried her crush long ago. Nan and Nessy’s message flashed into her mind every time he crossed her path or she observed his interactions with others.

      Patient. Gentle. Thorough.

      “Nope. No. Never!” Rachel yelled out her defiance to the wind rushing past her face.

      Pavlin flew in circles, teasing the people below. Horses baulked as the dragon’s shadow swept over them, and some animals bolted in the opposite direction. Camels seemed less prone to hysterics and merely raised their heads to watch them pass.

      Rachel waved to a group of excited young boys. They pumped their arms and urged each other on as they ran across the sand, trying to keep pace with the mythical beast. She applied pressure with her knees, telling Pavlin to speed up. The dragon shot forward like a bullet with a powerful down beat of her wings. They hurtled in a southwest direction, toward a shape rising from the desert that pointed toward the sun.

      Three pyramids rose before them, one of which retained the bright limestone casing at its tip. As they approached, Pavlin back-winged, slowed, and grabbed hold of the top. Pebbles broke away and rolled down the side.

      “Easy girl. Don’t break anything off.” Rachel didn’t want to start an international incident by knocking the top off the most famous pyramid in the world.

      The dragon found her balance by wrapping her tail around the pinnacle. Once seated at the top of the highest pyramid, she called to the people far below. Rachel kept her knees clamped on Pavlin’s side and her mechanical hand curled in the leather harness to keep her position as the dragon reared up.

      The creature’s sides heaved against Rachel’s thighs, and then a small burp was followed by a burst of flame that Pavlin spat into the air.

      “Show off,” Rachel laughed and patted her friend on the neck. The touch of a finger to her automaton arm made a rose bud unfurl to reveal a watch face. It had taken them nearly thirty minutes to fly out to Giza. “Come on, let’s head back before Cara sends out the militia to track us down.”

      They returned to the airship at a leisurely pace. The dragon rode gusts of hot air or spiralled away to chase small creatures that scurried along the sand. A group of boys on fleet-footed Arabian horses stretched low along their mounts’ necks as they galloped in Pavlin’s shadow.

      Rachel grinned, despite the heat scouring her face. The adventure had begun. She was free of the Lowestoft estate and now had only to peel away her mother’s protective grip.

      They approached Cairo and the airfield. Pavlin circled once, scanning the ground below before picking a spot to land. Once they touched the ground, the dragon rolled one shoulder as she raised that knee, creating a step to allow Rachel to dismount. She unbuckled the harness and slid to the ground. Next, she undid the straps around Pavlin and scratched the dragon’s skin where the leather had pulled tight.

      “Thank you, girl,” Rachel murmured as she found an itchy spot and flexed her nails to dig deeper.

      When all itchy spots were scratched to the dragon’s satisfaction, the two friends walked back to the airship. The rear doors were open to allow the creature to come and go. Laid out by the door they found the carcass of a sheep.

      Miguel walked around the side of the Isis as Pavlin jumped inside and sniffed at the woolly treat.

      “I had the sheep slaughtered first, so as not to terrify the poor thing. But it is still warm. I hope that is acceptable to Pavlin?” Miguel spoke to Rachel but his gaze addressed the dragon.

      Pavlin let out a chirp and snatched up the sheep between her jaws. A crack echoed around the cargo hold as bones snapped between sharp teeth. Half a sheep dropped back to the wooden floor, and the other half disappeared down the dragon’s gullet in a series of slow swallows.

      Rachel averted her attention from the lump of meat oozing blood and guts that waited to follow the first half. She pulled off the tight cap and scratched her nails through her sweaty scalp. “Yes, warm is quite acceptable. Personally, I hate to see her dinner suffer.”

      Miguel clasped his hands behind his back. “I have posted guards to watch over her and to ensure Pavlin isn’t disturbed by the locals. She is of course free to come and go if she so wishes. I thought you would want to see your family in the hotel. Nate has asked me to join you all for dinner.”

      A flush ran through Rachel’s body at the intensity of his hazel gaze. “Dinner? That will be… nice.”

      “Until this evening.” He bowed and left the dragon to finish her dinner.

      Rachel hung up the leather harness and once satisfied that Pavlin had all she required, left for the hotel and, she hoped, a bath.

      Nice? She chastised herself on the walk to the hotel. She had an extensive education and the best word she could grasp to describe how Miguel joining them for dinner made her feel was…nice.

      She walked into the lobby and cast around. A group of well-dressed women stared at her and twittered. Rachel shrugged. She did look a fright having flown to Giza and back. Even under her cap, strands of hair had worked loose from the tight plait holding it off her face. Dirt and sand were smeared over her clothing and she stank of sweat.

      Light flashed over metal and she caught sight of her mechanical hand. The women didn’t just laugh at her dirty and unkempt state. Rachel tugged down her shirt sleeve as a man approached her. Unlike the guests, he beamed.

      “Miss Lyons!” he exclaimed. “How marvellous to have a dragon rider from myth materialise to stay at our hotel. Could we perhaps convince your fine beast to honour us with a visit tomorrow?”

      Rachel smiled and glanced at the women, now staring hard at her. “I’m sure she could be coaxed into sunning herself on the lawn in return for treats. She is rather fond of figs.”

      The man’s eyes widened and his face lit up. “I will have bowls of fresh figs laid out for her. Is there anything you desire?”

      Her back itched as sweat dried and she struggled not to squirm like the twins after being told to sit still. “A bath would be marvellous.”

      He winked. “Your wish is my command.”
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      Once Rachel relaxed, dinner reminded her of comfortable meals at home as she traded gentle teasing with Miguel. He managed to lure her to the dance floor, once a glass of wine had whittled away some of her anxiety. In his arms, she ignored the piercing stares of the other women. Miguel returned her, somewhat breathless, to the table. At the end of the evening, exhausted but elated, she climbed the stairs to her suite and luxuriated in the comfort offered by the enormous bed.

      The next morning, racked with guilt and worried about Pavlin, she snuck out at dawn to be with her friend. She found the dragon snoring quietly in her bed of straw and twitching in her sleep. Assured that the crew were tending to every dragon need, Rachel walked back to the hotel to join her family for breakfast.

      “I’m going to explore on foot today,” she announced at the end of the meal, pushing away her bowl.

      “Not on your own, you’re not.” Cara waved a fork with a piece of melon skewered on the end.

      Rachel arched one eyebrow and her features froze in an expression of disbelief. When would her mother realise she was no defenceless child?

      A smile tugged at Miguel’s lips over the top of a tiny golden cup containing thick Turkish coffee. “I’ll go with Rachel. If my company would be acceptable?”

      Rachel replaced her pout with a broad smile. “Of course. You’re not my mother.”

      Cara stared as though on the point of saying something when Nate distracted her by pouring more coffee into her cup. Rachel shuddered; the thick black liquid looked like something that should be poured into an engine, not ingested.

      “Let her go, Cara,” Nate murmured.

      Miguel pushed back his chair and stood. “A stroll in the market will give me a chance to brush up on my Arabic. I’m rather rusty.”

      He crooked his left arm and Rachel tucked her right hand under his elbow. They left the hotel and headed toward the clustered buildings, set back from the water’s edge. People flowed in response to an unseen tide, and they joined the wave heading for the bustling market.

      Rachel leaned close to Miguel as they struck out for the noisy heart of Cairo. “Thank you for not treating me like a child.”

      He regarded her with an appraising look. “It can be difficult when you have watched someone grow, to realise the child has been replaced by the adult.”

      “You probably don’t remember, but when I first went to live with Cara and Nate, you used to take me shopping for books. Looking back, you were so patient with me and never complained about how long I dawdled in the bookshops.” She cast a sidelong glance at his profile and bit her lip to stop a sigh escaping.

      Some ten years ago, the young Rachel had been struck by the handsome young man, and it thrilled her when he accompanied her on trips around London. She used to pretend it was something other than Nate’s man ensuring her safety. In her childish fantasy, he was a suitor indulging her love of literature and learning. That dream died in an awkward encounter on her fourteenth birthday. Rather like an airship that plunged to the ground in a fiery wreck. But more mature feelings stirred among those ashes.

      Having spent hours arguing with herself about past events, Rachel finally decided to grow up and act like an adult. She was entirely capable of impartially observing that Miguel was handsome, kind, and good company. After her last disastrous attempt, she would not be throwing herself at him again. Instead, she would take the offered friendship. Besides, he was kind to Pavlin, and that in itself demanded she be polite to him.

      “Of course I remember. I never complained because I enjoyed our expeditions.” He met her gaze and smiled. A butterfly bust into life in her stomach and bashed against the sides to escape. “I never saw anyone take such care in selecting a book. I doubt women expend that much consideration in selecting a diamond necklace.”

      Rachel snorted. “That’s because books are infinitely more precious. What has a woman ever learned from a diamond necklace?”

      The smile on his face grew wider. “How many books did you bring in your trunk? The Isis has the capacity that you could have filled the hold, if Pavlin didn’t mind sharing.”

      An image of the shelves in her room floated before her and all the books languishing without her to turn their pages or caress their spines on her way past. “None. Well, I brought two, but they are blank.”

      “Two blank ones?” He stopped in his tracks, his eyes wide, and waited for her to elaborate.

      She swallowed and told herself that he would understand. “The blank pages will become one fiction and one non-fiction book. I decided that while on this trip, I shall write my own adventure and a volume about dragons. Darwin studied them but he never understood them like I do. Honestly, the way he used to look at them, I am sure he was trying to decide on the appropriate marinade.” Her voice faded away as her enthusiasm grew. A bored young man might have been content to dally in a bookstore, but perhaps the older airship captain had better things to talk about.

      Miguel took hold of her hand. “Don’t ever hide your intelligence and interests, Rachel. They are what make you extraordinary.” Then he wrapped an arm around her waist and swung her to one side as though they moved to a country dance.

      Rachel’s heart leapt at his words and she gasped at the sudden moment. She placed a steadying hand on his chest and her mind spun as to what he intended to do with her now he had his arms around her. “What…?”

      “Snake. You nearly stood on him. Looks like a viper.” Miguel lowered her to her feet and pointed to one side where a sand-coloured serpent with darker spots slithered through the dirt and disappeared among a patch of weeds and shrubs.

      Rachel stared at the tufts of brown grass where the reptile’s tail disappeared and she swallowed. Only then did she realise she still clung to Miguel and that her mechanical hand rested over his heart. The sensitive device registered the regular thrum of his beat and relayed it straight to her brain. She dropped her automaton hand to her side. “Thank you.”

      Keeping hold of her right hand, he led the way into the market. A lane through two rows of buildings was packed with stalls, carts, and semi-permanent shops. People pressed all around them. Voices called out and chatted in an unfamiliar tongue. Overhead, brightly coloured lengths of fabric stretched between the buildings and created blessed shade for those below. Impromptu kitchens sold hot food, and the aromas made Rachel’s mouth water.

      Bright flashes of colour like darting insects drew Rachel’s attention to a jewellery stand where an array of bracelets, earrings, and necklaces hung from overhead hooks. A cuff, about four inches thick, caught her eye. Thin copper ribs supported a scarab enamelled in an iridescent blue and green pattern that reminded her of Pavlin’s scales.

      On instinct, Rachel reached out with her left hand and touched the beetle with a metal finger.

      The shop owner recoiled, his eyes wide. He called out in an excited tone to his neighbour and waved his arms at Rachel.

      Rachel dropped her hand and tugged her sleeve down to hide the glint of metal.

      “Hey.” Miguel picked up her cold hand in his and with his other hand, raised her chin to meet his gaze. “You don’t have to hide your arm. He was only pointing it out to the other man and saying he should get one for his nephew who is missing a hand.”

      Given the horrified look on the man’s face, Rachel doubted he wanted to know about acquiring one for a relative. But she let the lie slip, not wanting to spoil the outing.

      Miguel spoke in rapid Arabic to the man and coins changed hands. The airship captain took hold of her left hand and snapped the bracelet around her skeletal wrist. The scarab nestled among the curving vine and roses that wound around the mechanical arm. The rich blue beetle appeared to move among the carved foliage.

      “It looks perfect there,” Miguel said.

      Rachel forgot the bracelet and stared at how he held her hand. Was he not repulsed by the steel and brass creation instead of flesh? His thumb stroked under her palm, and a phantom impulse shot up her arm and burst in a red flash in her brain. She swallowed the words in her throat but managed a whispered, “thank you.”

      “Where to next? Hungry?” Miguel kept hold of her hand and pulled her toward a man cooking over an open fire.

      Divine aromas tickled Rachel’s nose and her stomach rumbled. The man cooked with a metal plate over the embers and another kept flat breads warm. The cook scooped a vegetable mix onto the bread and folded it up before holding it out.

      Rachel’s mouth watered as she took the offered food. “Whatever this is, I want two.”

      Miguel laughed and spoke rapidly with the man before more coins changed hands. They ate in silence as they walked, soaking in the atmosphere. Rachel licked her fingers once she finished eating and a pleasant warmth spread through her insides.

      They stopped at a stall selling silk scarves in a beautiful range of colours. Rachel caressed one in yellow, oranges, and reds that moved on the slight breeze as though it were made of flames. “This would suit Cara, don’t you think?”

      “I’ll haggle, if you want it.” His open expression filled her with happiness. Their day together had echoes of their long-ago excursions around London. But when he looked at her, did he see the child she used to be or the woman she had become?

      “Yes, please.” A tickling sensation brushed over the back of her neck. Rachel glanced around and found a man watching her from the shadow of a nearby building.

      He leaned against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. He possessed a tall, lean form clad in dusty trousers and boots as though he had walked through the desert. A striped scarf covered his head and wrapped around his neck. Near-black eyes regarded her with a bold stare. He touched his forehead and then his lips before nodding in her direction.

      Rachel caught her breath. There was something familiar about the man. Or perhaps she had indulged in too many romantic novels when sick with a cold recently. Nessy had lent her one about a handsome sheik who abducted a woman, took her to his opulent tent in the desert, and did scandalous things to her that Rachel was sure were entirely made up. The man watching her could have stepped from the pages of that novel. His gaze held the promise of knowledge as yet beyond her experience.

      “The scarf is yours.” A folded bundle was pressed into Rachel’s hands.

      “Oh. Brilliant.” She flashed Miguel a grateful smile. When she turned back to her watcher, he had gone.
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      Cara stretched her arms over her head and wished a silent farewell to their room. As much as part of her wanted to linger and enjoy the languid existence at the hotel, which seemed to exist in its own space in time rather like the old bookstore, the prospect of answers urged her onward.

      Once they packed and the staff carried the luggage away, they walked to the Isis and found Miguel and several crew members gathered around the rear of the vessel.

      “Problem?” Nate asked.

      Miguel wiped his hands on a cloth and handed it to a tall woman at his side. “Thieves tried to steal one of the propellers last night. We interrupted them, but not before they had sheared several of the bolts holding the shaft in place.”

      Nate swore under his breath and cast around. “Deliberate?”

      Miguel rolled his shoulders before answering. “I doubt it. This is a poor area and metal is a sought-after commodity to trade. We can fix it, but the Isis will be out of action for two days. I’ve ensured it doesn’t happen again and have increased the crew guarding the perimeter.”

      “Weren’t we taking a boat along the Nile anyway?” Cara asked. In some ways the turn of events relieved her—Nate couldn’t hurry her to their destination. A boat restricted them to a slower pace. Part of her wanted more time before she confronted whatever rested inside the obsidian box, and she still hadn’t sifted through the swirl of images that bombarded her when her foot touched Egyptian soil.

      “Yes. I have arranged a steamer that is waiting at the docks. The feluccas weren’t big enough for us and a dragon, assuming Rachel wants to travel upriver with us.” Nate glared at the airship and suspicion rumbled along his bond with Cara.

      “With your permission, I’d like to join you. You need someone who can speak Arabic, and my second, Mia Toby, has repairs in hand here.” Miguel indicated the tall and silent woman before his gaze slid sideways to Rachel, who sat on Pavlin’s bent leg.

      “Miguel’s skill with languages would make our task easier,” Cara said. She didn’t fancy waving her arms around, trying to make herself understood.

      Nate rubbed a hand over his nape. “Very well. Toby, meet us in Amarna in three days with the Isis. Miguel, we’ll take the box with us. I’d rather keep it close.”

      “I’ll arrange having the box transported onboard the steamer.” In his quiet and efficient way, Miguel issued orders and the crew jumped to do his bidding.

      They met at a small dock an hour later. Cara and Rachel exclaimed over the steamboat procured for the next leg of their journey with its shaded areas and comfortable furniture.

      The vessel proved large enough for Pavlin to drape herself over the front deck, much to the excitement of the crew. The lounge chairs and table were pushed back against the cabin and deeper into the shade of an awning, to give the dragon more room. Pavlin settled with one leg dangling over the side, trailing her toes in the water.

      “Careful a crocodile doesn’t nibble your toes.” Cara waved a finger at the reclining creature as she took a seat in the shade.

      “I’d rather think the crocodiles will need to be careful she doesn’t nibble on them.” Rachel tossed a cushion to the ground next to Pavlin and leaned against the scaled side.

      “Remind her not to fling herself one side or the other when she comes and goes, or she’ll tip us all into the water,” Nate said to Rachel.

      Cara surveyed life on the bank as a cooler breeze wafted off the water and swirled around her.

      Once they were under way, Nate pulled out a map and traced their journey. “Sewet is halfway between Cairo and Amarna. The village is close to the water where they farm the fertile fields, but what we seek is further in the desert.”

      Cara traced the contours on the map with a fingertip, half expecting a tingle when she covered the right spot. “Do you think the drawing was taken from his tomb? I wonder if we will find his sarcophagus and his long dead form, or an empty chamber with painted walls?”

      Nate scanned the worn and crinkled letter. They carried a duplicate with them, the original safe in Marco’s hands, but the newer version showed the number of times they had unfolded and passed it between them. Each time Cara read the few lines, she hoped to stumble upon a secret message within. “The letter doesn’t say or offer anything more about the location. He only detailed the offerings left to the Nameless One there and made reference to the priestess who guards the site.”

      “I still have my drink coaster.” Cara dug the scarab from her satchel and held it up. A shaft of sunlight hit the blue glass and cast a steady beam of coloured light on the deck. “Do you think we are supposed to follow the light it casts?”

      Nate took it from her hand, and the beam moved and jumped over Pavlin. “Possibly, but it would need a starting point, otherwise it’s simply a coloured light.”

      Cara sat on deck and tried to ignore the faint buzz from the lead-entombed box in the hold. They chugged along the Nile at a leisurely pace and she waved to people farming on the banks. From the books she read, Cara expected Egypt to be a dry land coloured red, yellow, and brown. She hadn’t expected the lush growth and life teeming along the edge of the river. Papyrus plants shivered to a faint breeze and a mock tide rippled over their fine leaves.

      When she grew too hot, Pavlin took to the water and swam alongside the steamer. Rachel leaned over the railing and kept watch, while children pointed and yelled from the riverbank.

      A sense of contentment filled Cara.

      “You seem more relaxed.” Nate occupied the recliner next to her.

      “Don’t you feel it? The sense of coming home, as though a part of us had always dwelt here, waiting for us to return.” The images had to be memories from Nefertiti, reaching out across the centuries to Cara. The whispers sounded a warning, if only she could find it among all the thoughts and flashes that swam inside her mind.

      “A part of us is from here, but I don’t sense the same old memories that you do.” A curious expression fell over Nate’s face.

      Cara shrugged. “Perhaps it’s my natural affinity to artifacts. Egypt must be teeming with them. It’s a wonder I’m not tingling all over.”

      Afternoon lengthened into twilight and the captain consulted with Nate and then called for the crew to anchor the vessel.

      “We’ll spend tonight onboard and find the village in the morning,” Nate said.

      They ate dinner on the front deck, under a sky ablaze with thousands of stars.

      “It’s beautiful here,” Cara murmured. The longer she spent in Egypt she wondered if she could ever bring herself to leave. Then she recalled the mischievous faces of Gideon and Lucien and an ache speared through her.

      “They’ll be fine with Jackson and Amy.” Nate took her hand and rubbed his thumb over her knuckles.

      Why was it a mother missed her children, far more than the child missed their mother? Cara pined under a magical sky, but her twins were probably riding Jackson around the parlour as though he were a pony and screaming in delight.

      Then she glanced to Rachel and the pang twisted deeper. Day by day, her daughter slipped from her reach. Yet that was the natural order of things. Parents prepared their children to survive in the world and then booted them from the nest. So why did it hurt this much?

      Hot tears pricked behind Cara’s eyes and she blinked them away. “Tomorrow, be on the lookout for something dead from a tomb, that was Lucien’s particular request.”

      Nate stared at her. “I can’t decide if that boy takes after you, me, or a combination of the worst traits of both of us.”

      Laughter welled up in her chest. Who would have thought the villainous viscount would meet his match in miniature form? “You think you have problems with him now, wait until he becomes a teenager.”

      A muffled choking noise came from Nate and Cara bit her tongue to stop from laughing out loud. Instead she changed the subject. “Will it be hard to find someone to take us out into the desert?”

      “No. Miguel tells me the locals will find us. Word spreads fast when a dragon takes a tour of Egypt.” Nate pointed to Pavlin, asleep curled up like a cat.
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      True to Nate’s word, they awoke the next morning to find a gathering of people and camels on the bank by the steamer. The crew extended a plank from boat to shore and Miguel headed out to greet the assembled people. They converged around him. Excited snippets of Arabic drifted back to Cara, who waited under a skinny tree with Rachel, Nate, and Pavlin. With the arm waving and pointing in their direction, Miguel might be getting directions or exchanging her and Rachel for camels.

      When Miguel pulled out the drawing and showed it to their new friends, silence fell over them. Some muttered and stared at their feet. Others spat on the ground. One approached Miguel and in spoke in words too rapid for Cara to catch anything except the intonation.

      Miguel walked back to where they lounged in the shade. “We need to find a woman called Wafa who is the priestess and guardian of the temple and lives out in a canyon. To get us there, I’ve bartered for four camels, in return for Rachel marrying the mayor’s son.”

      “What?” Rachel jumped to her feet with a scowl on her face.

      Pavlin let out a snort and curled around the indignant young woman.

      “Only four camels? Did they not throw in any goats?” Nate leaned forward and gestured to the herd of goats milling around by the camels.

      A serious hazel stare regarded Rachel. “They think she is a bit skinny and won’t last all day herding over the sand.”

      Nate nodded and rubbed his chin. “Fair enough. She is used to flying and not walking.”

      Cara stood and looped her arm through her daughter’s. “Ignore the peasants. Remember you possess the loyalty of a dragon. Would you flame Miguel and Nate first, or roast the impertinent locals?”

      “Goat,” Rachel replied with a grin. “I do believe goat is on the menu.”

      Pavlin uncurled her body and scented the air. A triangular head swung in the direction of the oblivious herd of goats and a long tongue emerged to lick brown lips. The dragon poked her head under Rachel’s arm and emitted a long chirping sound.

      Miguel shook his head and a smile shimmered in his eyes. “What if I acquired three goats for Pavlin? Will that appease mistress and beast until dinner time?”

      Rachel scratched the dragon on the head and murmured in her ear. “Your terms are acceptable. Three, Pavlin. And wait until the poor things are unable to suffer, first.”

      The dragon emitted a harrumph noise and sat on her haunches.

      “Will you be joining us on camel, or flying?” Nate asked his daughter.

      Rachel glanced from the camels, draped with saddle cloths in rich colours of berry and russet with matching tassels hanging from the sides, to the dragon. “I shall try a camel, this once, so I can speak from experience as to the superiority of dragon flight.”

      Over the next two hours, Cara grew accustomed to the odd sway of the camel’s gait, rather like a small ship on a rough ocean. However, dragons and horses would remain her favourite form of transport. Rachel wore a grim expression and Cara suspected the young woman wouldn’t be rushing to ride a camel ever again.

      Rocky outcrops sprung up from the desert and grew to surround them as they entered a canyon. Buildings seemed to emerge from the canyon floor and flowed into the rock behind them. Once, this must have been a bustling village, but now only memories and scurrying critters dwelt in the ruined houses. Rubble had tumbled through roofs and walls over the centuries. Some were open to the elements. Others seemed almost intact and Cara imagined ghosts moving past empty windows.

      Higher up, windows and balconies formed part of the canyon itself where long ago people made their homes in the solid rock. Directly in front of the riders, on the tallest wall of the canyon, soared a row of columns. Six in total were evenly spaced across and they reached up thirty feet high to the sky. Darkness loomed behind them and Cara wondered what they would find.

      A short and slight woman emerged from the doorway of a mud-brick home closest to the row of columns. The squat building sported a canvas awning attached to the roof on one side and two thick wooden posts on the other.

      Robes the colour of the desert clung to her form and a scarf protected her head. She peered at them with eyes turned to a milky opalescence by cataracts. Her face so lined and aged, it appeared to be moulded from a peeled apple left to wither in the sun.

      “What do you want?” She swatted at them like they were flies.

      Pavlin circled above and chose a jutting ledge on which to perch. The dragon folded her wings and peered down at the canyon floor.

      Under her breath, Cara cursed the camel she sat on. How on earth did one get down? Beside her, Miguel tapped his beast. It buckled at the front and then, after several seconds, the hind legs gave out and it sat down with a groan.

      Once off his beast, Miguel approached Cara’s camel and tapped the creature’s shoulder. It let out a moan and pitched forward. Cara grasped the handle on the saddle before she tumbled to the ground. Then the animal threw her backward as it settled on the dirt.

      She climbed down and patted its neck. “That is without a doubt, the most god-awful dismount I could ever imagine. It’s not your fault camels lack elegance.”

      Miguel moved to Rachel’s camel and urged the creature to collapse its legs underneath it. Nate managed to convince his and grinned at Cara as though he had performed some feat of magic.

      With Nate at her side, Cara approached the old woman. “We’re looking for the temple of the Nameless One.”

      “Leave offerings over there.” The woman waved an arm toward the row of columns carved into the stone wall of the canyon.

      Was it that easy to find Rahotep? Cara walked closer, expecting the shadows to give way to reveal an enormous and opulent temple. Instead she found a narrow strip of shaded rock behind the columns and then solid wall. One part in the centre was polished smooth and held the image of a man in a linen kilt, his arms extended to receive the supplicants’ gifts. Beneath the six-foot carving, a stone table with a shallow depression filled with water.

      Miguel and Rachel stood in the shade cast by the tent and waited, while Nate paced the narrow walk with Cara. The walls lacked any hieroglyphics or ornamentation. Nor was there any sign of the particular illustration she sought like that in the drawing.

      Even the carved person above the modest altar seemed… wrong. It lacked the skill and detail that Cara remembered from other monuments they visited. The walls were plain, without accompanying hieroglyphics or story. The man represented in the stone was doomed to spend eternity alone, as no servants or followers decorated the space around him.

      Cara decided it was too hot to play hide and seek and stalked back to where the old woman sat under her awning.

      “This isn’t it. We seek his temple, or tomb, or wherever we will find the drawing of the Nameless One holding a heart,” Cara said. She fanned herself with the end of her scarf but only succeeded in blowing hotter air into her face.

      “Why should I show you…hmmm? What is in it for Wafa?” the old woman cackled and tugged the dirty material around her neck.

      “We can pay, if that is what you require. We also brought supplies from the village.” Nate gestured to the sacks tied to the saddles on the camels.

      The woman snorted and waved to the tall sentinels guarding the canyon. “Leave the supplies, but Wafa is not showing the temple today. Too hot.”

      Nate crossed his arms and glared at the old woman who settled in a chair under her awning. He spoke to Cara over his shoulder. “Now what? This feels similar to a negotiation with Lucien and Gideon.”

      Cara scanned the canyon. What made a person spend their life in such an inhospitable spot, surrounded by homes long deserted and the ghosts of those dead for three thousand years? The woman camped outside a half-finished temple to someone who didn’t even have a name. Something held the woman here. Then an idea struck Cara. “We give her something no one else can.”

      Nate swept his arm in a gesture for Cara to go ahead and try her idea.

      “I know his name,” Cara called out.

      The woman froze and in slow motion, rose from her chair. Silently she paced back to Cara.

      “Villagers would have told you. Holder of Hearts. But no one knows the Nameless One. Not anymore. Only old Wafa and the true followers know the truth.” She sniffed at Cara and circled around behind her.

      Cara had intended to whisper Rahotep’s name, but the vowels refused to form in her throat. The dry air sucked the moisture from her tongue. She swallowed and tried again. “I know him. I know what he made for Nefertiti, and I know that Rahotep died because of his love for her.”

      The eerie white gaze peered through Cara as though she examined her soul. Then the woman’s eyes widened. She sucked in a breath and took a step back. The old woman pressed her hands together and bowed over them. “You have returned. Took you long enough, Majesty.”
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      That was unexpected. Cara glanced to Nate, but he only shrugged.

      “Majesty? Why do you call me that?” Cara unscrewed the top of her water bottle and drank. The desert seemed to have crept into her throat and covered her mouth in sand.

      The woman cackled and a camel called out in response. “Wafa is only blind in this world, not the other. You bring Nefertiti with you. Her soul is tied to yours.”

      Cara let out a slow breath. Perhaps that was how Nefertiti’s Heart worked, binding the blood in its diamond chamber to the souls of the queen and her pharaoh.

      Wafa’s white eyes rolled and she turned to hiss in Nate’s direction. “You would bring him here?”

      Curious. If the guardian could sense Cara was bound to Nefertiti, how did she not know Nate was bonded to Akhenaten? Or did the ghostly trace of the long dead pharaoh offend her, given he had Rahotep killed? “Where I go, he goes.”

      The woman grunted and stepped back, as though she thought Nate might lunge at her. “Wafa will show the queen the wronged one’s hidden temple, then she sit in shade.”

      The four of them followed behind the old woman. Nate led, Cara and Rachel walked in the middle, and Miguel took up the rear guard. Wafa picked an erratic path between crumbling houses to a set of stairs cut into the canyon. Some of the treads had collapsed, others eroded over time. As they climbed, they partly used the ancient stairs or scrambled over dislodged rocks. They climbed higher up the canyon wall next to the columns and then curved up over the tops of them. Pavlin watched from her perch and cooed encouragement at her humans.

      With no shade to break the unrelenting heat from the sun, sweat ran down Cara’s back. She paused and wiped at her face, grateful for the pith helmet offering some protection for her eyes. When she cast around, she spied only the red, muted orange, and sand tones of the outcrop. Whatever demented person dug the stairs into the rock, there didn’t seem to be any destination at the end.

      Wafa was as nimble as a goat, clambering over boulders and clinging to small outcrops. She zig-zagged her way up and to one side. Then, as the crone passed a craggy dip, she disappeared.

      “Here!” Nate called as he likewise vanished, and Cara followed his voice and the invisible tug of their bond.

      “Thank goodness,” Cara muttered as she climbed toward him.

      Rachel and Miguel were right behind her. As she reached Nate, she found the stairs ended at a crevice sliced through the rock, and that hid a deeper entrance.

      “This tunnel goes to quiet place. Wafa will wait below. You find your own way back.” Then Wafa waved a hand, skirted around Nate by hugging the stone, and left the small group clustered at the entrance to the black tunnel.

      As they caught their breath in the blessed cool of the cave, Cara drank from her water container while Nate and Miguel removed lanterns from their backpacks. They switched on the batteries and handed one each to Cara and Rachel.

      Once everyone was ready, Nate held the lantern high and started along the narrow tunnel. “I’ll lead. We don’t know what is in here with us.”

      “I didn’t need that idea, thanks,” Cara muttered. She studied the walls, checking no dehydrated mummies were going to step out of the rock. They kept the same order as before, with Miguel following behind Rachel.

      They walked in silence as the tunnel angled downward and deeper into the solid rock. Cara wished the builders had made an entrance at ground level. Having spent years carving the columns, why didn’t they complete the rest of the temple behind them? That made her ponder which bit had come first, whatever hidden chamber they walked to or the ornate facade in the canyon? Her mind wandered down many dark paths, trying to determine why the ancient builders had stopped at the narrow verandah and what pulled them away. Perhaps Akhenaten had executed Rahotep, and the mage fell out of favour before his monument was completed.

      At one point a partial collapse nearly blocked the way, and they climbed and pushed their bodies past the rubble. Cool stone grabbed hold of Cara and refused to let go. She sucked in short, sharp breaths of air as panic climbed up her spine and smacked into her brain. She had been trapped years before, and had thought she might die alone in a dark hole.

      Nate took hold of her hands and eased her past the obstruction. “I’ve got you. You’re not alone.”

      “Great. We’ll all die together,” she tried to joke, but the cold dread refused to move from her gut.

      Rachel placed a hand on Cara’s back and followed behind through the tight gap. “We’ll not lose you again, promise. Pavlin is above if we need her.”

      Once free, Cara hugged her daughter. Rachel had been Nate’s rock when the Curator had stolen Cara and suppressed their bond. Others thought Cara had drowned in the Thames. Only Nate and her family kept up the search.

      She flashed a smile in the dim light. “I’m fine. Squeezing through there brought it all back for a moment. Let’s move on.”

      They walked in silence until the floor levelled out and as they passed through a narrow arch, they found themselves in a large room. They moved apart, each holding a lantern high to illuminate the walls and ceiling.

      “It’s beautiful,” Cara whispered. Every inch of the walls and ceilings were covered in decoration. The drawings were as rich as the day they were painted. The light picked out the glimmer of gold, the vibrant blues, and cool whites.

      The room sat empty, with no furniture or statues. Not even a long-forgotten piece of pottery was left behind, if there had ever been anything inside. The space wasn’t overly large, being about the size of a generous bedroom. If one wanted to slumber entombed by tonnes of rock.

      “What do you think this was intended to be? I think we may have walked all the way back down to behind the columns.” Rachel peered at a scene unfolding by the river. Hippos bathed, submerged with only their eyes showing, watching men who gathered on the bank. Lush green plants were scattered at the water’s edge.

      “I don’t know. It seems odd to construct the columns but leave this room hidden behind them without a direct route or door in and out. Unless they didn’t want anyone to find this room, or they left the site before they broke through to the other side.” Cara stood in the middle and half closed her eyes, reaching out with her other senses. If part of her belonged in Egypt, it could earn its keep by supplying a few answers. A shiver wormed under her skin and dropped her temperature. The same tickle of cold electricity raced over her body that she experienced when close to the Heart. But this time without the suffocating press in her chest, as though the two of them could not co-exist in the same space.

      Cara opened her eyes and cast around the room. “The Heart was here. I can feel a distant echo of it.”

      They spread out and each examined a wall. None of them could read hieroglyphics, so they relied on the pictures to tell the story, like young children with an illustrated book.

      Rachel inspected the wall to Cara’s left. “I don’t think this was ever supposed to be a tomb. There’s no indication there was ever a sarcophagus here or any funerary belongings.”

      “Perhaps he used it as a study, away from the prying eyes of the court? Wafa called it the private place and it’s certainly that,” Nate murmured as he held up the lantern by a particular image.

      A flash of silver raced over the scene Nate studied, and it caught Cara’s eye. Rahotep held Nefertiti’s Heart aloft, but it was the images preceding it that drew her closer.

      At the far left, the mage worked at a bench, a hammer raised above his head. Before him, a shapeless lump. Image by image, the heart took form as he worked. In one scene, his hands hovered above the gem while what appeared to be golden lightning bolts radiated from his palms.

      “There are marks here in the stone.” Miguel held his lantern in one corner. Square indentations could have once held the legs of the bench in the series of pictures.

      “He made it here, but why not closer to court? Why labour so far away from his pharaoh?” Cara couldn’t take her eyes off the illustrated artifact. Silver paint added sparkle to the diamond, and the mechanical workings were immortalised with gold leaf.

      “Almost as though he had something to hide. Like the fact he secretly coveted the pharaoh’s queen.” Nate smiled at Cara and he reached out to stroke her arm.

      Cara leaned into him and stared at the artifact—the one object that had irrevocably changed the course of her life. Her father sold her, rather than part with it. A madman killed innocent women because of it. And now, it bound her to Nate in ways that stole her breath.

      “Now we have found the Heart, we need to find my coffee coaster.” Cara inched to the right, looking for the drawing of the scarab with the heart in its abdomen.

      In the silent chamber, every breath they drew seemed overly loud. Shadows flitted at the corner of Cara’s vision and she reassured herself that four people inhaled and exhaled in the room and not any more.

      “Here.” Miguel’s soft tones came from a corner.

      They converged and held their lanterns up. Close to a corner and near the top of the wall sat the scarab with the blue heart in its tummy. It appeared to be climbing a column and had stopped halfway up. In the very corner, at the intersection of wall and ceiling, an artisan had drawn a golden sun with spikey rays radiating out to hit the scarab. Blue-tinged waves emerged from the glass heart and fell onto the sand, some distance from the beetle.

      Cara stared at the drawing of the insect. “The Curator had the beetle in his belongings; it has to mean something.”

      “We still don’t know where he found the obsidian box, or if he acquired it somewhere in Europe or dug it up himself.” Nate moved his lantern along the blue rays.

      “He dug it up,” Rachel whispered. She knelt on the ground and examined the drawings at knee height. She tapped a finger on a dark patch that, at first glance, appeared to be a mistake in the overall drawing. As she moved her fingers away, the blotch took shape and formed itself into a rectangle.

      Miguel crouched close to Rachel and traced a line from the box straight up, and his hand stopped where the blue light touched the sand. “It’s buried, or it was. This is a clue to where to dig.”

      “What do you say, Cara? Shall we continue our hunt for buried treasure?” Nate’s eyes flashed in the artificial light in the room.

      Cara let out a slow breath and inspected the column being used by the beetle. “We have the box already. But we might learn more by finding where it came from. I’m guessing it will be his tomb.”

      “Do you think he’ll still be there?” Rachel asked as Miguel helped her to her feet.

      “I hope not,” Cara muttered. It was bad enough to have his voice unwanted in her head. What if his corpse rose up and declared his love for Nefertiti?

      “Is there anything else in here that we haven’t found? Any tingles?” Nate asked.

      Cara walked to the middle of the room and closed her eyes. Her body reacted to the presence of artifacts because, if she believed the tale, an artifact had been instrumental in her genesis. Ancient whispers brushed against her skin but the room held nothing apart from memories of what had once occurred in it.

      She opened her eyes and picked up her lantern. “There’s nothing here.”

      Nate waved to the tunnel. “Then let’s head back and see if the old woman has any other cryptic clues to dangle before us.”

      “Why are the clues always cryptic? Why don’t these seer types ever speak in plain terms?” Miguel said as he waited for Cara and Rachel to file out before he fell into the rear.

      “Ask Cara, she tends to attract these types,” Nate’s voice drifted back along the narrow tunnel.

      “Helene was part of your family and you were the one who introduced me to her,” Cara pointed out. She missed Helene’s counsel. The woman gave her life to complete the protection wards on the house in Soho and still offered words of advice from beyond the veil of death. If only Cara could understand her riddles.

      Emerging from the hidden entrance was akin to stepping into an oven. The heat assaulted them. Cara was relieved they climbed down which took slightly less effort. Soon, they collapsed on the ground under the awning and they all drank greedily from their water bottles.

      “Find what you seek?” Wafa asked from her chair in the shade. Her fingers worked on a reed basket, weaving the thin strands in and out.

      Cara leaned against a wooden post and stretched her legs out in front of her. “Of sorts. What happened here? Why did they carve those enormous columns into the canyon wall and then have a small hidden room deep in the rock?”

      “Nameless One born in village near here. His roots are here and so is his temple. But Pharaoh execute him before work was done. So builders leave. Few left to remember what was. Or that he died because he loved a queen.” Wafa paused to spit to one side and she muttered under her breath. “Once, Wafa’s mother was priestess who kept stories alive. Then came Wafa’s turn to wait.” The side walls of the basket grew under Wafa’s quick fingers and soon she tucked the reeds down to form the rim.

      “Why did you think she would return?” Cara spoke while the others watched in silence. As though only Cara, or Nefertiti, would elicit the answers they needed from the woman’s sun-baked mind.

      “Nameless One said she would return. He had gift for her. Many come over the years. Nosy travellers stare at ruins. You only second person to seek him.”

      The chill returned to flow through Cara’s veins and she exchanged a look with Nate. “Second? Who was the first?”

      She set down the basket by her chair and waved an arm. “What need have Wafa for names? Powerful man. Carried stick with snake head.”

      Cara’s heart froze. The Curator. He once carried such a staff that he used to control a water demon. There was only one reason the Curator would have been in Egypt: to find the box. Cara thought he might have spotted it in an antiquities auction, but Nate was right. He must have journeyed here to loot it for himself.

      “When was that?” Nate asked.

      Wafa shrugged. “Wafa young then and very pretty. New queen on British throne.”

      A young Queen Victoria meant some thirty or so years ago. The Curator held the box for three decades, before he took it with him the night he thought dragon fire would cleanse him, and the phoenix feather allow him to step from the ashes reborn. But what had he intended to do next and why had he needed Cara, or more likely, the remnant of Nefertiti’s soul she carried?

      Nate crossed his arms and leaned against the post holding the awning aloft. “Do you know where the man with the stick went after he visited the temple?”

      The crone tilted her head and cackled. “Amarna. To find Nameless One’s gift for his queen. He leave men here. To wait for her majesty with Wafa.”

      Oh, bugger. Cara had slipped out of the Curator’s grasp and she didn’t like the idea of a thirty-year-old trap lying in wait for her. “Where are they?”

      “Watching. They see you. They see dragon.” Wafa waved a finger above her head.

      Cara glanced around the canyon, expecting to see men with rifles clinging to the rock face. Pavlin reared up on her hind legs and bellowed, as though sensing the change in mood far below.

      Nate stood and held out a hand to Cara. “I think it’s time we headed back to the boat. I don’t know about you, but I could do with a stronger drink than water.”

      “Wafa come too. You need guide.” She picked up random belongings and threw them into the basket.

      “We have guides, there’s no need to trouble yourself.” Nate glared at the woman.

      Wafa snorted. “Wait long time. Not missing fun now. I will ride camel with him. He pretty. Wafa not like you.” She hissed at Nate and then pointed to Miguel and grinned.

      “I can fly back on Pavlin. You can have your own camel, Wafa,” Rachel suggested.

      Miguel flashed her a look of relief.

      “Wafa old, might fall. Young man needs to hold onto Wafa.” The old woman cackled in laughter.

      Cara bit back a laugh at the mortified look on Miguel’s face. Wafa reminded her of a feminine version of Malachi, if the old rogue had left his brain out in the sun to overcook.

      Between Nate and Miguel, they managed to lever Wafa up onto the front of the camel’s saddle.

      “Do you trust her?” Cara whispered as she walked to her uncomfortable ride back to the boat.

      Nate placed his hands on Cara’s waist and tugged her closer to him. “No. But she knows more than she is saying and she’s mad. As you once told me, the insane often see the truth of things with greater clarity.”

      “There are all different sorts of crazy, and I think this particular one has been out in the sun for too long.” Cara glanced over Nate’s shoulder as Miguel helped Rachel onto her camel and then climbed up behind Wafa.

      Nate tilted her chin with a fingertip and placed a brief kiss on her lips. “Think of the story you will have to tell the boys when we return.”

      “She’s not going home with us to England. Is she?” Cara called after Nate. The infuriating man laughed and refused to answer her.
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      Later that afternoon, after the hot and uncomfortable ride out to the incomplete temple and back again, Rachel was sure she had sand everywhere. When she tugged on her chemise, fine sand tumbled over her stomach. She longed to bathe and scrub herself clean and wasn’t the only one with baths on her mind.

      Pavlin huffed and stared from Rachel to the water and back again.

      Rachel laughed and scratched the dragon’s head. Who needed a floating duck for company in a bath, when you could have a dragon spouting water? “You are right, we both need a bath. I’ll fetch your brush and be right back.”

      As she headed toward to the Isis, Miguel fell into step alongside her.

      “Is there anything you need help with?” he asked.

      Rachel glanced at him from under lowered lashes. Despite telling herself, repeatedly, that her childish crush on the captain had withered and died a few years ago, it refused to stay buried. As she spent more time with Miguel, she wondered if instead those youthful feelings had burrowed inside her and spun a chrysalis. That infatuation had undergone a metamorphosis and waited to emerge as something different.

      He pushed me aside once. I don’t think I’m strong enough to go through that again, she chided herself. “How do you feel about helping me give Pavlin a bath?”

      Laughter simmered in his eyes, but he kept a serious expression on his face. “I’ve never bathed a dragon, but it can’t be too different to washing a horse. What do you need?”

      He offered friendship and Rachel had no issue in accepting that from him. “I’ll fetch the brushes if you could find some towels? We will get wet.”

      Rachel went to the hold, now Pavlin’s weyr, and retrieved two stiff short-bristled brushes. Miguel met her by the water’s edge with a stack of fresh towels. Rachel moved them back several feet and out of dragon range. Then she stripped off as much clothing as she dared. Socks and boots were dropped by the towels. The ends of her trousers legs were rolled up past her knees. Miguel followed her lead, removing his boots and socks and rolling his trousers. He also stripped off his shirt to toss on the pile of clothing.

      Rachel swallowed and handed him a brush. While not a tall man, he possessed a lean, muscled torso that hinted at speed and agility in a fight. A black tattoo swirled over his right shoulder and extended down to his elbow, and a glint of gold came from the ring through his left nipple. For some reason, staring at his chest made her throat go dry and her tongue refused to work.

      An impatient Pavlin banged her wing on the water surface and sent droplets raining over Rachel. The unexpected moisture freed her mouth to articulate words again. “Dragons like a good rub in the spots they can’t reach over their backs and behind the wings. She gets itchy when loose scales are being shed,” Rachel explained as they waded into the water.

      Pavlin sat with her lower half immersed in the Nile, but not so far out that her attendants were in danger of being snatched by a crocodile.

      Wherever the dragon settled, she attracted a crowd. People gathered on the bank to watch. Women set out blankets and chatted while sharing food and drinks. Children ventured to the water’s edge and shoved one another, testing who was brave enough to creep closer.

      Ignoring the audience, Rachel concentrated on the large job at hand. She wet the brush and started rubbing over Pavlin’s back. Miguel did the same on the other side. At regular intervals, the dragon dipped her wings into the water and swooshed it over her back to rinse—and soak her attendants.

      As they worked, the occasional old scale fell into the water. They floated on along the river like small, magical, iridescent boats. The bravest among the children dove into the water and he swam out to retrieve one. He held it aloft as he returned to the shore to show his friends. Gasps and cries of envy raced through them.

      Soon, the children were scanning the water’s surface and cries went up when a scale drifted by. Races were fought to grab the precious treasures first. Those not bold enough to swim around the dragon called out encouragement from the shore.

      Rachel laughed at the joy brought to those who battled and claimed a scale. She wondered if the new owners would treasure them for the rest of their lives, or if they would be sold in the markets by sundown.

      When Pavlin had been scrubbed to her high standards and every itchy spot attended to, Rachel left the dragon to swim in the deeper water and the humans waded ashore. Miguel handed her a towel, and Rachel wiped her arms and face and squeezed water from her plaited hair.

      Miguel wiped his torso and arms. “I will admit, I didn’t quite believe you when you said we’d get very wet.”

      They sat on the towels in the sun and Rachel breathed in a deep lungful of peace. “You did very well for your first time as dragon bath assistant.”

      A soft laugh came from beside her. “I’ve learned to turn my hand to a number of different skills over the years in my time with Lyons Enterprises.”

      “Is it true that Nate found you in a box?” Rachel heard snippets of the man’s history. Like her, he had been rescued and brought into the family.

      “Yes. Nate and Loki raided an airship and plundered its cargo. They found me in one of the crates. Loki said I was undersized and wanted to throw me over the side. Nate thought I might prove useful.”

      “How did you end up in a crate?” That part was always glossed over, although as she grew older and her view of the world expanded, Rachel made an educated guess as to what happened.

      “My mother suffered a heart attack when I was young. She left me and her estate to the care of her manager. Unfortunately, he proved more interested in her money than her offspring, and he sold me to slavers.” A sad tone coloured his brief explanation.

      Many of their lives were torn apart by tragedy, and they stitched themselves into a new family. “I’m sorry that happened to you, but glad you found us. I assume the manager regretted his actions in the end.” Rachel studied her companion as he stared out to the river.

      Miguel leaned forward and rested his forearms on his bent knees. “Yes. Nate looks after his own. While some pray that a higher authority will deliver justice in the next life, Nate prefers to see it meted out in this one.”

      Rachel fell silent and stared at her metal hand. Nate had delivered justice for her to mark her eighteenth birthday. “Some call him evil for what he does.”

      “What do you call him?” Miguel asked softly.

      “Father.” Cara called her the daughter of her heart and in the same vein, Rachel considered Nate the father of her soul. She understood his darkness; the same inky void dwelt inside her. The shadows in the world aroused her curiosity, but she had yet to decide if she wanted to follow Nate’s path.

      Miguel brushed dirt off his damp feet. “He’s a good man, no matter what society says. We have different measures of a person’s worth than them.”

      “We look after our own, yet society scowls at that. They would have stepped over me in the gutter, or lectured me to pray to God to better myself. Whereas Nate held out a hand, rolled up his sleeves, and cleaned up the rookery.” A man feared by the other nobles had been the one person who brought hope to the lives of those stuck in poverty. He gave them warm homes, a hot meal in their bellies, and education to expand their minds.

      She curled her hand into a fist and let the steel fingers relax. Her gaze flitted to Miguel and she admired the sinuous tattoo that danced over his arm in stark relief against his pale skin.

      “What does the tattoo mean?” Rachel pointed to the design wrapped around his upper arm when he caught her staring.

      Miguel traced a finger along a curve. “It’s Maori and tells of the history of Hone’s people, or iwi. It is a great honour to wear their story and shows he considers me part of his whanau.”

      “I know that word. It means family, doesn’t it?” Rachel rested her head on her crossed arms. The more time she spent with Miguel, the more she enjoyed his quiet company. He never spoke down to anyone or raised his voice. Everyone received the same intelligent consideration. Although she did wonder what it would take to rile him up and if he became lost in rage—or would his anger also be coolly unleashed?

      “Yes. Whanau means family by both blood and the wider family we find or make. Like Cara has done with us.” He smiled and the warmth in his eyes heated Rachel on the inside.

      “I prefer our made family over my blood one.” Rachel’s eyes lost focus as she remembered a different life.

      Miguel’s words drifted through her memories. “Blood can betray you. But because of their treacherous actions, we are led to a better family. I prefer to think of it as life’s way of correcting a mistake. Perhaps we were born in the wrong place.”

      Rachel stared at her forearm and hand. Nate hired the best artisan watchmakers in the world who laboured for months to create the limb. A tiny artifact powered the device, took instructions from her mind, and relayed sensations back. She commanded the fingers to curl into a fist and copper fibre tendons obeyed. Objectively, she could admire it as a beautiful piece of workmanship, and it hid many useful things. Like a blade, a compass, and lock picks.

      But the mechanical arm also forever marked her apart from other people. They stared and some, like the man in the market, recoiled as though she were less human. Could she ever find love if she wasn’t whole? Rahotep whispered that none would want her, and the idea gnawed at the edges of her mind like a mouse chewing the wainscoting in a house.

      “Some betrayals cannot be undone. I hate what he did to me,” she whispered.

      “Have you ever considered that perhaps the cost we paid was worth the benefits we reap? Do you know what slavers do to young boys before they are sent off to the brothels?” his tone lowered and she leaned closer to catch his words.

      “No, but I can imagine what you endured.” Rachel regarded him through half-lidded eyes. What old pain and scars did he hide behind his open expression?

      Miguel turned to her and took both her hands in his. Rachel stared. Not many people touched her mechanical limb. Instead they averted their gaze and pretended not to see cold metal where there was once warm flesh and blood.

      He rubbed his thumbs over her palms and she let the different sensations sink into her brain. Her flesh right hand registered the faint tingle his touch generated. The mechanical left hand worked differently, and a pattern of deep pink to red circles bloomed in her mind, registering the pressure he used and the warmth from the contact. The colours were overlaid with the feelings and the two meshed together.

      “When you look at your hands, remember they hold the loyalty of a dragon. It takes both of these hands to ensure your friend’s affection is safe. The mechanical hand is stronger and can carry a greater weight. Two flesh hands would never be sufficient. You, and you alone, possess something rare and precious.”

      Rachel swallowed and glanced to Pavlin, sunning herself at the edge of the water while children adorned her with flowers. The world thought dragons were creatures of myth and legend that had died out centuries ago. Or they did until Nate and Cara stole three eggs from the Tower of London and hid the hatchlings from the queen. Even now, while stories circulated, few people would ever see one. Let alone be gifted with a dragon’s trust and soar through the sky on their back.

      Miguel kept stroking her hands and the tingle crept further up her arms and through her torso.

      “Imagine if you could go back in time and talk to your younger self. You could warn yourself to avoid your father and keep the limb, but you would continue that life in the rookery. Or you could face the excruciating pain of what he did, and in return be gifted the devotion of a dragon. What choice would you make?” he asked.

      When he put it like that, it became a simple decision to make. She would hack off both her hands to protect the dragon and not even hesitate. She raised her face to meet his gaze. “How did you become so wise?”

      He shrugged. “Life isn’t always easy, and I found comfort in turning events around to study them from another angle. It helped that I travelled with my mother, and then with Nate and Loki, and I found that while I listened to learn languages, it made me listen in other ways too.”

      His words resonated through her. That was how she learned to understand Pavlin, by listening to the dragon with her whole being and not only her ears.

      “I can see why the crew respect you as their captain,” she murmured.

      “Loki worked hard to make me a good captain. He used to say I had a stick up my arse and he made it his mission to remove it.” His eyes crinkled and sparkled with laughter like the diamond tips of water.

      “You didn’t turn out too bad.” She dropped her attention to stare at her toes.

      “Rachel…” He whispered her name and she turned to him. “I want you to know how sorry I am, for what I did on your fourteenth birthday.”

      “Don’t mention it, please.” She pulled a hand free to wave it in a dismissive manner. Embarrassment crashed over her as he revived the old memory. They had never spoken of it. As the youngest of Nate’s men, she had thought him dashing and noble. She still did, since she was being honest with herself. The younger version of Rachel had decided she wanted Miguel to deliver her first kiss and she had tackled him around the bonfire that night four years ago. He had brushed her off and disappeared into the night, leaving her shamed and in tears.

      “You were fourteen and I was twenty-two. I didn’t want to take advantage of your youth. Not to mention that Nate would have not only re-inserted the stick Loki worked so hard to remove, he would have ensured it was a thick metal one from a rotisserie.”

      Rachel swallowed a laugh. She could well imagine Nate spit roasting any man who took advantage of his daughter.

      “I reacted poorly and should have handled it better. With your permission, I would remedy the situation and offer you a belated eighteenth birthday kiss?” His words brushed over her skin and raised goose bumps.

      Rachel’s breath hitched in her throat. “Don’t you have the same concerns that Nate might slow roast you for dinner?”

      When she dared a glance at him, humour simmered in his eyes. “No. You are now an adult and a woman who knows her own mind. I also happen to know your arm conceals a blade that you are skilled at using. I have no doubt that you would make it very clear if my attention was unwanted.”

      He offered her another easy decision and she answered before she could change her mind. “Yes. You have my permission.”

      Miguel leaned closer and rested a hand on her neck. His lips brushed against hers and a whoosh raced through Rachel’s blood. With a gentle swipe, her caressed her lips and then pulled back.

      Rachel watched him through half-closed eyes and breathed out a sigh. The far too brief kiss rippled through her.

      A puzzled look shone in his eyes, as though he encountered something unexpected. He tilted his head to one side and then he kissed her again. This time more insistent and deeper. He used gentle nips to urge her to open for him.

      Rachel parted her teeth and for one hot and amazing moment, his tongue stroked over hers and sent a jolt of electricity to her brain. Then everything short circuited when the kiss turned soaking wet.

      Water hit the side of her face and made Rachel screw up her eyes and cringe. They broke apart as the Nile poured over their heads and made near-dry clothes sodden once again. Pavlin snorted and scooped up another wing of water and tossed the wave over them.

      They raised their arms to protect their heads as an impromptu waterfall rained over them.

      “To think all this time, I worried about Nate’s reaction, when I should have been worried about an overprotective dragon,” Miguel said.

      Rachel laughed and turned. Her eyes were drawn to one man among the gathered crowd who didn’t laugh. The same one who had watched her in Cairo. His brows were pulled in a scowl as he stared, and disapproval wafted from him.

      “If you don’t like seeing me kiss someone then don’t watch,” she muttered under her breath as she balled up the damp towels.

      He arched one eyebrow as though he heard her comment and mouthed a single word at her—mine.

      The word echoed in her head in an all too familiar voice. She gulped and turned to Miguel and reached out for him, curling her fingers around his forearm.

      “Do you see that man?” she asked.

      Miguel glanced around. “Which one? Pavlin attracts a crowd wherever she goes.”

      Rachel turned back and scanned the faces. “Blast. He’s gone.”

      But the word he had mouthed crawled through her and left a trail of ice in her blood.
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      The next day, the steamer chugged farther along the Nile as they closed in on Amarna. Cara leaned on the rail and watched bright green papyrus undulate in a gentle breeze.

      “There’s a complex of ruins not far ahead, if you’d like to stop and explore?” Miguel asked. He had adopted the role of tour guide and relayed instructions to the man who captained the vessel.

      “Yes, please. I’d love to stretch my legs and it will give us a chance to see if we can spot the men the Curator left behind.” Cara thought they should have all died by now, or be old men like Wafa. Surely they didn’t pose any threat to her or her family.

      With no jetty, the captain edged the steamer as close as he dared to the bank and dropped a dingy over the side to take Cara, Nate, Wafa, and Miguel to shore. Rachel rolled her eyes at the little vessel and jumped onto Pavlin’s back. The dragon slipped into the water and paddled ashore.

      Once they were all ashore, they walked to the nearby village where Miguel found a group of light, fleet-footed Arabian horses for hire. Wafa insisted on accompanying them, but Miguel pointed out the horses were too small to carry a double load.

      “Why don’t we have lunch out at the ruins? A cart could carry Wafa and the supplies we need,” Cara suggested.

      Miguel sighed and Wafa pouted. Soon they arranged for a cart to transport the old woman and what they needed for a meal at the ruins. With preparations under way, their local guide to the ancient temples gestured to the waiting horses. The lad couldn’t have been older than twelve. He leapt on a horse bareback and put heel to his mount. The horses galloped over the sand racing Pavlin and Rachel, who flew above.

      It was a fast and short ride, then ruins rose up from the sand and grew in size as they approached. When Cara dismounted, the structure loomed far over her head, as though she stood on the steps before the British Museum with its towering columns.

      Pavlin landed to allow Rachel to dismount, then the dragon propelled herself upward to land on a pillar. She kept her wings spread, as though testing if the ancient monument would hold her weight. When nothing moved, the dragon issued a triumphant call and folded her wings. Perched, she appeared no larger than a bird sitting on a fence post.

      Cara unlopped an end of the silk scarf Rachel had given her, and draped the fabric across her face to tuck behind her ear. The length of fabric proved handy in keeping the dust that stirred up underfoot from clogging her nose.

      She stared up at Pavlin and her eyes misted against the harsh light. “She’s so beautiful.”

      The sun played over the dragon’s scales and highlighted the rich hues. As she spent time in Egypt, the dragon’s colouration seemed to change to resemble the scarabs painted by the Egyptians on the temple walls. From a distance, the plinth under Pavlin perfectly complemented her size, as though thousands of years ago the builders had imagined a dragon perching on the structure and built to the correct scale.

      The small group explored the temple in silence. An aura hung around the walls and columns as though they stepped into a ruined church. The supporting structures for the roof soared to fifty feet high, and every inch was covered in carvings and hieroglyphics. Time had weathered the paint and piled up sand at the base of the stones. As they ventured deeper inside, the air thickened with heat and dust.

      They explored for nearly two hours and when they emerged, the cart and Wafa had arrived. Their guide had built a fire and roasted vegetables in the embers around the edge. Blankets had been set out around the fire and plump cushions waited to be sat upon.

      They sat in the shelter of a portico with their backs to the ruined building. The stones absorbed the day’s heat and released it as the temperature dropped with the fading sun. The group ate a simple meal as Miguel interpreted tales the lad told of what events happened at the ruined building.

      Wafa snorted and pointed from the boy to Cara. “Lad talks nonsense. He doesn’t know. She knows. Been here before.”

      Cara rubbed her arms. Whispers danced over her skin and memories flashed in and out in her peripheral vision. “I see glimpses. If I could make the images hold still, I would know.”

      “Know what?” Wafa barked. She finished gnawing on the corn and tossed the stripped cob into a basket for the refuse.

      Cara was so close, if she reached out a hand the answers would be at her fingertips. “What Nefertiti is trying to tell me. Glimpses flicker at the corner of my eyes but I can’t make them out.”

      “Look and you will see.” Wafa poked at the fire with a stick.

      Cara balled up her hands in frustration and resisted the urge to moan like a young child. “I am looking, but if I stare directly at it, the memories dance away.”

      Wafa laughed. “Not these eyes…” she gestured to her milky ones. Then her hand moved up and tapped her forehead. “…use this one.”

      “The third eye?” Cara knew of the so-called mystical eye, the one that in life had allowed Helene to converse with the dead.

      The old crone picked up a handful of sand and threw it on the fire. Sparks burst forth and the temple disappeared in a sandstorm where red and orange swirls rushed past Cara’s vision.

      Cara rose to her feet and cast around. All she could see were the bright pricks of light punctuating the cloud of suspended sand. Panic gripped her heart at the thought of being lost and alone in the desert.

      “Nate? Rachel?” she called out.

      She closed her eyes and walked forward with her hands outstretched. The jumping dots disappeared to be replaced by a gentle glow against her lids. She sighed and opened her eyes, only for a rush of disorientation to make her sway on her feet. Something solid steadied her buttocks. She was sitting and wouldn’t fall over. She must have bumped into a fallen piece of masonry.

      How far had she walked from the campfire while unable to see?

      Slowly the scene came into focus, washed in a pale golden light. The glow came from hundreds of torches that lined the walls. Sitting in golden sconces, they cast a quivering wave over the paintings and brought the figures to life. The murmur of voices washed over her ears; the words almost recognisable. Where was she?

      A human ocean took form before her. Hundreds of people knelt with their heads bowed, filling the temple all the way back to the entrance.

      No, not where was she, but when. Cara was in the same temple, but at the height of its glory. Palms in vivid blue pots lined the edge of the space. A breeze rustled through their fronds. Something cool pressed to her skin and she looked down. In her lap, she clasped a golden crook and flail in her crossed hands. She sat on a throne, raised up on a dais. White linen covered her knees, and her toes peeking out from under the bottom were laced into golden sandals.

      What do you want to show me, Nefertiti? A weight on her head made any movements slow and ponderous lest the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt fall. The movement triggered a gentle clack from the beads dangling at the end of her numerous tiny plaits.

      A sniffle from beside her caught her attention. Cara glanced sideways at the man occupying the other throne.

      A golden cobra reared up from his crown and seemed poised to strike at the worshippers. A long, flat nose dominated his profile and pointed to full, lush lips. A protruding jaw was accentuated by the false pharaonic beard that dipped down to his chest. A soft belly overhung the waist of his linen kilt.

      Akhenaten. The man whom Nefertiti loved with the same fierce intensity that Cara felt for Nate. Yet when she studied his profile, her heart remained unmoved. Perhaps I cannot feel what Nefertiti experienced? Cara wondered as the ceremony unfolded before her.

      A priest walked before them and intoned in a sing-song voice as he flicked scented water from a bowl he carried. Droplets rained on the bent heads of the worshippers. The assembled people sang their replies. Cara had no idea what was going on, but an instinctual memory told her not to squirm or use the flail to scratch her nose.

      Instead, she turned her focus inward. When she dug deep inside Nefertiti to reveal her feelings for her husband, she found duty and compliance but a strange absence of passion. Cara’s soul settled into Nefertiti’s body and, one by one, other impressions bubbled up under her shared skin.

      The queen worried for her daughters and what the future held for them. Concern grew for their people as they began to sicken and the priests spoke of plague being visited upon them. Weariness ate at her limbs; at the role she must play and the lies fed to her with every meal.

      The last one made Cara’s curiosity sit up and take notice. Although she imagined the Egyptian court no different to any other, and lies and intrigue would swirl around every corner.

      Opening her eyes again, she studied the people standing against the walls. A woman stood to one side of the room, her skin painted a dusty gold. A black wig on her head had a plain golden diadem holding it in place. She surveyed the room with a haughty gaze.

      A young boy stood before her. Her hands rested on the lad’s shoulders. His head was shaved except for the black top knot, and he wore a linen kilt that left his skinny torso exposed. The boy shared the same profile as Akhenaten.

      Tutankhamen. Pharaoh’s son and heir. Child of the secondary wife, Kiya.

      Lies. He is not hers, the soul sharing its body whispered.

      Cara played an odd game of hide and seek the truth, as she sought to establish a dialogue with Nefertiti. If Kiya wasn’t the boy’s mother, then who? On the opposite side of the room stood a group of women. By their dress and the gold dripping from their arms and brows, Cara identified them as young royals. One kept her eyes downcast, yet she threw glances to the boy.

      You need to help me out, Cara projected to her host. This is your world and I do not understand what I see.

      Nebetah. Pharaoh’s youngest sister. Mother of Tutankamen. Nefertiti spat out the words in Cara’s mind.

      A stab of revulsion twisted through her gut with each word. Bile rose up her throat and Cara coughed. The priest turned and narrowed his gaze at her. She plastered a serene look on her face and pretended nothing had happened and it most certainly wasn’t her coughing interrupting him.

      She drew a deep breath through her nose and sorted through the turmoil that erupted within her. The people believed Kiya gave pharaoh the longed-for heir. Nefertiti’s womb bore only daughters. But few knew the truth. Akhenaten begat his heir upon his own sister. The newborn babe had then been given to Kiya and she, not Nebetah, was raised up at court as mother of the future pharaoh.

      That must make for interesting family dinners, Cara mused.

      Kiya preened, while Nebetah cast poisonous glances. Did the younger woman resent the loss of her child, Kiya’s elevation at court, or something else? Cara’s mind skirted around the issue of a brother pressing his advances onto a much younger sister. Incest was a truth of life at the Egyptian court she wasn’t ready to confront.

      Instead, she continued her search of the room, pinning memories and snippets of information to faces. There. Warmth flowed over her limbs as someone looked upon her. On instinct, her lips parted as though the watcher stroked her neck. The love radiated from someone before her, not the man at her side.

      I don’t understand, Cara whispered.

      Malachi had learned that Akhenaten had Rahotep executed for the passion he bore for Nefertiti. She grasped at the only possible explanation for the familiar stirring. Nefertiti must return his affection and the warmth flowing over her limbs came from Rahotep. Cara examined each male face, but none matched the image of the man in her mind.

      Pharaoh rose to his feet. Servants rushed to take the crook and flail from his hands. Then he held one hand out to his queen. Nefertiti stood as commanded and a handmaiden took the symbols of royalty from her grasp. She laid her hand on top of Akhenaten’s and a chill washed over her skin.

      Not him. She didn’t love him, and he hadn’t sought her bed for some years. Would pharaoh discover Nefertiti with Rahotep and have him dragged away and killed? That fitted with what Malachi told her years ago. She turned the question inward, seeking Nefertiti’s answer, but Cara found the queen’s mind closed to her.

      As they stepped off the dais, the prickling awareness came from her left side. As Cara turned to face her phantom lover, sand blew in her face. She closed her eyes to stop grit getting into them. When she opened them, Nate knelt before her.

      “Dammit. I know I love you, I needed to see him!” She blew out her exasperation. She had been so close.

      “I love you, too, but what happened? You collapsed as though you fainted. We couldn’t wake you, although you still breathed.” Worry pulled at the corner of his eyes and his hand cupped her face.

      Cara leaned into his touch. “What do you mean I fainted?”

      “You walked to the temple and then crumpled to the ground. I carried you here, but you were unconscious. I could still feel you, but the connection was faint as though you were miles away.” His dark brows knitted together as he scanned her face.

      “Part of me did go somewhere else. My body was here, but my mind went back over three thousand years.” She rubbed a hand over her temple as a headache pressed behind her eyes.

      Nate handed her a water bottle and she drank while she tried to decipher what she learned. “Nefertiti was here. I was her, seated beside Akhenaten. Everything we thought we knew is all a lie.”

      He arched one eyebrow. “Care to be more specific?”

      Cara glanced sideways to Wafa and wondered what the crone knew. “She didn’t love Akhenaten. Nefertiti felt a sense of duty and responsibility, but there was no love inside her for him.”

      Nate blew out a long breath. “Are you sure? Ancient texts said they had a love that transcended time.”

      Why did history record the wrong version of their story? Or perhaps the interpretation taken of events depended on who penned it. History, as they say, is written by the victor. “What if someone wanted the world to believe they loved each other with an intensity that was unrivalled for millennia? Legend said her love for Akhenaten was so strong and pure that her heart turned to a diamond. But we know that’s not true, as a mortal hand created the Heart.”

      Miguel threw more wood on the fire and Rachel edged closer to him in the growing dusk. Pavlin had descended from her perch and stretched out behind them, one wary eye open for intruders. Cara grabbed hold of her love for her daughter. There was something she shared with Nefertiti—both mothers worried for their children.

      “Nefertiti did harbour a deep and fierce love. But it wasn’t for her husband.” Cara closed her eyes and hunted down the fading tendrils inside her. She grasped an end and ran it through her celestial hands. This love acted and behaved the same as what she felt for Nate.

      “Don’t go getting ideas.” Nate wrapped a blanket around Cara’s shoulders and pulled her close to his side. “I assume the queen’s grand passion was the one we seek?”

      Cara nestled closer to his warmth and let his love flow along their bond and through her. Who did Nefertiti share this with and why didn’t he show his face? “That is the only logical answer. Malachi said he died for the love he felt for her. I suspect Akhenaten discovered them together and enacted a terrible revenge upon him.”

      Wafa cackled. “Majesty didn’t deserve Nameless One’s love. Pharaoh killed him out of jealousy.”

      Nate rested his head on top of Cara’s. “You can’t blame a husband for devising a hideous, painful, and prolonged death for the man caught dallying with his wife.”

      “Did you know he fathered his son and heir on his sister? Incest was common in the royal family. They believed themselves anointed by the gods and had to keep their blood lines pure.” A surge of anger flashed red in her mind. It might have been considered normal, but something about it triggered Nefertiti’s maternal instincts.

      “Eww. Doesn’t stop it from being disgusting. Not to mention that it would have weakened their bloodlines and increased their likelihood of disease and deformity,” Rachel said from across the fire.

      “Their people believed a woman called Kiya was Tutankhamen’s mother, but it wasn’t true. For some reason, Akhenaten gave in to Nefertiti’s demands that his sister be allowed to retreat from royal life and not be publicly raised up as a secondary wife.” She took Nate’s hand and pulled it to her chest. “And you thought our family was complicated.”

      “What do we do now?” Miguel asked.

      Whispers flicked off the sand and wrapped around Cara. A thousand voices uttered snippets that if she could only piece them all together, would reveal the full story. “We keep looking. The answers are here, along with the one we hunt. If we find his mummy, we find our answers.”

      Nate stood and pulled Cara to her feet. “Let’s head back to the steamer before it gets any darker. We can discuss our next move in more detail there. It’s time we figured out a way to open the box.”

      Why did Nate have to remind her of that? There was so much Cara didn’t understand. If Nefertiti and Rahotep shared a passionate affair, why did his gift to her fill Cara with such dread? She was missing an important part of the puzzle and they had to keep moving onward to find it.
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      Night had settled over the land by the time they returned to the village and walked back to the steamer. Back on board, they assembled in the cosy lounge, everyone far too awake to seek their beds yet. In the morning they would continue upriver to their destination—Amarna. The city founded by the heretic pharaoh, who set aside the worship of many gods in favour of one, the Aten.

      The crew laid out platters for an easy dinner. The plates held mouth-watering items that could be plucked with one hand like figs stuffed with cheese, and slices of grilled bread to dip into spreads. After they had eaten their fill, Nate decided it was time to tackle Cara’s fears head on and summoned two crewmen to fetch the container. The men carried in the lead box and sat it on the low table between two overstuffed sofas.

      Cara’s fingers curled into the patterned brocade covering the arm of the sofa. “Do we have to do this?” Her throat went dry at the sight of the container and a ghostly tingle brushed over her arms.

      “You’ve hidden from it for long enough, Cara. We came here for answers.” Nate unlocked the outer lead container and reached inside for the obsidian box.

      The tingle over Cara’s skin turned into the sharp sting of nettles slapping against her flesh. “Surely this is pointless? We still haven’t found anything to tell us how to open the damned thing.” She leaned deeper into the back of the sofa and further away from the dark shape.

      The polished and engraved stone absorbed light and hunkered on the table like a small black hole. Nate ran his hands over the sides, searching for a seam or hidden latch. When that didn’t work, he picked it up and shook it.

      “Perhaps there is a spell to open it? The runes on the sides may be the clue,” Miguel suggested.

      “Malachi studied them for years but never succeeded in interpreting them. The closest he came was recognising protection symbols.” Cara glared at the object and wondered if she could toss it over the side and into the jaws of a hippopotamus.

      Rachel fidgeted on her chair and twisted a finger in the linen of her shirt as the two men tried, unsuccessfully, to find an opening. At length she whispered, “I know how to open it.”

      “What?” Cara stared at her daughter, but Rachel’s attention stayed on the piece of fabric she tortured. Cara glanced to Nate, wondering if he and Rachel were playing one of their jokes on her.

      “How do you know, Rachel?” Nate asked. He placed the box back on the table and returned to the sofa next to Cara.

      Rachel fisted both hands in her lap, then her spine straightened as she met Nate’s gaze. “Because I’ve opened it and I’ve seen what’s inside.”

      Cara jumped to her feet, her eyes wide while a thousand questions crashed through her mind. Foremost, when did Rachel open the box and why didn’t Nate tell her? Nate tugged her back down to the sofa and kept hold of her hand when all she wanted to do was pace the small cabin and bombard her daughter with questions. Even with answers within grasp, her mind still skittered around the main one. She stared at Nate. “Did you know? Was opening it something the two of you did?”

      “No. You should know I would never do that without your involvement, Cara. The box has been kept locked in the caverns, buried under layers of protection to keep everyone away from it.” Nate held Cara’s hand and Rachel’s gaze.

      A smile tugged at one corner of Rachel’s lips. “You didn’t account for a fourteen-year-old who wanted the voice to leave her alone.”

      “Oh, Rachel! Not you, too.” Despair dropped over Cara. She thought Rahotep only interrupted her dreams because of her bond with Nefertiti’s Heart. Why would the mage invade the dreams of a child, or did he think her more easily manipulated to do his bidding? “Why didn’t you ever say something?”

      Rachel loosened her fingers and tucked her mechanical hand under her left thigh. “At first, I thought I imagined it. He used to call to me in the middle of the night and wake me up. Then after Helene’s funeral I had an opportunity. Everyone went off to bed early, the house was so quiet, and I was so very tired. I took a chance. I crept down to the caverns to tell the voice to hush up.”

      Nate stared from the black object to his daughter. “And being family, you made it through the wards and locks.”

      “You taught me well.” Rachel tilted her chin in a familiar look of defiance.

      Too late, Cara considered the advisability of the skills Nate taught Rachel and the boys.

      “Perhaps we taught you a little too well.” Nate huffed a laugh and then sat forward, letting go of Cara’s hand to lean his forearms on his thighs. “How did you open it?”

      “By accident.” At last she met her mother’s gaze and an apology burned bright within her eyes. “I know you hate it, Cara, but it never felt like that to me. When I traced a finger along the runes, I heard a voice singing. It was beautiful and sad and made me cry. As I listened, a tear fell onto the box. There was a click and then a panel pulled away in the top, to reveal hinges and a latch.”

      Cara moved to sit next to her daughter and took Rachel’s hands. Sadness weighed down her heart that Rachel suffered the same broken nights, but had held her silence. “I am so sorry that you didn’t think you could tell me. He calls to me, too. I thought I could hear it because of Nefertiti’s Heart. I don’t like him invading your mind when none of us know his motives.”

      “He stopped for years after I stole down to the crypt. It only started again a few months ago.” Rachel squeezed Cara’s fingers and the ghost of a smile hovered on her lips.

      “When?” Nate’s full attention focused on his daughter.

      Rachel shrugged. “I can’t remember exactly, three or four months? Maybe around April.”

      “Easter,” Nate said the word on an exhale. “We shifted everything as we checked the catalogue before the big move. One of the men dropped the box. I thought nothing of it at the time as it wasn’t damaged, but the jolt must have woken or disturbed whatever is inside.”

      “I told him we would find him and silence him forever.” Rachel glanced between her parents.

      Cara managed a smile she didn’t feel on the inside. “And we shall.”

      Nate reached out and rapped his knuckles on the box. It made a muffled thud as though the container was solid or very dense. “Shall we move along to the more important question—what’s inside?”

      A frown pulled between Rachel’s brows as she considered the answer. “At the time, I thought it was some sort of rather large dried vegetable. In hindsight and now I know more about mummification, I believe it contains an organ.”

      “Another heart?” A horrible thought entered Cara’s mind. What if it contained Nefertiti’s real heart? Maybe a lovesick Rahotep carved it out of the queen’s chest when she died and kept it as a memento. That might explain her reaction to the box.

      Rachel shook her head as she stared off into the distance. “No. Wrong shape and it’s too big. There is more to my tale. I cut my finger on the lid when I opened the box and a drop of blood fell on… whatever it is. The surface of it hissed as my blood was absorbed. In that tiny spot, the organ changed from shrivelled black to dark grey.”

      Cara drew a deep breath and moved to the edge of the sofa. From there, she rested both hands on the cool obsidian. The prickle sensation ran over and around her arms and nausea lurched in her stomach, but she kept her hands in place.

      “I don’t hear anything.” She glanced to Rachel. Her daughter had become a key piece in this puzzle and that worried Cara. How—and why—was Rachel tangled in the story of Nefertiti, Akhenaten, and Rahotep?

      “Let me try.” The young woman knelt on the rug next to the table and placed her right hand on the top. She closed her eyes. “I hear it. It’s faint, like if you walked past a church while the choir sang inside.”

      Nate rubbed his chin. “It has the ability to distinguish between you. It repels Cara while it pulls Rachel closer.”

      “Or it’s repulsive to Nefertiti.” The more time they spent in Egypt, the less Cara seemed able to discern where the queen ended and she began. Their lives melded together as though they shared one soul. Having discovered Nefertiti could reveal events to her in the temple, Cara wished the queen would skip forward and show her what they really needed to know.

      “Perhaps Nefertiti is a threat to whatever is inside, and what you feel is a warning to stay away?” Miguel spoke from his corner. The young man had stayed silent, watching events unfold.

      Cara recalled the scant little she knew about the object. “That doesn’t fit with what Malachi told me. He said Rahotep intended this as a gift for Nefertiti. Why warn her away from it?”

      “That would depend on what he thinks is a gift. Some people don’t like the hospitality I dispense in the Pit.” Nate picked up her hand and stroked his thumb over her wrist.

      Cara leaned against him and let out a slow breath between clenched teeth. “That is a distinct possibility. The Curator took it to what was supposed to be his rebirth. He needed me and the box for whatever he planned next. I can only think that it must contain something designed to harm Nefertiti.”

      “He loved her, but would harm her?” Miguel posed the question in a soft tone.

      Nate stretched one arm along the back of the sofa and regarded the captain. “Love isn’t always rational. We have learned that Cara carries a part of Nefertiti’s soul. Perhaps he wanted that piece back with him in the underworld?”

      Reassurance rumbled from Nate along their bond to wrap around Cara. He would protect her, no matter what they discovered.

      “If you want to know, I can conjure up a tear,” Rachel whispered. She still knelt next to the box as though she shielded it with her body.

      “Do it. But let’s not rush to flick the lid open. We proceed with caution.” Nate gestured for her to continue.

      Rachel leaned over the box, cradling it to her chest with her eyes closed. After a long, silent minute, a tear rolled down her cheek and splattered on the runes. The obsidian hissed, like a hot pan when a drop of water hits it. Then a faint scraping sound clawed from the box.

      Rachel sat back on her heels as the central section of the lid popped up a scant fraction of an inch. Enough to reveal hinges on one side and a tiny latch at the other.

      Nate took a blade from his boot and slid it under the latch. Using the knife, he raised the lid a few inches.

      Cara averted her face and stared out the window at the moon caressing the water. Instinct warned her not to look.

      “Does it look the same as you remember?” Nate ask Rachel.

      Then came a rustle of clothing. “Yes. You can still see the lighter patch where the blood fell from my finger.”

      “You’re right, it’s the wrong shape to be a heart and much larger,” Nate murmured from beside Cara.

      A tiny measure of relief eased through her. At least Rahotep hadn’t carved out Nefertiti’s heart and kept it as a token of his affection. She had already dealt with one madman who tried to remove her heart and didn’t want to confront another.

      Rachel hummed before replying. “I think it’s a liver, or possibly a lung. They are a similar size and shape and when preserved and dehydrated like this, much harder to distinguish.”

      “Let’s see for ourselves what happens when blood touches it, if you don’t mind continuing the re-enactment, Rachel?” Nate asked.

      Alarm surged through Cara and her bones snapped rigid. How could he suggest reanimating the damned thing?

      Nate rested one hand on her knee, his touch settling her panic. “Trust me, Cara. We only need a single drop, that is all, to confirm the effect.”

      Silence fell in the room as they went about the gruesome business. Cara dared a glance as Nate pressed the tip of his blade to Rachel’s fingertip. Her daughter held her finger over the obsidian container and as a deep red sphere formed, Cara turned her head to stare at a pastoral painting on the wall. The stinging battering her skin sank deeper and her stomach rolled.

      “Fascinating,” Nate murmured. “But that’s enough for tonight. Now that we know how to open this and what it contains, let’s close this back up. Cara has been holding her breath this whole time, and I can’t have a drink when I have to breathe for her.”

      The prickle raced along Cara’s body in reverse as the sensation fled back to the box. With a soft thud, it diminished back to the faint tingle. She looked up as Nate closed the lid and it dropped into the stone to disappear among the carved runes.

      “We might know what is in there, but no idea what its purpose might be. Why would he want to gift Nefertiti with a shrivelled-up organ?” Cara glared at the container and dared it to whisper to her of its intentions, but it remained as silent as when she asked the twins who emptied the biscuit barrel.

      “If we assume this once belonged to Rahotep, perhaps he wanted Nefertiti to keep it close as a reminder of him?” Nate suggested.

      Cara glared at him. What was wrong with the people in her life, that they thought keeping someone’s internal organs was romantic?

      “There is one more thing.” Rachel chewed on her lip and glanced between her parents.

      “Isn’t there always?” Nate rose and walked to an open wooden chest. This box held a travelling drinks bar, with insulated, silver-topped flasks and crystal tumblers in blue-velvet-lined holes. He poured amber liquid into four short glasses.

      Rachel’s shoulders sagged as she sat back in her chair. “There is a man who watched me in the Cairo market, and I have seen him again since then.”

      Nate paused in measuring out the whiskey. “Many people flow alongside the Nile. What makes you say this one is following you?”

      “Because he mouthed a word, which echoed in my head in a familiar voice. It was him.” She didn’t say his name aloud.

      As though they had an unspoken pact, both Rachel and Cara avoided saying his name. Names have power, she thought. Or what if they said it three times and summoned his presence?

      “What did he say, Rachel?” Since Cara had confronted the contents of the box, she felt brave enough to deal with her daughter’s problems.

      “Mine,” Rachel whispered the syllable.

      Cara’s fingers tightened around the glass in her hand. “If he thinks he’s getting his hands on our daughter, then he woefully underestimates this family.”

      “Why you, Rachel?” Nate sipped the whiskey and narrowed his gaze at his daughter. “You may as well disclose everything. It’s the only way we will understand all of this and how you have become tangled in it.”

      Miguel passed Rachel a glass and she sniffed the contents with the same suspicion the boys used when presented with Brussel sprouts on their plates. “He invades my sleep to promise me whatever I want, if I would be his. He offered my heart’s desire, and all I had to do was continue to feed my blood to that liver, or lung, or whatever it is.”

      Cara couldn’t sit still any longer. She jumped to her feet to pace back and forth while still clutching her drink. The pieces to the puzzle were spinning in her mind; all she had to do was make sense of them. And stop Rahotep from laying his hands on her daughter.

      Then she pointed to Rachel with the glass. “You. No more feeding ancient artifacts your blood without telling us first.” Then she turned to Nate. “You. Those things are to be removed from under our home. I’ll not have Lucien and Gideon running rampant down there and creating mystical bonds with lord-only-knows-what.”

      Nate saluted her with his empty glass. “It’s already underway, my queen.”

      Cara stopped her pacing to swallow the remaining liquor in one fiery gulp. “We’ll reach Amarna tomorrow and we’re going to find the answers buried there. I want to dig up Rahotep and then I’m going to feed him to a dragon-fuelled fire to end all of this.”
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      A restless night kept Rachel awake. Her burden should have eased, now her parents knew that long ago she opened the box. Instead, a pressure built inside her and threatened to fracture her bones or explode. Why did Rahotep whisper mine when he stared at her? He loved Nefertiti, so he can’t have meant Rachel. Or did he refer to something else, like her blood that he needed to revive the desiccated organ?

      With her mind in turmoil, Rachel rose early to seek a secluded place to think. She left a note for Cara that she would catch up to the steamer later. Then, young woman and dragon took flight while the sun peeked over the horizon and set the sky on fire in a blaze of vibrant red and deep orange. As Pavlin skimmed over the desert, it wasn’t Rahotep and an obsidian box that dominated Rachel’s thoughts. Instead, she found she couldn’t stop herself from replaying the kiss with Miguel over and over.

      She told herself that common politeness motivated his actions. The kiss meant nothing except to make up for the one she sought as a fourteen-year-old. But what about the second kiss? After he pulled back to search her eyes, he had kissed her again with an intensity that left Rachel as breathless as when Pavlin plummeted to the ground like an arrow. Did that kiss mean something?

      “Ugh!” Her cry startled a passing bird, which squawked and shot off in the opposite direction. What she needed was the counsel of Nan and Nessy. They would know what to do.

      Rachel had limited experience with boys, and nothing by which to judge Miguel’s intentions. Her steel hand curled into the leather harness. Most boys saw her mechanical limb and not her. A few were repulsed by it and she pretended their sneers didn’t cut her soul. Others treated her as an automaton, as though having a metal hand meant she lacked a heart or was devoid of feelings.

      Apart from her parents and brothers, no one had ever taken her steel hand in theirs. Until Miguel. Certainly no one ever stared into her eyes as though they gazed at a star filled sky. For a brief moment, hope flared in her that he saw her and not a piece of cold equipment.

      Pavlin swung her head and called out, breaking Rachel’s tangled mess of thoughts. The dragon tilted her head back and forth in a questioning look the equivalent of a shrug. Rachel glanced up ahead. They approached a low hill with statues carved into the face like the columns they found in Sewet.

      “Pick a spot to land, please.” Rachel hunkered down behind Pavlin’s neck as the dragon angled toward the ground.

      Pavlin turned in a wide circle and followed the curve of the hill, before landing at the foot of the statues with a soft thud. She folded her wings against her back and extended her right foreleg for Rachel to dismount.

      The sun rose higher in the sky and heat already wafted off the sand. Rachel removed her leather flying cap and googles and clipped them to the harness. Then she unwound the scarf around her neck and wrapped it over her hair. She shrugged off the wool-lined leather jacket and attached it to the strapping next to the cap so nothing would get lost. Pavlin tended to wander off and forget where Rachel had left her belongings.

      Rachel approached the statues. They appeared to be identical and were of a seated man wearing a knee length skirt and sandals on his feet. A wig came to his shoulders and his hands rested flat on his thighs. The entire carving stretched for twenty feet above her head and Rachel barely came up to stone shins. Between the seated figures, a narrow walkway stretched into darkness.

      The dim coolness beckoned and Rachel followed. The statues sat outside a large chamber hollowed into the hill. The roof had collapsed in places as though a dragon had jumped on it. Rubble blocked the middle of the room and made a pile larger than many homes.

      More columns ran in rows from front to back, carved to resemble palms as though leaves once held aloft the ceiling. A low murmuring made Rachel pause. It didn’t sound like wind forcing its way between the rocks. Instinct made her jump up on the base of a column and shelter against its width.

      She grabbed hold of the vertical ridges that resembled bark, and peered around the side. The murmuring grew closer. Shapes detached from the shadows and formed into a group of men, dressed in grey edged with blood red. The effect like a sunset before a thunderstorm.

      Her heart tightened. One familiar figure wore dusty trousers and a loose shirt under his open robe—the man who had watched her in the market and again in the village. He walked at the front, his head bent close to the bald one of a much older man. Another thirty men fanned out behind them and walked among the columns. Some had swords or rifles slung over their backs.

      Wafa had said the Curator left followers to watch for them over the years, and it would appear Rachel had stumbled upon them. Unable to speak a word of Arabic, she had no way of knowing if the men spoke of Rahotep, the box, or Cara. Miguel would understand what they were saying. But since she was alone, and her hiding spot about to be discovered, she needed a plan.

      Rachel turned and sat on the base of the column. She leaned against it and adopted what she hoped would look like a casual pose. She pulled a small notebook from the pocket on her trousers and flicked a pencil free of the hiding place on her arm and began making a quick sketch.

      Men flowed around the column and halted on seeing her. Soon they surrounded her, hostility bristling off them like a pack of dogs who discovered a stray cat.

      “What are you doing here?” Her watcher stopped before her and crossed his arms.

      Rachel glanced up at him, schooled her face into an open smile, and held up her notebook. “I am sketching the columns. I love the way they resemble palm trees, quite clever don’t you think?”

      He narrowed his gaze and muttered something to the man at his side. The older man waved his hands and men encircled her position until she sat in the middle of wall of red-tinged grey.

      “My country contains many wonders.” A broad smile lit the man’s face and his dark gaze focused on her. He bowed. “I am Tariq. At your service, Lady Lyons.”

      “I’m not a lady, that’s my mother. I am plain Rachel.” He knew her name. There was one suspicion confirmed: the Curator’s men watched them. Or were they Rahotep’s men?

      “There is nothing plain about you, Rachel.” He rolled the vowels of her name around in his mouth in a way that worked a shiver over her skin. “Since the Fates have brought you here, would you walk with me?” He held out his hand to her.

      She tucked away pencil and notebook, then placed her right hand in his as he assisted her to stand. The men shuffled their feet and metal clinked against metal, giving away the presence of more weapons under their loose-fitting robes. His followers parted and then fell in behind them.

      Tariq tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and placed his hand over hers.

      “What was this place?” she asked as they strolled among the columns as though they were trees in a park.

      “A temple. There are many such places. Some are being devoured by the desert while others, like this one, have been left exposed to the sky.” He halted before a wall covered in images and hieroglyphics.

      “Why did you say mine, the other day?” Rachel had learned her lessons well from Nate. She kept her expression unaffected while her mind raced and considered her options. She was alone and surrounded by thirty armed men. The odds were stacked against her for either running or fighting her way out. That left one option—up.

      “You belong here, with me. That man should not touch you.” His voice grew rough and he let go of her to curl his hand into a fist.

      Rachel slowed her breathing and refused to let panic take hold of her. “I don’t know where I belong yet. There is much of the world to explore.” She reached out and traced a water lily etched into the wall. Several of them were dotted on the surface of a pond where ladies sat around the edge.

      “I will show you, once I am fully restored. Your beast will be a fitting symbol of my rebirth and triumph.” He placed a hand in the small of her back to propel her along to examine a different scene.

      “I don’t understand. Are you unwell that you seek to be restored? You seem in fine health to me.” She cast sideways glances at him. If this was Rahotep, was he missing the organ in the box and sought its return to be whole?

      Tariq stared at her and his smile softened. “I am well, but not yet whole in a spiritual way. I carry many memories within me. The afterlife is eternal, and those who are remembered and never truly gone, even if dragon fire turns them to ash.”

      Dragon fire was how Nate and Cara dispatched the Curator to Hell where, they assumed, he would remain trapped for eternity. Rachel thought the man beside her was Rahotep, but now he spoke of the Curator. How many men battled for control inside his skull?

      “Dragon fire cleanses, but I believe one needs a phoenix feather to arise from the ashes. Is there anyone in particular you would bring back?” Rachel didn’t like him involving Pavlin in resurrecting anyone from the afterlife. Although she would be willing to let the dragon flame him if it put an end to the whisperings in her mind at night.

      “You know his name. You have already given your essence in his service. Once he was the most powerful mage, until a jealous pharaoh had him brutally slain.” Tariq leaned against a column and watched her from under hooded eyes.

      That description narrowed down Rachel’s choices. She wanted to argue that a child who pricked her finger could in no way be construed as giving her essence in his service. Although the drop she shed the previous night had been a deliberate action. To move the conversation along, she cleared her throat and said, “You’re him. Rahotep.”

      The name reverberated around the space as though she had shouted it and the men clasped their hands and bowed.

      His midnight eyes twinkled. “Yes. I am his vessel and he speaks through me. When he returns, he will inhabit this form completely. The most powerful mage ever born will once again walk this earth.”

      Rachel studied the planes of Tariq’s face. The man was handsome if you liked tall, dark, and mysterious with a large pinch of deadly. “How will you achieve that, and how does the Curator feature in all of this?”

      His dark eyes gleamed as though she had walked straight into a trap. He moved to sit on a piece of fallen masonry and gestured for her to join him. Rachel sat on the ground at his feet, the better to see the pile of rubble behind him with the sun slanting through the hole in the roof. His men formed a loose semi-circle behind them.

      “Csenger, the one you call the Curator, came here many years ago to seek the powerful mage. He visited the Nameless One’s temple in Sewet that is guarded by Rahotep’s priestess.” His long fingers tapped on the stone as he spoke.

      “You mean Wafa?” The mad old woman was an odd choice to be a priestess. Or had too many years alone in the desert corroded her mind?

      Tariq nodded. “Back then, she was a beautiful and nubile young woman. She struck a trade with Csenger before she would show him how to locate Rahotep’s resting place.”

      She must have shown him the hidden room and scarab with the blue glass that would point to the tomb. “A trade, which means he gave her something.”

      “Yes. She needed a child to carry the soul of the one she worshipped.” He gestured with his head, and the men surrounding them crept closer.

      A chill washed over Rachel. She was no closer to an escape plan and there was much she needed to tell Cara and Nate. “You’re that child, carrying Rahotep’s soul.” Cara carried Nefertiti’s soul. What would happen when the two were close to each other? Could the love of two long-dead souls overwrite the love shared by Cara and Nate?

      Tariq pushed off the stone and knelt beside her. His smile fell away and his expression turned serious. “I need your help, Rachel, for you are very important. Rahotep will give you every treasure in the world and elevate you as his queen. All you have to do is bring me the box and continue your service in his name.”

      One droplet of blood had resulted in her being tangled up in this mess and the second one appeared to have doubled her problems. She doubted anything good would come from handing over the box. Nor was she going to shed any more blood to feed the shrivelled-up thing. “I have all the treasures I need.”

      He took hold of her right hand. Calloused fingers rubbed her palm in an echo of how Miguel held her hand. But this was… different. Instead of sparking warmth and a tingle along her arm, this man’s touch raised the hairs on her nape.

      “Rahotep will make you whole. Never again will people look at you with pity in their eyes.” His deep, husky words vibrated through her and he stood and pulled her to her feet.

      Rachel snatched her hand back and slid her mechanical one into the pocket of her waistcoat. “My family don’t pity me.”

      “Do you think a lover wants cold metal against their skin? He will restore you to the glorious woman you were meant to be. A creature worthy of love. An exalted queen to sit by his side as he rules the world. Or do you wish to forever be a frigid and lonely machine?” a scolding tone entered his voice.

      Rachel screwed up her eyes to chase away the tears his words summoned. Breath came short in her throat and she commanded herself to ignore his taunts. If someone truly loved her, they would overlook her missing limb.

      A memory flared behind her lids. Miguel held her mechanical hand and traced circles on a steel palm. Pity never entered his gaze when he looked at her.

      Unless he hides it well, a voice whispered.

      She opened her eyes to meet Tariq’s midnight gaze. Outright refusal of his offer danced along the edge of her tongue, but that wouldn’t give Cara the answers she sought. Another thought popped into her mind and she gave it voice. “Why does he want me to sit on a throne beside him, when he loved Nefertiti?”

      “You were meant to be mine!” he yelled with such vehemence that it made Rachel take a step backwards. He balled both hands into fists and flexed his arms. “Nefertiti must be punished for her betrayal. She will be brought to her knees as all she holds dear is destroyed.”

      “You want her for revenge.” They were missing a very large piece of this story. How did Nefertiti betray Rahotep? Unless he meant her marrying Akhenaten instead of him?

      One corner of his lip pulled in a cruel imitation of a smile. “Her soul is here and that is what he needs. When she has grovelled for his forgiveness and been made penitent, she may join us.”

      A shadow swooped over the ground and Rachel breathed a little easier. She might be surrounded, but she was never alone. “Perhaps Akhenaten did the right thing when he ordered Rahotep executed. Cara and I will ensure he never returns from the afterlife.”

      Tariq narrowed his eyes and stepped toward her. “Give me the box or you will all suffer!”

      “No,” she breathed out her defiance.

      A rumble shook the temple as Pavlin dropped through the hole in the roof and slid down the pile of rubble. The dragon roared as she spun in a circle and spewed fire at the men. They jumped out of her way and shouted, leaving a clear path for Rachel to run toward her friend.

      Rachel grabbed the harness with her mechanical hand. “Go!” she shouted to Pavlin.

      Not waiting for her rider to make the saddle, the dragon bunched her hind legs under her, and leapt. She flapped her wings to gain altitude and made it through the ruined roof as the men regained their senses and raced after them. Rachel clung to her side, grateful for the metal fist curled around the leather that kept her from falling. Once airborne, Pavlin crooked a leg to help the young woman clamber up and over.

      They flew back across the sand and followed the river, and then the trail of wispy smoke, to find the steamer chugging along. Rachel needed to tell Cara of the encounter and of Rahotep’s intentions to punish her for some betrayal. But first she needed to chase away the chill in her heart from Tariq’s words. He was wrong. The mechanical hand didn’t make her unworthy of affection.

      Then whispers from the past crept into her thoughts. The boys who fell silent as she passed. The lack of any youthful misadventures or romantic encounters. She had been too busy studying for such silliness, she told herself. So why did her heart ache to think no one would ever want her in that way?
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      Once they found the steamer, the dragon plopped into the water and swam alongside, careful to avoid the propellers. Pavlin butted the corner, and Rachel climbed over the railing onto the stern deck. Miguel leaned against the brass rail with a coffee mug in his hands and watched her arrival. The morning sun lit the auburn tones in his short hair, and she couldn’t decide if the fiery glow made him appear angelic or demonic. Being near him scrambled Rachel’s thoughts. He simultaneously aroused her emotions and soothed them, the constant tossing back and forth leaving her vaguely seasick.

      “You were gone early,” he murmured as he sipped the coffee.

      “Spying on me?” Rachel snapped. Tariq’s words still buzzed under her skin and rubbed her emotions raw. She wanted to plant her hands on her hips and demand that Miguel tell her exactly what their kiss meant.

      His mouth twitched in a smile. “I may not be captain of this particular vessel, but I can’t help myself from monitoring what happens aboard her. I have breakfast prepared for Pavlin, when she is ready.”

      Rachel pressed a hand to her forehead and drew a deep breath. She let his calm presence wash over her and lift away some of her agitation. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude and Pavlin appreciates your attention to her diet. I encountered a group out in the desert and they set my nerves on edge.”

      He lowered the cup in his hand and the smile vanished from his face. “Was there trouble? Are you unharmed?”

      Rachel waved away his concerns. “I’m fine, but I need to talk to Cara and Nate.”

      He gestured to the front of the steamer. “They are breakfasting on the bow deck. I needed some quiet time away from everyone else.”

      “Not hiding from Wafa by any chance?” She bit the inside of her mouth to stop from laughing. Today, close proximity to Miguel soothed her nerves and she managed to sweep the foul mood aside.

      A hunted look flared in Miguel’s eyes. “I can’t decide if that woman wants grind my bones to make her bread or adopt me.”

      “Are you thinking of a change in family?” The idea of him slipping away to be with other people made the ache return to her chest. They already lost him for large chunks of the year when he captained the airship to the Southern hemisphere and visited Loki and his Maori family.

      “No. I have found my family, and while they might be weird and difficult at times, I’d not trade a single one of them.” He placed the coffee mug on the railing and turned his full focus on Rachel.

      She stared at her dusty boots as a thousand questions surged up her throat. She swallowed them all back down. As the moment stretched between them, she found she lacked the courage to voice any of the thoughts inside her. When she raised her head, he still stared at her with questions in his eyes.

      Not today, not now, she said to herself. “Shall we find the others and I will tell my tale?”

      He nodded and gestured to the bow. Rachel fell into step beside him as they walked the deck that curved around the side of the main cabin.

      At the front of the vessel, Cara and Nate sat at a table draped in white linen. An assortment of dishes and silver pots were set out. Crewmen stood against the wall, waiting to be summoned forward to pour coffee or use the tongs to select a pastry.

      Wafa reclined on a deck chair and looked suspiciously like a pile of discarded old clothing had been tossed onto it.

      “Hungry?” Cara called out. “You were gone early.”

      Rachel pulled out a chair and dropped into it. Then she selected a pastry and tore shreds off it. “We went out over the desert and found a temple to explore.”

      “Good idea to go early, before the temperature rises too high.” Cara pushed a plate of bacon toward her.

      Rachel selected a rasher and chewed the end. “This particular temple wasn’t empty. The men following us were gathered there.”

      Cara’s fork clanged to her plate as it fell from her fingers. She started to rise from her chair. “Are you all right?”

      Nate reached out and took Cara’s hand before she rushed around the table. “She’s here and in one piece. Whatever happened, and I’m sure Rachel will tell us if you give her a chance. She obviously extracted herself from the situation.”

      Rachel finished the bacon rasher and discovered her appetite had returned. She picked up the tongs and selected three more pieces of bacon to drop onto her plate. “Actually, Pavlin extracted me. She dropped through a hole in the roof, spewed flame, and gave them all quite a scare.”

      “You know the drill. Start from the beginning.” Nate poured a coffee and leaned back in his chair. His steady gaze focused on Rachel as he waited for her to start talking.

      Rachel took a deep breath and narrated her tale. From the massive statues guarding the front of the temple, to the moment she realised she wasn’t alone and that a sea of grey and red would soon sweep over her. Nate dropped the occasional quiet question about their numbers, age range, and weaponry.

      Rachel rested her mechanical hand on her lap and under the edge of the tablecloth. “The one who has been watching me said his name is Tariq.”

      Wafa cackled from her position close to the bow. “Handsome boy that one, is he not?”

      Rachel frowned. Of course Wafa would know him, since the priestess had sought a child for Rahotep’s soul to inhabit. She might have raised him even. Rachel hadn’t thought to enquire further as to what the priestess had done with the child or how they got the mage’s soul into him.

      “What did this Tariq say?” Nate prompted and cut off Wafa’s laughter.

      “He wants the box. When he speaks, Cara, it’s him. The same as he sounds in here.” Rachel met her mother’s worried gaze as she tapped the side of her head.

      “Reborn?” The question rasped from Cara’s lips and she glanced to Nate.

      “Tariq claims that he carries Rahotep’s soul and that the mage speaks through him. He needs the box and the organ to fully restore him and said when he does, his power will be unprecedented. He also muttered the usual megalomania stuff about ruling the world.” The darkly handsome man spoke of other things, too. Like making Rachel whole and worthy of love. She rubbed her chest, the mere memory enough to make her heart ache. She glanced to the side to find Miguel’s hazel gaze resting on her. While the steamer chugged quietly along a calm river, turmoil created crashing waves inside her gut.

      Cara snorted. “He’s not getting the box, not matter how much I hate it. I’m still voting for finding a bottomless pit to drop it into.”

      Rachel met Nate’s gaze. Her father was the one person who would understand, and share, the depth of her concern for Cara. “Tariq says that he will bring Nefertiti to her knees in despair, as everyone around her is destroyed.”

      Nate arched one black eyebrow. “Personally, I don’t intend to be destroyed. I thought he loved Nefertiti? Why would he want to hurt her in such a way?”

      “He said she needs to be punished for some betrayal. He said that Cara was merely the vessel to bring Nefertiti’s soul back to Egypt. All of this is fuelled by his need for revenge.” How did a person become so twisted that the need to strike out became a force that endured for centuries?

      Nate raised Cara’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “I have body and soul and won’t let anything happen to either.”

      “Body and soul are linked, but he didn’t say anything about how he planned to extract Nefertiti’s soul from Cara or what he would then do with it.” Rachel finished the bacon and licked her fingertips.

      “What betrayal drives him, I wonder? How sad if this is all over some lover’s squabble that didn’t get resolved before he died. As Rachel points out, I can’t see how he can get her soul. The Heart bound her soul and Akhenaten’s within us.” Cara turned her hand to stroke Nate’s cheek before returning her attention to Rachel.

      “The Curator found a way to temporarily block our bond, but that didn’t release the souls tied to the artifact. I think he would have to destroy the Heart to release Nefertiti’s soul. Since he doesn’t have it, that means there has to be some other way of doing it or he’s stymied.” Nate thought aloud about how their bond might be severed.

      “Then he will fail. It’s not like we travel with that particular artifact, and no one can reach it where it is.” Cara tapped her fork against the edge of her plate as she considered the possibilities. Then she turned to Rachel. “How exactly will having that lump of dehydrated matter in the box bring him back physically? Do you think he plans to cook it up and eat it?”

      Rachel poured a glass of orange juice and took a long drink. She licked the juicy pulp from her lips before answering. “I don’t know exactly, but he said I needed to continue to give my essence in his service. Which I take to mean I’m supposed to bleed on it enough to revive it. Who knows what he will do once he has a healthy pink organ again, nor did I stick around to ask more questions. I might have mentioned that he was never getting the box and we were going to ensure Rahotep burned for eternity in the underworld. My comments weren’t well received.”

      “I assume that was when Pavlin appeared?” Laughter lit Nate’s blue eyes.

      “Yes. I ran to her in the confusion and we got out of there. But they are not that far away, even without a dragon to cover the distance. They might have had horses or camels that we didn’t spot, on the other side of the hill.” Rachel tried to remember the surrounding desert, but at the time hadn’t thought to peer over the other side of the hill for horses or camels. Nor could she remember hearing any.

      “Let them come. They’ll not find us unprepared,” Nate murmured as he lifted the coffee cup to his lips.

      As though Nate had issued a silent command, Miguel rose from his seat and conferred with the men at the rail. They nodded and disappeared inside the steamer. Rachel wondered what orders her father had relayed to the captain without having to speak them aloud. She guessed it was something to do with being prepared.

      “Let them come after us to Amarna. The answers are there, we only have to find them.” Weary lines tugged at the corner of Cara’s eyes, but she managed a smile for Rachel.

      “There is one unanswered question though, that Rachel raised. Wafa, what is your tie to this Tariq? I assume you were the priestess who wanted to procure a boy?” Nate turned a hard stare on the old woman.

      The crone rose from the deck chair and grinned, revealing the gaps from missing teeth. “Handsome boy, Wafa’s boy.”

      Rachel had to agree with that. Tariq had a handsome visage and a dangerous aura that made a woman’s stomach flipflop. Being close to him was like placing your hand over a flame and waiting for the burn. Then she glanced to Miguel, who watched from the rail. His good looks were non-threatening, his manner open and easy going. From what she observed of Miguel, he was the sort of man who would treat a woman as an equal. The imperious way Tariq peered down his nose suggested he saw women as subservient.

      A sigh heaved through Rachel and she studied her parents. They might be embarrassing, but they taught her a valuable lesson about herself. She wanted a partner who valued her as she was and who would walk beside her. Not one who expected her to be three paces behind or worse, on her knees at his feet.

      “Wait, your boy? Do you mean he is your son?” Disbelief coloured Cara’s question.

      Wafa’s mad laugh brought Rachel back to the topic of conversation—Tariq. Only now did she understand what Tariq had said of his origins. She stared at the wizened priestess in horror. “You needed a child to be the vessel. I thought he meant that the Curator snatched an unattended child for you.”

      “Man with funny stick wanted to find tomb and Wafa needed child. He use his staff to create vessel for my lord.” She made a series of gestures with her hands and then rubbed her belly. The performance left no one in any doubt as to what staff Csenger had used to create the child.

      “Oh, good grief, just when this couldn’t get any weirder. I’m being pursued by the Curator’s child, who’s playing host to a vengeful mage’s soul,” Cara muttered.

      “The son will be more powerful than both his fathers. All will bow to him when he returns.” Wafa spread her hands as though she described a rainbow above her head.

      “Why, Wafa? Why did the Curator do it?” Cara asked.

      Wafa pointed at Nate. “Men all want power. He said he would capture queen. But queen cunning. She kill him too!”

      Wafa burst into laughter and startled Pavlin, who slid off the deck and back into the water.

      Nate made a gesture with his hand. “Get her off the steamer. She’s of no use to us and I’ll not have her fouling our air any longer. Let her run back to her son and tell him we will never give him the box.”

      The crewmen walked toward the woman. Wafa scuttled back against the railing. She jabbed a finger at Cara. “Queen betray all who love her! Nameless One’s love is eternal. You will beg for forgiveness. When you fall to your knees, he will claim you.”

      “You’re only making me more curious as to what Nefertiti did.” Cara fidgeted with the white linen napkin.

      Nate pushed back his chair as he stood, and he placed a hand on Cara’s shoulder. “Go back to your son. Tell him we are united and he’s not getting his hands on either Nefertiti or Rachel.”

      Miguel tapped on the window to the bridge and the rumbling engines were silenced as the steamer bumped against the bank.

      The crewmen grabbed an arm each and walked Wafa to the side. “He will claim what is his! Wait and see.” Peals of laughter echoed around the deck as the men tossed the crone ashore.

      The engines grew louder as the steamer pulled away and continued on her journey.

      “He said I was meant to be his. What do you think he meant?” Rachel glanced to her mother.

      Cara chewed her bottom lip and shook her head. “Perhaps your body was supposed to be a vessel for Nefertiti like he is for Rahotep? My blood and Nate’s mingling in the Heart might have changed that.”

      Possibly, but that explanation didn’t fit in Rachel’s mind. As the boat cut through the water, Rachel wondered how long before Tariq and his men caught up with them.
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      “Why do they call him the Nameless One?” Rachel asked after a calmer atmosphere prevailed on the steamer.

      Cara turned the question inward and waited for Nefertiti to provide an answer. “Apparently the Egyptians believed that to endure in the afterlife, your name needed to be recorded and remembered. A person could be erased in this world and the next, by removing their name from texts and monuments. That was why we found so little about Rahotep; Akhenaten had his name struck out or chipped away, and so his followers referred to him as the Nameless One.”

      “Didn’t quite work in this case, though; he found a way to persist.” Nate surveyed the sky as they chugged along the Nile.

      As the day grew hotter on the way to Amarna, everyone took advantage of the relaxed pace to seek quiet time in the shade. Once she had consumed two goats, Pavlin sunbathed at the bow. Rachel curled up by her side writing in a journal. Cara stood at the stern, pondering how far they had come as she watched the paddles churn the water.

      The ghostly echoes of Nefertiti urged Cara onward and whispered of secrets to be found. If Nefertiti returned Rahotep’s love, why had she betrayed him? Cara stumbled blind trying to piece together the puzzle. Nefertiti offered loyalty to her husband, but someone who watched the queen evoked the deep passion eerily similar to the love shared by Nate and Cara. A thought wormed into her mind. What if the queen had been unwilling to bind herself to Akhenaten by mixing their blood in the Heart?

      “That would be a fierce betrayal. To love one with all your body, but to have your soul bound to another,” she whispered to a bird skimming in their wake.

      The more she pursued that line of thought, the more it made sense. If Akhenaten had discovered the lovers together and ordered the mage executed, he might have then used the Heart to bind Nefertiti’s soul to his. The only sour note in that scenario was why did Rahotep want revenge against Nefertiti and not Akhenaten?

      Cara let out a sigh. Nothing that happened in ancient Egypt made any sense. Revulsion threatened when she considered the pharaoh conceiving an heir with his sister. Adding the mental image of Wafa the crone and the monstrous Curator creating a child almost made her retch over the side of the steamer.

      “We should have gone to the beach in Spain.” Cara grabbed hold of happy thoughts of her children to chase away the shadowy images fouling her mind.

      At times, she worried that she might become unanchored from reality and slip away, lost in the memories. To stay in the present, Cara concentrated on the people working the fertile fields next to the river and the rhythm of life. Farmers waved as they passed. Children ran, pointing at the slumbering dragon at the bow.

      A dark shape appeared on the horizon and followed the steam boat. At first, Cara thought it a large bird, riding the warm air and searching for fish. As it neared, it took on a familiar shape and all her fears bubbled to the surface once more.

      Nate joined her quiet reflections as the airship swooped over the steamer like a bird of prey. Cara shielded her eyes against the harsh sun and squinted. The Isis gave off a glimmer from the golden body of the goddess who protected the airship. Yet the vessel that descended on them lacked a figurehead.

      Nate narrowed his eyes as he stared upward. “That’s not the Isis.”

      “That’s what I thought. But whoever they are, they look to be in a hurry to catch the boat. Perhaps the crew couldn’t fix the Isis and they have an urgent message to deliver to us.” Her heart tightened. What if something had happened to their boys? Lucien always got himself into trouble and Gideon would either be drawn in or have to seek help. What if Amy lost track of them in the forest on the estate? There were hundreds of things that could go wrong with rambunctious twins.

      Another possibility crashed into her mind. What if their shadow caught up to them for another reason, like an obsidian chest? They had opened the blasted thing, and then Rachel had encountered Tariq and his men in the desert. Cara scanned the river bank for any sign of pursuit by Rahotep’s followers, keeping an eye out for chariots being driven by mummies. It never occurred to her that the mage’s men might use a modern conveyance like an airship.

      The dirigible lowered as it neared and a small cluster of men became visible at its bow. Light flashed and something dark burst from the airship’s side and hurtled toward the river at high speed.

      Nate grabbed Cara around the waist and slammed her into the side of the cabin. A large harpoon sank into the wooden deck where she had been standing. A twang reverberated across the timbers as the metal cable pulled taut. The steamer lurched as the line to the airship dragged it backward, and only Nate and the cabin wall kept Cara on her feet.

      Cara stared from under Nate’s arm at the enormous iron arrow. “They fired a harpoon at us!” Anger flowed through her limbs. If those above thought to impale a dragon, they were tangling with the wrong people.

      “We’re under attack!” Nate left her to dash around the side of the steamer, where he banged on the bridge window. “Change direction and let’s see if we can shake our tail,” he shouted to the captain.

      Another boom shook the steamer and a second harpoon pierced the deck beside the first. The airship above slowed her pace and became an anchor dragging behind the boat. Cara ran after Nate.

      “If they were hunting Pavlin they would have fired at the bow,” Nate called over his shoulder as she joined him.

      Good point. Unless they had terrible aim.

      “That only leaves the one other thing they could be after,” Cara said as they ran around the side of the vessel and found Rachel and Miguel.

      “Protect the box!” Miguel pointed to two crewmen and sent them below to guard their cargo. Then he flipped open a locker nestled by the cabin wall. Rifles were removed and handed around.

      Cara snatched up her satchel, left by her lounge chair, and looped the strap over her head. Once the bag was settled by her side, she grabbed a rifle before turning to Rachel. “Get Pavlin away from the steamer. Ask her if she can flame their air bladder, but only if she can stay out of range of our rifle fire and their harpoon.”

      Rachel paled at the word harpoon. No one wanted to see the dragon skewered again. Then she nodded, picked up a rifle, and slung it over her shoulder. At the bow, she took Pavlin’s large head in her hands and rested her forehead to scales. A silent conversation took place between dragon and rider. Then the steamer dipped at the prow as Pavlin leapt into the sky and veered away from the airship, circling higher as she gained altitude.

      The captain spun the wheel on the bridge, bringing the steamer around to charge back along the river in an attempt to dislodge the harpoons.

      “Find me axes,” Miguel gestured to another man who disappeared inside the cabin.

      Rachel re-joined the group and they made their way to the stern deck where they sheltered against the wall, each person ready with their rifle.

      High above, dark shapes flowed over the side of the airship and appeared at the end of the harpoon lines. They zoomed toward the ship, legs dangling as they held onto hooks attached to the cables. Cara and the others took aim at the fast-moving objects and fired.

      She swore as she missed, slowed her breathing, and then tried again. Cara lost sight of Pavlin, who flew up and behind the airship.

      “Stay safe, little one,” she whispered under her breath as she concentrated on the men about to land on the deck.

      The others fired around her, peppering the attackers with bullets. One grey-clad man dropped from the line into the water, but more followed behind him.

      “It’s like shooting rats swarming a harvest,” Cara muttered. Far from dying out, the men the Curator left behind decades before seemed to have multiplied in their devotion to Rahotep.

      The first man made it through the volley of bullets and dropped to the deck. Nate, who always preferred a blade over a gun, thrust a knife into the assailant’s gut while he was trying to retrieve a short sword tucked into his waistband, and tossed him over the side.

      The water around the steamer churned as the falling bodies attracted the attention of the basking Nile crocodiles. The reptiles slid off the bank and drew arrows in the water as they neared. Tariq’s men swam to the boat and cried out for help as they scrambled up the side.

      Miguel and a crewman worked with axes to hack out the harpoons. They lifted the deck timbers and loosened the barbs until they could wrench one metal hook free. Working together, they tossed the six-foot-long harpoon over the side. The cable went slack for a moment and then the momentum of the airship made the harpoon hurtle back through the air. The men sliding down had nowhere to go, and fell with silent plops into the water.

      The loose harpoon flew in an arc and tangled with the other line. The men hurtling along the wire hit the obstacle. The first few clung to it, but as more men slammed into them, they lost their grip and fell.

      “Didn’t think their attack through very well, did they?” Nate grinned as he kicked men trying to clamber over the steamer’s side and away from the crocodiles’ jaws.

      High above, a scream rent the air as Pavlin roared and spat fire at the airship. Flames coated the vulnerable bladder. From her position above the airship and out of reach of those on its decks, the dragon raked the sides of the bladder with her long talons. She clawed at the metal netting that attached air sack to the vessel, while continuing to breathe fire.

      Strands came loose on one side and the airship lurched. Pavlin shrieked in triumph and shot upward. With its bladder coated in flame and the main compartment dangling to one side, the airship dropped out of the sky.

      Cara smirked. That would teach Rahotep’s minions a lesson about attacking her family. Then her smile fell away as the airship barrelled closer to them. She continued the trajectory in her mind and came to a horrible realisation.

      “It’s going to hit us.” Cara hauled on Nate’s arm and expected him to move the boat out of the way or somehow stop the seemingly inevitable crash.

      “All engines reverse, sharp turn!” Nate yelled through the open window to the captain while gesturing for the man to perform a circular manoeuvre with his hand.

      The captain in the cabin stared wide-eyed at the incoming airship and shook his head. “We can’t move that fast. It’s too late. Abandon ship!” he yelled as he ran from the bridge and sprinted past them.

      “You heard him. Over the side!” Nate yelled as the flaming projectile fell closer and closer.

      “What about the crocodiles?” Cara didn’t know what was worse, staying on the boat to be hit by the airship or jumping into a crocodile’s jaws.

      “Pavlin will protect us. She’s coming.” Rachel grabbed Cara’s hand and pulled her to the railing.

      “Go! I’ll make sure the box is secure. We can’t lose it now.” Miguel disappeared around the side to where his men stood, guarding the lead container.

      Cara’s heart lurched as the boat rocked, and she prayed the young captain and his men made it off the steamer in time.

      Pavlin shot like an arrow toward them and then back-winged. With her hind feet extended, she skated along the surface of the water. She emitted a stream of flame at the crocodiles. The smaller reptiles spun and snapped at the wall of fire thrown in their path, but then hurried out of the dragon’s way. Soon, Pavlin had created a safe zone for everyone to jump into the water.

      With one last uncertain look to Nate, Cara climbed over the railing and leapt. The others jumped around her. Cara hit the water with a gasp, the liquid colder than she expected. Wet clothes tugged her underwater and she fought against her own weight to swim to the surface. The Nile poured into her satchel and turned it into a lead sinker, but she refused to let go of it. Within were valuable letters and the scarab to find Rahotep’s tomb.

      She kicked out and swam upward, bursting through the choppy surface to gasp air. Cara glanced around her, searching for her family as panic clawed at her. Pavlin paddled around them and protected their backs by snapping at the reptiles that got too close to her humans.

      The airship ploughed into the boat. An explosion rent the air and sent a fiery plume shooting up into the sky. The force of the sound wave pushed the swimmers back under water. This time, Cara stayed under to avoid the raining debris. Chunks of steamer and airship plunged into the water, shooting past them like bullets as the wreckage crashed to the bottom of the Nile.

      She waited until she thought her lungs would burst, then surfaced again and scanned the heads around her. Thick smoke drifted past and she coughed the acrid mix out of her lungs. Rachel and Miguel were to one side, Nate on her other. Crewmen dotted among them. She shook her head as her ears rang and heat blasted one side of her face as the steamer burned.

      “Where is the chest? It will go straight to the bottom.” Despite her attempts to throw it overboard before, Cara wanted to keep it now they were close to the answers about what it contained.

      Miguel swum closer, a strained expression on his face. He bobbed below the surface for a moment, the reappeared to hold up his hand and reveal a length of thin rope tied around his wrist. “I have it tied to a rope but it’s dragging me under.”

      “Pavlin, we need your help,” Rachel called out.

      The dragon swam closer to Miguel as he battled the weight intent on hauling him to the bottom. He disappeared beneath the water again and Pavlin dove after him.

      For several heart stopping moments, the water stilled with no sign of either dragon or the young man. Smoked swirled and then parted as Miguel popped up and shook his head.

      “She has the rope,” he yelled.

      One by one, the travellers dragged themselves ashore while Pavlin fished the line from Miguel. Like a duck, the dragon stuck her torso under the water with her rear end and hind legs sticking up into the air. Then she disappeared completely for several long minutes. When she reappeared, she clutched the lead box by the handle between her claws. The rope was wrapped around her limbs and she snorted excess water out her nostrils.

      Rachel threw her arms around the creature’s neck. “You saved us all. You are such a clever and brave dragon.”

      Miguel retrieved the lead container and untangled the rope caught around the dragon. “Yes, thank you, Pavlin.”

      Then he placed the box on the ground and extracted two wet journals from inside his jacket. He handed them to Rachel.

      Rachel gasped. “I thought they were lost.”

      He shrugged. “I saw them float past and grabbed them. They are soaked, but should dry out and you’ve not lost everything.”

      Rachel kissed his cheek and clutched the sodden journals to her chest. “Thank you.”

      “Now what do we do? We seem to have lost our ride,” Cara said as she flopped on the ground next to Nate.

      He glanced up at the sky. “We’re not far from Amarna, and the Isis was to meet us there. I’m sure we can find camels to take us the rest of the way.”

      Cara groaned—not camels again.
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      The combination of a dragon flaming an airship, ear splitting explosion, and subsequent aerial fire ball drew quite a crowd. People gathered on the river bank to watch the spectacle. Some travelled on foot, others on donkeys, and a few drove rickety carts. Debris floated on the surface of the water and sticks were fetched to fish out anything salvageable. A few people dove into the river to retrieve larger items and floating clothing.

      Miguel spoke to the crowd and soon arranged a variety of transport means to convey them all the last step on their journey. The lead container and what belongings they retrieved from the destroyed boat were loaded onto a cart. Thankfully, most of their luggage remained with the Isis and they only lost a few days’ worth.

      Rachel took one look at the waiting camels and climbed onto Pavlin. Cara worried about her daughter’s safety without the harness to attach rider to dragon. While the leather saddle and strapping had been found caught up in reeds, it would need drying and a thorough check for damage before it was used again.

      “We’ll be fine. She promises not to drop me or fly too high.” Rachel waved and they leapt into the air.

      “It’s not the height that is the problem, it’s the sudden stop at the ground,” Cara muttered as she held out a hand to a small chestnut Arabian. She refused to climb onto a camel unless there was no other option, and claimed the only available horse for herself.

      Nate sat high atop a camel, as did Miguel. The other members of the crew who accompanied them were crammed into two carts. It took them a little over an hour to continue upriver until they found the Isis tethered between a group of palm trees.

      Mia Toby, Miguel’s second in command, greeted them. She stood with her arms crossed and raised one eyebrow, but humour lit her brown eyes. “Let me guess, the dragon flamed an airship that crashed into the steamer and everything blew up?”

      “That pretty much sums it up.” Miguel tapped the camel’s shoulder with a long stick to make it drop to the ground.

      “We saw the fireball and I sent men to investigate. You must have passed them somewhere along the way.” Toby fell into step beside Miguel as he walked to one of the carts.

      Miguel gestured to the sodden belongings and the heavy lead container. “Take the box and secure it in my cabin, Toby. Then, we could all do with something to drink and lunch.”

      Cara dismounted and patted the sensitive mare before handing the reins over to the villager who accompanied them. The abandoned city called to her, and her feet turned in that direction. Located on the east bank of the Nile, the complex spread out for miles before her.

      “It’s enormous.” She stared at all that remained of what had once been, fleetingly, the capital of Egypt.

      A long, straight road, still visible more than three thousand years after it was built, ran in a north-to-south direction.

      “The Royal Road,” she whispered as Nefertiti’s memories bubbled to the surface and pointed out the main landmarks. Here, events were set in motion that rippled through time and created the unique bond between Cara and Nate.

      Cara walked to a crumbling wall that once stood at the entrance to the city. Sheltered in its shade, she stared at the barren ruins stretching out before her while her mind remembered a vibrant place that teemed with people and animals. The entire city founded, built, and abandoned in the span of less than two decades.

      Snatches of a life lived here swirled through her mind and her stomach flopped in a way that recalled the horrible nausea of pregnancy.

      Nate approached and leaned on the wall beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched. “I couldn’t eat lunch with you fretting out here. Are you going to tell me what’s chewing at you?”

      She pulled her attention away from the city to study his profile. A long-familiar face that roused tangled memories within her. She let out a sigh and exhaled the jumble of thoughts. “Nefertiti’s Heart bound us together. We thought we were echoes of Nefertiti and Akhenaten. Now we learn that Nefertiti didn’t love him, but someone else. Then Wafa said I have Nefertiti’s soul hitching a ride inside me and Tariq is a vessel for Rahotep. You are supposed to be Akhenaten, except she didn’t love you, but I do, and what if…”

      Nate pulled her into his arms and kissed her, silencing the outpouring. When he released her, Cara remained quiet and the turmoil in her abated. The kiss and the press of his arms grounded her in the present.

      “Well, that worked,” he said with a gleam in his eyes. “Stop overthinking it. I love you.”

      “Yes, but Nefertiti…” A cold fear lingered inside her. What if the remnant of the queen’s soul controlled her physical actions? She loved Nate and all her family and didn’t want to lose them. The very idea made her breath catch in her throat and tears threatened to spill down her cheeks.

      Nate stroked the side of her face and murmured soft words. One gentle kiss after another, he wrapped reassurance and love around her. “We’re not them, Cara. They made their choices, as we make ours. The queen’s soul might be attached to you, but that doesn’t dictate who you love. I’m not concerned that you will ride off into the sunset on a camel with Tariq. As to whether or not I have a shred of Akhenaten hiding inside me…” He shrugged.

      She worried her bottom lip and glanced at him from under half-closed eyes. He said out loud the main concern dominating her thoughts. Would Nefertiti throw herself at the body containing her lover’s soul? Was it even possible to separate the queen’s soul from hers without destroying the artifact that bound them?

      “Does being here trigger any old memories for you? I see what it once was. Like looking through a window with a painting on the glass.” The double images gave her a headache, or it might have been the press of the heat rolling off the ground.

      He shifted and pointed to a distant spot. “Over there, on the eastern side, was the military barracks. I remember watching men train with staves and swords and a part of me calls them my men. It feels the same as when I watch the men spar in the Pit.”

      “That’s good! That means Akhenaten’s memories are returning to you and between the two of us, we’ll discover the truth of what happened here.” Then the worry slammed back into Cara. If Nate carried a trace of Akhenaten, would it affect how she felt about him? She ran a hand up over his shoulders and pressed herself closer to him. At least some things still felt as good as ever.

      “What do you think he meant when he said Rachel should have been his?” Cara rested her cheek against his chest and let his heartbeat flow through her.

      “We’ll find out. But first, you need to eat. I’ll not have you wasting away because the queen kept you too long in her memories.” Nate took her hand and they walked back to the airship.

      The crew had erected tents to one side, and one served as an outdoor dining room. With the flap rolled up, a gentle breeze came off the water and filtered under the canvas. Cara flopped into a chair and surveyed the offered meal. She picked at the food. Every time Nefertiti pulled her back in time it left her exhausted and wan, as though she left a piece of herself back there.

      “How many of Tariq’s men do you think survived the crash?” Rachel asked.

      “I saw at least ten climbing out of the water farther along the bank. And I suspect Tariq endured. That sort always look after themselves first.” Nate poured lemonade into a tall glass and slid it toward Cara.

      “They’ll regroup and launch another attack, it’s only a matter of when. I have split the crew into three,” Miguel said from one end of the table. “Each group has an eight-hour watch to ensure we are always on guard.”

      Nate and Miguel spoke about possible directions for an attack and what defences to lay around the vessel. Cara let their voices wash over her.

      They waited until late afternoon, when the sun began to dip toward the horizon, before they set off to explore. Cara commanded Pavlin to stay out of the crumbling buildings and temples, in case her tail or wings knocked over fragile columns.

      Cara walked along the side of the river and stopped where smooth stones were set in the ground and formed a wide road that ran from ruins to the Nile. “This was the royal quay and the direct path to the royal apartments.”

      Following the ancient path, she stepped over the remains of a wall and scanned for the outline of where the queen once resided. As she walked, shadows grew and solidified while Nate faded into mist. Crumbled walls repaired themselves and revealed brilliant paintings. Overhead, a soaring golden roof. The stone under her sandal-clad feet, swept and scattered with petals that released a gentle fragrance as she stepped on them.

      A man approached and bowed to her. He wore only a simple white linen skirt. His hard torso oiled and reflecting the flames from the torches. His head was shaven except for a long top knot that hung down his back. “Do you require assistance, my queen?”

      Cara lifted a hand to gesture at an open doorway, but paused. In this memory, her skin was dusted by golden paint. A heavy gauntlet encircled her wrist. The golden filigree work held a scarab with outstretched wings and inset with lapis lazuli in shimmering blue tones. Her body was clad in a linen shift with golden cord winding around her waist. Plaits grazed the side of her face as she turned.

      “My queen?” the man repeated, his head still bowed.

      “No, thank you,” she replied. The words in her head tasted different as they flowed over her tongue. What language did she speak?

      The man gestured with his hands and backed away from her, only standing upright when he was several feet away.

      Her attention moved back to the wide doorway. Through there were the royal apartments and, perhaps, some of the answers she sought. Cara continued down the central aisle as her heart pounded.

      More rooms opened before her, lavishly painted in gold, bright blue, lush green, and startling red. Gauzy curtains billowing to one side drew her interest. She parted them to find a wide balcony that looked out over the city. Standing at the balustrade, lights shining in windows were bright dots like fallen stars. Snatches of laughter and music drifted up on the gentle breeze. She inhaled and Egypt settled deeper into her bones.

      An arm snaked around her waist and she tensed.

      “My queen,” a husky voice said by her ear and recognition raced over her skin.

      A tingle set her afire and she leaned against the unseen stranger. No, not a stranger. Her body knew this man who placed kisses on her nape. This was her lover. Tall and broad, he possessed the wall of muscle that warmed her back.

      Cara closed her eyes and sighed. She leaned into him as his hands explored her body. He tilted her chin to deliver a commanding kiss that left her gasping. Her eyes fluttered shut and she caught only glimpses of a strong jaw before he released her mouth. With both arms around her waist, he picked her up and walked deeper into the shadow of a wall.

      He set her down facing the golden stone. Cara raised her hands to the wall as he gripped the edge of her linen skirt and dragged it up her leg. Cool leather pressed against her bare thighs and steel clinked.

      “Rahotep?” She whispered his name. Part of her recoiled at the idea it was him who set desire burning through her veins, but she had to know. The hardness and height of the man behind her certainly did not belong to the misshapen and soft pharaoh.

      “He suspects nothing, neither does Pharaoh,” the man said as he pulled her hips tight against his. He raised one hand to lace his fingers with hers, braced against the stone.

      “Wait…” Her mind tried to digest his words while part of her waited, coiled for the pleasure he promised.

      “Cara? Cara? Where are you?” Nate’s voice called.

      She opened her eyes to stare at a wall that had the etchings hacked away. Pleasure still rippled over her limbs and she moaned at its loss.

      Nate’s arms gathered her close and she sighed. His touch and scent familiar.

      “Come away before the wall collapses on you. It’s not safe,” he murmured as he lifted her into his arms.

      Cara glanced over his shoulder, but the balcony and city beyond were gone. A pounding took up residence in her skull and she pressed one hand to her temple.

      Nate lowered her to the ground in an open space. A water bottle appeared in her hands and she greedily drank the cool liquid. Bit by bit, the pain in her head receded, leaving only a bone numbing weariness.

      “It seems you were having fun without me.” His lips quirked in a smile.

      “Nefertiti was there with her lover.” It might have been someone else’s memory, but the weight of the man behind her seemed as real as any intimacy with Nate.

      “Rahotep.” His fist clenched and his shoulders tensed.

      She poured water into her hand and splashed it over her neck. “I didn’t see his face. He was behind the queen.”

      Nate’s eyebrows shot up and he crossed his arms.

      “I think it was someone else. I whispered Rahotep’s name and he replied, he suspects nothing and neither does Pharaoh.”

      “A third player? How many lovers did Nefertiti have?” He rose to his feet and paced before her like a caged lion.

      Cara bristled. They knew Nefertiti had no love for her husband, only a sense of devotion and loyalty. The deep passion inside her was reserved for another. Akhenaten had Rahotep executed for his love for the queen. Cara had thought the unseen lover had to be Rahotep—except it wasn’t. “Akhenaten is her husband, not her lover. He stopped visiting her bedchamber some years before the events she shows me. As for Rahotep… I don’t know. Her feelings toward him are confused.”

      Nate reached a low pile of rubble and turned to stalk back the other way. “Wafa said Nefertiti betrayed Rahotep. Perhaps this is what she meant? That the queen had another lover besides the mage.”

      Denial poured through Cara at the thought of Nefertiti having more than one lover. Or was she using her sensibilities to judge the queen’s actions? Multiple lovers might have been commonplace. After all, it was a court that married fathers to daughters and brothers to sisters. “Whoever pressed Nefertiti to that wall, she most definitely loved him, and his touch is familiar to me.”

      Nate stopped pacing and knelt before her. “Familiar how?”

      She screwed the cap on the water bottle and set it down. The more she compared the memories, the more certain she became. “He feels like you, in every way. I think he, whoever he might be, is the link we have been missing. But he hides in the shadows. Does being here stir up any more memories for you?”

      He ran his fingers through his short hair. “Flashes, nothing cohesive like you experience. I’m not sure you journeying through these memories is a good idea, cara mia. Each time you return drained. What if this is how Tariq plans to weaken you, to enable him to break the bond and steal Nefertiti’s soul?” Nate knelt before her and gathered her to him.

      Cara collapsed against him, exhausted as though she had walked for hours through the dark. “This is the only way we will find out, unless there is a way to transport you there as well?”

      “We can try. Tomorrow we shall head out to look for his tomb. There is a necropolis in a narrow valley to the east, hidden in the cliffs. That is where we will start our search.” Nate’s voice drifted over her as her eyes fluttered shut.

      The last thing Cara remembered as Nate picked her up was two memories colliding. Her husband held her close as another man carried his queen away from the balcony.
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      The next day, Miguel procured a range of horses and camels to take them out to the necropolis to search for Rahotep’s tomb. A cart was laden with tools, spades, supplies, and a tent to provide shade.

      “Thank goodness,” Cara muttered as she patted the horse and then climbed into the saddle. She was sure that camels were lovely creatures, but she hated riding one.

      She glanced to Miguel, mounted on the camel and wearing a scarf wrapped around his head. He looked like a desert sheik. If they came with auburn hair and the propensity to burn easily. Nate also preferred a camel, and he every day he grew more at one with his environment, as though he had been born in Egypt with a machete strapped to his back.

      Rachel rolled her eyes at the offered transport and walked over the Pavlin. “We’ll fly ahead and scout out any trouble.”

      Cara shaded her eyes as her daughter and the dragon took flight and headed out east. “I hope they’re not lying in wait for us.”

      “There’s been no sign of them. If it were me, I’d be waiting for reinforcements before launching a decisive attack,” Nate said from his higher mount.

      Sometimes Cara wished he kept such ideas to himself. On the ride out, she let the horse have its head as her thoughts raced over the sand and through the centuries. By the time they reached the narrow valley, sweat trickled down between her shoulder blades and she wished an oasis would appear with a cool pond to swim in.

      She dismounted and surveyed the valley, intended to house the tombs and final remains of the pharaoh and his family for generations. A plan that crumbled when Akhenaten died and the people abandoned both the city and the worship of the Aten to return to the old gods.

      Cara nearly cried out in despair at the walls of rock and sand piled up everywhere. She wasn’t sure what she had expected—perhaps a large sign, or an arrow pointing out the location of the mage’s tomb? Treasure maps always had a large X on the appropriate spot, but experience taught her they lied too. It was never that easy.

      “How do we find his tomb? This isn’t even a needle in a haystack, it’s like looking for one differently coloured grain of sand amongst…” She waved her arm to indicate the ocean of sand before them.

      “Do you have your drink coaster?” Nate asked.

      Cara glared at him. Would no one let her forget that she had rested her coffee on an artifact thousands of years old? “For the last time, it’s metal and I never damaged it! But yes, it’s in my satchel.”

      He nudged the camel’s front leg and it buckled like a water tower that had its supports knocked out. “So we’re looking for some sort of slot that will hold the scarab. Given the light must shine through it, maybe something that resembles a pillar?”

      It took nearly two hours of exploring in the hot and dusty conditions before Rachel yelled out, “Here!”

      They scrambled over rocks to where she clung to an outcrop. Time and the elements had corroded what was once a column until it resembled every other stack of stones. Chunks of stone were missing like rust-eaten metal, and its sides were rough and pockmarked.

      Faint hieroglyphics were still visible in places were the sand had failed to erase them. A hole near the top drew Cara’s eye. A large depression, roughly oval, had a smaller and deeper hole that went all the way through the column, revealing the sky on the other side.

      Cara pulled the scarab from her satchel and fitted it to the depression. Its metal feet held it in place as light filtered through the blue glass and cast a glow over the ground several feet from where they stood.

      “The sun is in the wrong position, unless they buried him at the bottom of the column which would make the scarab unnecessary,” Nate observed.

      Rachel walked back several feet and squinted at the position of the sun, the column, and then turned to study the valley. “Given the angle we need, I am guessing sunset will show the way.”

      Nate squinted at the sun and glanced at his wristwatch. “We have at least six hours to wait.”

      “I’ll have the men set up the tent. Since I doubt we will be digging in the dark, we’ll find a pole to mark the spot so we can find it in the morning,” Miguel said.

      They regrouped on the flat by the cart and waiting animals. Cara watched the crew unpack the tent, and Miguel pointed to a spot by an outcrop that took advantage of the natural shadow to protect them from the worst of the sun’s heat.

      “I’m going back to the city to look for something,” she said as Nate joined her.

      He narrowed his gaze. “And what, pray tell, do you plan to hunt there?”

      “Answers. The Heart came from there. Somewhere among the ruins is the memory of whose soul is bound with Nefertiti’s inside it, and how she betrayed Rahotep.” She put her foot in the stirrup and swung up into the saddle.

      “You’re not going alone.” Nate swapped his camel for a faster horse and they rode back together, to the ruins of Amarna.

      When they dismounted on the edges of the city, a boy ran toward them and took the horses’ reins.

      “Where do you want to start your search?” Nate took Cara’s hand and they stepped over fallen masonry.

      Cara gestured across the Royal Road. “The royal apartments. I plan to ask Nefertiti to show me the Heart and hope she provides a strand of memory to follow.”

      Nate’s grip tightened on her hand. “I’ll not let you go, cara mia. We do this together.”

      She flashed him a smile. “I wish you would appear in these little historic walks. I can feel you, but can’t see you. I admit it’s driving me a little crazy trying to figure out who you were at court.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “From what you have said, neither the mage nor the pharaoh, which has me intrigued. Or do you think our bond is interfering with what you feel?”

      She hadn’t considered that and blew out a dusty sigh. “Anything is possible.” Her feet followed an ancient path to where the royal family slept and lived their lives.

      Nate placed a kiss on her forehead. “I’m here and won’t let you out of my sight.”

      Cara closed her eyes and sent out a request to Nefertiti. Show me the Heart.

      Whispers brushed over her ears and grew louder as they whipped around her body. Then, the wind fell and Cara opened her eyes to the soft golden light of the sun filtering through gauzy curtains. Women attendants surrounded her, fussing with the placement of bracelets on her wrists and arms. Another placed a golden crown on her head, her hair falling free to her shoulders today without the distracting plaits and their beads.

      A cough sounded from the door. A thin and short man clutching a rolled-up length of paper bowed his head. “If your majesty is ready, pharaoh is about to leave his apartments.”

      Cara waved away the women and left her suite as Akhenaten walked along the corridor. She fell into step a pace behind him. They crossed another covered road and entered the smaller of the two Aten temples and the quarters of the priests. Guards lined the walls by a doorway to a small circular room. Within, the room had no windows except a round one in the centre of the roof that spilled a shaft of light down to play over a pillar in the middle of the room. Approximately chest height, atop it an odd shape sat under a piece of linen.

      A priest stood by the pillar and he bowed his head. Leanly muscled with a shaven head, he wore a simple linen kilt wrapped around his hips. Runes were painted in black and silver over his skin that raised Cara’s hackles with their familiarity. The same runes carved into the obsidian box.

      Rahotep, a voice whispered in her head.

      His black gaze darted sideways to Nefertiti before turning to Akhenaten. “Pharaoh, I am honoured to show you my greatest creation.”

      Akhenaten walked closer to the pillar and gestured for the priest to continue. Pharaoh appeared bored and he rubbed his distended stomach with one hand.

      Rahotep pulled away the cloth with a flourish. Cara recognised the object instantly, but Nefertiti peered at it with a familiar tinge of curiosity. On the stout pillar sat a fist-sized diamond, carved in the shape of a heart. Around one side, golden straps and dials.

      “What is it? It is too large to wear, unless you will mount it in a crown?” Akhenaten stared at the diamond with an unimpressed frown on his narrow face.

      “I call it Nefertiti’s Heart, majesty, in honour of the Great Royal Wife. I have laboured for years and poured much of my magic into it and it is finally finished.” Rahotep clasped his hands together.

      “What does it do, grant wishes?” Akhenaten reached out a hand and tapped the gem with a fingertip.

      An odd light entered the mage’s eyes and Cara waited to hear his explanation. She knew exactly what it did, but was the effect what the mage originally intended?

      Rahotep licked his lips and stood clasping his own forearms. “The gem will grant your majesty immortality.”

      “I am already immortal. I am the son of the Aten.” Pharaoh huffed and turned to leave the room.

      “Of course, majesty. One day you will take your seat among the gods and reign eternally in the afterlife. But this device will make you immortal here, in this realm, that you might shape and guide your people’s lives forever.” Rahotep picked up the fallen cloth and polished away the fingerprint left on the surface of the diamond.

      Akhenaten paused and turned back to his mage, he narrowed his eyes and tilted his head as he stared at the Heart. “I will be immortal here? I do not need to die to ascend to the afterlife?”

      “No, majesty. You can achieve immortality on this plane.” Rahotep walked between Nefertiti and Akhenaten, and as he passed, he reached out and stroked her arm.

      “How does it work?” Pharaoh asked.

      “It requires a drop of blood from your majesties. Using your life force, it shall bind you together in the gem for all time, to rule us for eternity.” He smiled, but it was a cold thing that didn’t reach his eyes.

      Nefertiti shuddered and her breath came short in her chest. One word raced through her mind: no. The idea of eternity bound to the pharaoh terrified her. She’d rather live her life and journey through the underworld alone.

      From downcast eyes, Cara scanned the room. Behind them stood several of the king’s personal guard. His medjay—fierce warriors who would die for Pharaoh and the royal family. Their captain, a tall and broad man, caught her attention. His dark body oiled to highlight the muscles in his arms, neck, and chest. Leather strapping entwined with silver laced over his powerful biceps. Leather gauntlets protected his forearms. A sword hilt jutted above his shoulder, the blade carried on his back. Like the other soldiers, he wore a knee length leather kilt. A shorter blade was strapped to his calf.

      As Nefertiti focused on him, her panic subsided.

      Ah-ha. Heat rushed through Cara as she imagined the man’s solid chest pressed into her back and his large hands on her hips. Yup. She’d found her not-so-phantom lover whose touch echoed Nate’s. Not that she blamed the queen. The medjay was a stunning specimen of fit and fierce. Unlike the pharaoh, who was more an example of soft living with a large dose of too much inbreeding.

      “At the next ceremony of the Aten, we shall gift a drop of our sacred blood for this gem and rule for eternity.” Pharaoh waved a hand at the gem and then he left the room.

      Nefertiti turned to follow in his wake, when Rahotep blocked her way. “If I might have a word with your majesty, about the upcoming ceremony?” he murmured.

      The guards filed out, but the captain paused at the door and glared at the mage.

      “Wait for me outside, captain,” Nefertiti commanded. Curiosity made her grant the mage’s request for a private audience.

      The captain hesitated for a moment and ground his jaw as though on the brink of refusing, then he nodded and slipped from the room.

      Once they were alone, Rahotep took her hands in his. “I did not labour for ten years to make Akhenaten immortal.”

      The mage’s black eyes gleamed with a mad light and cold dread spiralled through Cara. Unfortunately, she had dealt with more than her fair share of madmen and recognised the glint in his eyes. She would be adding another whackadoodle to her tally.

      “I do not understand, Rahotep. This is a mighty gift for Pharaoh, that he might reign over us for all time.” She pulled her hands free and rested one on the pillar, putting the piece of marble between her and the mage.

      His hands hovered over the gem. “It will bind us together, my love. I know you had no choice when you were chosen as the Great Royal Wife and taken from me. I devoted myself to the study of magic and practiced patience as I sought a way for us to be together at last.”

      Cara cast a question at Nefertiti. You were meant to be with Rahotep?

      Memories flooded through Cara’s mind of two children playing at the edge of the river. No. We were childhood friends, no more.

      The scene changed. The girl was selected to be the royal wife and the boy entered the priesthood. Within the queen, Cara found a friendship that grew brittle and cracked with the passage of time. Rahotep was the sort of man who didn’t understand how to be friends with a woman. Some took any sign of friendship as a declaration of undying love and became obsessed, turning into whackadoodles.

      A bead of sweat ran down the side of Rahotep’s face as he stood in the circle of sunlight. “Our souls will be locked inside the gem and our bodies made immortal. One soul one life, my love.”

      A wave of nausea swept up her gullet. What was worse, eternity with Akhenaten or Rahotep? One would ignore her, the other would make her a prisoner.

      Nefertiti placed one hand on her stomach and Cara recognised the gentle swell under her fingers.

      “Are you unwell my love?” He moved closer.

      “The babe tires me,” the queen said without thinking.

      “You continue to take him to your bed?” he hissed.

      “He is Pharaoh and requires an heir to stand beside Tutankhamen,” she murmured and turned her face away. Pharaoh had not visited her bed for some years. This child was not his, but that of the man who held Nefertiti’s heart. She could be executed for treason depending on how Akhenaten took the news.

      Rahotep reached out and grabbed hold of her arm, his fingers sliding over the golden cuff. “It should be mine. I shall cast a spell to expunge it from your womb, so that I might plant my seed in its place.”

      “No!” She turned her body, shielding the growing child.

      “My queen?” the captain stepped back into the room, drawn by her shout of denial.

      “Soon, majesty, my plan will come to fruition. All I require is a single drop of your blood.” Rahotep grinned.

      Nefertiti placed her hand on the captain’s leather-wrapped forearm to steady herself. “Escort me back to my rooms, Nakht, I am tired.”

      Nakht. The name bounced around in Cara’s mind as a sandstorm swirled in the corridor. She screwed up her eyes. When she opened them, she sat on the ground under the roof of an almost intact building. Nate cradled her against his chest. He picked up the ever-present water bottle and placed it in her hands.

      “Welcome back,” he murmured.

      Cara drank, her throat sore as though she had screamed a protest for a thousand years. “I thought I had a monopoly on crazy men, but Nefertiti and I share that trait. Rahotep was obsessed with her and intended to bind their souls for all eternity with the Heart. She nearly vomited when he told her of his plan.”

      “If it’s not Akhenaten or Rahotep, then whose soul did end up with hers in the gem?” Nate’s brows pulled together.

      “You’ll figure it out. I’ll wait here while you do.” Cara reached up to stroke his face. There were echoes of the ancient medjay in both his build and character.

      Nakht. The strong one, Nefertiti supplied the meaning of the name.

      Yes, strength was an apt descriptor of Nate. While he didn’t have the same bulky muscle mass at the medjay, Cara much preferred the leaner Victorian version. The man before her also possessed the strength of will to hold their family together.

      “The unseen lover. It was him.” He placed a hand on her shoulder and stroked his thumb against the side of her neck.

      “I saw him. He was captain of the pharaoh’s guard and his name was Nakht. He was a medjay. They were the most elite and fierce warriors.” Cara sat up to lean against Nate. Her vision still swam as the old city painted itself in broad strokes over the ruins.

      “No powerful mage, or ruler of all Egypt?” His lips quirked in a smile.

      She nudged him with her elbow. “Disappointed to discover your soul is linked to a skilled warrior who carried a big sword?”

      “Well, when you put it like that.” He captured her hand and kissed her fingertips.

      Cara recalled when Nefertiti stood on the balcony and the unseen man kissed her. She had closed her eyes and let desire burn through her veins. The heat so familiar, and now she understood why. Nefertiti and Nakht. Cara and Nate. The same souls reborn into different vessels. She squirmed to a more comfortable position in Nate’s arms. “She loved him with the same intensity I feel for you. She also carried his child and she worried for it. Rahotep said he would remove it from her body and replace it with his own.”

      Nate’s fingers tapped a beat on her arm as he thought. “So Rahotep was obsessed with Nefertiti, but she loved another, who wasn’t her husband the pharaoh, and she was pregnant with the medjay’s child?”

      “Yes. I will never again complain how complicated our lives are.” Cara wondered how the queen managed the demands upon her time from three very different men. Although Akhenaten was busy trying to father a son elsewhere after Nefertiti only gave him daughters. Cara swallowed a burst of revulsion as she recalled the interbreeding practiced among royals, and how his sister gave birth to his heir. Nakht seemed much superior stock to father children.

      Nate stood and held out a hand to help Cara to her feet. “I have a theory and you’re not going to like it.”

      “What?” A headache threatened and her head seemed overfill.

      He wrapped an arm around her waist as they headed back to the airship. “Nefertiti was pregnant to Nakht. Tariq, or Rahotep’s vessel, said Rachel should have been his. You refer to Rachel as the child of your heart. What if she represents that child the queen carried?”

      Cara’s hands tightened into fists. “He is not getting his claws into my daughter. Not now, or in any timeline. If we find his tomb and he’s still in it, I vote we have Pavlin turn him into ash and we’ll scatter him over the North Sea on our way home.”
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      Rachel explored the valley, searching the rocks for hieroglyphics or other carving that might reveal their quarry. Her enthusiasm waned as the sun rose higher in the sky and sweat trickled between her shoulder blades. At midday she retreated to the tent, where the crew laid out a simple lunch. Even Pavlin grew tired and flew down to stretch out in the shade.

      Miguel dug into one of the crates loaded with shovels and implements. He retrieved a rectangular case, about twelve inches long, and carried it to the table. Intrigued, Rachel watched as he opened it to reveal a small travelling chess set. Within, nestled on blue silk, were delicate pieces, the kings no taller than two inches, the pawns less than an inch.

      “Oh, it’s exquisite.” Her hand sought the white queen, carved with a mysterious smile on her face. The tiniest birds Rachel had ever seen decorated the queen’s robe, tied with a wide sash around her waist.

      “I found it in China some years ago. They have the most incredible artisans there. Loki doesn’t play chess, but occasionally I find an opponent to pass the time. Would you would join me in a game?” Miguel asked as he unfolded the board.

      They spent a pleasant few hours, lost in the game. Miguel matched her move for move, and Rachel relished the challenge of trying to outwit a worthy adversary.

      A rider approached and they paused the game as a crewman entered the tent and handed an envelope to Miguel.

      “Thank you.” He pulled out a sheet of paper and scanned the contents. “It’s from Nate. Cara had another vision and they won’t be joining us this afternoon.”

      “Is she all right?” Rachel made to rise, intent on returning to the airship to be with Cara.

      Miguel smiled and waved her back down. “She’ll be fine, but she is tired. Nate thought it better she rests if we have a tomb to explore tomorrow.”

      “If the scarab shows us the way,” she said.

      “It will. I have faith that you are right about how it will work.” He poured more lemonade for her and then fell to studying the board.

      Afternoon lengthened as Rachel made her last move, sat back in her chair, and grinned at him across the board. “Check mate.”

      He stared at the board and the positioning of the few remaining pieces. At length he met her gaze. “Well played. Shall we stretch our legs and see how close the setting sun is to Cara’s drink coaster?”

      Miguel grabbed a sharpened stick and a mallet and they headed along the valley.

      “How far away do you think it will cast the light?” he asked as they walked.

      “I’m not sure.” Rachel squinted at the setting sun and hoped she was right.

      Rays hit the glass in the metal scarab and blue fuzz spread out from the base of the column. Anticipation ran through her as phantom water flowed along the ground. Then the wave rolled itself up, and a single circle of intense blue appeared several feet from where they stood.

      “There it is!” Rachel called.

      Miguel pounded the stake into the ground in the exact centre of the light, not far from the base of rock.

      The sun dropped further, and the light diluted and wavered before vanishing.

      Rachel stared at the stake. Excitement bubbled under her skin. Beneath their feet rested the answers they sought. “We’ve waited so long to find this.”

      “Yes, we have,” Miguel said in a soft tone.

      When she turned to him, he wasn’t staring at the blue light; rather, his focus rested on her.
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      Early the next morning, Rachel climbed on Pavlin for the short flight out to the necropolis. She was glad to see her mother riding with the others below, and Cara waved as they passed. At least trying to figure out the mystery of Nefertiti’s long-ago actions meant Cara was less inclined to monitor Rachel too closely. Over the last few days she had enjoyed the freedom to make her own decisions as her parents began to treat her as an adult, not a child.

      Miguel had employed local workmen to help dig, and they had already set up their own camp, complete with a fire to keep coffee warm in the morning coolness. Rachel and Cara soon grew bored shovelling sand and left it to the workmen. Unable to concentrate enough for chess, Rachel suggested cards as they kept half an eye on the hole digging progress.

      “This could take days,” Cara muttered as she discarded a card and drew a new one.

      “Or years. Some explorers spend decades out here, searching for tombs.” Rachel had read many books on the subject, and she couldn’t remember a single one that had a tomb being discovered in one day. Although they did have the advantage of the scarab that pointed a blue beam at the spot to dig.

      Cara sighed and dropped her cards. “We haven’t got years. What we do have is a dragon.”

      “You want to use Pavlin to dig?” Rachel folded her cards together and placed them back on the stack.

      “Yes. What do we have to lose?” Cara smiled.

      Rachel followed her mother to the dig site, where she waved Pavlin down from her perch. Pavlin kept lookout, her vision far better for spotting any trouble that might try to sneak up on them. So far there had been no sign of Tariq’s men and it made Rachel restless, waiting for him to make his next move.

      Pavlin dropped to the ground and landed lightly on her feet before Cara. The dragon cocked her head and gave a questioning trill.

      “Can you dig here, without covering the men in sand?” Cara asked.

      The dragon eyed the shallow hole, snorted, and rolled her eyes.

      “Apparently digging is for dogs, not dragons,” Rachel interpreted the facial expression.

      “What about if we sweeten the deal with goats?” Cara dangled an offer she no doubt knew the dragon couldn’t refuse.

      Pavlin swung her head to Rachel and a question swirled in her eyes. Rachel reached out to scratch the top of her head. “If you are very helpful, I will see to it that at least two goats are offered up in payment.”

      The dragon waddled into the depression and snorted at the workmen, who leapt out of her way. Then Pavlin began to dig, shooting sand over a large area like a dog determined to find a bone. The men switched from digging to carting away the sand, dirt, and stones dislodged by powerful claws. A few hours later, a dull thud sounded from the hole. Excited cries arose.

      Rachel and the others abandoned the tent and rushed out. Pavlin sat to one side, covered in a fine layer of sand and dust that muted her shimmering scales.

      “Someone will need a bath this afternoon, and I volunteer to help,” Miguel said with laughter in his eyes.

      Rachel swallowed a lump in her throat. Thinking of bath time for Pavlin made her think of kissing Miguel. As much as she wanted to freeze the moment until she unravelled the meaning in his offer, the lure of Pavlin’s discovery pulled her attention sideways.

      Two men took up trowels and worked with care to find the obstacle Pavlin encountered. After a short while they brushed sand away from a large slab of stone. Around it, a surround with a lintel, indicating they had found a doorway. More work revealed that stone was scarred by a jagged crack that rent it in two, wide enough for a person to wriggle through sideways, and the gap allowed sand to pour into the tunnel dimly visible beyond.

      “We’re not the first ones here. We follow in the Curator’s footsteps.” Cara ventured into the depression and traced an edge of the rupture with one hand. “I wonder why he bothered to cover up his tracks.”

      Nate joined Cara at the door and peered over her shoulder. “Most likely the sand blew back in. It has been some thirty years since he was here. We’ll get this cleared out and fetch the lanterns.”

      Day lengthened into afternoon by the time they had cleared the steps down to the doorway and as much sand as they could from the entrance tunnel. Nate met Rachel’s gaze. “You can stay here if you prefer. We don’t know what we will find inside.”

      Rachel snorted. She was not being left behind while they explored a tomb. She picked up a lantern. “I’m coming.”

      Nate nodded and they squeezed through the broken slab and assembled on the other side.

      A pitch-black tunnel disappeared into the stone before them. The air was surprisingly cool, but stuffy.

      Cara coughed.

      “At least we can be assured that no ancient curses linger in the air, since the Curator came in here first. Unless—do you think his wizened appearance was because of something he inhaled in the tomb?” Rachel held her lantern aloft to regard her mother with a calm expression.

      Cara glared at her then glanced to Nate. “Please tell me your daughter is being funny?”

      “She’s being funny.” Nate checked the knife at his back and the other on his thigh, before picking up his lantern. Then he leaned close to Rachel. “Stop worrying your mother about ancient curses in the air. She should be concentrating on what happens if we are attacked by zombified mummies.”

      Rachel swallowed a snort.

      “Can a mummy be a zombie, since they are already dead?” Miguel joined the conversation as they fell into line.

      “Nefertiti never had to put up with this sort of insolence from her subjects,” Cara said from in front of Rachel.

      They ventured into the dark. A low roof pressed them from above and the sides were uncomfortably close. Rachel found Miguel’s presence at her back did more to reassure her in the eerie silence than the lamp in her hand and the pistol at her hip.

      After a short distance, the tunnel stopped at a T-junction. Nate swung his lantern down each arm. Both looked identical with smooth walls as far as they could see.

      “Which way?” he asked Cara.

      She pointed to the left. “That way.”

      “On the advice of Nefertiti?” he asked over his shoulder, as they filed down the left-hand corridor.

      “No, she is rather silent. I’m judging by the scuff marks in the dirt.”

      Nate led as they stalked down the corridor with slow, measured steps. Shadows clung to stone and refused to reveal their secrets. At one point he called a halt and knelt down. Before him stretched a three-foot hole in the floor.

      “Someone triggered a trap before us, but there may be others,” he said, before he jumped the gap.

      He held out a hand toward Cara and caught her as she landed.

      Then came Rachel’s turn. She glanced down as she leapt. Beneath her reached up a series of spikes, a twisted skeleton impaled on them. She waited for Miguel to land behind her and he flashed her a smile before they continued.

      After another ten minutes, the tunnel terminated in a dead end.

      “Now what?” Nate cast his lantern over the wall.

      Rachel walked closer and held up her lantern. Hieroglyphics and pictures were etched into the rock. A man stood in the centre; his hands raised up. He seemed to be holding something that had been chipped away. Peering closer, Rachel thought it more resembled a hole drilled into the space between his hands. She wiped at it with her fingers.

      “Does this look like a key hole or something?” she asked.

      Cara joined her and they stared at the depression. “It’s a lock. Do you think there is a hidden latch, like in the obsidian chest?”

      Rachel curled the knuckles of her left hand and a long, narrow piece of metal with a curved end, somewhat like a crochet hook, emerged from over her index finger. “Let’s find out.”

      She eased the piece of metal into the hole, then she turned her hand one way and then another, testing to find what the space concealed. “There’s a groove to one side,” she murmured as the pick caught on something. With a twist of her steel wrist, Rachel turned the hidden mechanism.

      A few moments later a loud click bounced around the space. Rachel extracted her hand and shook her fist to retract the lock pick.

      The wall before them popped a fraction to reveal the frame of a door.

      Miguel stuck his fingertips into the gap and levered it open, revealing a door three inches thick. A rush of dusty air escaped around the side and swirled around their feet, accompanied by a faint moan.

      Cara stared at the doorway. The void swallowed the light and revealed nothing. “We’re crazy to want to go in there.”

      Nate arched one eyebrow. “Are you telling me we came all this way and you want to stop now, when we are literally only feet away from answers?”

      Cara let out a sigh. “Of course not. I just want to grumble about it for a bit first.”

      They stood in silence and waited. Rachel stared at the dusty caps of her toes and contemplated a long, hot bath.

      “Oh, forget it! I’ll complain later.” Cara threw up her hands, grabbed the lantern, and stepped into the inky darkness.

      A sharp cry came from within and Nate jumped through the door, calling out in alarm, “Cara!”

      An exclamation was followed by a snigger. “Gotcha,” came Cara’s voice.

      Rachel rolled her eyes and exchanged a glance with Miguel. “Those two are so embarrassing. Some days I need to remind myself I’m adopted.”

      Cara followed her parents and found herself at the top of a narrow set of stairs that opened out into a square room awash in golden light reflected from the gold leaf used in the decorations. At the base of the stairs, two seven-foot-tall guards carved from polished obsidian held aloft spears, ready to protect the slumbering mage.

      The space below was dominated by a large, stone sarcophagus. Goddesses with their arms spread protected the corners, like Isis at the prow of the airship. Easily ten feet long and four feet wide, the sarcophagus lid rested slightly askew, as though it had not been set on straight.

      “Looks like he has already left. But we won’t know until we look.” Cara’s hand hovered against the carved stone, as though she feared touching it.

      Miguel shrugged off his backpack and it dropped to the ground with a clang. Flicking open the top, he pulled out two short crowbars and handed one to Nate. “Shall we?”

      Using the tiny gap, the two men wedged the bars against the stone and levered. Inch by inch, the top gave. As the heavy slab slid over, they moved the crowbars deeper into the gap.

      While the men worked, Rachel walked the perimeter and lit the torches attached to the wall. The scenes surrounding them came to life, detailing the deeds of Rahotep, mage to Akhenaten.

      Some pictures showed him defeating enemies by throwing what looked like flower pots. Rachel assumed they were spells of some kind, given the golden lines radiating out from them. Horrible creatures cowed before him or flopped on their backs waving legs in the air. Either dead or waiting for belly rubs.

      In a far corner was an odd scene that seemed the opposite of the others that immortalised grandiose deeds. Here a young boy fished with a girl by his side. He waded into the water to retrieve his catch. The next image had a hippopotamus looming behind the youth. The girl rushed forward to drag him away as its jaws snapped shut. On the bank, they embraced.

      “Cara? What do you make of this?” Rachel called her adopted mother over to the darkened corner. Even the flickering torches failed to reach all the drawings. The swaying half-light breathed an eerie life into the pictures and they moved at the corners of her vision.

      Cara traced the girl’s face with a fingertip. Then she sucked in a breath and braced her arms on the wall.

      “It’s them. Nefertiti and Rahotep grew up together. She saved his life, and that sparked his obsession. He thought it a divine sign that they were destined to be together.” Cara placed her hand over the young girl, hugging the boy to her chest.

      “Do you see it like a memory, or do you walk through a dream?” Rachel wondered how the long dead queen showed Cara her past.

      Cara’s lantern moved back over the drawing to show the children laughing as they sat on the river bank. “The big visions I live through, and they are more real than any dream, as though I inhabit her body. This is a memory, but it sits oddly in my mind because I know it doesn’t belong to me.”

      “Why do you think he had it drawn here? Do you think because it marked a change in how he saw her?” Rachel studied the hippopotamus that had spent thousands of years with its jaws wide open. At the same time, she pondered how women had no problem being friends with both men and women, but some men were incapable of accepting platonic friendship from a woman. How sad that they lived their lives unable to embrace different types of relationships. Her attention wandered to Miguel. What sort of friendship did she want from him?

      Cara’s hand moved from one image to the next and her voice pulled Rachel from her musings. “There are no other scenes from his youth. Everything shows his acts in service of Akhenaten or displays his magical ability. There is another reason why he had this particular scene placed here.”

      Cara stalked back and forth, staring at the wall from different angles. Then she laid both hands on the cool stone. “There’s an artifact hidden in here. Somewhere,” she whispered.

      Rachel scanned the walls, wondering what might be concealed behind the vivid drawings.

      “Cara,” Nate called her name and both women turned around.

      The lid to the outer sarcophagus now rested sideways across the main coffin. The lid to the wooden coffin inside was absent. As was its occupant.

      “Gone. But where?” Miguel glanced from Nate to Cara.

      “The Curator only possessed the obsidian box. We never found any mummies or coffins.” Cara gripped the thick edge of stone as she peered inside.

      “What if his followers took him? Remember Wafa showed the Curator how to find this place, in return for a vessel for the mage. What if they needed his body to do that?” Rachel recalled Tariq’s origins.

      “There’s something to give you nightmares—a threesome with Wafa, the Curator, and the mummified remains of Rahotep,” Nate murmured.

      Cara made a gagging noise.

      “Eww,” said Rachel and Miguel in unison.

      “Until we can all drink enough to expunge that hideous scene from our minds, let’s see if we can find what else is hiding in here.” Cara returned to the corner depicting the young Rahotep and Nefertiti. “There’s something behind the wall. My skin tingles when I rest my palms here.”

      The four of them set to examining every painted line and ancient crack, looking for a hidden crevice or door.

      “You think I’m mad,” Cara said when an hour ticked by with no sign of anything.

      “I trust your instincts.” Nate replied. “Perhaps we are looking in the wrong place. The trigger to open a door doesn’t have to be right next to the handle. Spread out, search for anything that doesn’t fit its surroundings.”

      They searched for another hour, when Miguel’s voice came from behind the silent guard on one side of the stairs. “There’s a yawning hippopotamus here that seems out of place in a scene with dancing girls.”

      They all crammed into the corner. A group of nubile women with large golden discs swinging in their hair danced and performed acrobatic feats as men sat around and watched. The hippo stood at the back of the crowd, its jaws wide and about to snap in the twin drawing to the one painted in the corner.

      “Is there a line around its mouth?” Rachel asked as she leaned over Cara’s shoulder.

      “Let’s find out.” Cara reached out and rubbed a finger over the painted jaws. Then she laid her hand flat and pressed her palm into its mouth. They all swung around at the faint click from the other side of the room.
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      In the dim corner, a panel swung open to reveal a hidden cavity. Barely a foot square, an ornate golden stand sat empty. Whatever object it once held aloft had been plundered. But it was the drawings on the inside of the panel that caught Rachel’s breath.

      A man held the box at chest height, captured in ink as he opened the lid. Some words were spoken, the hieroglyphics carved in the space between man and box. Before him, a woman clutched at an oval object held to her chest. Shards fell from between her fingers and were frozen in time before they hit the ground at her feet.

      Cara and Nate exchanged glances.

      “Whatever that thing is in the chest, it will break Nefertiti’s Heart,” Cara whispered.

      “But why would he do that, when she saved his life and he loved her?” Rachel didn’t understand how obsession could turn murderous. How could someone craft such a terrible revenge on someone they claimed to love?

      “In his mind, she betrayed him, and apparently he wasn’t the forgiving type,” Cara replied.

      At that moment, a rumble travelled along the floor and up their legs. The tomb groaned as stone rubbed against stone and the ground swayed like an earthquake.

      “We’ll discuss his motives later. Right now, we need to get out. Opening that has triggered something.” Nate herded them to the stairs as the vibrations grew stronger.

      Dust fell from above, seeping through the fine gaps between the stones. The guards swayed and their spears crossed as they tumbled toward one another.

      “Run!” Nate shouted, urging them along the tunnel in front of him.

      Rachel didn’t need to be told twice. She clutched the lantern and took off as the tunnel undulated. Her breath came in short gasps as more dust and sand fell from above and pushed its way into her lungs. Her booted feet pounded the stone, her lantern swinging back and forth. A primal roar from the earth filled her ears and blotted out any sound from the others behind her.

      The next instant her headlong dash came to a sudden halt as Miguel grabbed her arm and hauled her around to his chest.

      “Stop!” He pointed with his lantern to her feet. Inches away sat the trap. Like the hippo’s hungry jaws, it waited to consume the unwary.

      She nodded her thanks, drew a breath, and jumped. Rachel cast a quick glance over her shoulder to check the others jumped the pit with sharpened spikes and then kept running. More sand piled into the tunnel and soon she ran on a beach. The drifts tugged at her calves and slowed her pace.

      A scream sounded along the passage, competing with the cry of the stones grinding on each other.

      Rachel’s heart leapt into her throat. Pavlin. The dragon screamed again and Rachel redoubled her effort.

      Diffused light shone up ahead. Rachel climbed over the broken slab to find Pavlin sitting in the hole, her wings spread to protect the entrance from the falling sand and rubble that tumbled down the canyon wall.

      The others burst out of the tomb and into the shelter of the dragon-wing umbrella. Men helped them climb from the hole as rubble piled around Pavlin’s feet and she began to sink as though she stood in quicksand.

      “You need to get out, we’re free now!” Rachel waited for her friend.

      Sand flowed faster than water, running into the pit as the sides collapsed. The dragon called out and launched herself. The desert lapped at Pavlin’s tail, but her wings carried her upward and she shot to the sky like the cork from a champagne bottle.

      Rachel watched her friend flap her way up to a perch, relieved that the creature seemed unharmed.

      She turned to find Miguel standing next to her. He reached out and brushed a lock of hair off her face. Concern pulled at the corner of his eyes. “You’re bleeding.”

      Rachel raised a hand and probed at her temple. “It’s not much, only a graze.”

      Miguel stroked her jaw and cupped her chin in his hand.

      Rachel’s breath caught in her throat. She wanted to kiss him, but if she did that she would never know if he wanted to kiss her, or if he was only being polite. She never imagined figuring out relationships would prove to be more difficult than quadratic equations.

      He leaned forward and his lips brushed against hers. Rachel closed her eyes and drank in the experience.

      Equation solved. He did want to kiss her. Except now a whole new raft of equations sprang into her mind, until she imagined a twenty-foot tall blackboard covered in fiendish kiss-arithmetic calculations. Did he like her and did this mean they in a relationship now?

      No. Mentally she wiped out a portion of the board. This was a fledgling first step in a new direction. Nessy advised her to kiss as many men, and women, as took her fancy. That the whole point of being young was to engage in harmless flirtations, embrace the world, and find your place in it. That was exactly what Rachel intended to do—embrace the experience and enjoy each moment.

      “Just so we are clear, I like kissing you. But if you would rather I didn’t, a simple no will suffice. Please don’t stab me or use that killer left hook,” he murmured against her lips.

      She ran her hands up over his shoulders. “I like kissing you, too.”

      “Good. I’m glad we are friends. Apart from the delight of being able to kiss you, I like you, Rachel—you’re fascinating, intelligent, and can run fast when we have to.” He let her go as a crewman approached.

      Rachel sat on the sand, feeling rather smug with how the day had gone, and wiped a wet cloth over her face and neck. Cara and Nate sat not far away, drinking fresh water to soothe sandy throats.

      “Now we know how the entrance got covered in after the Curator had been here.” Humour infused Miguel’s words.

      “I wonder how he didn’t get trapped. I didn’t think he was the sort to run?” Rachel mused as she watched Pavlin preen her wings high above.

      “The Curator wielded magic that might have aided his exit from the tomb. Wafa mentioned he had a funny stick, which would have been his staff that held the trapped rahab. Perhaps the serpent could control sand, since it moves like water?” Cara suggested.

      Nate stood and placed his hands on his hips. “I think we’ve learned all we can from here. Let’s head back to the airship and get cleaned up.”

      Rachel waved to Pavlin as ideas swirled in her head. The scene they found in tomb suggested the organ in the box would break Nefertiti’s heart. But how? Thoughts spiralled in different directions. Assuming it was a lung, lungs contained air. Could the air somehow infect Cara? No, that didn’t fit. She recalled the painting to mind. The mage spoke something—that must be a spell. Did the spell bring the lung to life…or could the spell be contained in the lung?
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      Cara climbed back on the horse and turned its head to Amarna. They were so close to piecing together the entirety of what happened centuries ago. She suspected that Nakht’s soul was bound to the queen’s inside the Heart, but how did that come about? Did Nefertiti commit some great betrayal against Rahotep, or had madness warped the mage’s perception of a girl’s kindness? There were a few sad men who would rather destroy something if they could not possess it.

      Back at the airship, she stood motionless, staring at the ruins. She should go bathe and scrub the sand and dirt from her skin. But her feet wanted to walk in another direction.

      “You’re going back, aren’t you?” Nate’s voice came from beside her.

      “Yes. Because you are right.” She reached up and traced the line of his cheek down to his jaw and brushed her thumb over his lips. Thousands of years, two forms, one soul. Or had there been other incarnations of them over the centuries, but they had failed to find one another? “Nefertiti’s secret has lain hidden in the sand for thousands of years. Time to scrape away the layers and reveal the full extent of what she wants me to know.”

      “I’m coming with you.” His grip on her hand tightened as they walked toward the remnants of the royal apartments.

      “How?” To have Nate walk the city as it once was would be a huge advantage. He perceived things in a different way to her and might spot a clue she had missed.

      “I have an idea. Blood binds our souls together in the Heart. What if it would work here to pull us into the same memory?” He let her go as she stepped between a narrow pass and they emerged on the other side.

      “It’s no worse than any of our other crazy ideas.” Cara stood in the middle of what had once been Nefertiti’s suite of rooms.

      Nate drew the small blade from his boot and took her hand. He pricked the centre of her palm and a droplet of blood welled up. Then he did the same to his hand and slid the blade back home in his boot. He clasped her hand and merged the droplets of blood between their skin.

      Tears shimmered behind Cara’s eyes as a myriad of emotions washed through her. “Watch over me.”

      Nate kissed their joined hands. “Always. In this life and the next.”

      Cara closed her eyes and opened herself to Nefertiti. “Show me the end to this story,” she whispered.

      Light flickered behind her closed lids. The harsh white light grew dimmer until golden hues and red warmed her skin.

      She opened her eyes to find the mounded sand and chunks of ruins had vanished. Once again, she stood in the palace. The walls seemed to be alive with life-sized, detailed murals. Characters were gilded with pure gold that glowed by the flickering torch light.

      Voices and a cry beyond an arch drew Cara’s attention. She reached out a hand to part gossamer thin curtains hanging over a doorway. Her arm was heavy with the golden bracelets stacked on her wrists. Beads tapped against each other, swinging at the ends of her braids when she moved her head. A gentle swish came from the linen dress covering the body her mind inhabited.

      Within the next room, servants stood around the walls, blending in with the scenes painted at their backs. A double bed covered in a rumpled sheet stood against one wall. The high posts at each end were carved like lotus flowers. A young girl sat on the edge of the bed. Her linen shift crinkled and pulled off one shoulder. Her arms wrapped around a swollen belly.

      Oh, God! She’s only a child. The expectant mother couldn’t have been any more than thirteen. Cara swallowed her revulsion and the surge of anger that wanted to wrap her hands around the throat of the guilty party.

      The girl’s face shimmered for a moment and adopted another set of features. It could have been me, or Rachel, if our lives had played out differently. Cara kept to the shadows inside Nefertiti, the memory too raw and painful for her to step fully into the queen’s soul.

      Wide, dark eyes sought Nefertiti and an ache speared through her heart. This was her child, now heavy with a child that struggled to be born.

      “Mother! I am scared,” the girl cried out.

      “Meketaten.” The name flew to her lips as she rushed to the girl’s side. “I am here now. With the help of Taweret, we shall welcome this child into the world.”

      The girl gasped, her back arching as pain gripped her. When it passed, she collapsed against Nefertiti. Tears and sweat dampened her shift. “We have been burning offerings to Taweret, but she is not answering my prayers.”

      Nefertiti hushed her daughter and gestured to a servant. The woman answered the silent command and knelt to present a carved wooden bowl of water. Nefertiti took the cloth and squeezed out the excess. Then she wiped Meketaten’s face.

      She spoke to her daughter in a soothing tone. “There is sickness upon the land and the gods are very busy tending to those in need. Taweret will answer when we need her most, I am certain.”

      A scream tore from the girl and attendants rushed to her side. Nefertiti held her daughter tight and murmured to her until the contraction passed, leaving the young girl gasping.

      A woman bowed before Nefertiti. Her eyes darted back and forth. “Great queen, I must speak with you privately.”

      Nefertiti helped her daughter lie on the bed, then she rose to her feet and gestured for the woman to follow her out to the wide balcony. “What is it?”

      “Your daughter is young and her body not yet fully formed.” The woman kept her head bowed.

      “I am aware of this.” Anger surged inside Nefertiti. Her daughter remained silent on the identity of the father. Suspicions wormed into her brain, but horror kept her from confronting them.

      “The child… is large.” The woman gestured in the air with her hands and swallowed.

      Fear gripped Nefertiti’s heart. Her daughter fought an impossible battle. A large boat cannot slide down a narrow canal. She dug her nails into her palms. “We place our faith in the gods. They will not fail us. Burn more offerings.”

      Minutes ticked into hours as the day lengthened outside the window. The sun dropped toward the horizon and bled across the sky. Meketaten’s screams became cries, and then whimpers.

      Nefertiti cradled her daughter and told her stories of her childhood. She remembered the toddler with chubby arms who chased dragonflies by the ponds. Her delight at her first ride on a horse with her hands wrapped in its mane.

      “I cannot,” Meketaten murmured and then fell silent. Breath struggled to draw into her lungs. Her sweat-soaked head rested on her mother’s chest.

      “Meketaten, you must tell me who is the father. Please, my child,” Nefertiti whispered against her daughter’s brow.

      Feet scuffled as another person entered the chamber. Pharaoh stood at the door and surveyed the scene drenched in sweat and blood. “Do I have another heir yet? Why is this taking so long?”

      Disgust and revulsion slithered through Nefertiti and she swallowed sharp bile. “You did this to our daughter?”

      Her arms tightened around the child as the last breath sighed from her body. The ripples across Meketaten’s belly slowed and stopped as two children lost their battles and their souls slipped to the underworld.

      Cara’s heart broke as grief shattered Nefertiti. The queen rocked her daughter in her arms. “Come back to me, Meketaten.”

      Pharaoh stepped further into the room. “The Aten has spoken. He has called Meketaten to him. She will be one of my guards in the afterlife and protect me for eternity.”

      “You have stolen my child from me,” Nefertiti hissed as tears rolled down her face.

      “She is a girl, and you have given me many others. I need sons.” He turned to leave the room and pointed to one of the attendants. “Have the child removed. I would know what it was.”

      Rage bubbled in Nefertiti’s chest. This man spoke callously of their daughter’s death and that of the child trapped in her womb. Sickness struck their people, and some muttered that worship of the Aten caused the old gods to abandon them. No longer would she remain silent and endure.

      She buried her face in Meketaten’s hair and rocked the girl, as she had done to soothe her when her daughter had been a babe. Servants moved around her, clearing away soiled and bloody linens. Darkness fell and one by one, torches flared into life around the room.

      “Come, my queen. It is time to give her to the women, so that she might be cleaned and prepared to meet Ma’at.” A warm hand fell on Nefertiti’s shoulder and she swallowed a sob. A familiar touch that seeped love into her chilled skin.

      She looked up into the worried face of Nakht. An echo of Nate within his dark eyes.

      He has found me, Cara thought as she grieved with Nefertiti.

      Nakht signalled two women closer and they took the limp child from her arms. Then the captain leaned down and slid an arm under the queen’s knees and swung her into his arms, carrying her from the bed chamber that reeked of death.

      In her suite, the captain dismissed the attendants and laid his queen on a chaise. He knelt at her side, keeping hold of her hands as he stroked Nefertiti’s face.

      She turned into his touch. “I cannot live like this anymore. Nor is it the life I want for our child. Pharaoh brought us here promising a golden city, but he has given us lies, sorrow, and pain. My heart is broken and I weep for all my children.”

      Nakht remained silent for several moments before asking, “What if I were to destroy this life, so that you can emerge from the ashes to live a new one?”

      “I fear that is the only way to escape. Either Akhenaten or Rahotep intend to bind my soul to theirs for eternity.” A ragged shudder ran through her body.

      “What if there was another way?” He glanced over his shoulder to ensure they remained alone.

      Grief clouded her thoughts as tears turned her vision hazy. “I don’t understand.”

      “What if the life of Nefertiti, the Great Royal Wife, ends here? But the woman who possesses my heart, Karo, slips away into the night to be with her lover and child?” He turned her hand over and drew circles on her palm that made Cara think of the tiny prick Nate made to bind their blood and souls in this memory.

      Nefertiti’s mind drew back from the offered hope. Part of her thought it a cruel jest, to let her think she could bear his child far away from the poison that pervaded the royal court. “Rahotep will never let me go. He only needs a drop of my blood to cast me into an eternity of torture. I fear a servant might prick my skin as I sleep and I will awake his prisoner.”

      “Do you trust me?” His eyes glinted in the low light.

      “With my life.” Part of her had died this night. What did it matter if the rest of her followed?

      Nakht kissed her tenderly and then rose to his feet. “I promise you, I will ensure Rahotep can never touch you.”
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      Nakht left the only woman he would ever love and strode along the halls to the military barracks. There, he gathered thirty of his most trusted men. Warriors who served him, not Pharaoh. Those in power thought soldiers loyal only to them, never realising that the captains who fought alongside the soldiers held true power. Nakht followed Akhenaten’s orders because it kept him close to Nefertiti. Tonight, all that had changed.

      A short and slender man was given a difficult and vital mission. He swallowed but kept his spine straight as Nakht outlined what he needed to accomplish in the next hour.

      Nakht clasped the man’s shoulders and looked him square in the eye. “I cannot do this without you, Sinuhe. You will all be rewarded for what you do this night.”

      Then he revealed his plan to the others. They nodded in unison and said with one voice, “As you command, captain.”

      Five men were entrusted to spirit his love from the palace. Nefertiti would die this night, but Karo would arise with the dawn. “Wait one hour for Sinuhe. If he does not emerge, take the queen to the location I gave you,” he instructed the five.

      The remaining men fell in behind, as he walked to the small temple and the priest’s rooms that encircled it.

      They found Rahotep in the temple, standing before the golden disc that represented the Aten. Six feet in diameter, it hung in the centre of the rear wall. The Aten’s benevolence shot out from the circle like spears made of gold.

      “Rahotep, your presence is required before Pharaoh,” Nakht said.

      The mage turned and narrowed his dark eyes. “I am busy. Leave me to my contemplations.”

      “Pharaoh wishes to discuss the upcoming ceremony, where he will become immortal.” Nakht glanced around the lush temple while he feigned boredom. He stared at an acolyte, who flinched and scuttled away to stand behind a potted palm.

      The mage’s lips pulled into a sneer. “I shall explain it to him once more, but then I have much to do. The Aten has told me that tonight is a most auspicious night, not that I expect a mere solider to understand it.”

      Nakht happened to agree with the mage on that. It was an auspicious evening. Shame the Aten didn’t reveal the whole of what would happen to his disciple.

      The men arranged themselves around the mage and escorted him through the palace to the throne room. In Pharaoh’s presence, they knelt with heads bowed.

      Then Nakht rose and approached the king, who sat upon a golden throne. “Your majesty, I have discovered that your mage, Rahotep, desires the Great Royal Wife. Such is his lust for her that he plans to steal immortality from your most deserving self. He intends to use the gem to bind the queen to his side, and rule Egypt for a thousand years in your place.”

      Akhenaten’s eyes widened and he drew a sharp breath. He turned from his trusted captain to the mage. “What say you, Rahotep, is this true?”

      Rahotep huffed and clasped his forearms before his chest. “Of course not, oh great Pharaoh. He lies. I laboured for years that your majesty might live forever.”

      Nakht’s men stepped closer to the mage, creating a wall of flesh that surrounded him.

      “I speak the truth, majesty. The day he revealed the device to you, he asked to speak to the Great Royal Wife alone. I ran back into the room when I heard her cry out. I interrupted him… fouling the queen.” Nakht stuck to the truth, but let the pause and emphasis he placed on the word fouling conjure up a different meaning to Akhenaten. No story Nakht could fabricate would ever be as horrific as what Pharaoh did to his sisters and own daughter, all sanctioned by divine right.

      Pharaoh’s fingers clenched around the jaguar heads whose bodies formed the arms of his throne. He leaned forward, pressing his soft belly to his thighs.

      “Nefertiti is fearful of Rahotep. He has told her that he will steal a droplet of her blood to use the device before your majesty can claim his rightful immortality.” Nakht kept his expression impassive. The mage had no defence against the truth.

      Rahotep’s face turned a darker shade and he spluttered.

      Akhenaten glared at his mage. “Where is the device? I see no reason to delay. Let me claim my immortality this night and greet the Aten at dawn as a true god.”

      Rahotep glanced from warrior to king and shuffled from foot to foot. “It is secure, oh Pharaoh. I did not want it falling into unworthy hands. Let me go and I shall retrieve it.”

      Akhenaten narrowed his eyes and turned a cold gaze on his mage. “Let you go? No. Captain, take him to where he has secured the device. You are to bring it to me directly. Then find my queen. Even though her temple has been defiled, I still need her to receive eternal life.”

      Nakht bowed his head. “As Pharaoh commands.”

      The men marched Rahotep, more a prisoner than a guide, to his quarters. There, they guarded the door as the mage shuffled things about his shelves and peered inside cupboards. His casual search became more frantic as time elapsed. Nakht rather enjoyed how sweat began to roll down the side of the mage’s face.

      “You have had long enough. Where is it?” Nakht gestured for one of the men to seize the mage.

      He jumped to one side and out of reach. “It is not here. Now I remember, I forgot I had commanded one of the acolytes to take it to the Great Temple, to prepare for the ceremony.”

      “I will have one of my men run there to look for it and others will fetch the queen. Let us return to Pharaoh and wait for them in his presence.” Nakht issued orders, and five men broke away from the group.

      As they left the priest’s quarters, a disciple wearing a grey robe edged in red approached the mage and bowed. “My master, is there anything I can assist with?”

      “No, no. I can deal with this. But be prepared, while I placate Pharaoh,” Rahotep replied.

      The man bowed again, walked backwards for several feet, and then picked up the edge of his robe to run.

      Nakht considered throwing a blade at the man to stop his flight. Rahotep must have given him some coded message and he was curious to discover the truth of the exchange. But he had much to achieve this night and couldn’t risk the delay. “Move.”

      They shepherded the mage back along the halls. Rahotep dragged his feet as he took slow steps. He glanced about frequently and muttered to himself, perhaps rehearsing his excuses.

      Nakht relaxed as they walked, more confident that his plan unfolded as he anticipated. Soon, his love would be free of the stench of treachery and death that pervaded the royal court.

      “Where is it?” Akhenaten sprang to his feet and demanded as soon as they re-entered the throne room.

      “The mage cannot locate the device, majesty. He believes it may have been taken to the Great Aten temple to prepare for the ceremony. I have sent men to search for it.” Nakht bowed his head.

      Akhenaten regained his seat and leaned on one elbow. The fingers of the other hand tapped on the jaguar’s head. He glared at Rahotep, who stood with head bowed and no doubt prayed to the Aten for a miracle.

      The soldiers returned and whispered in Nakht’s ear. He nodded and turned to the throne. “The device cannot be found at the Great Temple. My men also inform me that the Great Royal Wife, Nefertiti, has likewise disappeared. I suspect the mage has spirited them both away, to enact his plot to seize your immortality, majesty.”

      “No! What have you done with them!” Rahotep spun to confront Nakht.

      “Do you deny that you intend to use the device to bind Nefertiti to you?” Nakht murmured.

      “She is mine and always has been. Pharaoh stole her from me and never deserved her body or soul.” Spittle flung itself from Rahotep’s lips and landed on the floor at his feet.

      Akhenaten rose from his throne and pointed a long finger at his mage. “The device and the Great Royal Wife are both mine to do with as I wish. You speak treachery, mage. I demand you tell me where they are to be found.”

      Rahotep shook his head. “I do not have them.”

      “Yet you are the only one in this room who claims both are his. You will regret taking what is mine.” A chill flowed through Akhenaten’s words.

      Rahotep laughed and stepped forward. The crossed staves of the guards stopped him from reaching the pharaoh.

      “You are not fit to rule. You worked thousands to death to build this city and now sickness claims more. The gods have deserted you, Akhenaten. I will be immortal and herald a new era for Egypt. Sewet will be the new capital, where I build a mighty temple in my name.”

      Rahotep rubbed his hands together and began to whisper. Sparks of power flared over his skin, but before he could throw out his spell, a medjay slammed the end of his staff into the side of the mage’s head. Rahotep dropped to the floor in an untidy heap.

      “Bind him and gag him. We cannot have him using magic to escape pharaoh’s justice.” Nakht watched the man twitching on the floor.

      “What has become of Nefertiti?” Akhenaten turned a cold stare on his captain.

      “She has vanished, majesty. No one has seen her since Meketaten’s death. Her ladies think she may have fled to the desert, to mourn her daughter. Or I suspect the mage has seized her and hidden her away, to use her body for his pleasure.” Nakht nearly choked on those words. Neither Rahotep nor Akhenaten would ever touch her again, but he wanted to ensure he herded Pharaoh in the right direction.

      Akhenaten stared at the still form of his mage. “He has betrayed me and would steal immortality from my veins. He is condemned to suffer the living death. Remove him from my sight and see that it is done. Then you are to tear apart his quarters and the temples until the device is found. I will select one of my daughters to take her mother’s place.”

      Nakht bowed, bending his head to hide the grin that licked across his lips. “As you command, Pharaoh.”

      He signalled his men, who dragged the bound and unconscious mage between them.

      They carried the limp body through the palace and across a bridge, where water flowed beneath, to the funerary buildings. Here, set apart from the city, the deceased nobles were made ready for their final journey to the afterlife.

      Inside, wide bowls were fill with incense, flames burning constantly underneath. Sandalwood, cinnamon, and lily covered the sharp tang of blood. Stone tables were laid out to hold the dead. Tables held equipment and the canopic jars that would receive organs.

      Nakht gestured to one of the table. “Place him on there.”

      “Captain, what is this?” A priest asked.

      “Rahotep has committed treason. Pharaoh condemned him to the living death, and I am to see it done tonight.” His men formed a circle around the chosen table, their weapons ready in case the mage woke and sought to use his magic against them.

      The priest didn’t even blink. “As Pharaoh commands.”

      He gestured to the other priests and called for cloth and oils to be laid out. A table to one side held knives, scrapers, and the long-handled metal stick that would be used to break through the nose. The end of the stick had a hook, to catch on pieces of brain to pull them back out. Another table held rolls of linen bandages and dried herbs to be packed into the body cavity.

      Rahotep was untied and then secured to the table. Thick leather straps running through the stone were buckled around his wrists, ankles, and neck.

      As the priests worked, two from the smaller Aten temple dressed in grey robes edged in red, entered and paused on the threshold. Between them they carried a wooden chest.

      “What do you want?” Nakht frowned, this could be a trick by Rahotep’s priests to try and free him.

      “We heard that our lord is to be punished for his treason. We merely bring the canopic urns to hold his organs. They bear his name and details of his great deeds upon them,” one spoke while the other kept his eyes downcast.

      “Very well. His organs can be placed in the jars you carry.” He gestured for them to place the containers on the waiting table.

      “We need to remove his tongue, so he does not cast any spells. But I would speak to him first.” Nakht stepped through the wall of guards clustered around the condemned man.

      On the table, Rahotep roused. Nakht leaned close as the embalming priest took up the pinchers to hold the mage’s tongue. The captain waited until Rahotep’s eyes flickered open.

      “You will never touch Nefertiti again, not in this life or the next. I possess her body and her heart. I will protect my own,” Nakht murmured in a low tone so only the mage caught his words.

      Rahotep spat to one side and tested his bonds. “You? A stupid guard.”

      A sly grin spread over Nakht’s face. “This stupid guard has everything you wished you had. The woman, the child in her womb and soon, immortality.”

      “No! They are mine and you cannot defeat me.” Rahotep’s eyes widened and he mouthed a spell. The air in the room buzzed as though a swarm of bees gathered to strike.

      Nakht grabbed the mage’s chin and prised open his jaw. The priest thrust the pinchers into Rahotep’s mouth and snagged the end of his tongue. While he thrashed his head from side to side and made muffled sounds, the thick piece of flesh was hauled past his lips. Nakht unsheathed his knife and the mage fell silent. His black eyes blazed and at the last, he seemed to issue a silent taunt to the captain. With one swift move, he sliced through the tongue. Blood spouted and filled Rahotep’s gaping mouth. It overflowed and dribbled down his face to pool on the stone table.

      The priest set pinchers and the lump of flesh they held to one side on the table. Then he took up a short blade to slice away the mage’s robes. His assistant pulled away the cloth until the mage lay exposed and naked before them.

      Nakht kept hold of his trusty blade. “I will make the first incision, so that I can report to Pharaoh that his will is done.”

      The head priest gestured for him to proceed, as though Nakkt were to cut a cake at a dinner. He thrust the point of the knife into Rahotep’s chest, below the ribs. The metal pierced skin and muscle, but not too deep as he needed to leave the stomach contents undisturbed. Then he drew the blade downward, slicing the mage open from breastbone to pubic bone.

      A warm metallic taint flooded the room as blood raced from the incision. Priests worked silently to mop away the blood as more stepped forward to take over the work. Nakht moved to stand at the mage’s feet. A priest stood on each side of the twitching mage. More incisions were made at top and bottom of the captain’s first cut. Then the priests grabbed one side of flesh each and pulled the two sides apart as though they opened a cupboard.

      Nakht kept his gaze locked on that of the mage. Despite the excruciating pain, he stopped trying to make any sound without a tongue, and appeared to be holding his breath. Rahotep’s hands and feet jerked as the life drained from his eyes. One by one, the priests cut and removed the viscera from the chest cavity and placed the items on the table in individual bowls. The organs would be washed, coated in scented oils, and packed into the waiting jars.

      Only when the priest took up the tool to scramble the brain did Nakht prepare to leave.

      Rahotep’s acolytes had unpacked the jars to hold his organs. An unusual one caught Nakht’s eye, an inky black box that seemed to absorb the light, instead of the expected jar with a god’s head lid.

      “What will go in there?” he asked.

      “Rahotep’s lungs, captain,” the acolyte replied.

      He shrugged. What did it matter what they placed bits of the mage into. Pharaoh’s will was done and Nefertiti set free.
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      While Nate and Cara returned to the ruins and ancient memories, Rachel returned to the Isis in search of cleanliness. Fine sand stuck to her sweat-covered body, her mind was exhausted, and she wanted a large drink followed by a cool bath. Or possibly a large, cool bath and she’d stick her face under and drink her full. Her attention swung from the waiting airship to the dragon at her side.

      “Why don’t you wash the worst of the sand off, girl? I need to go wash and change. I don’t think I have the energy to scrub you this afternoon, but I promise to give you an extra scrub tomorrow?” Rachel brushed sand out of the Pavlin’s eye ridges.

      The dragon narrowed her gaze and snorted, distinctly unimpressed with the standard of service offered.

      “You can be as messy and flappy as you want. You know the children love watching you, and they’ll be waiting for you to get them wet.” Rachel pointed to the boys and girls clustered by the water’s edge.

      Pavlin butted her head against Rachel’s stomach and then waded into the water to perform for her adoring audience. Rachel watched her friend flap her wings and send water spraying in all directions—much to the delight of the children. Satisfied the creature would be occupied for some time, Rachel fetched clean clothes and then went to the bath tent set up for them.

      She bathed in the cool water, scrubbed her skin with scented soap, washed her hair, and donned clean clothes. An hour later, a cleaner and revived version of herself emerged from the tent.

      “Sand free,” she murmured as she towered her hair dry while walking back to the airship.

      She exchanged her empty water bottle for a full one and joined her dragon at the water’s edge. Having completed her own bathing routine, Pavlin basked in the later afternoon sun and crunched on a snack. The goat’s hind legs dangled from between her lips as she swallowed the last bit.

      “Who gave you a goat?” Rachel cast around.

      She had heard the others return on their slower mounts, and assumed Miguel had kept Cara’s promise of two goats in return for digging like a dog to speed up the excavation. The dragon had developed quite a fondness for the poor critters and would eat them all day long if allowed. Rachel rationed her intake as though she had a child with a sweet tooth surrounded by cake, and would have preferred she stuck to regular meal times.

      Miguel approached, also freshly changed after their dash from the tomb. Dressed in light linen, he appeared as though the heat didn’t affect him—quite a feat for someone of his colouring. Cara turned bright red in the sunlight like a lobster dropped in boiling water.

      “Thank you for finding Pavlin a goat. Silly thing couldn’t wait until dinner time,” Rachel called out as he neared.

      He frowned and glanced at the dragon, licking her lips of all trace of her treat. “I didn’t give it to her. We haven’t been back long, and I washed and changed first. Nor have I spoken to anyone yet about her dinner.”

      A cold hand squeezed Rachel’s heart. She glanced back to the airship and the crew stationed on the deck. She stepped closer to Miguel. “Would one of the crew have decided to slip her a goat early?”

      Miguel shot her a harsh glance and she swallowed. He didn’t seem amused to think one of his crew had defied their captain and ignored the dragon’s feeding schedule.

      Rachel curled her hand into the rolled-up sleeve of his shirt. “Could you ask, please?”

      The airship captain hurried back to his vessel while Rachel went to Pavlin. The dragon dropped her gaze and watched a beetle scuttle past her paws.

      “Who gave you the goat?” Rachel put her hands on her hips.

      Pavlin snorted and turned her head away, deliberately looking in the opposite direction to where Rachel stood.

      “I can still see you!” Rachel said. “It’s important. Was it one of the crew who gave it to you early?”

      A grumble noise came from the dragon and she turned to regard the crowd on onlookers.

      Rachel tried not to panic as she waited for Miguel to return. Soon he appeared, running down the gangplank. His words made the chill sink deeper into her bones.

      “It wasn’t one of the crew. Her dinner is still tethered by the rear doors of the Isis.” He shaded his eyes and scanned the crowd who accompanied the dragon everywhere. “The children will have seen who gave it to her, they watch her constantly.”

      Rachel’s breath came in short gasps as worry clawed up her gullet.

      Miguel trotted over to the crowd to speak to a group of youngsters who tailed the beast, hoping to snag a discarded scale.

      Movement to one side of the gathered locals caught Rachel’s eye. The familiar figure of Tariq lounged against a tree. He raised a finger and shook it back and forth in the air, as though admonishing her for something. He pointed to the airship and then tapped his chest. In one hand, he dangled a bottle and he pointed to Pavlin.

      “No! You bastard!” Rachel ran toward him. The man turned tail and disappeared among the press of people. Shouts went up as Rachel hurtled along the dirt. “Stop him!”

      Miguel caught her as she tried to find the man who seemed to have been vanished into thin air. “Tariq poisoned her,” she sobbed.

      Miguel yelled out in Arabic and men peeled away from the group and ran in different directions, searching for the body carrying the mage’s soul.

      Miguel clasped her arms and stared into her eyes, forcing her thoughts to still alongside her body. “They will find him. Let them hunt while we concentrate on Pavlin. What can we do for her?”

      “She needs to throw it up, if we can make her.” Together, they returned to the dragon’s side.

      Cara and Nate emerged from the ruins, still dusty and dirty, and walked across the packed dirt toward them.

      “What’s going on?” Nate glanced to the shouts going up around them.

      “Tariq poisoned Pavlin. He gave her a goat while I was washing.” Rachel wiped tears away from her cheeks. She should have made Pavlin her first priority; instead she had thought only of herself and scrubbing away the dirt and sweat from her skin. If the dragon died, she would never forgive herself. The rational part of her mind kicked in and told her to put aside guilt, as she had much to do. If her friend was poisoned, they needed to get as much of it out of her as possible.

      Cara gasped and dropped to her knees. “Let’s get it out, before it sits in her stomach for too long.”

      Cara held the dragon’s jaws opened while Rachel peered inside, hoping there might have been a leg visible she could haul out in a hideous game of tug of war with a dragon gullet. “Spit it out, girl, it will harm you.”

      A long bluish tongue brushed against Rachel’s hands.

      “Did he say anything to you, Rachel?” Nate asked.

      Rachel sat back on her heels and stared up at her father. “No, he was too far away. He pointed to the Isis, then to himself, then he gestured toward Pavlin with a bottle, before he ran off.”

      Pavlin groaned and lowered her head. Her eyes whirled and the irises went from forest green to a lighter, spring growth shade before she closed them.

      “You have to get rid of it, Pavlin, please.” Rachel begged her friend, taking the large triangular head in her hands.

      Miguel waved the children over and spoke to them in Arabic, then they took off running, scattering in several directions like startled birds. “I’ve told the children that Tariq poisoned her goat and that we need large quantities of something to make her vomit. The village women are bound to have some sort of emetic we can use.”

      Rachel sat with Pavlin’s head on her lap and stroked the ridges wishing that love alone could defeat the poison.

      “They poisoned her because we wouldn’t give him the damned box.” Rachel glared at her mother. If she had handed the thing over, this would never have happened.

      Cara laid a hand over Rachel’s. “I’m sorry. I never imagined they would harm Pavlin.”

      Minutes ticked by and Pavlin continued to groan. Her sides heaved and her breath came in irregular spurts.

      Then, two women appeared each carrying a basket laden with pottery flasks. One spoke in a soft, shy voice to Miguel.

      “They say this is what they give their men when they get drunk. It makes them vomit rather quickly to get rid of toxins in the body.” Miguel took one basket and handed it to Nate, then took the other and gestured his thanks.

      “Will it work?” Nate asked.

      “We have nothing to lose by finding out.” Miguel placed his basket on the ground beside Rachel.

      Cara unstopped the first flask and while Rachel held Pavlin’s head up, they poured the noxious smelling liquid down the animal’s gullet.

      “Keep going, she will tell us if it is working.” Rachel crooned to her friend and silently begged the medicine to work.

      They fell into a routine. Miguel uncorked a bottle and handed it to Cara, who poured it down the dragon’s gullet before handing the empty off to Nate. After bottle number six, Pavlin burped and tried to shake her head.

      Rachel let her go as the dragon rolled to one side and dragged her hind feet under herself. Her sides twitched and she struggled to sit up. Her wings flapped in an attempt to stabilise her body as she pitched to one side.

      “You can do it, girl.” Rachel’s hands hovered by the dragon. She wanted to help, but also didn’t want to get squashed if Pavlin collapsed again.

      Another burp was followed by a rumble from her gut.

      “Let it out!” Rachel gestured for everyone to step back, just as Pavlin staggered to all fours, stretched out her neck, and vomited.

      A cry of EWWW! went up from everyone watching. Barely digested lumps of goat, and everything else in the dragon’s stomach, made a forceful re-emergence. Pavlin’s body jerked as her system reacted to the emetic. Three more times she stretched out long and low to expel the contents of her gut. Then she lurched toward the water as a stream of orange, brown, and chunky sick ran down the short incline.

      Pavlin immersed her head in the Nile and shook it back and forth. With her stomach emptied and her mouth rinsed, she collapsed on the bank. Her form lay almost motionless in the dirt.

      “Pavlin!” Rachel threw herself across the beast’s neck, feeling for the normally strong and rope-like main vein that ran from her jaw down to her chest.

      “Will she survive?” Miguel knelt on the ground next to Rachel.

      Cara sat on the other side and stroked the dragon’s face. The creature’s eyes were closed and it took several minutes before her sides rose and fell in shallow breaths.

      Nate rallied the crew and soon fresh water and blankets were carried over to make Pavlin comfortable.

      Rachel stood and wiped the tears from her face. “I’m taking Tariq that blasted box and don’t try and stop me. So help me if Pavlin dies, I’m going to kill him.”

      Nate rested an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a hug. “Before you storm off, we need to make a plan. He has men, and you will likewise have us at your command.”

      “You’re not going to try and stop me?” Rachel glanced at her parents.

      Cara stood on Rachel’s other side. “Of course not. But neither are you doing this alone. We protect what is ours, and as a family we’re going to make Tariq regret ever tangling with us. I’m also relying on you to grab the antidote for Pavlin before the contents of the box can be used against me.”

      Rachel clenched her metal fist. “That only leaves one question—where do I find him?”

      Miguel set his second and a few other crew to stay with Pavlin. They convened in the lounge aboard the airship. Nate pulled out a map of the area and unfurled it on the table. Once corners were secured, he began talking.

      “We’re here.” He tapped a point by the Nile and next to the forgotten city of Amarna. “We’ve been keeping lookouts and have explored most of the grounds in these areas.” His moved his hand to indicate the path from the quayside, to the state apartments, and across the Royal Road to the royal apartments. He moved his hand to the side of the city where a canal divided off a piece of the ruins. “I think he’s here in the funerary buildings. Because it is low and hunkered into the hillside, there are large chunks of it still intact.”

      “Why there?” Rachel asked.

      He looked up with a hard glint in his eyes. “Because that’s where I killed him last time.”

      “What?” Rachel glanced to Cara.

      Her mother nodded. “Nate found a way to walk through a memory with me and discovered that he killed Rahotep.”

      “You’re the pharaoh, Akhenaten, after all?” Miguel leaned against the wall and had his arms crossed, letting the conversation wash around him.

      “No. The piece of soul tethered to me was a medjay, a type of warrior and captain of the pharaoh’s guard. From what I experienced, he was also rather cunning and good with a blade.” Nate huffed a soft laugh. Some traits ran down through time from one soul to another.

      Rachel pressed a hand to her temple. She needed to confront Tariq and get the antidote for Pavlin, in case vomiting up the goat wasn’t enough. “I don’t understand. Why does Rahotep want to hurt you with the contents of the box?”

      “Revenge,” Cara said one word. She pulled a chair out from the table and dropped into it. Tired lines pulled at her eyes. “Rahotep and Nefertiti were childhood friends, but his feeling warped into obsession. He believed she was his—body and soul. When she was chosen as the Great Royal Wife, he threw himself into finding a way to reclaim her and bind her to him for eternity.”

      “And men think women are crazy,” Rachel muttered. She cast a glance to Miguel. He, at least, seemed to be a man comfortable with enjoying pure friendship with a woman, if that was all she felt ready to offer.

      “So how does this captain fit into our tale of revenge and murder?” Miguel captured Rachel’s gaze and smiled, as though he read her thoughts.

      “Nefertiti loved him and became pregnant to him. After her daughter Meketaten died giving birth to Pharaoh’s child, it broke something inside her. So no longer saw her husband as divine, nor did she believe in his vision of the Aten which was harming their people. Famine and disease spread across Amarna. Some people whispered that his heresy would bring vengeance from the old gods upon them. Nakht promised Nefertiti that he would find a way to make her free.” Cara reached out for Rachel’s hand and unshed tears glistened in her eyes.

      “At which point Nakht stole the Heart, framed Rahotep, spirited Nefertiti from the palace, and rode off into the sunset. Or sunrise I suppose, since it unfolded at night.” A smirk settled over Nate’s lips, as though thousands of years later he still felt smug about it. “Oh, and I can confirm the obsidian box holds his lungs. I believe he cast a spell as he was being mummified and swallowed it, or somehow had it stored in his lungs.”

      That made a horrible sort of sense to Rachel. If her blood could bring the lungs back to life, Tariq could squeeze the spell from them that would break Nefertiti.

      “Nefertiti disappeared from history the night Rahotep died. Some sources say Akhenaten banished her from the kingdom. Others that she took her own life in the grief following the death of her daughter. Now we know the truth—she escaped, and lived a new life as Karo.” Cara fell silent as Rachel and Miguel digested what they had learned.

      Rachel leaned one arm around her mother’s shoulders. “So how am I bound up in this, that he called me mine.”

      Cara reached up and stroked Rachel’s face. “Because you are our child, as you were theirs. Rahotep didn’t only think he should possess Nefertiti, but also the child in her womb.”

      An odd tingle rippled through Rachel. She had no ancient memories, but had always felt drawn to Cara. Perhaps it was simply two women hurt by the world who understood each other. Or maybe a tendril of a long-ago child swirled through the mist of time to settle inside her, and guide her to her spirit family. “He messed with the wrong family. Twice. What’s the plan?”

      Nate gestured Miguel closer and they decided where best to put their men and how to approach the crumbling building.

      “If we put Pavlin in the hold, I’ll take the Isis upriver and circle back around. With this ridge, they shouldn’t see us approaching while Rachel goes inside.” Miguel made a half circle with one hand, from the current location of the airship arching around to behind where they suspected Tariq hid.

      It took a dozen crew to help Pavlin shuffle around the side of the airship and then give her a boost up into the hold.

      Nate checked Rachel’s weapons and placed his hands on her shoulders. “Stay alert. We won’t be far away. Remember, if in doubt, ask him what he plans. Madmen love a chance to hear their own voices and it buys you time.”

      Nate and Cara headed off on foot with a group of crew. Miguel approached Rachel with the box and placed it on the ground at her feet.

      “What did he promise you, in return for the box, the day you encountered him in the temple?” Miguel asked.

      Rachel stared at the container and wondered how he knew. “He said I am broken and promised to make me whole.”

      “No. You were never broken.” Miguel cupped her cheek and turned her face to his.

      Rachel held up her mechanical arm. Light played over the silver that formed the tendons and bones. Brass and copper laced over the whole in a pattern of twinning vines and rose buds. “If I’m not broken, how do you explain this?”

      “You are beautiful to me, just as you are. The injury you suffered has made you who you are.” He leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on her lips.

      Rachel swallowed down a swirl of emotions as his words settled inside her. Finally understanding how events created the woman she had become drove the last tendrils of Rahotep’s whispers from her mind. She managed a light smile as love for her entire strange family spread through her. “Just so you know, I’m not ready to be tied down with children at heel. I want an adventure, one that doesn’t involve Egypt, mummies, or ancient curses.”

      Miguel grinned and saluted. “Understood, and I’d be only too happy to accompany you on a quest for adventure.”

      She picked up the box and cradled it under her arm. With a deep breath, Rachel set her spine and turned on her heel. “I’m finally coming, Rahotep, and you’re not going to like what I have for you.”
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      Rachel walked with purpose. Pavlin had seemed to be breathing easier when she left her in the Isis, but she wanted that antidote to ensure her friend survived. Then she intended to put an end to an obsession that had lasted centuries. Rahotep needed to get it through his thick skull that Nefertiti wasn’t interested in him and that no meant no.

      She picked a route through the remains of the city and found the bridge and canal Nate had pointed out on the map. The bridge had long ago fallen into the water and only a few jagged pieces remained on either side. An enterprising local who didn’t want to walk all the way around had created a shaky crossing spot by laying out long planks and nailing them together.

      The wood bowed and creaked under her feet as she tested it. “I can do this,” she whispered to herself. She took even, slow steps so as not to jar the precarious bridge.

      When she glanced down at the muddy tributary of the Nile swirling underneath her feet, two large eyes and a set of nostrils watched her pass. A hippopotamus sunbathed in the warm, shallow water.

      Rachel breathed a sigh of relief as she reached the other side and stepped onto solid ground. Before her, a building had collapsed against the low ridge at its back. The tiled roof had long gone, but outcrops acted as verandas, shielding anyone inside from eyes above. The remaining walls cast long shadows that obscured the exposed doorways. She refused to go inside, not wanting to be trapped in a confined space with Tariq and his followers again.

      Planting her feet on the flat area between the structure and the canal, Rachel called out. “Tariq! I have what you want. You need to come out here if you want to collect it.”

      For several long moments nothing happened. Shadows flitted at the edges of crumbled stone. Then Tariq’s form appeared in what might have once been a wide doorway. He emerged from the dark as though he stepped direct from the underworld, and then approached her across the packed earth.

      More men flowed out behind him and arrayed themselves in a loose semi-circle at his back. From under lowered lashes, Rachel counted twelve. He had lost more than half his men when the airship exploded.

      “I knew you would come. Open it.” He stopped a few feet from her, his hungry gaze on the obsidian chest tucked against her hip.

      Rachel turned her body and angled the chest away from him. “I want the antidote first.”

      A grin broke over his face and he spread his hands wide. “And I want the chest. You must trust me that I will give it to you, once I have that which I seek.”

      Rachel swallowed a snort. She wouldn’t trust him any further than she could throw him. She cast around and settled on a large fallen stone about a foot square. It appeared to have rolled from the hill and stopped short of the water, forming a convenient table. “I will place the box on the stone, and you will place the antidote next to it.”

      “Acceptable.” He drew the vial from within his robes. His grey men remained immobile at his back, watching.

      “Why did the Curator have this?” Rachel asked as she placed the box on the piece of stone.

      Tariq placed the brown bottle with a cork stopper on the stone. “He was to have restored me once he found Nefertiti, in return for a share of my power. Now it shall all be mine. Already I feel my power returning simply for being near it once more.”

      He rested both hands on the cool obsidian and inhaled a long, slow breath through his nose. Then, as though an invisible artist took up a brush, runes were painted in black and silver over his face and arms that matched those on the chest. The air around him shimmered, and dust swirling at their feet formed eddies that encircled his legs.

      When the dust dropped back to the ground, he opened his eyes and something older and darker peered out at her. “Open the box.”

      She glanced to the vial and considered her options. She could grab it and run. Somewhere behind the ridge, the Isis was discharging the men and Pavlin. But she wanted to end things here, first. Hang on, Pavlin. Not much longer I promise, Rachel whispered to herself.

      “Why don’t you open it?” Rachel gestured to the chest and wondered how far away Nate and the men were.

      Tariq’s gaze hardened. “It requires a woman’s tears. I thought it a fitting way to protect what lies within.”

      Crying didn’t take too much effort. Rachel had only to think of Pavlin’s suffering and tears welled up in her eyes. She stepped forward to let one fall on the chest, where it disappeared into the smooth stone with a sibilant hiss.

      Tariq rubbed his hands together, excitement gleaming in his eyes. He hesitated for only a moment before he reached out and flipped the lid open. Without looking up from the shrivelled lungs within, he held out a hand toward Rachel. “At last, I will be whole. Now give me your arm. It must be revived so I can access the spell held within.”

      “I don’t think so.” She opened the chest, but she sure as hell wasn’t opening a vein to feed his long dead lungs.

      Tariq’s struck out and grabbed her right wrist, hauling her closer. With his other hand he drew out a knife and sliced it across her palm.

      Rachel cried out as fire flared over her skin. She struggled against him, but he dragged her forward until she stumbled and put her mechanical hand on the stone for balance. Her other hand forced over the open chest and her blood flowed from the gash to the organs below. Pops and sizzles came from within as the lungs greedily inhaled her blood.

      “Rachel’s not allowed her feed her blood to ancient organs,” Cara’s voice called out.

      Relief crashed over Rachel even as Tariq’s grip tightened on her wrist bones. Cara walked toward them. Behind her came Nate, Miguel, and the crew of the Isis. Metal slid over metal as Tariq’s men drew blades from under their robes.

      “You are too late. No one can stop me now. But I can see I will need more blood than this little cut can provide.” He moved the blade to Rachel’s wrist and pressed to the blue vein by his fingers.

      “I can stop you.” Rachel let go of the stone and slammed her mechanical fist into the side of Tariq’s head.

      He cried out and stumbled back, shaking his head. The knife fell from his hand and landed with a thud in the dirt.

      She had pulled her punch; otherwise she could have put her fist through his skull. No point in killing him until she knew the antidote worked. Snatching up the vial, Rachel glanced to Cara.

      Cara pointed to one side and Rachel took off in that direction, in search of Pavlin.
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      “It’s over, Tariq. You cannot win here today.” Cara fought a wave of nausea that crawled over the edge of the obsidian chest and then clawed itself down her gullet. Ordinarily she wouldn’t want to be within a hundred miles of the thing, but he made the fatal mistake of hurting her daughter and their dragon.

      He grinned and licked his lips. “How fitting that it will be your blood that completes the restoration and frees the spell that will tear her soul from you and deliver it to me. Seize her!” he yelled over his shoulder and his men leapt in her direction.

      The crew from the Isis swarmed around the side of the ridge and charged at the grey and red clad men. Swords and blades drawn, they met then metal against metal. The fight erupted around Cara, yet she stood in the eye of the storm with Tariq. Nate fought at her side, stopping any of Tariq’s followers from reaching her. With her protector beside her, Cara concentrated on the vessel for the soul who haunted her slumber.

      “You waited thousands of years for revenge, and it will come to nothing. Nefertiti never loved you, but you knew that. That’s why you had the spell prepared and waiting. You planned to rip her away from the one she loved and force her into an eternity of torment at your side.” Cara edged closer. Each laboured step as though she pushed her way through thick brambles covered in thorns. Every inch of progress tore through her body as Nefertiti’s soul sought to escape proximity to the spell that would destroy her in the afterlife.

      Tariq rubbed his hands together and sparks flared between his palms. They spun as though he plucked a star from the night sky. “She was always mine. He ruined everything when he chose her to be his wife.”

      Cara tried to laugh but needed the breath to keep moving. “You’re so stupid, but your kind always are. He might have been Pharaoh and all powerful, but she never loved Akhenaten. A humble medjay claimed her heart.”

      “Enough! I need that spell to fully become who I once was!” He tossed the ball of sparks at Cara.

      It hit in her the chest and tossed her backward. The air whooshed from her lungs as she landed hard on her bottom and pain radiated up her spine. She threw out her hands to stop her head from slamming into the hard ground.

      Nate stepped in front of her and used his foot to flick a fallen staff up from the ground. He swung it in an arc around him. “Leave her alone. It’s me you want.”

      Tariq sneered and pushed his sleeves up his arms. The runes on his skin glowed and pulsed. “Get out of my way. You are nobody.”

      Nate moved closer, the weapon held lightly in his hands. “You don’t remember me? That hurts. I was there when they cut out your tongue to ensure you didn’t cast any spells. None of us imagined you would hold one inside you to become a curse for the queen. If I had known, I would have tossed them into a brazier.”

      Dark eyes narrowed and Tariq’s nostrils flared. “The soldier,” he hissed.

      Nate bowed and tucked the spear behind him. He walked on soft feet as he distracted the enemy from Cara. “Nakht, captain of the guard. The medjay sworn to protect the royal family, Nefertiti’s lover, and the man who sliced you opened for the embalmers. I’m looking forward to killing you all over again.”

      “She should have been mine!” Tariq roared and threw out his arms. Miniature bolts of lightning flared blue between his palms as he drew magic to him and the runes on his forearms flared a brilliant silver then turned red.

      “Do you listen to yourself? You sound like a spoiled child whose toy was taken away. You never loved Nefertiti, you were obsessed with her. Your twisted mind turned an act of kindness into something it never meant. She only ever loved one man—me.” Nate circled Tariq until the mage had the canal at his back.

      Cara caught her breath and struggled to her feet. The plan was to keep Tariq talking until they knew Pavlin would recover. From the corner of her eye, she saw Rachel tip the antidote between the dragon’s jaws.

      “Your own actions weighed against you. All I had to do was tell Akhenaten how you planned to use the Heart to steal his wife, his immortality, and his crown. You know what enraged him the most? The idea that you would rule for a thousand years in his place. He already had a replacement selected to take Nefertiti’s place.” Nate struck out with the staff.

      Tariq swiped his hand through the air and a bolt of lightning shot out to counter Nate’s blows.

      Around Cara, Miguel and the crewmen continued to battle Tariq’s followers, but one by one, the enemy fell. She ignored the pain in her ribs. She needed to help, to do something.

      Rachel peered around the outcrop sheltering her and Pavlin and shook her head at Cara. Had Tariq spoken true, and the flask was the cure for the creature, or had they ended her life? She couldn’t wait any longer, so she steeled herself and stood.

      There was one thing she could do while Tariq fought Nate—seize the contents of the box and destroy it. Assuming it didn’t kill her to touch it. Perhaps she should have thought that bit through?

      Cara called out to Tariq as she approached the stone slab, as much to distract herself from the pain jarring up her legs with each step as to annoy him. “Did you watch from the underworld as Karo and Nakht lived a thousand years? I bet you choked on their joy when Karo gave Nakht a daughter. Your jealousy festered inside you until you became this walking, pustulant sore.”

      He continued to parry with lightning bolts that flashed and crashed against Nate’s staff. Around him, his men fell like grey clouds that dropped to the earth. Tariq laughed at Cara. “Crawl to me! Beg to become one with me as I destroy all you love.”

      Nate snorted and shook his head. “You want her soul because you’re a weak excuse for a man. Unable to cope with a woman as she is, you need to tear one into small pieces that you can handle. You even stooped to manipulating a fourteen-year-old girl to do your bidding and failed at that. How did it feel when she told you to shut up and leave her alone?”

      Tariq changed tactics and with a slice of his hand, the lightning bolt blinked out of existence. Now, he raised his from his side and the sand and dirt obeyed his command, rising upward with his gesture. As though it were a living thing, sand scuttled along the ground and fed the wave the mage created. It rose higher and higher. When it reached ten feet and twice as long, Tariq flung out his hands toward Nate and the solid wall slammed into him.

      Nate flung up his arms in front of his face as sand and dirt pelted him like a thousand angry bees.

      At another gesture from Tariq, a spear flew from the ground toward Nate and disappeared through the earth barrier. Cara cried out in warning, but the swirling sand roared and blocked her cry. She didn’t need to see the spear slice through Nate. The phantom wound hit her body. She grasped her side and doubled over.

      Tariq clapped his hands together and the swirling sand dropped to the ground like a falling curtain. Then he reached out with one hand, as though he grasped something and squeezed his fingers into a fist. “You only defeated me before because I was bound and my tongue removed. Not so clever now, are you?”

      Nate pulled the spear from his side and tossed it to the ground. Then his head shot up and his hands went to his throat. He clawed at an invisible hand as his air supply was cut off. “Yes, I am. You don’t understand the love of families or sacrifice. All this time, I’ve kept you talking,” he gasped.

      Once before, when an enemy tried to drown Nate, Cara had breathed for him. She used their bond to do it again. Calming her mind, she drew deep, even breaths and distributed the oxygen along their bond and to Nate.

      When his enemy didn’t die as expected, Tariq cast around.

      Rachel approached, walking tall and proud like an ancient queen.

      Nate doubled over as the mage released him and reached out with his magic for the young woman instead.

      Cara crawled to Nate, taking off her scarf she wadded it up and pressed it to the gash in his side. Tears rolled down her cheeks. They had taken the wrong interpretation from the drawing in Rahotep’s tomb. They thought the spell would break Nefertiti’s Heart, but that wasn’t the one he sought to shatter.

      He would destroy those she loved. That was the pain that would break the organ in her chest. To save them all, she would offer up herself.

      “Leave my daughter alone!” Cara placed Nate’s hands over the scarf stemming the flow of blood, and climbed to her feet. “The biggest mistake Nefertiti ever made was saving you from the hippopotamus. She never loved you, she pitied you.”

      Tariq grinned and flashed his teeth. A menacing smile with no warmth or laughter took hold of his face as he pulled Rachel toward him.

      A hand touched Cara’s arm as the younger woman drew level with her. “See to Nate. I’ve got this.”

      Cara met her daughter’s determined gaze and hugged her. “Never forget who you are and that we love you.”
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      Rachel walked past her parents and stood before Tariq. Four years ago she released a portion of Rahotep’s spirit when a droplet of her blood hit the lungs. Now she would end what she started.

      Fire blazed in Tariq’s dark eyes as he stared at her. “Kneel before me and obey! When you have given enough to release the spell and I am fully restored, I shall be merciful and transform you into a whole woman worthy of love.”

      Rachel stared him down with steel in her spine. “I am Zahra, daughter of Karo and Nakht. Born from a love you can never imagine.”

      Understanding flowed through her, memories gifted to her by the soul of Nefertiti, of a life full of love for her family and friends. She glanced to her left, where Cara cradled a bleeding Nate. To her right, Miguel dispatched the last grey-clad man and walked toward her. Ahead, a shadow crept around the edges of fallen stone.

      “I am also a Lyons. We do not kneel or obey. We stand and command.” She lunged forward and grabbed the object from the box. Holding it aloft in her artificial hand, she cried out, “Pavlin!”

      The little dragon slithered down the rocks and raised her head. A stream of cleansing fire shot from her open jaws and wrapped around Rachel’s metal hand. Pain exploded in her brain as the limb broadcast what happened to it. Rachel gritted her teeth against a scream and tears welled up in her eyes, but the heat evaporated them before they could roll down her cheeks.

      “No!” Tariq screamed as the dehydrated lungs caught fire. He lunged toward Rachel and stopped abruptly as the orange and red flames turned darker and danced higher.

      Soon, Rachel held a blood-red and black spiral that shot toward the sky. A wailing pillar reached for the setting sun. An eerie roar came from the lump of burning tissue as the spell within was released.

      Words took a visual form, like small black ravens caught in the blood-red vortex. Their wings shook as they sought to free themselves of the fire’s grip. Pavlin shot at them in bursts, catching each of the last whispered words of Rahotep. Balls of fire enveloped each one and they screeched and flew upward.

      Rachel turned her face away at the heat radiating from her hand. Pain flared over her skin and she could no longer hold back the whimpers of agony that burned along her arm and escaped up her throat. Then cool, blessed relief dropped over her. Miguel wrapped a wet jacket around her torso and held it up to shield her face from the flames. As the lungs burned into nothing within the dragon fire, she crumpled the last blob between steel fingers.

      “He’s without any power now. Finish him. I need to see to Nate,” she said to Miguel.

      He nodded and draped his smouldering jacket over her shoulders. Steam rose from her.

      “It would be my pleasure,” Miguel said as he advanced on Tariq.

      Rachel sprinkled the handful of ash on the ground, her super-heated fingers glowing red. She ran to Cara and Nate and knelt in the dirt next to them. “Lift his shirt.”

      Cara tugged at Nate’s shirt and revealed the slice in his side. “What are you going to do?”

      “Cauterise the wound to stop the bleeding.” Rachel hesitated for a moment and caught her father’s gaze.

      He nodded and ground his teeth.

      Rachel pressed her palm to the wound and curled her fingers around his side.

      Nate cried out and his body bucked as flesh sizzled.

      When Rachel drew back her hand, the bleeding had stopped and the wound was sealed.

      “You might want to put that in some water before you touch anyone else.” Cara managed a weak smile through her tears and held on tight to her husband.

      Rachel dropped to her knees by the edge of the canal and thrust her arm into the warm water. It sizzled and bubbled as the heat dissipated. Three hippopotami glided through the water, perhaps attracted by the scent of blood that came from her limb, and she hastily withdrew the arm. She had already lost it once, no point in tempting fate by waving it at the animals.

      When she turned, Miguel was circling the mage. Tariq walked backward and rubbed his hands together, but no sparks appeared. A breeze lifted the runes from his face and arms as though they were no more than a dusting of ash. His eyes widened as Miguel approached, and perhaps realising his magic had fled him, he raised his hands in a fighting stance.

      Miguel went in fast with an uppercut that sent Tariq staggering back a few steps. The airship captain followed with a barrage of blows and displayed the training Nate drilled into all his men. The mage attempted a defence, but he had lost the advantage. Punch by punch, Miguel drove him to the edge of the canal.

      Tariq stood at the edge, blood pouring from his nose and his shoulders slumped. Defeated.

      Miguel pulled a knife from his boot. “Everybody worries about crocodiles in the Nile, but the most dangerous creature is the one that should have finished you centuries ago.”

      He plunged his dagger into Tariq’s stomach, then with two hands on the hilt, Miguel sawed upward and sliced open the mage’s abdomen. An echo of the death blow Nakht delivered centuries ago to Rahotep.

      Tariq grasped at his middle and his eyes widened. “He promised me immortal power,” he whispered as blood bubbled from between his lips.

      “Watch out for the hippos.” Miguel booted the mage and he keeled over backward into the canal.

      As if on cue, three creatures rose from the water and snapped their jaws at the prize. The water churned and screams rent the air, until they stopped abruptly. Even the crocodiles stayed away as the frenzied hippopotami tore the man who would have been immortal into pieces.

      Rachel launched herself at Miguel and he caught her. Arms wrapped around him, but careful not to burn him with her still hot metal arm, Rachel kissed him.
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      Cara’s eyes widened as her daughter kissed the airship captain with a passion that made her maternal instincts decidedly uncomfortable.

      “I told Loki rescuing Miguel from that crate years ago would prove to be the right decision,” Nate murmured as he struggled to sit up.

      “Did you know about that?” Cara shielded her eyes with a hand and gestured to the entwined couple, wondering why Nate wasn’t ordering them apart or tossing Miguel into the canal for his impertinence.

      “Yes.” Nate leaned against a rock and managed a sly smile.

      Cara opened and closed her mouth and then threw up her hands. “Start talking, or I’ll borrow a knife from Miguel.”

      He picked up Cara’s hand, possibly before she remembered about her pistols. “I believe Rachel was twelve when she announced her intention of marrying Miguel. That was after I caught her carving their initials into the underside of my desk.”

      Around them the crew from the Isis began picking up bodies and tossing them into the canal. There would be sufficient for both hippopotami and crocodiles for at least a week.

      “And you didn’t mention this… why?” Cara dared another glance at her daughter, who was still attached to Miguel. She could only assume they were able to breathe through their ears.

      Nate shrugged and a grimace flashed across his face as he pulled his shirt away from his bloody side. “Rachel was twelve. I figured she might change her mind as she got older. But I thought there was no harm in ensuring Miguel grew into the sort of man worthy of our daughter’s affection, if she were still keen when she became an adult.”

      Cara let out a soft sigh. “You really are devious and always thinking of the long game.”

      “I did a fine job, don’t you agree?” he leaned back and, despite being covered in blood and dirt, managed to look as though he reclined on holiday and hadn’t just battled a centuries-old mage who nursed a deadly vendetta against Nefertiti and her lover.

      Cara leaned over and kissed him. “Clever man. Given that Miguel might possibly be my half-brother and Rachel our adopted daughter, it has an echo of the Egyptian court about it.”

      He placed a hand on her nape and touched his forehead to his. “It’s over now, and we never have to worry about Rahotep breaking your heart.”

      Cara breathed him in for a long moment, letting his love settle into her bones after the turmoil of the fight and his injury. Then with a sigh, she curled into his uninjured side. “When Meketaten died, the grief broke something inside Nefertiti. Rahotep used her love for her family as a weapon and crafted it into his spell. I think he intended to destroy everything I loved to shatter my heart and then pull Nefertiti’s soul from me and bind it to him.”

      Mia Toby approached Nate and held out a silver flask. “You look like you need a drink.”

      Nate took the flask and unscrewed the top before saluting Miguel’s second. “Thanks.”

      Miguel and Rachel had broken apart and walked to Pavlin. The little dragon raised her head and nuzzled her human.

      Cara gave silent thanks for her family. “Nakht gave Nefertiti a new life, one away from the poisoned air of the royal court, and she is finally free of Rahotep’s obsession.”

      Nate used the rock behind him to push off as he stood. “We had no way of knowing he had prepared his followers to hide the box with the lungs inside. Or that the Curator would one day hear the rumours of his power waiting to be restored and seek to seize it for himself.”

      “Can you fly with that wound?” Cara asked. There was no fresh blood as Rachel’s heated hand had sealed the wound, but it needed to be dressed in case infection set in.

      “Yes, once it’s tended to. What do you have in mind?” He arched one eyebrow.

      “I think there is one task left for us.” Nefertiti whispered there was one thing Cara needed to see before she returned home.

      Nate waved Toby back over. The woman had a satchel slung over one shoulder.

      “Ready for me to play nurse?” Toby asked.

      “You get cleaned up and I’ll go talk to Rachel.” Cara left Nate to have the wound dealt with and walked over to her daughter. The women hugged and then Cara held her daughter at arm’s length to regard her with a frown. “Where did the name Zahra come from?”

      Rachel shrugged. “I think Nefertiti whispered it to me. I had flashes of a mother and daughter who played and laughed together, and the name rolled off my tongue.”

      Cara rested a hand on Pavlin’s head. “How is she? Do you think she is up to helping me for an hour or two, if she can carry two riders a short distance?”

      “She seems fully recovered from the poison and is stronger than she looks. I think Egypt has been good for her,” Rachel murmured, but she glanced to Miguel.

      “We’ll not be long or overtax her.” Cara climbed onto the dragon’s back and Nate settled behind her.

      Miguel handed up a satchel with lanterns. Cara hunkered over Pavlin’s back, Nate leaned over her, and then they leapt into the sky and veered away from the Nile and over the desert.

      Cara closed her eyes and felt for the strand left her by Nefertiti. Using her knees, she guided Pavlin to their destination. After half an hour, they encountered a small mountainous range with craggy outcrops and jutting points. A dark gap yawned, where there appeared to be a cave halfway up.

      “Can you set us near the entrance, please?” Cara asked the dragon.

      Pavlin approached the opening and folded her wings at the last moment, shooting into a cave the size of an airship cargo hold.

      “Thank you. Why don’t you go sun yourself until we need to return?” Cara said after they climbed down.

      With a chirp, Pavlin launched herself back out into the sunshine.

      They surveyed the tumble of rocks and boulders that littered the ground. Nate homed in on one pile and pulled stones away. Beneath, they found a narrow entrance that looked suspiciously like a drain. Part of Cara baulked at sliding down, but the curious part of her overrode it.

      “Are you ready for this?” He activated the lanterns and shone one in the hole, to reveal smooth sides and steps.

      She nodded, her throat dry. “Yes. I need the final answers to my questions.”

      He squeezed her hand, and then she eased herself down to the first step. The stairs were narrow and steep, but fortunately the tunnel was so narrow Cara could easily brace against the side to keep her balance. Soon, the ground levelled out under their feet and opened up to reveal a small chamber.

      Against the far wall lay two skeletons on a makeshift bed. Their arms entwined and heads bowed together.

      Tears formed in Cara’s eyes. They had found the remains of Karo and Nakht. “They came here to die.”

      “Look.” Nate held the lantern before the wall. It was covered in drawings and hieroglyphics. Then the ancient form of writing turned into cuneiform and then something more familiar—Latin.

      “What is it?” Cara leaned against him as she stared.

      It didn’t look like the formal paintings on the Egyptian temples and tombs. These had a casual air. Children at play. Random scenes plucked from a person’s life. Every available space had been used, even the ceiling.

      “It’s their family,” Nate whispered.

      Cara swallowed the lump in her throat. How many, she wondered? Hundreds, thousands? With one hand, she reached out and stroked a woman holding up a baby to a man. Underneath were lines of text she couldn’t decipher, like a caption on a photograph.

      “It’s how they remembered them all. Then, when they came to the end of their thousand years, they came here to die.” Echoes of the lovers’ actions played out in the small room, re-enacted by ghostly figures.

      Nakht gathered Karo in his arms and they lay on the bed. He held the poison to her lips and then drank from the vial himself. He’d tossed the empty container to a corner, where it remained. Holding each other close, they waited for death to claim them at last, and gift them eternal slumber.

      Cara stared at the paintings and understanding nibbled at her. This was how they endured, by remembering them all. Pain was a tide that crashed against the sand, but when the water ebbed, memories remained. Loss settled into a dull ache that could never wear away the enduring love.

      “What do you want to do? We can still destroy the Heart and return to a mortal lifespan if you prefer.” Nate put down the lantern.

      Cara lay her hands flat on the wall and absorbed a thousand lives through her palms. Laughter filled the room, the quiet gasps of passion, the deep sighs of contentment, and the wails of grief. This was what Nefertiti needed her to see. Loss cut as deep as you loved because you could not have one without the other. No matter what happened, Cara vowed she would never stop loving her family.

      “We follow the example of Nakht and Karo. We live our lives. We gather the good memories to us, to insulate against the pain to come. We remember them all, to gift them immortality alongside us. And most importantly, we protect our own.”

      Nate pulled her close and kissed her. “Yes. We protect our own. Until the end of our thousand years.”

      Then he swung the lantern back and forth. The last few paintings had a Roman look to them, complete with fig leaf crowns and simple robes.

      Cara stared at images. The clothing changed and evolved, but everything still looked ancient to her. “A thousand years. I can’t comprehend what we will see in that time. Just don’t let Victoria ever find out, or she would conscript us as eternal guards of the British Empire.”

      Her gaze strayed to the entwined skeletons. Eternal love—unbroken by either time, a pharaoh, or a mage.

      “Let’s leave them to their rest. They deserve it.” Cara glanced around the room one last time. The world might wonder what happened to Nefertiti, but she knew—the queen lived a full life and became the protector of her family.

      They part-crawled, part-climbed back out of the narrow tunnel, and then they replaced the rocks that covered the entrance.

      Cara stared at the small cairn. “It doesn’t feel like enough to keep them hidden. What if people eventually poke around out here?”

      Nate patted his pockets and pulled out a cylindrical object. “We can’t stop people for ever. But we can slow them down quite a bit.” From another pocket he pulled a match. “Call Pavlin down, we’ll need to make a prompt exit.”

      “Dynamite? Do you often carry that in your trousers?” she exclaimed.

      A wolfish expression crossed his face and heat surged along their bond. Cara threw up her hands. “Don’t answer that. Of course I have dynamite in my trousers…” She mimicked a male voice as she walked to the ledge.

      Cara summoned Pavlin, who flew into the space. Nate lit the fuse, then climbed behind Cara and pulled her tight against his chest. As the dragon rose up into the sky, he dropped the stick of dynamite.

      The dull boom sounded from behind them and a dust cloud nipped at Pavlin’s wings.

      Nate spoke into Cara’s ear against the wind. “What do you say to a few days to relax, poke around the markets to find something dead for Lucien and something less gruesome for Gideon, before we return home?”

      Home. Never had a word meant so much to her. “Yes, I’m ready to go home.”
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      They spent a week relaxing and exploring in Egypt, before starting the journey back to England. Once home, Rachel swapped out her metal arm for a replacement. Holding Rahotep’s lungs while Pavlin burned them had warped the steel, melted away the vines and roses, and damaged some of the mechanics. Nate promised to have another made, and father and daughter holed up in his study to discuss improvements.

      All too soon, Cara bid another farewell to her daughter as she and her dragon boarded the Isis once more to embark upon their adventure.

      A week after Rachel left, as the family breakfasted in the morning room, the aethergraph chattered away on its table. Once it fell silent again, Cara walked over, tore off the strip of paper, and scanned the message. “It’s from Rachel. The Isis has reached New York and rather than heading off on her own, she has decided to stay with the airship for the next few months.”

      Relief washed over her at reading those words. Rachel would have the safety and support of Miguel and his crew as she explored the world. The last bit of the message didn’t make any sense. “She ends with, tell Nan and Nessy they were right. Whatever does she mean?”

      Nan grinned over the rim of her tea cup and Nessy let out a squawk.

      Cara narrowed her gaze at the two old women.

      “I’m not sure I can remember now, dear, old age and all. It might have been a recommendation for a restaurant she might like to dine at?” Nan said, her attention focused on the contents of her tea cup.

      “Yes. That was it. Somewhere with a menu we thought she’d like to sample.” Nessy picked up a piece of toast and shoved it into her mouth in what looked like an attempt to stop herself from saying anything else.

      “Do I want to know what the three of you were up to?” Cara placed her hands on her hips. The incorrigible pair were at times more trouble than the twins. She should never have left them alone with Rachel. Who knew what ideas they had crammed into her daughter’s head.

      “There are some things it’s best to remain ignorant about. Or as Nate would say, don’t ask if you don’t want to know the answer.” Nan buttered toast and managed to keep a serene expression on her lined face.

      Cara glanced to her husband, who wore a disinterested expression as though he hadn’t heard a word. It seemed he refused to be drawn into the conversation, and perhaps that was the better tactic. Cara let out a sigh. She doubted the coded sentence referred to a restaurant recommendation. But perhaps Rachel couldn’t go too wrong listening to the more experienced women. They had, after all, encouraged Cara in her relationship with Nate, and that had turned out rather splendidly.

      She returned to her place at the table and tried not to worry about her daughter. Rachel had proven her resourcefulness. Although she suspected she would always fret about her children once they were no longer under her protective wings. Once a mother, always a mother, she thought.

      “The Hellcat will be here later this morning to take us all out,” Nate said over his coffee.

      “Where are we going?” Cara asked, somewhat relieved for the distraction.

      He waggled his eyebrows. “It’s a surprise, but you can probably guess given the activity around here lately.”

      The boys ran into the room, having escaped their nanny. Lucien clutched an elongated box under his arm. They had fulfilled his request for something dead and brought him back a mummified crocodile, complete with its own carved wooden sarcophagus. Cara had assumed he would place it on a shelf and look at it occasionally. Instead he had taken to carrying the long and narrow coffin around with him.

      “I worry about that boy,” she murmured to Nate.

      He grinned. “He’ll be fine. What boy wouldn’t want a mummified crocodile?”
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      Later that morning, the Hellcat took them to a quiet village not far from London. As they disembarked on the manicured lawn, Cara thought the site possessed a quiet serenity as though they visited a mausoleum or library. Large specimen trees dotted the grass. Their wide limbs cast shade on the fluffy sheep that grazed the lush green lawn. A wide, gravelled driveway led straight to the building. On either side were two large, rectangular ponds edged with golden bricks.

      The boys broke free of their nanny and immediately ran to the water to stare at the ducks swimming back and forth. The building itself was built of a pale stone and had a pleasing symmetry. Across the top, carved into the stone, it read: Rooks Depository.

      “What is this place?” Cara asked. It was a beautiful and peaceful location an easy jaunt from London. The airship had earlier flown over a quaint little village and they had landed among rolling fields and grazing animals.

      “It was originally built as a water treatment plant, hence the ponds to filter the water. It also has the advantage of thick walls, few windows, and underground chambers that I have taken the liberty of having enlarged,” Nate said as they strode up the wide drive to the front door.

      “Since it is no longer a water treatment plant, you have either moved your operations from the Pit to a more pastoral location, or this is where all the artifacts have gone that are no longer under the Lowestoft estate.” She had slept easier since they had packed the artifacts into crates for delivery to their new permanent home.

      The twins grew more adventurous every day. Soon, they would need to learn about the family business and decide their own direction in life. The boys were a formidable pair when they put their heads together, and Cara suspected they would cut a swath through society when they became men.

      “You are correct. I have been in negotiations with the queen for some months. She acknowledges that we cannot continue alone as her artifact hunters. We need staff to guard the things, scientists to study them if she wants to know how they work, scholars to help us locate them in dusty archives, and not to mention more people to find and retrieve them.” Nate stopped on the doorstep. The double doors were high and wide enough to admit a carriage and painted a glossy black that would show every fingerprint the boys would no doubt leave on them.

      “Good. I assume this is part of our expansion?” The building sat silent in the landscape. Not a single hint of life escaped its thick brick walls. Perhaps no staff had been acquired yet. She glanced behind her to see the nanny had engaged the boys in finding things to float on the pond and had managed to convince Lucien not to test out his mummified crocodile.

      Nate opened a brass panel to the side of the door. Within hid a number pad from the elements. He punched a long number on the shiny buttons and a click sounded from the doors. “Victoria has created a new government department called the Ministry of Rooks. Ostensibly it is to curate and archive obscure documents, contracts, and deeds which are no longer needed in London and they are to be stored here. In reality, it is a cover for our activities and gives us greater funding and staff.”

      “Rooks, like crows? We fly around the world to bring her back shiny baubles?” Cara rolled the name around in her head and studied the logo of a crow perched on the end of the word Depository above the door.

      “I prefer a different interpretation. The word depository here refers to what this building does; it houses things. I suggested rook after the chess piece, also known as the castle. One rook is powerful enough, but two together…” Nate raised Cara’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “Two rooks together are more powerful than any queen. The queen thought I meant the bird and I chose not to correct her.”

      Nate pushed the door open and gestured for Cara to step inside. With a large grin on his face, he asked her, “are you ready to start a new chapter?”

      Cara paused for a moment and soaked in the quiet emanating from the building. Then she smiled as she stepped over the threshold. “Yes. Let’s start something new.”
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